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ABSTRACT 

This paper analyses the effects of the benchmarking process in global governance power 

relations. A case study on the Doing Business indicators, regulatory benchmarks produced 

by a team of World Bank Group employees, reveals how the process of creating, 

distributing, and using the indicators has effects on regulation. In the benchmarking process, 

the team involved in the creation of the Doing Business indicators are able to define the 

domain of regulation that is benchmarked, by determining the regulatory variables that each 

indicator measures. The indicators, as performance measures of a defined regulatory 

domain, are then used to order countries based on their score, in effect creating a ranking. 

By associating the scores with economic outcomes, these rankings have a performative 

effect, and inspire and inform reforms across numerous countries by making regulatory 

actors focus on the economic outcomes of regulation. Since the World Bank is in control of 

the Doing Business indicators, the World Bank also has the power to govern at a distance 

through this benchmarking process. Finally, by measuring the quality of regulation through 

quantification, the benchmarking process transforms the political issue of regulation into a 

technical issue of numbers, methodology and ‘best practice’. 
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1 . Introduction 

Benchmarking is, most generally, a “…managerial technique … used to identify 

performance gaps and improve operational performance” ( Yasin, 2002: 221; Shetty, 1993). 

Xerox is credited as the first company to use process benchmarking, when they in the 1970s 

sought to enhance their competitive position by learning from Japanese competitors (Yasin, 

2002). Since then, however, benchmarking as a process and concept has expanded to become 

a very practice-oriented approach to performance improvement, though no standardized 

definition exists (Moriarty & Smallman, 2009).  

Indeed, the processes involved in benchmarking, and the concepts or purposes that 

underpin it, may vary from practitioner to practitioner. Moriarty and Smallman, in their 

taxonomy of benchmarking, identify at least five different types of benchmarking - hence the 

difficulty, perhaps, in finding a unified definition. However, they also conclude that there 

are two key attributes to benchmarking: it is always a process, and this process always 

involves an assessment (Moriarty & Smallman, 2009). 

Benchmarking, however, has found its way to the public sector and now the global 

governance sector as well. In 2008, a UNDP Survey on Composite Indices Measuring Country 

Performance counted 178 individual rankings of country performance, all of which had 

developed in the last 15 years (Bandura, 2008). None of these indexes (or indices) call 

themselves benchmarks, however they all measure performance of a country – consider, for 

example, the UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI) or Transparency International’s 

Corruption Perception Index (CPI) (Transparency International, 2011; UNDP, 2011). These 

indexes are almost ubiquitous these days, and the OECD has even published a Handbook on 

Constructing Composite Indicators (OECD/JRC-European Commission, 2008).  

As Moriarty and Smallman argue, however, benchmarking has an effect: “[b]enchmarking, 

as an adjective, refers to a process which not only seeks to identify disparate points of 

reference but also has the objective of aligning them in some favourable manner. This 

definition also establishes a fundamental aspect of benchmarking that requires two parties: 

the exemplar demonstrating a desirable state of affairs and the anomalar seeking to 

approximate or attain that desirable state of affairs” (Moriarty & Smallman, 2009: 486). 

Benchmarking is an attempt, therefore, at achieving a more desirable ‘state of affairs’. 
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Helden and Tillema, in their research into benchmarking in the public sector, find that 

benchmarking is based on ideas that “… ‘organizations want to copy ‘‘best practices’’’ and 

‘performance comparison results in performance improvement’ (Bruder & Gray, 1994; 

Camp, 1989)” (Helden & Tillema, 2005: 337). Hence, benchmarks are purported to have an 

effect on those measured.1 

This paper seeks to investigate the creation and use of benchmarks (or indicators2) in the 

arena of global governance. More precisely, it seeks to uncover what ‘happens’ when 

international organisations (IOs) measure the performance of a country, and presents them 

as an index or indicator (i.e. benchmarking). For this, if the theory of benchmarking is to be 

believed, should have some performative effects on countries or similar. Whilst there are 

theories to explain how IOs obtain and use power over other actors, and theories on the 

governance effects of benchmarking in general, there have been few investigations that have 

combined these theories together and with actual cases, in order to investigate the relations 

between the IOs that benchmark, and the countries that are subject to benchmarking.3 This 

paper, therefore, seeks to uncover, ultimately, how benchmarking as a process may be used 

by international organisations to exert power over others – how benchmarks may ‘govern at 

a distance’. 

Thus, the paper seeks to answer the following question: 

How is power constructed through benchmarking: do the DB indicators allow the World 

Bank to govern at a distance? 

                                                 
1 See also (Camp, 1989; Dattakumar & Jagadeesh, 2003) 
2 The terms benchmarks, indicators, and indexes may be used interchangeably throughout the paper, 

but they are understood as the same thing. Benchmarking, however, is the process that results in, or 

produces, these indexes (or indicators). 
3 There has been some research on the effect of rankings in creating the idea of ‘competitive’ states 

and regions, who must compete for FDI. See for example (Lall, 2001; MacKinnon & Phelps, 2001; N. 

A. Phelps, Power, & Wanjiru, 2007; N. A. Phelps & Tewdwr-jones, 2001; N. a. Phelps & Wood, 2006; 

Sirr, Garvey, & Gallagher, 2012; Sum, 2009) 
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The paper takes as its sole case the Doing Business indicators4, which were created by the 

World Bank Group in 2003. The Doing Business (DB) programme, which is the organisation 

that creates and calculates these indicators, is a part of the World Bank Group. 

Many scholars and theories (constructivist to functionalist) would argue that the DB 

indicators simply represent neoliberal/Western ideals of business regulation for economic 

development (Berger & Bristow, 2009; Tore Fougner, 2006; Hallward-Driemeier & Pritchett, 

2011; Löwenheim, 2008). Thus, power would solely lie in the World Bank’s authority as a 

rational bureaucracy developing and holding expert knowledge, and its legitimacy in 

pursuing common social goals of economic development, not in the indicators or 

benchmarking process itself (Barnett & Finnemore, 2005). This, I believe, is an 

oversimplification that ignores many of the hidden powers and effects inherently present in 

the DB indicators, in the way they are created, distributed, and used. 

In assuming that the indicators merely are a bureaucratic tool, such theory may cause us to 

overlook actual causes and effects of DB indicators on a more local scale. Local both with 

regard to (sub)-national actors, who are those measured, as well as supranational actors, for 

example at the World Bank, who gather information and do most of the measuring. In other 

words, these theories ignore the effects of the process of benchmarking. This paper is an 

attempt to uncover the effects inherent in the benchmarking process. Applying a 

combination of governmentality and actor-network theory, and considering the intrinsic 

performativity of numbers and benchmarks, this paper will seek to outline the actual power 

of the DB indicators beyond the legitimacy and authority of the  World Bank Group itself, by 

investigating how such indicators may ‘govern at a distance’. 

In doing so, the paper hopes to underscore how current global governance theory ignores 

some of the more delicate forms of power IOs may wield at a more local or material level, by 

underplaying the influence of both material objects (such as the knowledge produced) and 

the roles of the individual actors involved. 

The structure of the paper is as follows: 

                                                 
4 Indicators are the different categories of performance that are measured, for example Starting a 

Business or Hiring and Firing Workers. They are thus in fact indexes, but the DB programme uses the 

term indicators. 
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The next section will present the analytical framework of the paper: the theory that informs 

it; the methodology adopted to answer the question posed; and the inherent limitations of 

this framework. 

The subsequent three sections concern the actual process of benchmarking, and form the 

analysis part of this paper. Each section concerns the construction, distribution, and use of 

benchmarks, respectively. The sixth and final section will summarize and discuss the 

findings of the paper. 
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2 . Analytical Framework  

This section will explain the framework that informs the subsequent analysis – the theory 

and methodology of the paper, as well as its limitations. This paper adopts a constructivist 

approach to the topic at hand, and thus considers reality a social construction. By applying a 

combination of Foucault’s governmentality concept and actor-network theory, the concept 

of power becomes one of relations and knowledge, but one where various tools and 

strategies (i.e. techniques) - including indicators - become important means for creating 

these relations across time and space. These theories will illustrate the fundamental 

understanding of how power is produced through numbers or indicators governing ‘at a 

distance’, and how we can subsequently uncover this power production through a 

relational, agnostic, and practice-oriented approach (Flyverbom, 2010) applied to the 

benchmarking process. 

2 .1  The social construction of power  

A lot has been written on the role and actions of IOs, both within International Relations (IR) 

theory and subsequently within management/organizational studies. However, within IR 

theory, most attempts have been rationalist or functionalist theories which have primarily 

attempted to explain why IOs exist (e.g. either at the behest of the most powerful states, or to 

function on behalf of states in serving a common good – (Koremenos, Lipson, & Snidal, 2001; 

Nielson & Tierney, 2003)). Other scholars have sought to apply theories from organizational 

and management studies to IOs, to understand whether IOs may have autonomy (e.g. 

principal-agent theory) as agents in the global governance arena, how institutional change 

may occur (e.g. (E. B. Haas, 1980, 1991)), or explain variation in IOs operating under similar 

mandates, resources and functions (e.g. (Biermann & Siebenhüner, 2009)). But with an 

increasing academic focus on the concept of ‘global governance’, and the growing 

acceptance of the importance of a variety of actors within the international sphere beyond 

the State itself, the issue of power relations between these various actors is increasingly 

coming to the fore. 

In Power in Global Governance, Barnett and Duvall seek to present the types of power that 

may be observed within the global governance arena. The authors adopt a more social 

constructivist perspective, whereby they assume that power is “…the production, in and 
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through social relations, of effects that shape the capacities of actors to determine their own 

circumstances and fate” (Michael Barnett & Duvall, 2005). Their typology presents four 

different conceptualisations of power, all fundamentally grounded in the idea that social 

relations are where power is created or constructed. Thus, power is not per se an inherent 

property of an actor, but an outcome or effect of the actions of an actor in social relations. 

Barnett and Duvall thus distinguish forms of power along two critical dimensions: the kinds 

of social relations through which power works, and the specificity of the social relations 

through which effects on actors’ capacities are produced. 

To begin with the latter, the ‘specifity’ of social relations refers to whether power is 

observable in direct or causal relationships, or in more diffuse or distant relations. The 

specific or direct view purports that such social relations of power “…entail some immediate 

and generally tangible causal/constitutive connection between the subject and the object, or 

between two subjects” (Barnett & Duvall 2005 : 11). Thus, actors must be in close proximity -

physically, temporally or socially. Conversely, diffuse relational specificity allows for power 

to be observed in indirect social relations over a greater distance - again, either physically, 

temporally or socially – through, for example, discourse, rules and decision-making 

procedures, or systems of knowledge. In a sense, such power is observable in some 

mediated form between two actors. In sum, the social relations through which to observe 

power can either be specific and direct, or diffuse and indirect. 

When considering the relations through which power works, concepts either ascribe to 

power being an inherent property of actors’ interactions when engaged in social relations, or 

alternatively an outcome of social relations whereby the actors are constituted. This is the 

other dimension of Barnett and Duvall’s power typology: the ‘kinds’ of social relations 

through which power works. Power can be observed in interactions between actors, where 

one actor exercises their ‘power over’ another and thus controls them. Here, power is 

considered to almost be an attribute of the actor, however an actor does not necessarily 

possess resources of power, rather power primarily lies in the interaction or action itself. 

Alternatively, one can view power as represented in the social relations “…that constitute 

[actors] as social beings with their respective capacities and interests.” (Barnett & Duvall, 

2005: 9). In this case, social relations give ‘power to’ actors by defining their ability to act 

through their subjectivities and self-understanding. Power is, therefore, irreducibly social, 
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and produces certain actors. Thus, Barnett and Duvall suggest differentiating between 

power as (inter)action and power as constitution – i.e. focusing either on how power is 

‘enacted’ by actors in social relations, or how actors are ‘empowered’ through social 

relations. 

In other words, power can either be conceived as an inherent property of the interactions of 

an actor (A forces B to do something, therefore A has power over B), or an inherent property 

of the structure of social relations (e.g. A’s power lies in their ability to, for example, define 

B’s social position as a subject). Therefore, when seeking to uncover power, an interaction 

perspective would look directly at the actions of actors, and the effects they have on those 

acted upon, whilst a constitutive perspective would consider the social relations that 

determine how an actor would or could act. It should be noted that these two forces are not 

mutually exclusive, as constitutive power may shape the interactions of actors by defining 

their capacities and practices, and conversely interactions may shape the actor’s 

subjectivities and understandings (their social constitution). Thus, the typology allows 

conceptual room for an overlap of different forms of power in the subsequent analysis, 

which naturally only increases its potential utility. 

Based on these two dimensions of specificity and kind/type of social relations, Barnett and 

Duvall present the following matrix of four power types: 

 

 

 

Compulsory and institutional power are observed when an actor directly influences or acts 

upon another actor or an institution, respectively. Again, it must be noted that power is not 

strictly an inherent property of the actor, but rather of its actions. That is to say, compulsory 

power is present when A holds the resources of power to act to control B’s actions or 

circumstances directly, for example through direct military occupation or intervention. On 
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Relational specificity 

 Direct Diffuse  

Interaction of specific actors Compulsory Institutional 

Social relations of 

constitution 
Structural Productive  

 
Adapted from (M Barnett & Duvall, 2004) 
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the other hand, institutional power is observable when: “…A stands in a particular relation 

to the relevant institutional arrangements [where] its actions exercise power over B”. One 

actor therefore indirectly influences the actions of another, by designing or informing the 

institutional arrangements that influence them both. The actions of the actor with power is 

diffuse, because it is mediated through an institution, for example by being able to define 

the specifics of an international treaty by which other states are obligated to comply. Thus, 

these two types of power are uncovered or represented specifically in the interactions 

between global governance actors directly, or through institutions that mediate between 

them, and most typically applied by political science scholars investigating the actions of 

States. 

Alternatively, another ‘kind’ of power is found in the constitution of social relations, which 

shifts the focus away from actual interactions of identified agents, and towards how agents 

are formed or constituted by their social relations. Thus, structural power is present when an 

actor determines another actor’s capacities and interests directly. The focus here is on the co-

constitutive relations of structural positions, which define the kind of social beings actors are 

in terms of their capacities and interests. As such, A exerts structural power over B insofar as 

B only exists due to its structural position (or internal relation) with regard to A. The typical 

example provided is that of the master and slave, where the master clearly controls the 

slave’s identity and capabilities. Productive power, on the other hand, concerns the 

constitutive social processes that are not directly controlled by an actor, but nonetheless 

affected by them. According to the authors themselves, it “…is the constitution of all social 

subjects with various social powers through systems of knowledge and discursive practices 

of broad and general social scope” (Barnett & Duvall 2005: 20) which subsequently shape an 

actor’s self-understanding and perceived interests. For example, by being able to shape 

common norms and understandings, certain actors are able to indirectly influence the self-

understandings and the capacities of other actors, which then informs these other actors’ 

subsequent actions. 

In sum, power can be observed in various forms: directly in actions over others (compulsory 

power); in actions influencing institutional arrangements and thus indirectly other actors 

(institutional power); in the direct construction by one actor of another actor’s social 

relations (structural power); or, finally, through the indirect constitution of an actor’s social 
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relations through discourse and knowledge. Again, these power types are not mutually 

exclusive; indeed, analyses can uncover all the various types of power. Barnett and 

Finnemore, for example, find that IOs are simultaneously able to define what is to be 

regulated by constituting the social world, whilst also actually regulating the social world 

(through actions) (Michael Barnett & Finnemore, 2005). Therefore, they argue, IOs exhibit 

compulsory, institutional, as well as productive power. 

2 .2  Knowledge as productive power - governing at a distance 

This paper, however, focuses on the World Bank and the DB indicators created through a 

benchmarking process. These indicators constitute both a form of knowledge and discourse, 

and thus, as will be explained, if anything constitute a form of productive power. Indeed, 

Haas argues that “knowledge can speak volume to power” (P. Haas, 2004: 587). However, 

Barnett and Duvall’s typology does not explain how we are to uncover and analyse 

productive power, they only provide a definition of it. The key point of productive power is 

that one actor is able to indirectly influence the other actor’s actions, by constituting another 

actor’s self-understanding and capacity/sphere of action through discourse and knowledge. 

As Foucault argues, political power is exercised today not strictly nor directly over the 

individual, but rather through shifting alliances that seek to shape conduct, in effect 

‘governing at a distance’ by creating some form of self-governance. This idea of self-

governance is what Barnett and Duvall call productive power. Thus, Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality is an attempt at deconstructing productive power – or ‘the conduct of 

conduct’ - into its constitutive (social) components. Or as Neumann observes, 

governmentality “…adds an explicit focus on relations of power … by inquiring into the 

types of (governmental) practices and techniques that produce certain types of identities and 

behavior as appropriate, legitimate, effective, and so on” (Neumann, 2010: 64). Thus, 

governmentality provides a theoretical framework for how productive power is constituted. 

Rose and Miller, by applying Foucault’s governmentality concept, illustrate how productive 

power is exercised through the linking of three important and intertwined concepts: political 

rationalities, programmes of government, and governance techniques. Rose and Miller 

convincingly use these three concepts to deconstruct the productive power of authorities 

through the discourse of neoliberalism and the construction of the State and society. Their 
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framework argues that political rationalities are articulated through programmes of 

government, which are then made operable through governance technologies. The result is a 

form of ‘governing at a distance’, or productive power (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 

2010). 

Political rationalities are a form of political discourse but with three distinctive 

characteristics. Firstly, they have a moral form, in that they articulate an idea of the powers 

and duties of authorities. Secondly, they display an epistemological character, as they 

distinguish whom or what is to be governed by these authorities. Finally, they are presented 

in an idiomatic guise, in other words, in a language that makes this perceived reality 

thinkable and open to political deliberation. Neoliberalism, for example, is considered a 

political rationality, as it delineates the realms of political authority between the individual 

and society, through the concept of the State as an authority, presented in the rhetoric of free 

markets, competition, and individual freedom. In a global governance perspective, 

Neumann argues that IOs represent a political rationality based upon the same neoliberal 

principles applied to States and government, however where the epistemological focus is 

shifted from the individual and society to the ‘household’ of the State (sovereignty) 

(Neumann, 2010). Rationalities, as understood in this paper, quite literally provide the 

rationale for governance programmes, and shape the realms in which they operate or do not 

operate. 

Political rationalities are, to be crudely simple, however merely that: rationales for a belief, 

which subsequently must inform a course of action. These courses of action are what Rose 

and Miller call ‘programmes of government’, and they translate the political rationalities 

into the government of specific problem spaces. Because government is a ‘problematizing 

activity’, programmes of government seek to solve the problems that are described or 

defined by rationalities, and they do this through knowledge and expertise. Indeed, Rose 

and Miller describe such programmes as “…the realm of designs put forward by 

philosophers, political economists, physiocrats and philanthropists, government reports, 

committees of inquiry, White Papers, proposals and counterproposals by organizations of 

business, labour, finance, charities and professionals…” (Rose & Miller, 2010: 278). 

Programmes, which may be actors, institutions, or organisations, thus lay claim to certain 

knowledge and expertise, which in turn lay claim to these problems or spheres by 
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representing them through laws, processes and characteristics. Knowledge and expertise are 

able to define/describe a problem, but more importantly, they are therefore able to inform 

and structure the possible solution by means of a diagnosis. For example, economic theory 

allows us to define the economy, consisting of and influenced by processes and laws, which 

can then be used by governments to solve the problem of decreasing prosperity (or 

‘economic growth’) through programmes of fiscal or monetary stimuli. Thus, knowledge 

and expertise make a program governable or manageable by informing a solution to a 

problem, and also provide these programmes with their legitimacy and authority (see 

e.g.(M. N. Barnett & Finnemore, 2012; Michael Barnett & Finnemore, 2005; E. B. Haas, 1991; 

P. Haas, 2004)). Knowledge, as such, is power. 

Knowledge and expertise, however, do not appear out of thin air. Rather, they are composed 

of languages, calculations, and various other ‘governance techniques’.  Rose argues: “To 

count a problem is to define it and make it amenable to government. To govern a problem 

requires that it be counted” (Rose 1999: 221). Therefore, a problem must be made calculable 

or otherwise presentable, in order to make a programme of government deployable in 

practice. Rose and Miller’s description of the rise of the state builds on the understanding 

that authorities/bureaucracy in France were increasingly able to gather information and 

numbers on an entity they called the population – numbers and statistics such as births, 

deaths, harvests, taxes, etc. (see also (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose, 1999)) – and thus govern 

society. Understood as such, expertise and knowledge may inform programmes of 

governance, however to actually operate such programmes, there must exist what Rose and 

Miller define as a “...complex of mundane programmes, calculations, techniques, 

apparatuses, documents and procedures through which authorities seek to embody and 

give effect to governmental ambitions”(Rose & Miller 2010: 273). This is what they also call 

technologies of governance, or the variety of heterogeneous elements (including procedures 

and mechanisms) that link authorities with those to be governed. 

With regards to such techniques of governance, however, governmentality theory is unable 

to provide a satisfactory explanation or framework for analysis. As Higgins and Larner 

argue, governmentality’s strength lies in explaining how governance is conducted at the 

programmatic or ideational level. In other words, it acknowledges technologies of 

governance as actual techniques, but focuses primarily on how these technologies of 
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governance are constituted discursively. Techniques, therefore, are simply tools for the 

underlying political rationalities, and thus their power is assumed to lie in the discourse 

they articulate (the language of what is to be governed and how). Here it must be clarified 

that this paper presumes that technologies, understood as the “…application of scientific 

knowledge” (“Definition of Technology,” 2012), are a technique – techniques being “…a way 

of carrying out a particular task, especially the execution or performance of an artistic work 

or a scientific procedure” (“Definition of Technique,” 2012). 

Governmentality thus provides little of use in order to understand how these programmes 

of governance are actually made operable in practice, i.e. what such techniques of 

government actually are made of. As Tony Porter argues: “…governmentality favours 

rationality over materiality; it ignores the particular and the local by focusing on the large-

scale role of mentalities; and its rationale that discourses of power constitute the actor 

reduces the role of the individual actor vis-à-vis the overarching rationality” (Porter 2011: 5). 

Thus, there is a need for another theoretical framework that is able to complement 

governmentality by providing further insight into these techniques of governance at the 

practical level: that is to say, a theory that goes beyond considering knowledge and 

discourse at an ideational level, to instead consider the ‘politics’ of rationalities at the 

material level, which ultimately are what constitute the programmes of governance. 

2 .3 The materials of productive power  understood through Actor-Networks 

To achieve this, Miller and Rose draw on Actor-Network theory5 (ANT) in order to 

understand and explain these techniques of governance, arguing that programmes of 

governance are composed of an assemblage of diverse forces whereby decisions and actions 

are understood and regulated, computed and calculated. Governmentality’s programmes of 

governance are basically ANT’s networks, and the two theories both engage in the 

“entanglement of power, ideas, people, and material objects in knowledge-producing 

networks” (Porter 2011: 3). However, ANT allows us to look more closely at how governing 

actually ‘works’, through the materials and actors involved in the process, and thus how 

                                                 
5 Hereon referred to as ‘ANT’. For the seminal works on Actor -Network Theory in sociology, see the 

works of Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, and John Law, for example (Akrich & Latour, 1992; Callon, 

1986a, 1986b, 1987; Latour & Diego, 1990; Latour, 1992, 1993, 1999; Law, 2003, 1992, 1999). (Ritzer, 

2005) also provides a concise overview of the central tenets and concepts of Actor -Network Theory. 
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governance achieves particular effects at a relational level. For ANT presupposes that 

knowledge is an effect of a network of heterogeneous materials, and not just an aspect of 

discourse. Knowledge is not just a product of ideas or rationalities, it is a construct of 

interactions and materials, and thus ANT allows us to consider how such techniques of 

governance (knowledge and science) are in fact created and used – without relying on an 

overarching political rationality and language to explain the conduct of governance to the 

same degree as governmentality theory. 

ANT is founded in a belief of relational materiality, whereby everything is a heterogeneous 

assemblage of elements, where all entities achieve significance in relation to others (Law, 

1999). Michel Callon succinctly details the interrelation between an actor and a network as 

follows: "The actor network is reducible neither to an actor alone nor to a network. Like a 

network it is composed of a series of heterogeneous elements, animate and inanimate, that 

have been linked to one another for a certain period of time. ... An actor network is 

simultaneously an actor whose activity is networking heterogeneous elements and a 

network that is able to redefine and transform what it is made of" (Callon, 1987; Donnelly, 

2011). It is distinguished from a simple network because its elements are both heterogeneous 

and are mutually defined in the course of their association (the capacity of self-definition 

and self-transformation). And it is distinguished from a simple actor by its texture or 

structure, which is an arrangement of constituent elements that have been translated 

(Callon, 1986a). Adopting this perspective, Rose and Miller argue that the act of governance 

(through programmes of government) can be understood as the assemblage of forces in a 

network to enrol and mobilise persons, procedures and artefacts in the pursuit of (common) 

goals. Thus, ANT provides a greater ‘material’ and ‘relational’ understanding of governance 

beyond governmentality’s focus on discourse. 

What is commonly considered an actor, is in ANT defined as an ‘actant’, and can be “…any 

agent, collective or individual, that can associate or disassociate with other agents” (Ritzer, 

2005: 1). It is something that acts or to which activity is granted by others, and can be 

anything so long as it is granted to be the source of an action (Latour, 1993). Actants are, 

therefore, what make up the network, but it is the network of relations that defines and 

names actants, and provides them with substance, action, intention and subjectivity (Ritzer, 

2005) – networks transform actants into actors. An actor is thus an actant with an ‘effect’ 
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generated by the network, it becomes a ‘thing’ with competencies and characteristics 

(Akrich & Latour, 1992; Law, 1999). This concept is used by Rose and Miller to explain how 

authorities can govern at a distance, by creating common modes of perception, and shared 

interests and norms, which thus shape people’s actions and calculations (thereby also 

exercising what Barnett and Duvall call productive power). 

What ANT hence leads us to analyse is how these characteristics are endowed and actors 

brought into being, and thus how these ‘assemblages’ of heterogeneous relations between 

actors are formed as networks. Callon and Latour argue that this occurs through a process of 

‘translation’. Translation is contingent, local and variable – it is a definition of roles, a 

distribution of roles and the delineation of a scenario (Law, 1992). As Ritzer argues, “… it is 

the process of establishing identities and the conditions of interaction, and of characterizing 

representations” (Ritzer, 2005: 2). Callon describes four moments of translation, which are 

presented in the table below:  

Table 1 – ANT’s Four Moments of Translation 

Stage  Name Description 

 Problematization 

The primary actor defines problems and the set of relevant 

actors, and the program for dealing with it. 

Primary actor makes itself indispensable for attainment of 

solution. 

Remaining stages consist of struggles to achieve consensus among all actors regarding this particular 

problem definition of problem and solution. 

 Interessement 

Primary actor recruits other actors to assume roles in the 

network; roles that recognize the primary actor’s own role. 

Trials of strength to see if others will submit to being 

integrated into the initial plan, or resist and define themselves 

(identity, goals, projects, orientations, motivations, or 

interests) in another manner (Callon, 1986b: 267). 

Mechanisms/devices/strategies to achieve this vary, e.g. 

solicitation, seduction, appeals to rationality, force. 

 Enrollment 

Succesful interessement. 

Roles are defined and actors formally take on and accept 

these roles. 

 
Mobilization 

(Circulation) 

The primary actor assumes a spokesperson role for passive 

network actors and seeks to mobilize them to action.  

Other actors become silent as primary actor speaks for them. 

Adapted from (Donnelly, 2011) 
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The vocabulary used is that of ‘translating’ elements, and ‘enrolling’ actors. This occurs by 

defining a problem, and characterising the role to be played by various elements, and 

aligning their interests as actors. This process and its description are very similar to what 

Rose and Miller in governmentality terms describe as ‘programmes of government’, 

reinforcing the compatibility between ANT and governmentality. Thus, if programmes of 

government are understood as the assemblage of heterogeneous forces informed by a 

(political) rationality, ANT theory suggests various mechanisms or techniques that assist in 

creating and sustaining these networks, which brings us back to Rose and Miller’s 

governance techniques. 

In practice, networks need to be made durable or stable, such that programmes become 

governable in practice over a period of time – they must be made persistent. ANT scholars 

argue that networks are simplified, as infinitely complex worlds are reduced through 

translation to a few defined entities (Callon, 1986a). John Law describes a very similar 

process of punctualisation or simplification, where: “…if a network acts as a single block, 

then it disappears, to be replaced by the action itself and the seemingly simple author of that 

action. At the same time, the way in which the effect is generated is also effaced: for the time 

being it is neither visible, nor relevant. So it is that something much simpler… comes, for a 

time, to mask the networks that produce it” (Law, 1992: 5). Through blackboxing or 

simplification, complex networks are made simpler and entities hidden, and thus also made 

durable. There are primarily two mechanisms in which this occurs: through the creation of 

immutable mobiles (or inscription devices), and through centres of calculation. 

Inscriptions or immutable mobiles are scientific artefacts that ensure the protection of an 

actor’s interests (Latour, 1992) – typically textual, though they may also be cartographic or 

visual, and which can travel through space and time without being distorted. These artefacts 

or immutable mobiles do not represent actual ‘role descriptions’, in the sense that translation 

involves defining roles, rather they typically contain knowledge: “…a product or an effect of 

a network of heterogeneous materials, in other words a result of the embodiment, 

organising and ordering of these materials to overcome their resistance” (Law 1992). The 

knowledge they contain, according to Rose and Miller, are inscriptions or information of 

what is to be governed: “[i]nformation… is itself a way of acting upon the real, a way of 

devising techniques for inscribing it in such a way as to make the domain in question 
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susceptible to evaluation, calculation and intervention” (Rose & Miller, 2010: 185). Examples 

of such immutable mobiles are reports, graphs, numbers and statistics, which can be 

considered material representations of the blackboxing process previously mentioned. 

ANT also draws our attention to the actors who create such immutable mobiles or 

inscriptions. When such translation occurs, it is typical that a ‘centre of translation’ is 

organised which is able to define and control other elements (ordering), as well as 

implement further strategies for translation. It is typically from the ‘focal’ actor, who 

becomes the centre of translation, that any external empirical analysis of the moments of 

translation is conducted. And it is this focal actor that will typically use these inscriptions 

and immutable mobiles, and circulate them among a network to enrol more actors and align 

interests (Stalder, 1997). Rose and Miller further argue that “…the inscriptions of the world 

which an individual or a group can compile, consult or control play a key role in the powers 

they can exercise over those whose role is to be entries in these charts” (Rose & Miller, 2010: 

186). As previously mentioned, it is the formulation of such knowledge that renders 

domains governable, and which establishes relations between different phenomena. This is 

also the manner in which central actors can govern at a distance, by presenting immutable 

mobiles that further enrol other actors. 

However, the blackbox can be opened if there is controversy over immutable mobiles, or a 

trial of strength between the centre of calculation and other actors. Hence, actor networks 

are never static. Although they may be durable, actor networks are constant struggles of 

ordering (Callon, 1986b; Law, 1999, 2003; Ritzer, 2005). Centres of translation will attempt to 

align new interests and enrol new actors, while other actors will attempt to contest the 

network and promote their own through translation as well. 

Power, therefore, in actor networks, is persuasion; it is relational and distributed, as a 

consequence of the struggles of ordering through translation (Law, 1992) – according to 

Bruno Latour, “…power is an effect of a network of forces, not as an explanation for the 

success of authorities in composing a network of forces” (Rose & Miller 2010: 281). Thus, 

“ANT can also be considered a theory of the mechanics of power: the stabilization and 

reproduction of some interactions at the behest of others, the construction and maintenance 

of network centers and peripheries, and the establishment of hegemony” (Ritzer, 2005). 



20 

 

As Porter argues, “…[p]ower is created not just by the enrolment of new actants and 

networks into a programme, or by the translation of action through material objects, but also 

by processes in which elements of a broader world are successively translated through a 

series of smaller and more selective representations that enable those that sit at the centre of 

these chains of translations to array the results in a smaller space, such as a table, a map, or a 

laboratory instrument (for instance Latour, 1987: 236)” (Porter, 2011b: 7). 

Centres of translation thus become the centres of power, and immutable mobiles become the 

sources of power by enlarging and stabilising networks as obligatory passage points. Those 

who control the centres of translation and create the immutable mobiles are, in theory, those 

with power/influence. They attempt to control the domain that is to be governed, but they 

are also the central actors who seek to enrol more actors and thus ‘command’ the network. 

However, there is no fundamental structural difference between a ‘large’ or ‘small’ actor 

(Latour, 1992), “…the specific power of an actor depends [only] on the position within [the] 

network” (Stalder, 1997); in other words, how many actors that can be aligned to their 

interests. 

In sum, actor-network theory concentrates on issues of network formation. It is not solely a 

matter of governmentality, where ideational rationalities of governance create power and 

structure through techniques. Rather, ANT argues that in order to understand how such 

structures are organised, and power is formed, it is necessary to understand all the relations 

and objects (both material and non-material; the social and the technical) that are translated 

by the actor-network. ANT can therefore be seen as a framework to attempt to map the 

creation of governance programmes through governance techniques, from the material and 

not just the ideational level, informed by some rationality. It is the process and effect of 

translation that thus results in a network, which Latour has alternatively described as “… 

the summing up of interactions through various kinds of devices, inscriptions, forms and 

formulae, into a very local, very practical, very tiny locus” (Latour, 1999: 17) – what Rose 

and Miller call programmes of governance. Furthermore, however, ANT argues that actor-

networks are not static (as is the more common understanding of networks as entities bound 

together), rather they are constantly evolving, as actants are enrolled and these networks are 

then contested, stabilised, changed, or destroyed. As such, a programme of governance, be it 

an institution or organization, does not simply exist in an independent and somewhat 
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isolated form, it exists as an enrolment of actors in a network that upholds and, as well, 

regenerates itself. 

2 .4  Methodology 

Having thus presented the theoretical underpinnings for this paper, can Rose and Miller’s 

combination of governmentality and ANT really be applied to benchmarking, and the case 

of the DB indicators developed by the World Bank? As mentioned previously, Neumann 

convincingly explains the ‘political rationality’ behind IOs in global governance, as one 

based on the same neoliberal principles as seen at the state level, but informed by the 

episteme of sovereignty. In addition, Neumann argues that “…a conceptualization of the 

international as a socially embedded realm of governmentality sees the international as a 

structure (defined by relations of power) that generates different and changing practices of 

political rule (defined as governmental rationality)” (Neumann, 2010: 63). Such an 

understanding allows us to combine ANT and governmentality, to investigate the 

“entanglement of power, ideas, people, and material objects in knowledge-producing 

networks” (Porter 2011: 3). Flyverbom applies the same combination of ANT and 

governmentality in what he calls a relational, agnostic, and material approach to the 

construction and deconstruction of IOs within the political domain of internet governance, 

much akin to what Neumann proposes (Flyverbom, 2010). Furthermore, numerous scholars 

apply the same theoretical perspective to explain various techniques for ‘governing at a 

distance’, including Higgins and Larner’s informative work on the rise and reflexivity of 

global standards (Higgins & Larner, 2010), and Pollock’s work on the influence of industry 

analysts (Pollock, 2010) on the global software industry. 

Specifically regarding indicators and rankings, Tony Porter argues that indicators are a 

governance technique as understood by ANT: “Indices are not purely passive objects, but 

they are instead actants, altering the conduct of the networks they are associated with” 

(Porter, 2011b: 12), a point also made by (Krause-Hansen & Mühlen-Schulte, 2012; 

Neumann, 2010). Much of this work has been informed by Espeland and Sauder’s various 

investigations into the performative role of rankings and benchmarks on the behaviour of 

American law schools (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Sauder & Espeland, 2006, 2012; Sauder & 

Lancaster, 2006). (Löwenheim, 2008) and (T. Fougner, 2008) both approach indicators from a 



22 

 

governmentality perspective and, like Porter, argue that these indicators are informed by, if 

not representative of, a neoliberal governance rationality.  

Similarly, Neumann agrees to this perspective, but further adds “…that most studies of the 

governmental aspect of IOs development operations … have overlooked how sovereignty 

and state capacity and control are not obliterated by a neoliberal governmental rationality 

but have instead been reconfigured within it as a central means to achieving adequate 

government modeled on the principle of competition”. As such, indicators or benchmarks 

“may be seen as a global system of indirect forms of power that operate to guide, shape, and 

foster specific types of not only states but also other polities, as well as individuals” 

(Neumann, 2010: 66). Thus, benchmarking may be understood as a form of productive 

power, which shapes and constitutes the social relations of actors and thereby ‘govern at a 

distance’. 

This paper, however, neither needs nor intends to re-tell this story. It agrees that indicators 

are a form of governance. It also agrees that reports presenting such indicators as rankings 

are a form of (im)mutable mobile that can be used by the centre of calculation to enrol new 

actors across space and time. So rather than make this argument again, it will build upon 

this idea and adopt Flyverbom’s relational, agnostic, and material approach (Flyverbom, 

2010) to consider how such immutable mobiles are actually constructed and, more 

importantly, subsequently contested within a network – and thus uncover how, in a 

practical manner, benchmarks may ‘create’ power.  

Specifically, the case study will be of the DB programme, and the analysis will focus on the 

DB report as an immutable mobile, the DB organisation at the World Bank as the centre of 

calculation, and the indicators themselves as actants within the network. The next section 

will consider how these objects will be analysed. 

2.4.1 Method 

In order to understand how the network is created, ANT requires a bottom-up analysis of 

the material shapes of networks. ANT allows us to conceive of texts and numbers as 

materials of power relations, and governmentality allows us to uncover the discourse (or 

rationality) that seeks to inform these materials. Thus, the analytical objects of this paper are 
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the documents which are created in these networks; the ‘immutable mobiles’ made up of 

text and numbers. In this case, the object is specifically the actual DB reports, which contain 

the indicators and results of that year’s programme, as these reports constitute the 

immutable mobile that can be transported through space and time, and in a sense represent 

the DB ‘network’. 

Hence, the method adopted will be a qualitative discourse analysis of the annual DB reports, 

primarily the first report in 2004, but also other documents affiliated, or related to, the DB 

programme – including the DB programme and the World Bank’s websites and press 

releases, as well as reports and other publications (e.g. the Independent Evaluation Group’s 

report on the DB indicators from 2007). These documents form the basis of the analysis 

because as Latour argues, the role to be played by an actor is ‘documented’ as ‘inscriptions’ 

or ‘immutable mobiles’, which are scientific artefacts that ensure the protection of an actor’s 

interests (Latour, 1992) – typically textual, though they may also be cartographic or visual, 

and which can travel through space and time without being distorted. Hence, it is in and 

through these documents, or inscriptions, that the network is stabilised. 

As Rod Watson argues, texts have at once both a reflexive and a conceptual component, as 

they predispose readers to a certain interpretation (or concept), whilst readers may also 

actively interpret the text. Watson claims, therefore, that text mediates both social action and 

social organization, “…such organization being a product of action” (Watson, 1998: 93). 

Prior makes a very similar point when arguing that text and artefacts have an ‘ordering’ 

function, in that they “…instruct us how to see the world, how to differentiate the parts 

within it, and thereby provides the means by which we can engage the world” (Prior, 1998: 

67). It must be added, as well, that these arguments of ordering and mediating social actions 

are also applicable to numbers, not just text, as Prior herself shows with her analysis of 

death statistics, and as Michael Sauder and Wendy Espeland also have argued in numerous 

articles (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Espeland & Stevens, 1998; Sauder & Espeland, 2012).  

These reports, therefore, can be seen as serving two chronologically-distinct purposes: 

firstly, a report documents the actors that have been enrolled up until then, the materials 

and objects used, and the rationality behind the creation of the project. This is what the 

discursive analysis will seek to uncover. Chronologically, therefore, the report documents 
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the network at that point in time. Secondly, however, the report also acts as an immutable 

mobile, to be transported through time and space to enlarge the programme by translating 

more actors and objects. Thus, chronologically, the report is also an object that can act in the 

future on behalf of the network. Hence, the report represents both the translation techniques 

used to create the network initially, but also the translation techniques used to enlarge the 

network in the future. 

As such, the discursive analysis of the aforementioned reports will also look for any mention 

of the four moments of translation mentioned in Table 1 on page 17: problematisation, 

interessement, enrolment or mobilization. More specifically, the report will be analysed for 

any mention of problems that require a programme of governance, any mention of actors or 

objects enrolled in the program (their role to be played or just their characteristics), as well 

as any attempts at interesting actors in the programme of governance through translation 

techniques – i.e. mechanisms, devices, or strategies that seek to appeal to other actors and 

enrol them in the programme. Thus, what will be coded in the reports and documents in the 

analysis will be any mentions of regulation and reform, economic outcomes and burdens, as 

well as the use of indicators as measures of performance. However, since this ‘process’ of 

translation involves trials of strengths, the analysis will also be extended to cover other 

documents, such as  journal articles, reports, and press releases that in some manner are 

critical or judgemental of the DB programme. In particular, this involves documents from 

the French legal sphere or system (including the Ministry of Justice), as well as international 

labour organisations and trade unions like the ILO. For these other actors, whom the DB 

programme will try to enrol into its network, may seek to contest the DB programme, and 

may do this themselves by means of similar inscriptions or documents which concern the 

DB programme’s methodology or certain indicators. Hence, a similar discursive analysis 

will be conducted to uncover these actors’ use of translation techniques, objects and 

definitions of roles in inscriptions. This analysis will look for any references to actors 

enrolled, any criticism or mention of benchmarks and the methodology, as well as references 

to rationalities. 

In sum, the method adopted is to look at textual documents by means of a (qualitative) 

discursive analysis, as these documents ‘constitute’ the DB network. Specifically, discourse – 

be it language or numbers – are the ways in which actors present their techniques of 
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translation, their rationality and programme of governance. Discourse represents the world 

as it is ordered, and that is why reports act as ‘immutable mobiles’ to document the 

programme of governance. Inscriptions therefore represent the reality as seen by the 

individual actors behind them. For example, the DB report(s) represent both the history of 

the construction of the programme and its intended future – as well as what the DB team 

want the programme to be. The subsequent section, however, elaborates on the limitations 

of such an analytical method and framework. 

2 .5  Analytical and theoretical limitations 

As Guzzini argues, constructivism6 is “…epistemologically about the social construction of 

knowledge, and ontologically about the construction of social reality”(Guzzini, 2000) – the 

knowledge of reality is socially constructed. And it is power that links the social 

construction of meaning to the construction of social reality (Antoniades, 2003; Hopf, 2009). 

Critics of constructivism, whether they are realists or empiricists or the like, contend that 

this is not the case, that there is ‘something’ out there that simply exists. Indeed, adopting a 

constructivist approach does not mean the denial of an existing ‘phenomenal’ world that is 

independent of thought or observation. This is what Searle or Latour, for example, argue: 

that there are ‘brute facts’ (Searle, 1995) or materials (Latour & Diego, 1990; Latour, 1992, 

1999) that simply do exist. Rather, it is important to understand that constructivism, by 

ontologically focusing on the construction of social reality, argues that “…what counts as a 

socially meaningful object or event is always the result of an interpretive construction of the 

world out there” (Guzzini, 2000: 159). Hence, constructivism seeks to understand how these 

brute facts are interpreted or observed, and these materials given ‘actions’, through the 

social world. 

Again, this is based on the premise that the knowledge of reality is a social construction. 

Adopting Foucault’s governmentality perspective, power, as such, is knowledge. 

Antoniades argues that from this constructivist framework there can be no boundaries 

“…between ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’. … The construction of social reality is based on the 

construction and production of social knowledge” (Antoniades, 2003: 38). Indeed, 

                                                 
6 The author is aware of the conflation of terms constructivism and social construct ionism, but agrees 

to the perspective put forward by Latour and Knorr Cetina that constructivism is the appropriate 

term to use. 
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constructivist theorizing “…requires interactive theories that can look at institutional and 

knowledge-based influences at different levels of political analysis” (P. Haas, 2004). 

Therefore, however, this research is also limited in its methodology, as it is bound by the 

need to focus on “particular practices at particular local sites at a particular site” (Rosenow, 

2009: 508), and consider how these are  interpreted through language, discourse, and 

materials. For every human action has meaning through how it is interpreted (Baxter 

Magolda, 2004). An analyst must always interpret at two levels – the level of action proper 

and the level of observation (Guzzini, 2000: 162).  Thus, this paper is limited by the abilities 

of the analyst, who is but an observer, and who is interpreting an already interpreted social 

world. Indeed, the researcher draws conclusions based on context and experience, both of 

which influence the researcher/actor’s interpretations of meanings (Baxter Magolda, 2004). 

This may lead to an inaccurate understanding, but it is the inherent limits of constructivist 

research in the social sciences (as opposed to the naturalist social sciences, which can 

‘collapse’ the level of action proper into the level of observation (Guzzini, 2000)). 

This analysis thus adopts a pragmatic, inductive and qualitative research strategy at the 

‘how’ question at hand (Friedrichs & Kratochwil, 2009). This has some inherent limitations. 

In particular, when applying an ANT approach, the analysis is always limited by the 

analyst’s own judgement of which particular ‘actor’ the analysis will be based on, typically 

the actor believed to be the ‘centre of calculation’. Naturally, this will lead to some form of 

subjectivity if not bias. However, this research does not intend to be completely positivistic 

and objective, it acknowledges that it bears the perception bias of the analyst and is limited 

in scope, as well as constrained by the perspective of qualitative research applied to only one 

case study. 

This leads to another limitation of the method, namely that it builds upon a single central 

case study: the DB programme. More importantly, it builds primarily on one document 

document, the DB report 2004, which is produced by the World Bank team involved in the 

DB programme. Hence it only represents the network’s final, agreed-upon outcome, and 

thus does not accurately represent the whole process of translation, by not presenting the 

trials of strength between other actors, including those actors which perhaps were sought 

enrolled but who were not. Further, this paper provides little insight into interests or 
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identities that are missing or not represented in the actions and documents considered. 

Thus, much of what is uncovered is the representation of social reality as interpreted by the 

DB programme, and the actors involved there – those who are successfully translated by the 

network. Those are the limitations of using secondary data sources. Unfortunately, time and 

resources were not available to conduct primary research such as interviews and surveys, in 

particular with actors not affiliated with the DB programme. It is acknowledged that the 

paper is therefore limited by its lack of internal accounts of those being studied, who would 

perhaps be better able to confront the analysts’ interpretations. Nonetheless, such research 

would also only represent the interpretations of the specific actors being interviewed, and as 

such would also be subjective to interpretative limitations. 

However, for the purpose of this analysis, which is to uncover how the benchmarking 

process may construct power, it is acceptable (and satisfactory) to consider the 

representation of the social reality from those who are in fact involved in the benchmarking 

process: the actors enrolled in the DB network. Thus, at the very least the study or analysis 

of the main inscriptions (or documents) of the DB network allow us to interpret the social 

reality as it is perceived and created by those able to inform knowledge, i.e. those in power. 

It is the reports that represent the general knowledge ‘consensus’ of the actors in power (as 

is argued previously) - those who are successfully translated and their activities. Hence, the 

documents acknowledge the social structures and identities as they are fixed in the 

‘intersubjective reality’ of the DB programme (Friedrichs & Kratochwil, 2009; Hopf, 2009). 

Still, the paper does also make use of other sources (or actors), that allow us to interpret the 

realities of other actors, and more importantly, allows us to uncover how social structures 

and identities may change. 

With further concern to the methodology adopted, it is important to also note the limitations 

in the role of language and numbers when interpreting social realities through discursive 

analysis. For language and numbers are how actors are able to express their understanding 

of the social reality, however these ‘signs’ have a limited set of terms (or vocabulary) and 

meanings (or interpretations). Thus, it is necessary to accept that reality is interpreted 

through language and numbers, and it may not be the accurate representation of what the 

actor actually wants to express (something is ‘lost in translation’, as realists may argue).  
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Furthermore, however, as Radford argues: “The word which we utter and the object to 

which it refers are inevitably tied to an historically constituted social practice” (Radford, 

2003: 125), an argument he expounds through a study of mathematical signs and discourse 

from pre-Babylonian times until the Renaissance (where the idea of value and capitalism 

changed our understanding of numbers – see also (Høyrup, 1994)). This is a very similar 

point to Durkheim’s ‘vocabulary of culture’, where words are tied to meanings created 

through (common) experience (Durkheim, 1915: 470-490). Radford additionally argues that 

“within the social discourse where they are lodged, words exceed empirical reality, and 

provide operations between numbers with a certain autonomy, thereby creating another 

reality. This creative effect on the part of objectifying words and mathematical signs is 

actually a consequence of the abstraction that results from the system of human activities (a 

system which includes the aesthetics of semiotic representation and the contextual logic of 

cultural meaning)”(Radford, 2003: 137). However, if language and signs (discourse) are a 

means for communicating and thus structuring our understanding of the social world, but 

they themselves are influenced by this very same social world, how are we to uncover 

anything about either? By considering the reflexivity of the social world and of its actors, 

through the ‘back and forth’ movement between objects and discourse which takes the 

shape of social practice. This practice presents social relations, and in this paper concerns the 

practice of benchmarking. 

2 .6 The structure of the subsequent analysis 

Adopting an approach informed by ANT and governmentality, this paper argues that one 

can analyse documents and other inscriptions in order to uncover how networks are formed 

– and thus, how power is constructed. For it is in such inscriptions that networks – 

particularly their purpose and the actors involved – are documented. Networks are, to 

reiterate, considered to be programmes of governance, which are informed by rationalities 

and created through translation techniques. Actors and documents are enrolled into a 

network, insofar as they themselves believe the rationality (or problem) to be solved and 

have faith in the proposed programme of governance (how to solve the problem). 

This case study concerns two distinct networks that are ‘joined’ by the DB report. The first is 

the network of actors and objects that are involved in the creation of the DB programme. 
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These are first presented in the DB report for 2004, and section 3 will uncover how the DB 

network was created, and thus how the benchmarking programme came to be. The second 

and other network is a much larger network, and consists of all the actors the DB network 

has subsequently tried to translate through its initial report in 2004. This will be considered 

in section 5, and will uncover the effects of benchmarking on other actors. The larger 

network, however, is a result of the DB report for 2004, which is an immutable mobile used 

to translate other actors and expand the network. Hence, the section preceding section 5 will 

strictly uncover the techniques of translation adopted in the DB report for 2004 (section 4). 

As mentioned in the method section (2.4.1), the immutable mobile as a report is used to 

represent the network as it was, but also to translate new actors and enlarge the network. 

Hence, the first two sections (3 and 4) will strictly draw upon the DB report for 2004. They 

uncover how the DB network seeks to order social relations: the problematisation; the 

proposed programme of governance; the techniques of translation (language and numbers) 

to present this programme of governance; the actors enrolled; and the rationality that 

informs the translation strategy. Thus, both parts will attempt to explain the process of 

translation: how actors combine materials, elements and objects (including people) into a 

proposed solution to the problem that has been defined based on an underlying rationality 

(of what is to be ‘governed’ and how).  

Section 5 will determine whether these techniques have in fact been successful at enrolling 

new actors and expanding the network. It draws on a variety of documents, including 

subsequent annual DB reports, but also documents from other actors in some way affiliated 

(or sought translated) by the DB network. ANT theory predicts that any translation of actors 

will involve some trials of strength, as enrolment cannot avoid also creating tension between 

actors (not all will ‘succumb’ to the appeals to rationality or other translation techniques). 

Thus, this section serves to highlight how (and why) networks may succeed or fail in 

enrolling new actors through the use of material objects (i.e. the immutable mobiles). More 

importantly, this section may also shed light on how such tension is expressed or formulated 

in networks, something which ANT and governmentality unfortunately do not provide 

much of an explanation for. Nikolas Rose, however, does suggest that contention becomes 

an issue of method, rather than of actual accuracy or validity of the rationality. 
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3 . The creation of the Doing Business programme 

This section will consider the creation of the network known as the DB programme, 

understood as the materials and objects (human and non-human) enrolled to create the DB 

indicators. Based on readings of the DB report, which is a document authored by the World 

Bank, the purpose is to uncover how this assemblage of actors and objects have been 

translated into action. In other words, to uncover how the World Bank and other actors have 

established the agreed upon identities within, the interaction between, and the 

representations of, the DB programme through a common rationalisation. The end result, it 

is argued, is that the central team (of actors) involved in the project at the World Bank seek 

to define and control other elements, by being those who compile and analyse the data – 

they become the centre of calculation. The section will proceed as follows: first, the problem 

as presented by the DB report that informs the creation of the programme; second, the 

definition of the programme of governance (what is to be governed); the techniques used to 

present the programme and translate actors; the actors that are enrolled in the network; and, 

finally, the rationality that thereby informs the programme. 

3.1 Problematisation: A lack of good indicators 

For any document, its first - if not primary - task is to convince the reader of its purpose and 

intention. A document, as such, must explain the reason for its existence. Applied to the DB 

programme, there must be a rationale or theoretical understanding that presents a need for 

it, and subsequently a need for this report. In the words of Miller and Rose, the issue must 

be ‘problematised’. In the first DB report, it becomes apparent that there is a problem that to 

some degree is two-fold: Firstly, that there is “a growing consensus that the quality of 

business regulation and the institutions that enforce it are a major determinant of 

prosperity” (S Djankov, McLiesh, & Klein, 2004: vii), however “…little research has 

measured specific aspects of regulation and analyzed their impact on economic outcomes 

such as productivity, investment, informality, corruption, unemployment, and poverty. The 

lack of systematic knowledge prevents policymakers from assessing how good legal and 

regulatory systems are and determining what to reform” (S Djankov, McLiesh, & Klein, 

2004: viii). 
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However, this lack of systematic knowledge is the result of the fact that: “…no indicators 

assess specific laws and regulations regarding business activity or the public institutions that 

enforce them. So these indicators provide insufficient detail to guide reform of the scope and 

efficiency of government regulation” (S Djankov, McLiesh, & Klein, 2004: vii).  

As such, the problem is that the current ‘crop’ of indicators is insufficient, because: 

 few indicators focus on the poorest countries, and most of them are designed 

to inform foreign investors 

 many existing indicators rely on perceptions, notoriously difficult to compare 

across countries or translate into policy recommendations 

 no indicators assess specific laws and regulations regarding business activity 
or the public institutions that enforce them. 

(S Djankov, McLiesh, & Klein, 2004: viii) 

The report specifically mentions eleven different sets of indicators, and groups them into 

categories based on what they measure: periodical indicators that focus on informing 

international investment (FDI) decisions by measuring country ‘risk’; indicators on the 

general business environment for companies; and indicators on business regulations. Whilst 

acknowledging the specific benefits of many of these indicators for their stated purpose, the 

DB report spends four pages elaborating on the weaknesses of these indicators’ selected 

methodology: expert panels or enterprise surveys. Expert panels, typically used to inform 

foreign investment decisions, are not ideal for guiding policy reform or domestic private 

investment, and this argument is supported by three charts highlighting the panels’ lack of 

accuracy and correlation in measuring local business conditions. 

Enterprise surveys, on the other hand, attempt to ask local managers of their perceptions on 

the business environment. However, even such attempts are, argues the report, marred by 

the inherent weaknesses of surveys: biases in survey design, scaling of responses, sample 

selection, uninformed answers, and the lack of a reference point for answering. Perhaps 

most tellingly, the final argument against enterprise surveys, is how they are ‘driven by 

general sentiment’; in other words, that they are based on people’s general perceptions, 

which are often unreliable and can change from one minute to the next. The report itself 

presents examples of countries falling in survey rankings from one year to the next due to 

financial crises, or how some authoritarian countries can rank ahead of Western European 

states in surveys on firms’ satisfaction with the efficiency of government. The report thus 
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implies that enterprise surveys, if not designed correctly, or if the wrong respondents are 

chosen, is a poor tool for measurement since it is so dependent on the whims and fancy of 

people – it is, to some degree, unscientific and not accurate – “…many existing indicators 

rely on perceptions, notoriously difficult to compare across countries or translate into policy 

recommendations”(S Djankov, McLiesh, & Klein, 2004: viii). 

In general, the criticism of the other indicators is that their method is inaccurate or 

inappropriate for measuring regulation (if they measure it at all), and that they are not 

accurate enough at informing decisions about reform. Thus, the problem is clear: the 

methodology of all the current indicators is inadequate! 

3 .2 The programme of governance - defining the governance domain  through 

indicators 

With the problem thus presented, the solution is right at hand: the World Bank has set out to 

create the DB programme which, more specifically, consists of a number of indicators to 

measure the ‘quality of business regulation’ and the enforcement by institutions. 

Specifically, the programme sets out to measure the following aspects of regulation: business 

entry, employment regulation, contract enforcement, getting credit, and bankruptcy for 

2004. This is the programme’s first step in defining the domain or problem area that is to be 

governed, it sets the ‘scope’ of regulation included in the programme. The next step, within 

this domain, is to define how these indicators will determine the impact of regulation 

“…measured by their relationship to economic outcomes” (World Bank Group, 2004: x). 

Thus, a programme of governance is created that seeks to define the precise ‘areas’ of 

regulation which are to be governed. 

With the ‘scope’ of regulation determined, the programme had to also determine how to 

measure this regulation and its impact on economic outcomes. Actors within the DB 

programme decided upon two types of measurements: of actual regulation (e.g. the number 

of procedures, or rigidity of employment law); and of the regulatory outcomes (i.e. time and 

costs). The table below provides an overview of the measurements for each indicator: 
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Table 2 –2004 Indicators and measures of actual regulation and regulatory outcomes 

Indicator Actual regulation Regulatory outcomes 

Starting a business 

(Business 

entry/registration) 

(Number of) Procedures 

Minimum capital requirement 

Time 

(estimated duration to 

complete procedures) 

Cost 

(estimated costs to 

complete procedures) 

Hiring and firing 

workers 

(Employment 

regulation) 

Employment-laws index   N/A 

Enforcing contracts 
Procedures 

Procedural-complexity index 

Time 

Cost 

Getting Credit 

(Creditor rights & 

credit information 

systems) 

Procedures 

Public credit bureau coverage 

Extensiveness-of-Public-

Credit-Registries index 

Private credit bureau coverage 

Creditor-rights index 

Time 

Cost 

Closing a business 

(Bankruptcy) 

Procedures 

Goals-of-insolvency index 

Court-powers index 

Time 

Cost 

 

For all but one indicator (Hiring and firing workers), the DB programme measures the number 

of procedures required (by law), and the estimated time and costs it takes to complete these 

procedures. Likewise, for all but one indicator (Starting a business), the DB team has 

constructed an index that measures what they consider to be relevant aspects of that 

regulation. These indexes are developed in, or adapted from, academic papers that present a 

theory regarding this regulation in particular (this is elaborated on in the section entitled 

Enrolling Actors). 

However, these indexes themselves, like indicators, define limited areas of regulation, 

primarily by including certain aspects of regulation and excluding others. For an example of 

this, and also an illustration of the simplification and classification effects of numbers, it is 

useful to take a look at some of the indexes (or indices) which make up parts of the 

indicators. The indexes take the (simple) average of the ‘subindexes’ – in other words, the 

average of the subindexes becomes the index, as the table on the next page illustrates: 
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Table 3 – Indexes and subindexes of the DB2004  

Indicator Indexes* Subindexes* 

Hiring and firing 

workers 
Employment-law index 

Flexibility-of-hiring index 

Conditions-of-employment 

Flexibility-of-firing index 

Enforcing contracts 
Procedural-complexity 

index 

Use of professionals 

Nature of actions 

Legal justification 

Statutory regulation of evidence 

Control of superior review 

Other statutory interventions 

Getting Credit 

Public credit registry 

coverage index 

(borrowers/1,000 capita) 

 None 

Extensiveness-of-Public-

Credit-Registries index 

(higher score is better) 

Collection index 

Distribution index 

Access index 

Quality index 

Private credit bureau 

coverage index 

(borrowers/1,000 capita) 

 None 

Creditor rights index 

(Scale from 0 to 4; sum of 4 

indicators; higher score is 

better) 

Restrictions on entering reorganization 

No automatic stay 

Secured creditors are paid first 

Management does not stay in 

reorganization 

* Scale from 0 to 100, where 100 is the most rigid regulation/worst – unless otherwise noted. 

For the full table see Appendix A1. 

Thus indexes are an aggregation of sub-indexes, which themselves may sometimes be an 

aggregation of another index. Regardless, the point to be made is that as each indicator is 

broken down into its subsequent components (from index through to subindex,) it becomes 

apparent that the indicators, ultimately, have defined precise aspects or characteristics of 

regulation. Take, for example, the procedural-complexity index, which is the fourth 

component in the enforcing contracts indicator (along with procedures, costs, and time). 
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The table below contains the variables that make up the index, and the description of what 

this variable is (or how it is measured): 

Table 4 – Variables of the Procedural-complexity Index 

Variable Description 

Use of professionals 

 

Whether resolution of the case provided would rely mostly 

on the intervention of professional judges and attorneys 

Nature of actions 
The written or oral nature of the actions involved in the 

procedure, from the filing of the complaint to enforcement 

Legal justification 
The level of legal justification required in the process of 

dispute resolution 

Statutory regulation 

of evidence 

The level of statutory control or intervention of the 

administration, admissibility, evaluation and recording of 

evidence 

Control of superior 

review 

Level of control or intervention of the appellate court’s 

review of the first instance judgment 

Other statutory 

interventions 

The formalities required to engage someone into the 

procedure or to hold him/her accountable for the judgment 

These variables are the actual characteristics of regulation that are measured. Take note how 

the description of these variables uses terms like ‘the level’ or ‘the nature’, suggesting a very 

qualitative judgment – indeed, no mention is made of the scale upon which these variables 

are rated, let alone who rates these variables for each country. Nonetheless, the aggregation 

of these variables in some manner (for it is not explained in the report), results in a number 

from 0 to 100 on the procedural-complexity index, where higher values indicate ‘more 

procedural complexity’ in enforcing a contract.  

Up until now the point has been to ‘unravel’ the indicators from their overall category of 

regulation, through to the indexes, subindexes, and ultimately the variables that actually 

define the areas of regulation measured. Having now unravelled these indicators into their 

constituent components, it is apparent that they set out to measure specific aspects of 

regulation. The programme thus has qualitatively defined what regulation is to be 

governed. However, these qualitative aspects of regulation are aggregated through 

quantification, in the form of indexes and indicators, and this technique of aggregation in 

and of itself serves to define the problem area as well. 
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Higgins and Larner argue that while aggregation may generate uniformity, and thereby also 

comparability, it also simplifies complexity in such a manner as to obscure significant 

differences or highlight insignificant differences (Higgins & Larner, 2010). They argue that 

benchmarking – or the calculative processes involved – has a standardising effect that 

constructs a ‘particular field of visibility’ within this domain that it seeks to measure. 

Theoretically, at least, it is possible to have two very different scores on a subindex, but the 

same score on the resulting index, simply due to the nature of the statistical mean7 (i.e. the 

average) and its ‘weakness’ to outliers.8 For example, three scores of 50 on the employment-

law subindexes results in the same average as the combination 100-50-0. Yet, one would be 

hard-pressed to argue that these two examples represent the same level of regulation from a 

qualitative perspective, even though their score on the index remains the same. Such 

differences are obscured by aggregation, and the numbers tell us very little, maybe even 

nothing, about the actual level of regulation in a country, without ‘disaggregating’ the 

indicators into their constituent parts. 

Disaggregation leads to another issue: that of the weighting of variables when aggregating 

(or the lack thereof). The methodology of the DB programme allots equal weight to all 

indexes and their constituent variables when averaging. In doing so, the creators of the 

indicator basically suggest that all the aspects of regulation, which they have defined, are 

created equal. Whilst this gives the indicators some form of stability and combinability, it 

also suggests that the variables are perfectly comparable between each other. It should be 

apparent what power lies in defining the variables to be measured, as this ultimately – when 

calculated – serves to determine what ‘good’ regulation is, and thus define the domain of 

governance. 

In sum, as one begins to unravel the indicators into their constituent variables (of costs, 

procedures, and various indexes) it becomes apparent that the ‘measurement’ of regulation 

becomes an increasingly subjective, if not qualitative process, and the report begins to lack 

                                                 
7 The mean is the sum of observations divided by the number of observations (Agresti & Franklin, 

2009) 
8 Consider, for example, that there are 4,598,126 possible combinations of ‘scores’ on the four 

subindexes that make up the extensiveness-of-public-credit registries index, yet only 401 possible 

sums (from 0+0+0+0 to 100+100+100+100); and smaller still: only 101 possible averages (0 -100, rounded 

to a whole number – 9,901 options if rounded to two decimal points). Even from a quantitative 

perspective, it should be apparent just how much averaging numbers tends to simplify. 
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precise descriptions of, and reasons for, its methodology. Conversely, it also becomes 

apparent that the aggregation of all these variables into one indicator – through the ‘simple’ 

averaging of indexes – does indeed serve to ‘blackbox’ the numerous complex and varied 

aspects of regulation that are supposedly measured.  

The governance domain thus defined, and perhaps obscured, by indicators and variables, 

the subsequent section will consider how these indicators ‘come to life’ – in other words, the 

methodology of the indicators. Thus, the next section will outline the actors enrolled in the 

DB programme, who are involved in creating and calculating the indicators. 

3 .3  Actors enrolled in the creation of the DB programme 

The methodology of the DB indicators, or the actual, practical exercise of the programme of 

governance, involves the enrolment of numerous actors. From the actual determination of 

the indicators (defining the domain of regulation), through to the collection of data and 

subsequent analysis or calculation, a variety of actors are involved. Thus, this section seeks 

to outline which actors are enrolled, by ‘deconstructing’ the methodology of the DB 

indicators. 

All the actors actually involved in the programme, and in the production of the report for 

2004, are mentioned in the ‘Acknowledgements’ section on the beginning of the report. 

However, re-listing these names would obviously be obtuse as well as lengthy. Instead, it is 

most pertinent to mention that the DB programme is a part of the World Bank group, and 

the central network of actors – those who ultimately created and conduct the DB programme 

– are (or were at the time) World Bank employees. Thus, under the auspices of the World 

Bank, a senior group of World Bank staff – Simeon Djankov, Michael Klein, and Caralee 

McLiesh – created the DB programme, and employed a number of individuals to support 

them. This group, who call themselves the DB ‘team’, are the central network in the DB 

programme, and as will be argued later on, also the centre of calculation. They are 

responsible for the creation, collection, and presentation of the indicators. However, the 

development of the indicators involves the enrolment of other people (academic experts); 

and the collection of data to inform the indicators also involves the enrolment of so-called 

external ‘contributors’. 
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3 .3 .1 Academic experts help to develop the indicators and methodology 

There appears to be a network of scholars, led by Simeon Djankov of the World Bank, who 

are involved in the DB programme as a result of their combined interest and research in the 

field of comparative economics. In 2003, a year before the publication of the first DB report, 

Simeon Djankov (leader of the DB programme), Andrei Shleifer, Rafael La Porta 

(Dartmouth), and Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes (Yale), co-authored an article entitled ‘The new 

comparative economics’, in which they argue that “…by comparing alternative economic 

systems, we can understand better what makes each of them work” (Simeon Djankov, 

Glaeser, La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, & Shleifer, 2003: 596). They argue that institutional 

efficiency is a ‘tradeoff’ between controlling disorder and controlling abuses of state 

intervention, but it is also influenced by (colonial) history and politics. It would thus appear 

that the academic ‘foundation’ for the DB programme lies in the enrolment of various 

comparative economic scholars from internationally-renowned academic institutions. 

Indeed, when determining what regulation to measure, and thus how to define the 

governance domain, it is apparent that the team involved in the DB programme is strongly 

influenced by this network of actors. The report itself presents the creation of these 

indicators as a strict, academic process: “The DB team works with leading scholars in the 

development of indicators. This cooperation provides academic rigor and links theory to 

practice” (World Bank Group, 2004: ix). However, these scholars are – by and large – the 

same group of comparative economics scholars mentioned earlier (Djankov, Shleifer, La 

Porta, and co.), who have co-authored numerous papers together, in particular in the 

Quarterly Journal of Economics. Andrei Shleifer, for example, professor at Harvard University, 

has co-authored 30 academic papers with other scholars involved in the DB programme 

over the last fifteen years (Harvard, 2012). Indeed, much of the DB report builds upon the 

work from this select group of economists, and each indicator is based upon research 

(journal articles or working papers) by these scholars, as illustrated in the table in appendix 

A2. 

In addition, of the 211 (non-unique) references listed in the 2004 report, 21 are references to 

articles written by Simeon Djankov, Rafeal La Porta, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, Andrei 

Shleifer, and/or Oliver Hart. 17 further references are made to World Bank reports. As 

mentioned earlier, it is apparent that the DB indicators are strongly enmeshed with the work 
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of these scholars. These academics, it can be argued, may be seen as using the DB 

programme to strengthen their field of comparative economics, by enrolling a greater 

number of actors through the World Bank group. Their own network is made more stable 

and durable, as the work of these scholars, previously only represented in academic articles 

and papers, is ‘institutionalised’ in the DB programme, enrolling a large number of actors 

(or employees) and producing an annual report. Furthermore, they are able to use the data 

collected by the DB programme in their own research, as well as to provide support for their 

own theories. 

3 .3 .2 A network of external contributors provides data 

Whilst scholars may provide the (theoretical) input for what regulation is to be measured, 

and thus inform the methodology, the actual collection of the relevant data for the involved 

countries requires the enrolment of actors in every country. The DB programme uses 

professional associations or organisations, like Lex Mundi association law firms and the 

International Bar Association, to assist in the contribution of data. This enrolment of experts 

and professionals creates legitimacy and authority around the DB programme, as the 

following quote from the report implies: 

“The DB project receives the invaluable cooperation of local partners—municipal 

officials, registrars, tax officers, labor lawyers and labor ministry officials, credit 

registry managers, financial lawyers, incorporation lawyers in the case of business 
startups, bankruptcy lawyers, and judges.” 

(S Djankov, McLiesh, & Klein, 2004: ix) 

Evidence for the enrolment of these actors is provided in the last section of the report, 

entitled ‘List of contributors’. The list contains the names of the over 1,000 individuals from 

the 133 countries rated, as well as the organisations and institutions involved, who 

contributed to the programme. 

However, whilst presenting the names of these individuals suggests that they play a large 

part in the development of these indicators, it is necessary to consider the actual steps 

involved in gathering the data to accurately determine the role of these external 

contributors. Thus, the next section presents the methodology as presented by the DB report, 

with a focus on the role of the World Bank’s DB team in this process – thereby also further 

delineating the role of the external contributors (scholars as well as local partners).  
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3 .3 .3 The DB team becomes the centre of calculation 

Throughout the creation of the indicators, the DB team is an essential actor. According to the 

DB report for 2004, the method applied to collecting data for the five indicators builds on a 

common ‘methodology’, presented below: 

Table 5 – Characteristics of the DB indicator methodology 

 
The team, with academic advisers, collects and analyzes the laws 

and regulations in force. 

 

The analysis yields an assessment instrument or questionnaire 

that is designed for local professionals experienced in their fields, 

such as incorporation lawyers and consultants for business entry 

or litigation lawyers and judges for contract enforcement. 

 
The questionnaire is structured around a hypothetical case to 

ensure comparability across countries and over time. 

 
The local experts engage in several rounds of interaction—

typically four—with the DB team. 

 
The preliminary results are presented to both academics and 

practitioners, prior to refinements in the questionnaire and 

further rounds of data collection. 

 
The data are subjected to numerous tests for robustness, which 

frequently lead to revisions or expansions of the collected 

information. 

 

From the table above, it is apparent that the methodology adopted allows the DB team to 

control the process, and thereby also become a centre of calculation. They are the ones who, 

along with the experts, determine the variables that make up the indicators of regulation – 

they define the problem domain. Indeed, as the report itself argues: 

“The indicators are developed by means of in-house research and expert 

assessment. The DB team starts by studying the laws and regulations on business 

entry and reviewing publicly available summaries and descriptions of the business 
registration process.”  

(World Bank Group, 2004: 26) 

Thus, the DB team conducts the initial assessment, that leads to a specific case and 

questionnaire that forms the basis for the collection of data. The case study defines the 

specific assumptions relevant to the regulation being measured. For example, the 

employment regulation indicator defines the assumptions about the worker and the 

business, whilst the enforcing a contract indicator defines the details regarding the “…step-
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by-step evolution of a debt recovery case before local courts in the country’s most populous 

city”, including the details about the claim and litigants. Since these are standard 

assumptions identical for all countries, this makes the data collected transparent and easily 

replicable (over time), as well as allowing for comparisons and benchmarks across countries 

– as the report rightly points out. By determining what the ‘standardised case’ is, the DB 

team again constructs (and limits) the regulation domain to be measured. 

Furthermore, it is the DB team that produces the questionnaire to be answered by local 

experts. As mentioned in the problematisation section earlier, the report itself clarifies the 

weaknesses of surveys that can occur in their design (survey bias, sample selection, 

uninformed answers, etc.). Thus, the design of a survey can greatly influence the data 

collected as well as the result. Nonetheless, the DB team appear to strive for a high quality of 

data collected. This is evident in the fact that the contribution of the local experts is not a 

one-time procedure. The data is tested for robustness9 by the DB team, and numerous 

refinements are made to the data and surveys as the result of repeated interaction with the 

external contributors. 

The data collection procedure, therefore, whilst dependent on external contributors for data, 

is almost just as dependent on the DB team for enabling it and conducting it, as well as 

securing its quality (robustness). Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, it is the 

members of the DB team who then determine the scoring on an indicator, based on the data 

provided by the external sources. So even though there is a great deal of interaction with the 

contributors in the data collection phase, it is primarily the DB team who are influential in 

the outcome. Without the DB team, the data would not be collected and scores on the 

indicators not be given. Thus, the DB team can be considered to be a centre of calculation, as 

they control both the data collection and analysis process. 

3 .4 Techniques of translation  

This section considers the actual techniques used to enrol the actors mentioned in the 

previous section: the academic scholars, the external contributors, and the DB team. 

                                                 
9 Robustness is defined as “...resistant to errors in the results, produced by deviations from 

assumptions” (Huber, 1981: 1) 
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The academic scholars were most likely enrolled because, as mentioned previously, they 

belong to a group of scholars involved in the field of comparative economics. Thus, the DB 

programme uses academic papers and journals as a technique of translation by involving 

actors in the programme through the academic process: 

“Once the analysis is completed, the results are subject to a peer review process 

in leading academic journals. Simultaneously, the background research is 

presented at conferences and seminars organized with private sector partners. 

For example, preliminary results of the bankruptcy project were discussed with 

members of the International Bar Association at the association’s meetings in 

Dublin (Ireland), Durban (South Africa), Rome (Italy), and New York (United 

States)…This continual process of refinement produces indicators that have been 

scrutinized by the academic community, government officials, and local 

professionals.” (World Bank Group, 2004: ix) 

In addition, however, the report also makes references to leading scholars in the field, who 

are ‘enrolled’ in the DB network in the following manner: “Under the auspices of the DB 

programme, Dr. Leszek Balcerowicz (National Bank of Poland), Professor Bradford DeLong 

(University of California at Berkeley), Hernando de Soto (Institute of Liberty and Democracy 

in Lima, Peru), and Professor Andrei Shleifer (Harvard University) have been invited to give 

lectures on government regulation of business. In coming years other outstanding economic 

thinkers will be invited to give lectures on DB topics” (World Bank Group, 2004: x). Mention 

of how the DB programme has solicited the work and cooperation of such ‘outstanding 

thinkers’ creates an image of legitimacy and authority of the DB programme in having 

successfully ‘translated’ these academics and their interests toward the project.  

Scholars are thus, primarily, enrolled because they are seen to have such expertise and 

knowledge that the DB programme can use. It serves the interests of the DB network, by 

providing academic ‘legitimacy’, but it also serves the interests of the scholars themselves. 

As mentioned earlier in the section on the enrolment of the particular group of scholars, 

enrolment into the DB network should not be so difficult, as it merely augments the role 

they already choose to have: that of a scholar with a keen interest and insight into some 

aspect of regulation. 

Similarly, however, the DB programme attempts to enrol external contributors by also 

appealing to their expertise and knowledge. By sending out surveys on a regulation issue to 
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particular actors, the DB programme attempts to gather information from them. However, 

surveys still manage to keep the external contributors at a distance from the network, their 

role as contributor is only through the appeal of expertise and knowledge. 

Thus, one could argue that that overall technique of translation is to enrol actors by 

suggesting that only they have the expertise and knowledge make the DB programme a 

success. As the report itself argues: 

“Only those with extensive professional knowledge and experience provide data, 

and the indicators build on local knowledge.”  

(World Bank Group, 2004: ix) 

Perhaps the easiest translation technique to explain is how the DB team is enrolled, as these 

are people actually employed by the World Bank to work on the DB programme. In that 

sense, their role is as a World Bank employee, to work on the tasks given by their employer 

– the main translation technique is the employment contract. However, naturally, the 

individual employees working at the World Bank must accept this role, and thus it must be 

presumed that they would actually like to work on the project. As such, the employees must 

(hopefully) genuinely believe in the overall guiding rationality of the project, the underlying 

theory that informs the project, which provides the rationale for how and what to govern. 

This is the topic of the next section. 

3 .5  The rationality behind the programme 

As the previous four subsections sought to outline, the DB programme was created in order 

to provide proper indicators that measure the outcomes of regulation. Only through the 

collection of accurate or precise knowledge will one be able to make informed and valid 

decisions on regulation – hence the need for expertise. This understanding is closely aligned 

with the Scientific Method, one of whose nine tenets is known as Lord Kelvin’s Dictum: 

“When you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge is of a meager and unsatisfactory 

kind” (McCloskey, 1983: 484). As numerous scientific scholars and mathematical historians 

have noted, much of this need for quantification develops as a result of having to prove or 

underscore a theory or belief (see e.g. (Coase, 1982; Klein, 2001; Kuhn, 1977; T. M. Porter, 

2001; TM Porter, 2001; Skinner, 1956; Weintraub, 2001)). Indeed, Mary S. Morgan argues that 

neoclassical economics, and econometrics in particular, is consistently caught up in the 



44 

 

“practice [of] a kind of indirect measurement of the causal connections in relationships 

based on their theoretical preferences and what are perceived, at best, as direct measures (or 

at worst proxies for those) of the elements to be related” (Morgan, 2001: 238). 

To clarify this point, it is perhaps beneficial to consider the rationality behind combining 

various indicators into an aggregate indicator, as the DB programme does. The DB team 

argue that there are three benefits: “…it improves the precision of estimating indicators; it 

quantifies the explanatory power, giving policymakers the ability to choose which indicators 

and analyses to rely on; and it increases coverage because some surveys study countries that 

other surveys do not” (World Bank Group, 2004: 14). The report cites the work of Kaufmann 

et al., three World Bank economists (another case of network enrolment) who studied the 

‘accuracy’ of regulatory quality indicators. Their analysis shows that such aggregated 

indicators are more accurate or precise than single, isolated indicators or survey results, 

because they are able to reduce the measurement error.10 In subsequent research, Kaufmann 

and Kraay however conclude that aggregate indicators which are aggregates of underlying 

(sub-)components have a larger error than aggregate indicators which draw on a variety of 

sources (Kaufmann & Kraay, 2008). Regardless, the DB report presents this (statistical) 

argument of the ‘accuracy’ of other aggregated indicators as reason enough to use 

aggregation in the DB programme. The faith in calculation is unwavering, and one could 

argue that the logic has come full circle: support for quantitative calculation methods 

(aggregation) is presented by the use of yet other quantitative/calculative methods, in the 

form of calculations of measurement error and correlation. Indeed, the rationality of 

calculation and quantification is omnipresent – the only way forward is to calculate and 

measure. 

The report also refers to the work of other professionals, other economists at the World 

Bank, as the ‘evidence’ of the accuracy of aggregation and indicators. Indeed, it is necessary 

                                                 
10 From (Kaufmann & Kraay, 2008: 2): “An important corollary is that any particular indicator of 

governance can usefully be interpreted as an imperfect proxy for some unobserved dimension of 

governance”. Measurement error can thus be understood as the extent to which an indicator is 

(un)able to observe the particular phenomena it purports to measure. Such errors may be: sampling 

error (in surveys); the (in)ability to come up with a factually accurate description of something 

qualitative (objective documentation); difficulty of measuring something quantitatively; or the 

divergence of expert opinions. Measurement error can be determined by calculating the ‘correla tion’ 

between two indicators that claim to measure the same thing (and comparing their standard 

deviation). 
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for the report to highlight the accuracy and ‘quality’ of the DB programme, since it is 

founded on the problem of a lack of suitable indicators. So it is not unusual to find 

numerous references through the report to the accuracy of data, its comparability across 

countries, and the expertise of those involved. However, there is only so much credibility 

that can be gained from the scientific accuracy of the method employed, the programme 

must also argue for the accuracy of the data it collects. The method or calculations used to 

determine these indicators may be perfectly valid, however they are only ever as good as the 

data they have collected. As such, the programme requires a ‘competent’ network of actors, 

who are enrolled in order to provide the programme with expertise and legitimacy. That is 

to say, in order to make the data precise and accurate. As Espeland and Stevens note: 

“Rigorous, defensible and enduring systems of quantification require expertise, discipline, 

coordination and many kinds of resources, including time, money, and political muscle” 

(Espeland & Stevens, 2009: 411). 

Hence, the creation of the programme is based in the universalism/rationalist paradigm that 

things or objects can be measured and quantified, and that such quantification produces 

knowledge as information. This need for objective knowledge then in turn requires 

quantification and a vast network of actors to produce the necessary data. 

3 .6 Governing the domain of regulation through a centre of calculation  

This section sought to uncover why and how the DB programme was created. It was found 

that the network was created to produce indicators that accurately measured regulation 

(and its economic outcomes). This was achieved by enrolling expert academics and 

contributors in order to create the ‘best’ indicators. However, it was the rationality of 

quantification, through expert knowledge and calculation, that determines what regulation 

to cover – for it is only that which can be measured, and thus that which we have knowledge 

of, that can be compared and thereby acted upon. Hence, what and how to govern depends 

on the methodology adopted. Thus, the DB programme is an attempt at governing the 

domain of regulation through calculation and measurement (i.e. the indicators). 

Furthermore, the DB team acts as the centre of calculation by being able to define and 

determine the methodology of the indicators, as well as the objects (surveys) used to collect 

the data. 
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However, the programme as a network, according to ANT, is always evolving and never 

static. ANT proposes that such networks will therefore attempt to document their existence 

(from programme through to rationality) in inscriptions and other materials which are 

durable and stable. The DB reports are examples of such inscriptions, and this section 

covered how the 2004 report (re)presented the creation of the DB network and the 

indicators. As mentioned earlier, these documents, as immutable mobiles, can be 

transported through space and time and represents the network as it was. However, these 

very immutable mobiles can also be used to translate new actors and objects, possibly 

enrolling them into the network. 

Indeed, the indicators that the Doing Business programme creates, and which are presented 

in the report, may also be used to create a much larger network by targeting the actors 

involved in the governance domain actually measured by the indicators: regulation. Hence, 

the report and the indicators may be seen as attempts at creating a larger network, and thus 

they are also an opportunity to expand the power of the Doing Business programme. This is 

discussed in the next section, which discusses how the report is created as an immutable 

mobile. 
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4 . The creation of an immutable mobile (The DB Report)  

This section considers the DB report as an immutable mobile, a document created by the DB 

programme which can travel through space and time to further translate elements. Thus, the 

report itself must seek to interest and enroll actors, through problematisation and various 

translation techniques. Like the previous section on the creation of the DB programme, this 

section will consider problematisations, the proposed governance programme, techniques of 

translation, and finally: the political rationality that appears to inform the report.  

4.1 Problematisation: Regulation as a burden on economic outcomes 

Throughout the report, it is apparent that the authors have attempted to present a problem 

in the form of the ‘burden’ of regulation, by suggesting that good regulation “…fulfils the 

task of essential controls of business without imposing an unnecessary burden” (World 

Bank Group, 2004). 

Problematising the burden of regulation is done by repeatedly linking regulation (in its 

various forms) to economic outcomes through (implied) causal relationships, which serve to 

highlight how the ‘burden’ of regulation is a problem for economic growth. For example, the 

report argues that: 

“Putting higher administrative burdens on entrepreneurs diminishes business 

activity—but it also creates more corruption and a larger informal economy, with 
fewer jobs for the poor.” 

(World Bank Group, 2004: 2) 

The report mentions numerous other such cases and academic studies, where regulation 

leads to unwanted or undesirable economic outcomes, and makes numerous mentions of the 

burden of regulation: 

Table 6 – The burden of governance in the DB report  

The number of times… Frequency 

The word burden(s) is mentioned 22 

Mention is made of studies that show a negative outcome of regulation 67 

The word reform(s) is mentioned 176 

This linkage between economic outcomes and causal relationships represents a mode of 

translation, primarily by illustrating the problem of ‘burdensome’ regulation – though it, 

inherently in its presentation, also presents a solution. This solution is the programme of 

governance, the topic of the next section. 
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4 .2  The programme of governance –  defining the domain of action  

The report presents a programme of governance, in the form of a solution to prevent or 

reduce the ‘burden’ of regulation on economic outcomes: namely, to reform regulation 

based on best practice around the world. Indeed, the DB programme team are not unaware 

of the effects that the indicators are expected to have on countries. The report notes that two 

of the main goals of the project are to motivate reforms through country benchmarking, and 

to inform the design of these reforms: 

“Around the world, international and local benchmarking has proved to be a 

powerful force for mobilizing society to demand improved public services, 

enhanced political accountability, and better economic policy.” 

“The project will also create case studies of reform. It will document past 

experiences, the forces behind reform, and the features responsible for reforms’ 

ultimate success or failure. This information will help policymakers design and 

manage reform.” 

(World Bank Group, 2004: ix-x) 

Furthermore, the report argues that the DB programme and its indicators will be able to 

inform strategies of where and what to reform:  

“The data offer a wealth of detail on the specific regulations and institutions that 

enhance or hinder business activity, the biggest bottlenecks causing bureaucratic 

delay, and the cost of complying with regulation… Governments can thus 

identify, after reviewing their country’s DB indicators, where they lag behind and 

will know what to reform.” 

(World Bank Group, 2004: 2) 

This is achieved by giving each country a score for each indicator, i.e. the number of 

procedures and days (time), the total costs, as well as a score on one or more indexes (if 

applicable). In doing so, the DB report seeks to determine how close (or far) the countries are 

to the ideal type of regulation as defined by the DB methodology. The DB indicators are thus 

a performance measure of a country, in that they quantify the quality of a defined domain of 

regulation.  
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In a similar vein, the report provides more general guidelines of what the DB team considers 

to be ‘principles of good regulation’. They are presented below: 

•Simplify and deregulate in competitive markets. 

• Focus on enhancing property rights. 

• Expand the use of technology. 

• Reduce court involvement in business matters. 

• Make reform a continuous process. 
(World Bank Group, 2004: 92) 

Thus, the report presents the solution that countries should reform regulation informed by, 

and based on, the DB indicators and best practice. This is the suggested programme of 

governance. The indicators and best practice that inform this programme, however, have a 

disciplining effect, in that they make regulation comparable across countries and thus 

attempt to influence the actions of countries.  They therefore constitute a strategy of 

translation that the DB team use to enrol new actors. The next section, therefore, will 

consider the actual techniques of translation; in other words, the report’s use of language 

and numbers to ‘frame’ the problem of regulation and the programme of governance 

(reform). 

4 .3 Techniques of translation  

This section seeks to outline techniques of language and numbers which are used to 

translate actors, by attempting to coax countries into reforming regulation towards the norm 

(or best practice) presented in the report and the indicators. In the previous two sections, we 

saw examples of the use of language to problematise regulation (it is a burden), and the use 

of indicators to measure regulation and best practice countries. These are some of the 

techniques to translate actors, but they primarily inform the problem and solution – the 

actual programme of governance (how you should regulate). Hence, this section seeks to go 

into greater detail of the actual techniques, or mechanisms, of language and numbers that a 

network or centre of calculation may use to try to translate new actors (by arguing why they 

should reform). As Porter argues, these are “…techniques that foreground the numbers, 

amplify their presence, and array them spatially to emphasise the relationship or judgement 

they are supposed to represent” (Porter, 2011a: 10). 
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This section considers how language and numbers are used to present three principal 

translation techniques: comparability, associability, and modernity. The first technique is the 

use of the indicator scores to rank and compare countries between and amongst each other, 

which was covered briefly in the previous section. The second technique, which also 

compares countries between each other, also associates scores with economic outcomes – 

thus implying that there is a causal relationship between regulation and economic 

performance or conditions. Finally, the last technique simply uses the idea of time to present 

the solution of reform as sign of modernity. 

4.3.1 Comparisons between countries and groups of countries 

This section outlines how the report uses rankings and categorisation to present 

observations and comparisons between countries or groups of countries, and argues that 

these are two distinct techniques of translation that serve to interest and enrol actors.  

4 .3.1.1 Rankings as a translation technique 

All countries that are included in the DB programme are given a score on the various 

indicators and their subindicators (costs, procedures, time and various indexes). Since the 

methodology is standardised, the numbers are a neutral and objective representation of 

regulation, and the countries that are measured are presented as being (perfectly) 

comparable (see (Cline Cohen, 1982: 43-4)). Numbers in and of themselves have an ordering 

capacity, as they create a bond of uniformity between different objects – the DB 

methodology considers all the same aspects of regulation for all countries. Espeland and 

Sauder call this property of numbers ‘commensurability’, as it allows the comparison of 

different entities according to a common metric (Espeland & Stevens, 1998). 11 

In this case, the DB indicators are performance measures of countries’ regulation, an attempt 

at quantifying the quality of regulation. The indicators and the team that produce them seek 

to scrutinise and thus pass judgement on the regulation of a country (what Foucault would 

call monitoring). The indicators thus allow actors affiliated to the countries under study, to 

consider their performance as measured by a standardised case. Every country’s 

performance is measured relative to others and, as well, relative to what the DB programme 

through its methodology considers the ideal type of regulation (one that has the lowest 

                                                 
11 A term taken from Thomas Kuhn and Feyerabend – see (Kuhn, 1982) 



51 

 

costs, fewest procedures, etc.). Thus, the indicators also allow actors to consider the score of 

a country relative to another country.  

Indeed, it is this property of commensurability that the report makes use of when it chooses 

to present rankings of the best and worst performers for each indicator. Porter calls these 

rankings indices, but they are in effect a rank-ordered presentation of the scores. Specifically, 

for various indicators, the report presents a list (table) of the countries that have the ‘best’ 

and/or ‘worst’ scores (e.g. fewest procedures or lowest costs).12 The table below summarises 

the types of rankings presented in the report: 

Table 7 – The DB2004 report’s mention of the ‘best’ and ‘worst’ countries 

Frequency Example  

Positive 

rankings 
4 

Table 7.2 - The ten least-regulated countries across 

Doing Business indicators 

Both positive 

and negative 
7 

Table 6.4 - Where is bankruptcy most effective in 

achieving the goals of insolvency - and where 

least? 

Only negative 3 
Table 6.5 - Private workouts - the norm in 

countries with inefficiency bankruptcy 

Rankings, quite simply, present a performance measure of who comes the closest to 

obtaining the ‘best’ regulation, as defined by the DB methodology or relative to the sample 

(those rated). This creates pressure to be amongst the best, but in doing so the indicators are 

also able to normalize (or standardise) regulation towards the ideal type of regulation 

presented in the report, as those countries wishing to improve their ranking will need to find 

out what to improve. That is to say, they need to find out where amongst which DB 

indicators they are performing poorly, and what they subsequently need to improve. This 

can be considered a form of disciplining, as it is an attempt to force an actor to behave in a 

certain way, or influence their actions. 

Indeed, Espeland and Sauder argue that numbers and rankings are reflexive (or 

performative), because by measuring performance and being commensurable these 

indicators both define and modify the object of study: regulation (Espeland & Sauder, 2007) 

- see also (Callon & Muniesa, 2003; Callon, 1987)). As such, the calculative process of the 

indicators does not alone blackbox what regulation is, it also attempts to blackbox 

discussions about the ideal type of regulation.  

                                                 
12 In addition to the tables included in the actual text of the report, complete results per indicator and 

subindicator for each individual country are published in the report’s appendix.  
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4 .3 .1.2 Categories as a translational technique 

Whilst rankings group countries based on their performance, categories group countries 

based on some shared characteristics. By grouping the countries into three different 

categories - income-group (GNI per capita), geographic region, and legal origin – the report 

is able to aggregate the results for a whole group of countries. The first two categories are 

standard World Bank classificatory groupings, whilst the legal origins category is “compiled 

by the DB team using several sources, including La Porta et al. (1999) and the CIA Factbook 

(2002)” (World Bank Group, 2004: 105) and is the origin of the Company Law or Code in the 

country. The table below presents the different categories within each group: 

Table 8 – Country classification categories in DB2004 Report 

Category 
Number of 

countries 

Income 

Low 49 

Lower-Middle 35 

Upper-Middle 19 

High 30 

Region 

Latin America & Caribbean 21 

OECD: High Income  22 

Europe & Central Asia 25 

Middle East & North Africa 14 

Sub-Saharan Africa 33 

South Asia 5 

East Asia & Pacific 13 

Legal origin 

English 36 

French 64 

German 18 

Nordic 4 

Socialist 11 

As is apparent, the different classification systems allow for groupings into between four 

and seven different categories. However, one could argue that such categories create rather 

arbitrary, if not random, groupings of countries based on the judgment of those involved in 

the DB programme. There is no statistical/mathematical reason for doing this, as the 

indicators themselves remain at the country-level, thus it is but a discursive technique to 

enroll actors, to some degree by blackboxing the actual distribution of scores for the 

countries within a category – by aggregating the scores for the group. 

As can be seen, the different categories aggregate the results of at least 4 countries (Nordic-

origin), and at most 64 (French-origin). Thus, by creating these categories the DB team is able 

to present rather artificial – if not arbitrary – generalizations or conclusions about a whole 
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group of countries in the report. These categories, therefore, construct the patterns and 

relations uncovered and presented in the report. For example, by aggregating the results of a 

group of countries into these (supra-)categories, the DB report can argue things like ‘Nordic-

origin and high-income countries have efficient bankruptcy outcomes’ or, alternatively, 

‘poor countries regulate business the most’ (World Bank Group, 2004). Thus, defining these 

categories allows the analysis to reveal certain ‘realities’ that are presented in the report. 

Furthermore, however, this technique is very similar to that of rankings in terms of 

performativity, as it allows countries (or groups of them) to be compared with each other. 

The table below shows how many times the report makes any observations on countries by 

category: 

Table 9 – Observations by category in DB2004 Report 

Category Count Example 

Income 54 

“When the countries are divided into groups according to their 

income per capita, the high-income countries have the smallest 

number of procedures, with a median of 7. They are followed by the 

upper-middle-income group, with a median of 10 procedures. The 

lower-middle income countries have the highest number of 

procedures, around 12, while the poorest countries have a median of 

11 procedures.” (World Bank Group, 2004: 20) 

Legal 

origin 
49 

“Nordic-orig in countries regulate employment relations the least in 

conditions of employment but less so in dismissals, in which English-

origin countries have the lightest regulation.” (World Bank Group, 

2004: 34-5) 

Region 28 

“Looking across regions, Latin American countries are more likely to 

have public credit registries—71 percent, compared with only a third 

of OECD economies. They also have the fewest creditor rights—1.7 

on average. Transition countries have an average score of 2.3. There 

are no other important differences across regions.” (World Bank 

Group, 2004: 63) 

Total 131  

 

This categorizing technique presents attempts at problematising ‘excessive’ regulation, 

whilst also enrolling actors into the network, by naming the group(s) of countries with either 

the best or worst regulation. This has a reflexive effect much like rankings, and as such 

categories serve to compare countries to each other based on their performance. Thus, the 

techniques of categorising and ranking countries serves as a translation technique to interest 

actors, which is why the report continuously seeks to find differences (and patterns) in 

results across categories and rankings for each indicator.  
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4.3.2 Associations between regulation and economic outcomes 

In terms of stages of translation, rankings and categories primarily serve to interest countries 

by mentioning them. However, to really enrol a country, it is necessary to explain to actors 

why being the best is really best, or being the worst is a problem. As mentioned at the 

beginning of this section, the problem that is sold (or told), is that regulation is a burden on 

an economy and economic individuals. Thus, in order to properly appeal to other actors, the 

report seeks to link regulation to economic outcomes. 

Hence, the report also uses these categories to ‘uncover’ or present linkages between 

regulation and economic outcomes. This is done through descriptive statistics, where 

associations between the characteristics that the categories represent, and regulatory or 

economic outcomes are inferred (e.g. ‘Rich countries have less burdensome entry 

regulations’). Linking indicator performance to economic outcomes takes the technique of 

performance measurement of regulation one step further than rankings, by trying to 

ultimately argue that the quality of regulation influences, or is associated with, economic 

outcomes. One could, therefore, argue that as a translation technique its disciplining effect is 

much stronger than just rankings, because economic outcomes have a greater impact on 

actors and countries than just being at the top or bottom of some ranking – it problematises 

to a greater degree.  

The report presents these linkages by referencing studies and other examples in the body of 

text of the report. However, it also uses two particular mechanisms to present its own 

associations between regulation and economic outcomes: the ‘aggregation’ of countries into 

distinct categories (as already discussed), and the subsequent presentation of these causal 

relations through graphical representations of descriptive statistics (charts). The former 

seeks to create significant associations between economic outcomes and regulation, as well 

as enrol various actors into the network by identifying common (positive/negative) 

characteristics of groups of countries, regardless of their actual ranking. The latter technique 

uses charts to present these causal relations in a manner that makes them appear objective 

and convincing, and suggest causality where only correlation exists. Combined, the report 

manages to present the problem of regulation to specific actors in a manner that appears 

objective and rational (through calculation), which in turn lends much authority and 
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legitimacy to their proposed solution. The following section will briefly consider the role of 

charts as a translation technique. 

4 .3.2.1 Charts as a translation technique 

Charts are a way of representing data graphically, and are typically much easier (and 

quicker) for the reader to understand or interpret than a similar argument made in text. 

Charts, it is argued, speak directly to the reader: “…charts do not show exact details, but 

give an immediate depiction of the differences and major patterns in the set of data. The 

reader can see immediately where there are major differences or similarities without having 

to compare and interpret the figures himself” (Wallgren et al., 1996: 6). Charts, therefore, can 

be used to present comparisons and patterns to the reader much more easily than if the 

same numbers were presented in tables, and are often used to reinforce or reiterate points 

made in text – to quote Edward Tufte: “words and pictures belong together. Viewers need 

the help that words can provide” (Tufte, 1983: 180). 

The table below shows the different types of charts that the report uses: 

Table 10 – The purposes of charts - what do they show? 

Purpose Frequency Example Chart type(s) Translation effect 

Association  
Illustrates a  relationship between 

two variables 
38 

Regulatory quality is 

associated with less 

informal activity  

Scatterplot 

Histogram 

Defines a problem and 

presents a solution 

Observation 
Illustrates any differences within a  

variable13 
25 

French-legal-origin 

countries have fewer 

creditor rights and more 

public  registries 

Bar charts 

Scatterplot (without 

regression line) 

Defines the 

relationship between 

groups in a category, 

based on their 

performance/rank 

Description 
Presents the 

straightforward/measured facts 
16 

Starting a Business in 

Bolivia 

Horizontal bar chart 

Maps 

 

Defines/specifies the 

issue area 

As can be seen, charts may vary in their ability to translate actors. Some charts merely 

present descriptions of facts. Others present observations, which are visualisations of the 

differences between categories, and thus actually are comparisons (the translation technique 

discussed in section 4.3.1). Still, it is important to note that most of the graphs are 

associational charts, which present a relationship between two variables – in the report the 

two variables are typically regulation combined with regulatory outcome (e.g. ‘Lighter 

                                                 
13 This category includes charts which use the three qualitative categories (income group, region, and 

legal origin) to classify countries, as this categorization/classification is a choice of the analyst to 

present or model their data. 
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regulation is associated with higher productivity and lower employment’). This is precisely 

the beauty of such associational charts: they present a possible explanation and solution for 

certain outcomes. However, it is also the danger of such associational charts, as they may 

imply causality where it quite simply does not exist. Correlation (the linear relationship 

between variables) does not imply causation, rather it is quite simply that: the assessment 

that as one variable changes, the other appears to change as well (negatively or positively). 

Furthermore, although it is beyond the scope of this paper to explain how, charts are 

designed by analysts to present the information they want to. Hence, they are not strictly 

neutral and objective, as it is the analyst who determines what reality to present. 

Still, the charts are a very effective way of underlining the association between two variables 

– as Edward Tufte argues “… the relational graphic – in its barest form, the scatterplot and 

its variants – is the greatest of all graphical designs. It links at least two variables, 

encouraging and even imploring the viewer to assess the possible causal relationship 

between the plotted variables. It confronts causal theories that X causes Y with empirical 

evidence as to the actual relationship between X and Y…” (Tufte, 1983: 47). William Playfair 

noted the effect of such charts back in 1786: “On inspecting any one of these Charts 

attentively, a sufficiently distinct impression will be made, to remain unimpaired for a 

considerable time, and the idea which does remain will be simple and complete…” (Playfair, 

1786: 3-4). 

In sum, the grouping of countries into categories and the presentation of this data in charts 

both serve the purpose of reiterating and reinforcing the association between regulation and 

economic outcomes that the authors wish to communicate. Again, this problematises the 

‘burden’ of regulation, and the need for reform, but it also highlights how the report seeks to 

tie regulation to economic outcomes, thus ‘reshaping’ how countries and governments think 

about regulation (i.e. attempts at performativity). In effect, the report tries to argue that 

regulation is not just a question of political preferences; it also has effects on the economic 

development of a country. Indeed, the report clearly attempts to present the issue of the 

‘right’ regulation as one of objective, calculative truth, represented through the lens of 

authoritative data and statistics. 

 



57 

 

4.3.3 Modernity and time as a translational technique 

In line with this idea of the economic development of a country, the report makes references 

to 122 specific cases of economic reforms in different countries. The report only briefly 

touches upon the political difficulty in conducting such reform, there are only three 

examples in the texts of reforms that were unsuccessful and had to be repealed. Instead, the 

report prefers to highlight the positive effects of reform, providing numerous examples of 

countries that have reformed their regulation within the last 20-30 years. In one case, the 

report mentions how successful a reform was at reducing procedures and time, but neglects 

to mention that the cost as a percentage of income per capita increased almost two 

percentage points.14 

Similarly, the report generally paints a picture of how reforms are a recent phenomenon, 

whilst regulation itself is an old phenomenon. As the table in appendix A3 illustrates, the 

report either mentions many successful reforms (specific countries) and how recently they 

have occurred (all within the last twenty to thirty years), or makes references to reforms and 

other observations of the past (typically at least fifty to one hundred years ago). Perhaps in 

an attempt to highlight the importance of reform now, the report references such historical 

figures as Shakespeare, Goethe, and Napoleon to suggest that such burdens of regulation are 

a very old problem –both Goethe and Shakespeare provide quoted examples of the burden 

of court delays in the 15th and 17th centuries. Likewise, the report repeatedly mentions when 

such regulation or laws were first adopted (often over a century ago), suggesting that the 

insight of the need for regulation is not new, but also that such regulation can also be 

historically old. 

Thus, by suggesting that reforms are a new phenomenon, and regulation an old habit, the 

report uses a discursive ‘manoeuvre’ of implying that those countries that do not update 

their regulation are, in effect, lagging behind. Reforms present the cornerstone of successful 

modern governance, as is most apparent in the report’s summary of the common elements 

of successful country’s approach to regulation, the two of which are: expand the use of 

technology; make reform a continuous process (World Bank Group, 2004: 92). This is an 

attempt at enrolling actors, by problematizing the issue of outdated (i.e. burdensome) 

                                                 
14 Example of reform in Russia in 2002, Figure 6 – Starting a Business in Russia, before and after Reforms 

(World Bank Group, 2004: xvii) 
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regulation, presenting the solution of reform, and – perhaps most importantly – defining the 

relations between the best and poorest-performing countries in terms of modernity. 

In sum, this section has uncovered the various techniques of language, illustrations and 

numbers that attempt to translate actors. By creating rankings and categories that compare, 

by finding associations between regulation and economic outcomes, and through appeals to 

modernity, the report seeks to influence countries to reform regulation based on the DB 

programme’s definition of best practice. 

4 .4  The rationality behind the report  

Naturally, the report’s rationality does not differ markedly from the very rationality that 

informed the creation of the DB programme, discussed in section 3.5. The DB programme is 

convinced that one can ‘measure’ the quality of regulation, thereby transforming a 

qualitative issue to a quantitative one based on numbers. Again, this is similar to Rose’s idea 

that to count a problem it must be measured. The report from the beginning presents a 

problem to be solved (the burden of regulation on economic growth), which it seeks to solve 

through the objectivity and ‘science’ of indicators, which can provide the statistical, or 

theoretical, assertion of which or what types of regulation lead to the best outcomes.  

Based on the ‘technique’ of statistics (numerical summaries) and calculative analysis 

(presented through a lens of numerical objectivity), the DB team focuses on the impact of 

regulation “…measured by their relationship to economic outcomes” (World Bank Group, 

2004: x).There is a firm belief that one can determine, through ‘systematic knowledge’, an 

“optimal scope of government” (World Bank Group, 2004: x) that results in productivity and 

income growth. As a consequence of this, there is also an underlying conviction – at least 

from the outset of the report – that the identified best practice cases are applicable across 

countries, most obviously signified by the heading ‘one size can fit all’ (World Bank Group, 

2004: xvi). 

This belief of relationships between regulation and economic outcomes is presented in the 

light of the objectivity and calculative rationality that lies behind these quantitative 

indicators and statistics. However, the rationality differs somewhat from that described in 

section 3.5 by means of how it is used to convince other actors. The report, from the outset, 

avoids any strictly ‘political’ or perhaps ‘qualitative’ discussions about the correlation 
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between regulation and economic outcomes, but rather presumes that such linkages do exist 

and they can and should be measured. Hence, the report attempts to define the role to be 

played by regulation, and therefore also the role of policy-makers, but without being too 

political. This is in line with Theodore Porter’s argument that the development of many 

quantitative methods is grounded in ‘pressure’ to make rational, neutral decisions instead of 

invoking wisdom and experience. He argues that increasing ‘democratic distrust’ has 

ultimately encouraged the progression from value-laden politics and policy choices towards 

an administration or bureaucacy based on facts and knowledge (T. M. Porter, 2001, 2009; TM 

Porter, 2006). Espeland and Stevens explain Desrosières’ similar opinion on the matter, 

arguing that: “…numbers are a technology whose authority derives from their value in 

helping resolve the fundamental problem of people wishing to communicate across 

sometimes vast distances that may be social, geographical and political” (Espeland & 

Stevens, 2009: 419). 

Hence, when translating new actors, the report uses the rationality of objectivity and 

universalism of numbers to try to inform regulatory decision-making in a vast political 

sphere, rather than to justify the creation of the indicators themself. 

4 .5  Transforming the domain of regulation through the immutable mobile  

Without having to reiterate too much on the rationality mentioned in the previous section, 

the report presents the idea that one can objectively measure, and thereby quantify, the 

burden of regulation. This quantifying process, or the creation of ‘numbers’, is a very 

important tool for the enrolment of other actors within the DB network. As Tony Porter and 

Hans Krause-Hansen argue, “…numbers combine properties of order, stability, mobility, 

combinability, and precision” (Krause Hansen & Porter, forthcoming). By being able to 

‘precisely’ measure the burden of regulation, the DB programme converts regulation to a 

technical problem, rather than a political one. As Rose argues, numbers allow any political 

dispute to be displaced in favour of a technical dispute over methods: the choice of which 

numbers to use, for example (Rose, 1999). This feature is only exacerbated by the 

‘commensurability’ of numbers, in other words: that quantification makes separate elements 

comparable across a common metric (Espeland & Stevens, 1998), in essence by reducing the 

complexity of the issue at hand (Starr, 1987).  
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Hence, by analysing the report it becomes apparent that the use of numbers makes the 

burden of regulation a domain to be acted upon – since it can be measured. And there is no 

political discussion necessary of what regulation in fact is, or the burden it creates, due to 

the simplification created by numbers. As Hacking argues, “Statistics, in enabling the taming 

of chance, in turning a qualitative world into information and rendering it amenable to 

control, in establishing the classifications by which people come to think of themselves and 

their choices, appears to be bound up with an apparatus of domination” (Hacking, 1981: 15). 

Thus, the various types of regulation, which in each country may have been the result of a 

vast number of social, political, economic or historical factors, are reduced to anywhere from 

one to seven ‘indicators’, presumed to be the defining aspects of regulation. 

In sum, the report adopts the same objective rationality of numbers and measurement that 

informed the creation of the DB programme. However, as an immutable mobile sent out to 

translate new actors, its focus is not on the collection of quality data and the accuracy of the 

indicators. Rather, its purpose, as has been uncovered, is to both encourage and inform the 

reform of regulation. Hence, it uses such translation techniques as rankings and charts to 

highlight how regulation does, in fact, influence economic outcomes, and also to compare 

the quality of regulation amongst countries or groups of countries. This is thought to have a 

disciplining effect on readers and the countries under study. 

By also defining what it considers ‘good’ regulation to be, so-called ‘best practice’, the DB 

programme and team are able to constrain the domain of governance. That is to say, that by 

controlling the methodology, the report itself, and the translation techniques used within the 

report, the DB team as a centre of calculation are also able to define how and what 

regulation is to be reformed. Hence, this represents a new programme of governance for the 

DB programme and its indicators: how to reform regulation. 

Thus, the next issue to consider is whether these translation techniques actually work, and 

whether the DB programme has influenced regulatory reform. The next section will 

therefore concern the development of the DB programme since 2004, to uncover how 

translation may in fact work ‘in practice’, what actors have been enrolled in the network, 

and what form trials of strength may take. 
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5 . The expansion of the programme and enrolment of new actors  

The first DB report was published in 2004. The report represents the governance domain as 

defined by the creators of the DB network, and thus documents the creation of the DB 

network up until then, as argued in section 3, and makes it durable and stable. However, the 

report is also an immutable mobile, as it is able to travel through space and time to translate 

actors and enroll them into the DB network. This was the premise of section 4, which 

uncovered the techniques used in the report to present a defined area of regulation as a 

problem (a burden), and the DB programme and its data as a solution (reform regulation 

based on the best practices). This section, however, will consider how the programme as a 

network has expanded over time since 2004, and how it has been both successful and 

unsuccessful at translating actors. 

Although it will thus cover a greater period of time than the report for 2004 represents, the 

report itself remains a relevant ‘immutable mobile’, as the subsequent reports have applied 

the same translation techniques as mentioned above. Certainly, neither the problematisation 

nor the rationality for the programme has changed since 2004. Thus it is still appropriate to 

consider how the programme has, in fact, translated new actors, even if new reports are 

created annually. And regardless, how a network expands in general is of just as great 

analytical interest as to how a report is constructed and used to translate actors at one 

particular point in time. 

Hence, the structure of this section is as follows: Firstly, the section will consider which 

actors have, in fact, been enrolled into the network, i.e. how the DB programme has grown 

relationally, as well as what, if any, objects have been translated and how the network may 

have expanded. Thus, this part of the analysis will consider successful enrolment and 

translation. However, not all actors are enrolled, and not all actors may be willing to be 

enrolled without a trial of strength. Thus, the subsequent section will consider such 

contestation, as other actors may seek to create (similar) networks of their own, or may 

challenge the rationality and techniques adopted by the DB programme. Specifically, two 

separate cases of ‘critique’ of the DB programme will be analysed, representing two different 

institutions or networks: France (a nation-state) and its legal system (an institution), and the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO, an international organization) and other labour 

organisations (including trade unions). These cases have been selected because they are 
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instances where the DB programme has both successfully and unsuccessfully defended their 

programme of governance. Thus, the final section will decode how such trials of strength 

may, or may not, have altered the DB network itself – how contention may inversely also 

affect the programme of governance, and what part these actors may have played in 

bringing about these changes. This will serve the purpose of uncovering how networks – 

and programmes of governance – are ultimately never static, and always changing and 

developing. 

5 .1 Expansion of the Doing Business programme 

In the eight years between when the first DB report was published and 2012, the DB 

programme has seen a steady growth in network size. 

Internally, the programme has expanded in terms of how many actors are involved. In 2004, 

133 countries were benchmarked – in 2012, this number had grown to 183 economies (21 

sovereign states were not benchmarked). Similarly, the number of contributors has grown 

from over 1,000 to “…more than 9,028 local experts” (World Bank Group, 2012a: 41).15 

Furthermore, the number of regulatory indicators has grown from the initial five to include 

six other indicators: registering property; protecting investors; dealing with construction 

permits; paying taxes; trading across borders; and getting electricity. The programme has 

thus both expanded the number of actors and the domain it seeks to govern. 

5 .1.1 New translation techniques 

The DB programme has created a number of new translation techniques since its inception 

in 2004. The first is the creation of a new ranking – the ‘Ease of Doing Business’ ranking, 

which consolidates the indicators into one overall ranking. It was first introduced in 2006 as 

an appendix, but from 2007 was included for each country. This ranking, an aggregation of a 

country’s rankings on each indicator, has made it even easier for countries to ‘see’ how well 

they perform, particularly compared to others. Thus, one can assume that the performativity 

of this ranking is even greater than the individual indicators, as it suggests how countries 

are performing on the whole in terms of the ‘Ease of Doing Business’. The effect of the choice 

                                                 
15 The same report presents a table of contributors per indicator, totaling at least 12,415 contributors, 

suggesting the quoted number is a bit of an understatement. However, this may be because the same 

expert may contribute to more than one indicator. 
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of the word ‘ease’ should not be overlooked, either.16 Indeed, in 2006, 10 new countries 

joined the DB programme (from 145 to 155) – in 2007, when the ranking was included as 

part of the report, another 20 countries had decided to join. The World Bank Group’s own 

Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) report states that contributors of data to the DB group 

do so because of the prestige (46%), to share experience (33%), or because of the intellectual 

exercise (10%) (World Bank Group, 2007: 15). 

It would appear that prestige and media attention plays a large role in the popularity and 

legitimacy of the DB programme. The DB programme itself keeps tracks of how many media 

citations it has achieved, concluding that “over 9,000 media articles have cited the DB project 

since the first report in 2004”(World Bank Group, 2012b). Media coverage has only been 

increasing, as a graph on the DB website shows that there were over 14,000 ‘media clippings’ 

for the 2012 report, as opposed to 9,645 for 2011 (World Bank Group, 2012b). The reports 

were mentioned in articles published in the Financial Times, the Economist, and the Wall 

Street Journal – amongst many others (World Bank Group, 2012c). Indeed, the IEG notes that 

“… the DB indicators’ extensive press coverage attracts the interest of senior policy makers, 

government officials, and the business community in its messages”(World Bank Group, 

2007: 42). 

Much of this interest would appear to be a result of the rankings themselves, as the IEG 

investigation concludes: “A Foreign Investment Advisory Service (FIAS) official said that 

countries become interested in the DB issues because ‘at last they can understand a Bank 

report. Everybody understands a ranking.’ A former prime minister interviewed for the 

evaluation said: “The World Bank is in the stone age. The public relations techniques are 

primitive. But IFC [International Finance Corporation] has done well with DB” (World Bank 

Group, 2007: 41). 

The report, however, does not just rank countries based on their overall performance. In 

addition, the report now also calculates and presents the top performers, or those countries 

which have ‘climbed’ the highest on the rankings. This is a relative performance measure, 

which indicates how much a country has improved in comparison to others, typically 

presented in a chart, and sometimes aggregated by income group category. However, this 

                                                 
16 In reality, the indicators more accurately measure the level of regulation (World Bank Group, 2007a) 
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ranking is not without its faults: two separate studies have shown that, due to the percentile 

ranking system, it is much easier for a country to climb in the rankings if they are clustered 

in a large group of countries with very similar ratings. For example, a group of Norwegian 

researchers found that statistically many of the rankings were arbitrary: “…there is a large 

group of more than 100 countries, among which it is almost impossible to identify any 

differences” in actual regulation, and 20 countries have at least a 75% chance of being in the 

top 10 or bottom 10 ranking, respectively (Hoyland, Moene, & Willumsen, 2011: 15). 

Similarly, the IEG notes that the ordinal nature of rankings means that some countries 

“…have to work harder to change their overall ranking”(World Bank Group, 2007: 18), 

because they are not clustered in a more concentrated section of the distribution. Three case 

studies were presented where a country had reformed by a much larger percentage (e.g. a 

reduction in costs of 80% over the previous year), but still only improved marginally in the 

rankings compared to other countries who reformed by a much smaller percentage. For 

example, “…[a]lthough Gambia, Macedonia, and Saint Kitts and Nevis all reduced the 

minimum capital requirement much less than Egypt in absolute terms, they would have 

boosted their simulated rankings much more than Egypt. By eliminating the minimum 

capital requirement, these 3 countries would tie with the 66 others for first place on this 

subindicator” (World Bank Group, 2007: 18-9). This problem arises because the rankings 

represent a relative performance measure between countries, and not within countries 

themselves. 

The programme is, however, also aware that rankings are a relative performance measure, 

and thus it in 2011 introduced a measure of the ‘absolute’ changes in regulation, the DB 

Change score. In 2012 it was renamed the ‘distance to the frontier’, and is a chart whose 

purpose is to: "...illustrate the distance of an economy to the “frontier”—a synthetic measure 

based on the most efficient practice or highest score achieved by any economy on each of the 

indicators in 9 DB indicator sets (excluding the employing workers and getting electricity 

indicators) since 2005” (World Bank Group, 2012c: 11). Each country is therefore placed at 

some absolute distance from the frontier (i.e. the best practice point - see appendix A4). 

In this chart, the vertical axis is the ‘frontier’, where the origin (zero point) represents the 

worst level of regulation, and the maximum is the frontier. In all, the 2012 report contains 

eight charts that use the ‘distance to frontier’ measure to illustrate how much closer (or 
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farther) a country has progressed towards best practice (and how this has been achieved 

within particular indicators). It is also another way of ranking countries whilst, as well, 

visually illustrating the benefits of reform (they may bring you closer to the ‘frontier’). It is a 

clever visual technique, as well, to quickly present to the reader what the ranking actually 

means in terms of performance relative to others, and encourage reform if, for example, the 

country in question is visibly very far from the frontier (suggesting something must be done 

to correct this ‘problem’), or alternatively, very close to the frontier (suggesting only minor 

revisions will bring them to the frontier by next year). Such comparability would surely lead 

to some reflexivity from actors, if only to see their reforms result in movement up the 

vertical axis in next year’s report. 

Indeed, the report is able to present these improvements in regulation because the DB 

programme has annually tracked which countries have reformed. This data is not only used 

to present the top reformers, the report also presents a compiled list of reforms conducted in 

each country in each annual report. For example, the report in 2011 shows that the time to 

start a business is less than 20 days in 103 economies, whereas in 2005 this was only possible 

in 41 economies (World Bank Group, 2012d). The programme therefore also presents 

rankings of the top reformers each year, i.e. those countries which have improved the most, 

either overall but also within each region. This is a continuation of the first report’s 

translation technique of mentioning reforms, and also of suggesting that it is a sign of being 

modern – ‘everybody does it’ – combined with the effects of rankings. However, as the 

World Bank Group’s own Independent Evaluation of the DB indicators reports, these climbs 

in the rankings do not assess the actual quality of the reform, just the quantity (World Bank 

Group, 2007: 45-6). (Arruñada, 2007, 2009)  provides examples of reforms that he calls 

‘window-dressing’, i.e. reforms to just improve a country’s ranking. 

In a similar vein, the report also mentions the negative reforms that have been implemented, 

and thus now also seeks to ‘shame’ those countries that do not adhere to the DB 

programme’s ideal type of regulation. The DB programme’s monitoring of reforms 

conducted in the countries subject to measurement thus has a disciplining effect, by being 

able to both shame countries but also highlight positive improvements through reforms. 
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Finally, the DB programme has begun reporting on the differences in indicator scores within 

a country, as the Ease of DB ranking admittedly aggregates these indicator scores and thus 

may obscure differences. Thus, the programme has created a new number, the within-

economy variation which takes the average of the three highest and lowest indicator 

rankings for a country, respectively. This is then presented in a chart, where the countries 

are rank-ordered based on their Ease of DB score, and the graph shows how the country’s 

three best and three worst rankings compare to its overall ranking. This illustrates how large 

the variation is in the actual, ‘individual’ regulation scores for each country. Again, the 

creation of these graphs have a ranking effect, but also serve to illustrate the general idea 

that in order to perform well, one cannot ignore, or favour, certain indicators. 

Since the first report was created in 2004, the DB programme has continued to publish 

reports annually. During this time, however, the programme has introduced new rankings, 

and new performance measures to encourage the reform of regulation through 

performativity. Furthermore, the report has created new charts to illustrate the relative and 

absolute performance of a country, which has a similar effect as ranking, except it is perhaps 

a more visually appealing and interpretable translation technique. In addition, the report 

continues to focus on the importance of reforms, and the DB programme monitors all 

reforms conducted, which may serve to make the annual reports ‘obligatory passage points’ 

for countries wishing to see what reforms have been conducted worldwide in the last year. 

Thus, the overall rationality behind the translation techniques has not changed, the report 

and programme still seek to monitor and discipline countries to reform and improve 

regulation, through the use of rankings, indicators, charts and other similar techniques of 

quantification. These techniques all serve to encourage reform, as well as to inform the actor 

as to what regulation to reform and how to do it. 

5 .1 .2  New objects of translation  

In addition to the aforementioned techniques, the programme has also created some new 

objects which it may use to translate actors. In 2006, the DB programme created the DB Law 

library, which is a free-to-access online tool, and “…the largest free online collection of 

business laws and regulations” (World Bank Group, 2012e). Here, the DB team has tried to 
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make itself, or its website, if not an obligatory passage point, at least the centre of knowledge 

for those wishing to know more about laws and regulation. 

In 2010, the DB programme also introduced a ‘reform simulator’. The DB website describes 

the simulator as follows:  

How would the ranking of an economy province or city change if it reformed in the 

areas measured by DB? Download one of the DB Regulatory Reform Simulators and 
find out how much of an impact reforms would have on an economy’s ranking. Users 

can adjust rankings of any of the individual indicators of an economy province or city 

and see what impact this would have on the economy's overall ranking. Data are 

drawn from the DB 2013 report and from the Subnational Report series. (World 

Bank Group, 2012f) 

In actuality, the reform ‘simulator’ is a Microsoft Excel sheet containing all indicator scores 

and rankings, in which it is possible to change the score on an indicator and see how that 

country’s ranking changes (ceteris paribus – all other things being equal). This tool uses the 

performativity of rankings to encourage countries to consider reform, and is similar to the 

charts that present the distance to the frontier. However, by presenting the excel sheet as a 

‘simulator’, this suggests it is an accurate tool for predicting outcomes of reforms. It must 

nonetheless be remembered that the rankings are relative performance measures compared 

to other countries, based on the past year’s data. The data in the excel document is thus 

static, and the simulator is only able to present a simulated change in ranking where only 

one country changes its regulation. In reality, many countries may have simultaneously 

conducted reforms. Nonetheless, the simulator is an object that actors can use to consider or 

‘tinker’ with the outcomes of hypothetical or real reform vis-à-vis the rankings. As such, the 

simulator may influence what regulation is reformed, and this performativity, or reflexivity, 

makes the simulator an object of translation. 

5 .1.3  Translating reform  

The previous sections have presented the objects and techniques of translation that the DB 

programme to this day uses to influence regulation reform. This section, however, will 

consider what the outcome of these effects has been. 

Within the World Bank network, the DB programme has stimulated the creation of the 

Investment Climate Advisory services group. While strictly uninvolved with the authorship 

of the DB report, the group specializes in two fields: regulatory simplification and 
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investment generation. The former is also known as the ‘DB Reform Advisory’, and its role 

is to “…provide technical assistance in the dimensions covered by the DB project: starting a 

business, dealing with construction permits, registering property, getting credit, protecting 

investors, paying taxes, trading across borders, enforcing contracts, and closing a business” 

(World Bank Group, 2012g).  

The advisory unit thus assists countries in improving their investment climate, based on 

data collected and presented in the DB programme. For example, the advisory unit has 

assisted Morocco in reforming regulation, and the programme is described below: 

“...World Bank Group teams together with the government of Morocco developed 

investment Climate reform activities, helping Morocco improve its performance as 

measured by the DB indicators. Working very closely with the national reform 

coordination unit … and with Morocco's first public  private dialogue 

mechanism…, the teams focused on four DB topics: enforcing contracts, resolving 
insolvency, starting a business, and dealing with construction permits” 

(World Bank Group, 2012h) 

As a result of these reforms, Morocco climbed 21 places in the ranking from 2011 to 2012 (to 

94).  

This illustrates an important point of how the rankings are used not only as presentations of 

benchmarks, but also to inspire and inform reform – one of the stated goals of the DB 

programme. Another example of this is Samuel Schueth’s highly insightful account on the 

Georgian government’s work on improving the Georgia’s ranking (Schueth, 2010). Georgia 

was the top reform performer in 2006 and 2007, and as of 2012 is the country that has seen 

the highest climb in rankings since the DB programme started (Georgia was ranked 37th in 

2007, the first year the Ease of DB rankings were published, and was 16th in 2012) (World 

Bank Group, 2007b, 2012a). 

In the 2010 report, the DB programme argued that it had ‘informed’ 270 reforms since 2003, 

and had further provided advisory support to over 70 client countries. Furthermore, the 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation organisation (APEC) adopted an ‘Ease of DB’ action plan 

in 2009. It is a peer-to-peer review, where 6 champion APEC economies (on the DB ranking) 

share their experiences with other APEC economies, and ‘champion’ capacity-building 

efforts to help other APEC member economies improve their performance. Phase two of this 

project launched in 2012, and the end goal is to make it 25% cheaper, faster, and easier to do 
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business by 2015 (APEC, 2010). Thus, it would appear that the DB programme has had its 

intended effect of guiding and inspiring regulation reform throughout the world. 

In their research into the effects of rankings on American law schools, Espeland and Sauder 

argue that: “Most generally, rankings are reactive because they change how people make 

sense of situations; rankings offer a generalized account for interpreting behaviour and 

justifying decisions within law schools, and help organize the “stock of knowledge” that 

participants routinely use (Schutz 1970, pp. 137-45)” (Espeland & Sauder, 2007: 11). Thus, 

rankings and the knowledge presented in the DB reports develop, eventually as patterns, 

but initially simply by shaping how people make sense of things. And indeed, as illustrated 

by the above cases, rankings do seem to have the performative effect of encouraging 

countries to reform. 

The World Bank Group’s IEG report itself claims that: 

“Stakeholders in all 13 countries reviewed consider the chance to benchmark their 

country against neighbors, peers, or competitors to be a main motivator for d ialogue 

about the business environment. Country policy makers and stakeholders use the DB 

indicators to compare aspects of their regulatory framework with those of neighboring 
or competitor countries and to diagnose their weaknesses. This was the most 

frequently and favorably cited use of DB indicators noted by the evaluation.” 

(World Bank Group, 2007: 43) 

One can therefore argue that the DB programme has smoothly gone from strength to 

strength, and has been rather successful at its intended goal of informing (or translating) 

reform of regulation and enrolling actors in this process. However, this would be too easy a 

conclusion – in actual fact, the DB programme has seen its fair share of critique, and has 

been inclined to reconsider or redevelop its methodology and rationalisation. The following 

section takes a look at two such cases of contestation between the DB programme and other 

actors, to uncover how trials of strength occur within and between networks. 

5 .2 Trials of strength  

This section analyses the cases of two networks who decided to contest the DB network’s 

programme of governance. By going through the events, actors, and objects involved in 

these trials of strengths, it is possible to uncover the techniques of translation used by other 

actors ‘against’ the DB network. 
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5 .2 .1 France 

The first report in 2004 presented the observation that many civil-law countries, which are 

countries with a French legal origin, generally had the most ‘burdensome’ regulation – 

whereas Nordic origin countries regulated the least. Indeed, as mentioned in the previous 

section, legal origin as a characteristic was used for observations or conclusions almost as 

often as income group. In particular, the report presented the conclusion that “Common law 

countries regulate the least. Countries in the French civil law tradition the most” (World 

Bank Group, 2004: xiv). Indeed, for all indicators in the 2004 report, French-origin countries 

are always ranked last (Figure 2.4, Figure 4.6, Figure 5.6) or second-last (Figure 6.3 and 

Figure 7.3 - (World Bank Group, 2004)). 

As Kerhuel and Fauvarque-Cosson also report, France continuously ranked poorly (41 st, 44th, 

etc. – on subindicators even ranking as low as 126 th). The report, it is argued, seemed to 

favour common law over civil law: “…the merits of common law countries were 

emphasized strongly in terms of support for the principle of market forces over state 

intervention. The underlying perception was that codified laws are inferior when compared 

with common law” (Kerhuel & Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009: 812). 

However, as actors in France pointed out, France performed admirably in the World 

Economic Forum’s annual World Competitiveness Report, which seeks to measure a 

country’s productivity and prosperity. Thus, the concern and contention in France was 

based on the DB programme’s technique of associating economic outcomes with legal origin 

– more specifically, though, to tie law with (comparative) economics.  As well, Kerhuel and 

Fauvarue-Cosson argue: “…[t]he multitude and vigor of the French reactions must also be 

explained, after the initial shock, by the view that the disappointing ranking of the French 

legal system was based on inaccuracies and exaggerations in the first DB report” (Kerhuel & 

Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009: 815). 
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Indeed, in France the presentation of the results of the DB programme set into motion a 

number of responses, actions, and objects over a period of a few years, which all set to 

defend their civil law tradition against what was perceived as a biased Anglo-Saxon 

economic perspective on legal tradition. According to (Kerhuel & Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009), 

the reaction in France involved the following actors: 

 The Paris Bar 
 The President of the Conseil Supérieur du Notariat (the body representing the French 

notaries) 

 The International Union of the Latin Notariat 

 Cour de cassation (France's highest court) 

 Institut d'Etudes Politiques (IEP) de Paris (Sciences Po) (Paris Institute of Political 

Studies) 

 The former French Minister of Justice M. Dominique Perben 

 Foundation for Economic Law (created by the Ministry of Justice) 

 Think Tank Economic Efficiency of Law (2eL) (continuation of the Foundation for 

Economic Law) 

 Association Henri Capitant - Des Amis de la culture juridique francaise (The Henri 

Capitant Association - Friends of French Judicial Culture) 

These various individuals, associations, and organisations mobilised to defend their roles 

and the fundamental principle of the French legal tradition. The Paris Bar, for example, 

organised a conference in Washington with the title ‘The American and French Legal 

Systems: Contrasting Approaches to Global Business’. The purpose was to “…reflect on how 

these two contrasting approaches respond to the following issues in business law: Balancing 

public and private regulation, and adapting to today’s economic environment and 

international business” (Paris Bar Association, 2004). World Bank Vice-president Robert 

Danino participated, as well as then French Minister of Justice Dominique Perben, and 300 

other senior representatives from organisations in the public, private and international 

sector. 

They were not alone in doing so, however. A whole host of various actors responded to the 

DB report: associations and individuals representing notaries, courts, the Ministry of Justice, 

even an association of ‘Friends of French Judicial Culture’. And these actors chose different 

techniques to get their argument (or rationalisation) across: from conferences, roundtable 

sessions, reports and investigations, speeches, volumes and articles, to the foundation of 

think tanks and ‘working groups’. These initiatives served to defend the role of law in 
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France, and its efficiency, but just as important, to also defend the role of the actors who 

‘constitute’ the legal system in France – the courts, the notaries, the lawyers. These actors felt 

that their role had been misunderstood or misinterpreted by the DB programme, and that 

the methodology therefore had to be improved. The notaries, for example, found that the 

surveys were skewed to favour common law, but also that there were some survey errors 

that misrepresented the role notaries play in registering property under the French legal 

system (Kerhuel & Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009). Thus, much of the actions taken sought to 

correct the methodology of the DB indicators, correct incorrect data, and generally seek to 

improve the data quality of the indicators. 

Above all, however, the French felt that their legal system had not only been misunderstood, 

but that it “…seemed particularly unacceptable to suffer the imposition of values which 

underpinned this report, and which were foreign to those upon which French society and its 

whole legal system were built” (Kerhuel & Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009: 815) – namely, that 

French civil law is built on the tradition of codifying legislation to serve society and provide 

fundamental human rights. Hence, many of the actions undertaken attempted to draw 

attention to the benefits of the French/civil legal system (e.g. the benefits of codified law). 

More importantly, however, these actors thus fundamentally disagreed, or had trouble 

accepting, the comparative economic rationality of the DB programme – countering that “the 

law of the richest is not necessarily the best” (Kerhuel & Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009: 822). 

Therefore, apart from trying to explain the benefits of the French legal tradition to World 

Bank officials and employees, actors also set about trying to determine the legitimacy of the 

DB programme’s technique of associating regulation to economic outcomes. 

Indeed, much of the criticism was of whether the field of comparative law should adopt a 

more economic perspective – whether it was accurate to adopt an economic rationality for 

the functioning of the legal system. In other words, it was a question of whether or not the 

DB programme had defined accurate indicators and methods for which to determine 

‘efficient’ regulation. Accurate not only from a rationality perspective of the purpose of law 

(e.g. should law be a favourable regulatory environment for business), but also from a 

mathematical, or calculative, perspective. The Association Henri Capitant des Amis de la culture 

juridique francaise, for example, had academics and scholars produce two volumes of work 
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that questioned the methodology of the DB programme, and in its first chapter contends that 

“…economists have a perception of law which is distorted by the use of econometric 

methods based on the analysis of economic development factors” (Kerhuel & Fauvarque-

Cosson, 2009: 820). Other journal articles were penned that sought to establish whether the 

DB indicators could, in fact, accurately inform the association between regulation and 

economic outcomes. (Blanchet, 2006) looked at the explanatory powers of the aggregated 

and partial indicators vis-à-vis different economic performance indicators: GDP/capita 

growth rate; rates of FDI in % of GDP; investment rates in % of GDP; the Human 

Development Index. His analysis concluded that the links between the aggregated indicator 

and economic performance was weak or difficult to interpret in causal terms, because of the 

high co-linearity between the different elementary indicators – that is to say, the sub-

indicators themselves were insignificantly correlated to economic outcomes, whilst the 

aggregated ‘Ease of DB’ indicator was significantly correlated with economic growth (only), 

and weakly with the HDI (Blanchet, 2006: 2-3). 

Experts from both the legal and academic professions were thus engaged to defend the 

French legal system from the rationality presented in the DB, but sought as well to improve 

the methodology of the DB programme. The outcome was therefore one of compromise. The 

DB programme improved the survey and corrected mistakes. They agreed to take more 

consideration to the different understandings or purposes underpinning legal systems, by 

removing the ‘One Size Fits All’ argument they had adopted in the first report in 2004. 

Furthermore, since 2005 legal origin has not been a category the report has used to find 

observations in data, indeed the words legal origin are not to be found in the report for 2005 

at all (references to common law and civil law are made only once, each). Thus, it would 

appear that the reaction from the civil law proponents has caused the DB programme to be 

more wary of drawing conclusions based on legal origin. 

However, the DB programme also influenced the legal profession in France. Kerhuel and 

Fauvarque-Cosson argue that the DB programme “…motivated France to modernize its law, 

and more fundamentally still, its ways of thinking. The French political and legal 

community immediately engaged in efforts to restore the position of French law in the field 

where it had been attacked by the World Bank, i.e., in the area of economic efficiency” 

(Kerhuel & Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009: 816). Indeed, the report made the legal profession in 
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France more acutely aware of the role it should play with regard to both societal and 

economic outcomes, but as well made it aware of its international influence. Thus, in 

France“…the concept of economic attractiveness as a characteristic of law has become 

accepted, even in academic circles”, as actors there have come to conclude that “…law has 

become an instrument of economic domination, that there exists a real market for law, and 

that in a number of sectors, we need to reform our law, if only to ‘sell’ it better” (Kerhuel & 

Fauvarque-Cosson, 2009: 812-3).  Thus, although some of the techniques of translation may 

have changed, the DB programme managed to translate the legal profession’s role in France, 

as well as influence the rationality or purpose that informs the French legal system.17  

Hence, this case illustrates how the DB programme may be successful at translating actors 

within a profession or system, even if they attempt to contest the rationality and techniques 

behind it. However, the subsequent section looks at the reaction from the International 

Labor Organisation and similar actors, who decided to also contest the DB programme’s 

indicators, in this case the indicators on labour regulation. The case serves to illustrate how 

the DB programme may itself be translated by other networks. 

5 .2.2 Labour organisations 

One of the indicators that the DB programme uses to ‘measure’ regulation is the Employing 

Workers indicator (which was initially called Hiring and Firing Workers, renamed in 2007). 

The indicator was reconfigured in 2005 and 2006 from the initial methodology in 2004. In 

2005 the indicator consisted of two indexes: the rigidity of employment index and the cost of 

firing. In 2006, the cost of hiring was added (in later reports also referred to as the nonwage 

labour cost). The methodology of 2006 remained consistently in use for a number of years, 

but it was also this methodology that caused quite some contention. 

The indicator focused on the rigidity of employment regulation and the costs of hiring and 

firing. The rigidity of employment index consisted of three subindexes measuring the 

difficulty of hiring, the rigidity of hours, and the difficulty of firing. These sub-indexes 

covered aspects of labour regulation ranging from minimum wages and working hours to 

the degree of labor union involvement in dismissal cases (Business, 2012). On these indexes, 

                                                 
17 In 2012, France ranked 29 th, ahead of Portugal, the Netherlands, and Austria (amongst others) – an 

improvement since 2004. 
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a higher score (from 0 to 100) meant more rigid regulation. For example, countries would 

score lower if nightwork was unrestricted, annual paid leave was 21 days or less, or if 

redundancy was a fair ground for dismissal. Costs for hiring and firing included costs for 

payroll taxes, social security payments, and severance payments measured as a percentage 

of the worker’s salary (hiring) or weekly wages (firing). 

When these three measures were aggregated to the employing workers indicator, lower 

scores lead to a better ranking. That is to say, countries would inevitably perform poorer if it 

was expensive and difficult to hire and fire workers.18 This was consistent with the 

observation in the aforementioned journal article presenting the research that informed the 

indicator methodology: “Heavier regulation of labor is associated with lower labor force 

participation and higher unemployment, especially of the young” (S. D. Djankov, La Porta, 

Lopez de Silanes, Shleifer, & Botero, 2004: 1). 

Labour organisations, however, reacted strongly to this methodology, and general 

rationality, that higher costs and more ‘rigid’ regulation were a negative outcome for labour 

markets (i.e. that regulation was a burden). Indeed, their rationality is – much like the 

French legal system - that regulation must also serve a social purpose, and consider the 

social and not only economic (or quantitative) outcomes. As Berg and Cazes argue, the DB 

indicators favour an economic rationality (and the ‘burden’ of regulation), but ignores “the 

many benefits, both economic and social, emanating from labour law, such as their role in 

reducing inequality, insecurity and social conflict, but also in providing incentives to 

businesses to pursue high-road management strategies” (Berg & Cazes, 2007: 5). 

Labour organisations have been fighting for countries to adopt certain minimum labour 

standards for years – fighting, as they argue, for labour rights. Thus, these actors felt the 

need to develop a response to the DB programme’s argument that labour laws should be 

reduced to improve economic efficiency. The actions undertaken were similar to those seen 

in France. Actors, feeling that their governance domain was being infringed upon by a 

competing rationality, set about delegitimizing the DB programme’s employing workers 

indicator. 

                                                 
18 See Appendix A5 for details on the Employing Workers methodology 
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This was done in the same manner as the DB programme itself seeks legitimacy: through 

academic research (articles and papers) and conferences and meetings with high-level 

officials from international organisations as well as the World Bank. For example, Berg and 

Cazes, on behalf of the ILO, published an article in the Comparative Labour Law & Policy 

Journal entitled ‘Policymaking gone awry: the labor market regulations of the DB indicators’. 

In this paper, they argued that the underlying economic rationality of the DB programme 

was incorrect (and based on weak empirical evidence), highlighted that the methodology 

itself was weak (e.g. inherent survey bias), and underscored this with country-specific cases 

showing how the indicators may be inaccurate at actually representing the state of labour 

regulation (Berg & Cazes, 2008). Similar papers with much the same argumentation were 

produced by other actors within the ILO (Benjamin, Bhorat, & Cheadle, 2010; Lee, McCann, 

& Torm, 2008), and other organisations like the International Confederation of Free Trade 

Unions (P. Bakvis, 2009; Peter Bakvis, 2006) and D3E (Development, Economy, Ecology and 

Equity-Latin America) (Villalba, 2006). The ILO also created a research network Regulating 

for Decent Work, which “…questions whether the goal of improving working life can be 

advanced through legal regulation, and whether carefully designed labour regulations and 

enforcement mechanisms, rather than a retreat from labour laws, may be a more promising 

avenue for future social and economic progress” (International Labour Organization, 2012). 

This research network intends to counter the deregulatory discourse presented by the DB 

indicators (which is specifically mentioned as an example of such discourse on the network’s 

website). The research network holds an annual conference, has produced a book titled 

‘Regulating for Decent Work: New directions in labour market regulation’, and continues to 

advance research and policy towards the direction of labour rights it promotes. 

Similar sentiments of disagreement were voiced directly at World Bank officials by leaders 

of large international organisations, like the ILO and the International Trade Union 

Confederation (ITUC). At a series of high-level meetings with World Bank officials in 

January 2009, Stephen Pursey of the ILO “…noted that an example of positive collaboration 

on decent work was the IFC-ILO Better Work programme, but that the World Bank’s DB 

report, with its ‘perverse results on the labour market’ and ‘strange ratings’ continued to be 

a sore spot. Although the IFIs and ILO were sharing research and reports through the Policy 



77 

 

Coherence Initiative, there was a need for more high-level, ‘policy-relevant’ coordination” 

(World Bank Group, 2009a). 

Meetings between the World Bank Group and trade union representatives have been held 

since 200019, as labour organisations have sought to engage in ‘policy dialogue’ with 

international finance institutions. The labour organisations had since 2006 argued that the 

DB programme’s Employing Workers indicators were harming their cause of labour rights. 

However, it was not until 2009 that the DB programme decided to take action, the same year 

that the International Finance Corporation (a part of the World Bank Group), formed the 

Better Work programme in collaboration with the ILO “…to improve both compliance with 

labour standards and competitiveness in global supply chains” (Better Work Program, 2012). 

Thus, as Stephen Pursey of the ILO notes, there was some policy inconsistency within the 

World Bank Group with regard to labour regulation – which perhaps weakened the 

legitimacy of the DB programme’s rationality. 

On the 27 April 2009, Jeffrey Gutman and Michael Klein of the World Bank Group sent a 

memo to country and sector directors in the World Bank Group. In it, they stated that the 

Employing Workers indicator “…does not represent World Bank policy and should not be 

used as a basis for policy advice or in any country program documents that outline or 

evaluate the development strategy or assistance program for a recipient country” (Gutman 

& Klein, 2009; World Bank Group, 2009b). The rationale for this change was that due to the 

global economic crisis, “…it is important that government actions focus on the needs of the 

labor force and lower income households as well as those designed to help businesses 

survive and grow. Issues of access to benefits such as unemployment insurance and social 

security are a key part of this work” (Gutman & Klein, 2009). 

Thus, the DB programme was also forced to reevaluate its Employing Workers indicator. 

The following action was taken: it agreed to adjust the score in the 2010 report, “regarding 

provisions for fixed term workers and standards for severance payment, mandatory days of 

rest and night work and holidays, and minimum wage levels, in order to accord favorable 

scores to worker protection policies that comply with the letter and spirit of the relevant ILO 

Conventions, recognizing that well-designed worker protections are of benefit to the society 

                                                 
19 For a full list of meetings, see (World Bank Group, 2012i) 
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as a whole”(Gutman & Klein, 2009). These changes were made to the 2010 report, and meant 

that countries no longer benefitted, for example, from not having unemployment benefits or 

a minimum wage level below the absolute poverty line (World Bank Group, 2011). 

Furthermore, however, the DB group convened a working group to revise the EWI and 

establish a new worker protection indicator – “…with a view to creating regulations that can 

help build robust jobs with adequate protection in the formal sector that can withstand 

future crises” (Gutman & Klein, 2009). Members of this working group includes 

representatives from the ILO, trade unions, businesses, academics and legal experts (see 

(Doing Business, 2012)). This working group has held three meetings in 2009 and 2010, as 

well as two teleconferences to discuss methodology changes and the approach to a worker 

protection measure. A number of these methodology changes have been adopted in the 

subsequent reports. For example, the EWI methodology now complies with the 4 ILO 

conventions that actually cover areas measured by the DB programme, and no economy can 

achieve a better score by not complying with these conventions (World Bank Group, 2011). 

Most significantly, however, and perhaps the most important outcome of this contestation: 

the EWI was removed from the DB rankings for 2011 and 2012, and is only included as an 

annex to the report. Thus, countries can no longer climb the rankings by deregulating 

labour. This, to some extent, represents a victory for the labour organisations that have 

fought for labour rights. Certainly, they have managed to change the methodology of one of 

the DB indicators, to the tune of a different rationality – that less regulation is not necessarily 

better; favourable social and economic outcomes do arise from adopting certain labour 

standards. One could thus argue that the network of international labour organisations has 

managed to translate a part of the DB programme, though much of it may have been due to 

the fact that another part of the World Bank Group network had already been translated into 

the ‘Better Work’ network. Regardless, this case study serves to show the strength of the 

networks of international organisations that use international standards as a programme of 

governance. 

5 .3 Changes to the DB programme’s methodology and rationality  

The DB programme has developed over time, and has adopted new techniques and objects 

as it has sought to enrol actors and expand its network. Indeed, the examples of the many 
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reforms show that the programme has – to some degree – enrolled actors who are translated 

by the performativity of rankings and its commensurability. 

However, some networks have also sought to contest the programme of governance. French 

legal actors and international labour activists were against the DB programme’s rationality 

for measuring the burden of regulation. They both argued that there were societal aspects 

that were not included or considered by only measuring the rigidity of regulation and the 

costs, time and procedures. Thus, the DB programme was not immune to trials of strength 

from other networks, but it can be argued that it was less influenced by the ‘French’ case 

than the labour organizations and Employing Workers indicator. This because the first case 

did not result in any changes in indicator methodology, the DB programme merely stopped 

searching for correlations by legal origin, thus putting to rest the idea that legal origins may 

influence regulatory outcomes. The programme of governance, as such, did not change 

based on French criticism. On the other hand, the Employing Workers indicator has been 

removed from the Ease of DB ranking and relegated to an appendix, while the programme 

seeks to find an indicator that more appropriately considers the benefits of labour 

regulation. Thus, where the French case forced the French actors involved to consider their 

rationality of the legal system through an economic lens, and thus be translated by the 

programme, the DB programme was in turn translated by the labour organisations into 

considering the regulation of labour from a societal rationality as well. Hence, the labour 

rights case has come to change the DB programme’s domain of governance, though its 

programme of governance remains the same. 

Similarly, whilst there has been criticism of the programme’s quantitative rationality, this 

criticism has been brought by seeking weaknesses in the programme’s methodology and 

techniques: that the implied causality between economic outcomes and regulation are 

unsubstantiated, and the indicators are not detailed or sufficient enough to provide a 

statistically significant association. Further, this criticism has often been presented using the 

same techniques and objects as the DB programme itself uses: statistical analysis and articles 

or reports on academic research.  However, from the cases studied here at least, none of the 

critics have actually been against the rationality of quantification or calculation – it has never 

been a question of whether or not to measure, but rather on what and how to measure (i.e. 

social or economic outcomes). Thus, there appears to be a general consensus among the 
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actors that the objectivity of numbers can be used to inform decision-making in the political 

sphere, quantification must just be done ‘correctly’. Benchmarking and the DB programme 

as a programme of governance, therefore, are never gravely questioned, only the techniques 

used. 

Hence, it must be concluded that the DB programme persists as a very influential network, 

as its rankings continue to influence the domain of regulation it does cover: as the World 

Bank Group notes, “the DB exercise has demonstrated that cross-country ranking can be 

effective in spurring dialogue and motivating interest and action” (World Bank Group, 2007: 

xvii). 
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6 . Conclusion 

This paper sought to determine how power in global governance may be constructed 

through the benchmarking of countries, with a specific focus on the World Bank’s DB 

programme. Using governmentality and actor-network theory to understand power as a 

relational construction, or the ability to construct other’s self-perception and sphere of 

action, this paper set out to determine how benchmarking as a process is able to create and 

inform social relations, and thus influence actors and create power. However, these same 

theories argue that the creation of these relations occurs at the material level, through 

techniques of governance. These techniques are actual practices that make a programme 

governable. Thus, only through uncovering the objects and techniques of actually creating, 

distributing, and using benchmarks are we able to understand the power of certain actors to 

constitute social relations. The principle being that those who control the techniques are 

those who control the network and have power, because they can define actors’ self-

perceptions and sphere of action. This was uncovered through a discursive analysis of the 

reports produced by the DB programme, as ANT places importance on the role of 

inscriptions in documenting a network and techniques of translation. 

Hence, the first section sought to uncover how the benchmarks are constructed. It was found 

that the actual benchmarks are informed by a select group of scholars, and the data 

contributed by local experts. However, it was the DB team that controlled the process of 

actually creating the benchmarks, the methodology (what was to be measured and how), as 

they were what is called the ‘centre of calculation’, and were able to coordinate other actors. 

This was done by appealing to the need for indicators that properly measured the economic 

outcomes of regulation, and arguing that the DB team had the expertise to create these 

indicators. Hence, the World Bank’s DB team were able to define the domain of regulation to 

be benchmarked. 

The subsequent section focused on how the benchmarks are distributed to other actors, in 

this case through the DB report. By analysing the report, it became apparent that the 

indicators were used and presented in a particular manner implying comparability, 

associability, and modernity. These techniques sought to present regulation as an economic 

burden, and to suggest that reforms were necessary, by linking regulation to economic 

outcomes and modernity. The DB reports also presented their suggestion of ‘best practice’ 
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based on the data collected and the regulation domain they had defined. Therefore, the DB 

team was able to control the distribution (or presentation) of indicators such that they were 

able to suggest both how and what regulatory reforms were to be conducted in various 

countries. In other words, the report was used by the DB team to define the domain of action 

for regulatory reform. 

Finally, the fifth section looked at how these benchmarks were used by other actors 

(including the subjects under study), to uncover what effect the indicators actually had ‘in 

practice’.  It was found that many actors had, in fact, conducted reforms either inspired by 

the DB indicators, or with the direct intention of improving their indicator scores. This 

provides evidence of the performative effect of rankings, as suggested by Sauder and 

Espeland, as they make regulation comparable through performance measures. 

Furthermore, the indicators not only encouraged the reform of regulation, they also changed 

the way some actors ‘looked at’ regulation by forcing them to consider regulation’s 

economic outcomes. The indicators thus changed actors’ perception or understanding of 

regulation. Hence, benchmarking as a process was found to have a performative effect – 

they do govern at a distance. 

By being responsible for the creation and distribution of these benchmarks, the DB team 

actually has a lot of power in constituting a regulatory domain and informing the actions 

that can be taken. As such, the DB programme does create power for the World Bank 

through its benchmarking process. However, the cases also uncovered that the DB 

programme ‘itself’ can have its understanding of the regulatory domain changed by external 

actors. Hence, it cannot be said that benchmarking as a process is a guaranteed method for 

one actor to completely control other actors or governance domains – it is not an assurance of 

power in global governance. 

Nonetheless, this paper did uncover three ways in which benchmarking does allow actors to 

govern ‘at a distance’. Benchmarking becomes a governance tool by, firstly, limiting the 

domain of governance to that which can be measured. Thus, benchmarking changes how 

actors understand that which is to be governed: the problem domain becomes standardised 

(by indicators and variables). This allows qualitative issues, such as regulation, to be 

quantified, and therefore performance to be compared.  
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Second, by measuring performance of a standardised governance domain, benchmarking 

translates the actions of actors by influencing their understanding of what performance is 

desirable and optimal (i.e. best practice). Furthermore, the numerous translation techniques 

used to present benchmarks, in particular rankings, makes actors consider or take certain 

actions they perhaps otherwise would not, as a result of the commensurability of these 

performance measures and the actors’ own reflexivity. This, as Rose argues, makes a domain 

of governance judgeable and governable – and the benchmarks and indicators “…redraw 

the boundaries between politics and objectivity by purporting to act as automatic technical 

mechanisms for making judgements, prioritizing problems and allocating scarce resources” 

(Rose, 1999: 198).  

Finally, by adopting these calculative methods as the programme to solve the problems of 

governance, the rationality of the objectivity of numbers and statistics means that 

benchmarking transforms political discussions into technical disputes about the accuracy of 

methodology. Disagreements always sought to highlight the error in the choice of variables 

and causality, however even the strongest trial of strength uncovered maintained a firm 

rationality that regulation can be measured (even the social outcomes). In the cases 

highlighted here, at least, the discussion is never about whether or not something can be 

measured, but rather how it can be measured. 

In sum, therefore, benchmarking transforms governance through politics into a governing 

by numbers, and thus becomes a disciplining mechanism by quantification. 
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6 .1  Reflections 

French statistician and sociologist Alan Desrosières argues that “…the challenge for this 

type of sociology is to show how quantitative authority is accomplished and mobilized, how 

it gets built into institutions, circulates, and creates enduring structures that shape and 

constrain cognition and behavior. How constructed an object or relation appears is a 

function of how successful groups have been in securing its durability and legitimacy, in 

making it seem inevitable” (Espeland & Stevens, 2009: 418-9). To a certain extent, I believe 

this paper has been rather successful at explaining how this has occurred with regard to the 

Doing Business programme, and more importantly benchmarking as a process in and of 

itself. However, much of this has been inductive, and certainly more concerned with looking 

at events past as opposed to predicting the future. As Theodore Porter claims, “[t]he ideal of 

immersion in the past has its limits. Intellectual history and the history of science must strive 

to make the past speak to the present” (T. M. Porter, 2009: 176). That, however, is one of the 

weaknesses of the theory and approach adopted in this paper: that it is closer to being 

descriptive than prescriptive or predictive. 

Furthermore, this analysis considers power as the ability to define social relations (from a 

distance), which whilst applicable for benchmarking as a process, also means that the other 

types of power have been ignored from an analytical perspective. Whilst the paper found 

that benchmarking defines a domain of regulation upon which to act/reform, it has, for 

example, not considered the importance of the local actor or individuals involved in actually 

reforming regulation in a country, and hence not considered other forms of power 

(particularly compulsory and institutional power). Thus, expanding the focus beyond Doing 

Business reports to a more local setting may have allowed this analysis to be more aware of 

the other types of power that are, for example, involved in trials of strength (e.g. leaders of 

the various interest groups and IOs that held meetings with World Bank executives; or 

politicians who engage in reform). Hence, further research could adopt a more nuanced and 

open-minded perspective of the various forms of power. 

6 .1.1 Further empirical reflections 

One of the weaknesses of this paper is that it generalises the benchmarking process based on 

one case study. Thus, it would be pertinent to adopt the same methodology for a number of 
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other indicators that measure the regulatory performance of countries (e.g. the World 

Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness report), to see how the conclusions uncovered 

here stand up to scrutiny in other cases. 

In line with this, it would also be helpful to expand the analysis to include primary sources, 

to actually understand the roles as the actors themselves perhaps articulate them, rather 

than relying on the documents used or produced. If only to see how accurate ANT’s focus 

on materiality is at uncovering the construction of social relations (by seeing how other 

actors understand their role outside of a report). 

Similarly, further research could perhaps go deeper in to the role of the Doing Business team 

as an epistemic community in global governance, and strictly consider the production of 

knowledge. The general insight uncovered here through the analysis of the Doing Business 

programme seems to mesh quite nicely with Peter Haas’ research on knowledge as power in 

global governance. He argues that usable knowledge, which is “…accurate information that 

is of use to politicians and policy-makers,” is only legitimate when it is “… seen as accurate, 

accessible, and contribute[s] to the achievement of collective goals. It must represent 

consensus, and be provided through a medium that is politically palatable” (P. Haas, 2004: 

574-5). Further research may, however, usefully go into detail as to how this knowledge is 

actually constructed as useable knowledge by actors or individuals, and how this 

knowledge is made valid and legitimate (issues of methodology), which is only briefly 

covered in this paper.  
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Appendix A1  

 

Table 3 – Indexes and subindexes of the DB2004 

Indicator Indexes* Subindexes* 

Starting a business 

 
 None  None 

Hiring and firing 

workers 
Employment-law index 

Flexibility-of-hiring index 

Conditions-of-employment 

Flexibility-of-firing index 

Enforcing contracts 
Procedural-complexity 

index 

Use of professionals 

Nature of actions 

Legal justification 

Statutory regulation of evidence 

Control of superior review 

Other statutory interventions 

Getting Credit 

Public credit registry 

coverage index 

(borrowers/1,000 capita) 

 None 

Extensiveness-of-Public-

Credit-Registries index 

(higher score is better) 

Collection index 

Distribution index 

Access index 

Quality index 

Private credit bureau 

coverage index 

(borrowers/1,000 capita) 

 None 

Creditor rights index 

(Scale from 0 to 4; sum of 4 

indicators; higher score is 

better) 

Restrictions on entering reorganization 

No automatic stay 

Secured creditors are paid first 

Management does not stay in 

reorganization 

Closing a business  

Goals-of-insolvency 

index 

(higher score is better) 

Cost of insolvency 

Time of insolvency 

Observance of absolute priority of claims  

Efficient outcome achieved 

Court-powers index 

Whether the court appoints and replaces 

the insolvency administrator with no 

restrictions imposed by law 

Whether the reports of the administrator 

are accessible only to the court and not 

creditors 

Whether the court decides on the 

adoption of the rehabilitation plan 

  



99 

 

 

Appendix A2 

Table A2 – The actors and articles behind the DB2004 indicators 

Indicator  Actors involved Journal article 

Starting a business 

(Business 

entry/registration) 

Simeon Djankov (World Bank) 

Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes 

(Yale School of Management) 

Rafael La Porta (Dartmouth) 

Andrei Shleifer (Harvard) 

 

The Regulation of Entry (2002) 

– The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics 

Hiring and firing workers 

(Employment regulation) 

Simeon Djankov (World Bank) 

Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes 

(Yale) 

Rafael La Porta (Dartmouth) 

Juan C. Botero (Yale) 

Andrei Shleifer (Harvard) 

The Regulation of Labor (2004) 

– The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics 

Enforcing contracts 

Simeon Djankov (World Bank) 

Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes 

(Yale) 

Rafael La Porta (Dartmouth) 

Andrei Shleifer (Harvard) 

 

Lex Mundi (The largest 

international association of 

independent law firms) 

Courts (2003) – The Quarterly 

Journal of Economics 

Getting Credit (Creditor 

rights & credit 

information systems) 

Simeon Djankov 

Caralee McLeish 

Rafael La Porta (Darthmouth) 

Andrei Shleifer (Harvard) 

Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes 

(Yale) 

Robert Vishny (University of 

Chicago) 

 

Baker and McKenzie 

International Bar Association 

Committee on International 

Financial Law Reform 

Dun and Bradstreet 

Remedies in Credit Markets 

(2003) - Working Paper. 

Department of Economics, 

Harvard University 

Law and Finance (1998) - 

Journal of Political 

Economy 

Closing a business 

(Bankruptcy) 

Simeon Djankov 

Oliver Hart (Harvard) 

 

The Insolvency Committee of 

the International Bar 

Association 

The Efficiency of Bankruptcy 

(2003) - Working Paper. 

Department of Economics, 

Harvard University 
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Appendix A3 

Table A3 - References to history or time in the report 

Chapter 

Number of 

references to 

the past 

(beyond the 

last 30 years) Example  

Number of 

references to 

reform 

(since the 

1980s) Example  

Overview 5 For example, the company law regulating 

business entry dates back to 1884 in the 

Dominican Republic, to 1901 in Angola , and 

to 1916 in Burkina Faso. 

18 Vietnam revised its 

Enterprise Law in 1999 to 

enhance growth in private 

business activity. 

Registering 

a business 

18 Well into the 19th century, European 

companies required a  state charter or a  

concession from the state to be registered, and 

only the rich could afford such. In France, free 

registration for private companies was 

proclaimed in 1791, in the a ftermath of the 

revolution. In England, free incorporation 

was allowed in 1844, a  consequence of 

expanding the franchise to the middle classes. 

30 In the Russian Federation, a  

2002 reform transferred all 

registration powers to the 

State Tax Inspectorate, 

thereby cutting the number of 

business entry procedures 

from 19 to 12. 

Employing 

workers 

5 And what was appropriate in, say, 1933, 

when Portugal adopted its constitutional 

protections of workers, may not be 

appropriate today, because circumstances, 

technology, and business organization have 

changed. 

29 Since then, regulation 

has been continually 

undergoing reform – every 

developed country except the 

United States has made major 

revisions to its labor 

regulation since 1990 

Enforcing 

contracts 

11 Going back 400 years, Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

lists court delays among the calamities of life: 

“The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s 

contumely, the pangs of despised love, the 

law’s delay.” 

21 Tunisia , the world’s leader in 

speedy resolution of 

commercial disputes, is 

perhaps the most surprising. 

Its current procedures were 

put in place only in 1996. 

Getting 

credit 

5 Formal institutions for credit information 

sharing emerged in the 17th century in Paris, 

where notaries exchanged data on debtors’ 

creditworthiness—and in Amsterdam, where 

the municipality initiated a precursor to the 

modern public credit information registry. 

10 In Malaysia, a new online 

real-time system was 

introduced in the public 

registry in 2001. 

Almost half of the registries 

surveyed reported the 

intention to upgrade their 

technology. 

Closing a 

business 

14 In the least effective countries, the average 

bankruptcy law is more than 40 years old. 
36 The average age of the 

bankruptcy law in the 10 

best-practice countries—

Belgium, Canada, 

Finland, Ireland, Japan, the 

Republic of Korea, Latvia, the 

Netherlands, Norway, and 

Singapore—is six years. 

The practice 

of 

regulation 

5 Napoleon exported the French legal system, 

a fter his conquests, to Spain, Portugal, and 

Holland. Through his and subsequent 

colonial conquests, the French legal system 

was transplanted to a ll of Latin America, 

Quebec, large parts of Europe, North and 

West Africa , parts of the Caribbean, and parts 

of Asia . 

9 Countries that consistently 

perform well across the DB 

indicators do so because of 

continuous reform. Denmark 

revised its business entry 

regulations in 1996 by 

removing several procedures, 

making the process electronic, 

and eliminating all fees. 

 

  



101 

 

Appendix A4 

 

(World Bank Group, 2012c: 11) 

Please note that this picture is rotated 90° clockwise in order to fit on this page, and is shown in 

landscape orientation in the action report. 
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Appendix A5 

Table A5 – Variables of the Procedural-complexity Index 

Index Variable description 

Flexibility of hiring The availability of part-time and fixed-term contracts 

Conditions of 

employment 

Working time requirements: 

Mandatory minimum daily rest  

Maximum number of hours in a normal workweek 

Premium for overtime work 

Restrictions on weekly holiday 

Mandatory payment for nonworking days (includes 

days of annual leave with pay and paid time off 

for holidays) 

Minimum wage legislation 

Constitutional principles dealing with minimum 

conditions of employment 

Flexibility of firing 

Workers’ legal protection against dismissal 

Procedures for dismissal (individual and collective) 

Notice period 

Severance payment 

Constitutional principles dealing with protection 

against dismissal 

 


