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On April 16, Dr. Jim Yong Kim, 
president of Dartmouth College, 

was elected as the next president of 
the World Bank. Kim, a physician 
with a background in public health, 
prevailed after an unusual race con-
tested by two highly regarded econo-
mists from Nigeria and Colombia. 
Kim’s background raises plenty of 
questions regarding his suitability 
for the job and particularly his com-
mitment to the free-market glo-
balization that has so dramatically 
reduced poverty around the world. 
He will succeed only if he can rise 
above the outdated ideology he has 
espoused in the past and focus on 
what actually works in fostering eco-
nomic growth and development. 

Building on Robert Zoellick’s 
Legacy. In July, when Kim offi-
cially takes over the helm of the 
almost seven decades-old global 

development organization, he will 
inherit a multilateral institution 
that has already embarked upon far-
reaching change under the leader-
ship of his predecessor, Bob Zoellick.

Over the past five years, Zoellick 
has focused on transforming the 
World Bank to more effectively serve 
its client countries in pursuing sus-
tained economic development. Since 
assuming his presidency of the bank 
in 2007, Zoellick has been keen on 
executing practical solutions for the 
bank’s client countries with a vision 
of “shifting from an elite, top-down 
approach to one that democratizes 
development.”1 Exerting experi-
enced-based practical leadership, 
Zoellick has placed a greater empha-
sis on the bank’s becoming “a seeker 
of solutions” rather than “a purveyor 
of prescriptions.”2

For example, with a refreshed 
focus on delivering sustained, higher 
economic growth, Zoellick sharp-
ened the bank’s approach to dis-
mantling barriers to development by 
launching the “Program for Results,” 
which ties disbursement of finan-
cial resources to the achievement 
of verifiable outcomes. Zoellick also 
advanced the bank’s anti-corrup-
tion efforts with a number of new 
initiatives.3

As Representative Kevin Brady, 
vice chairman of the Joint Economic 
Committee of the U.S. Congress, put 
it in a nutshell: 

Bob Zoellick’s tenure as 
President at the World Bank has 
ushered in greater economic 
freedom, open markets, and a 
higher standard of living around 
the world. His strong leadership 
has helped guide the World Bank 
through some of the most chal-
lenging economic times in recent 
memory. The World Bank is a 
stronger and more effective insti-
tution as a result of his service.4

Zoellick’s pragmatic and global 
mindset has generated crucial 
momentum for the World Bank’s 
resurgence as a more adaptive and 
modernized organization in the chal-
lenging multipolar global economic 
environment. In leading the World 
Bank over the next five years, newly 
elected president Kim needs to carry 
on this momentous transformation, 
not roll back policies by embracing 
the repeatedly failed strategies of the 
past.

Putting Principles of Economic 
Freedom into Development 
Practice. Presenting his credentials 
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as a development specialist, Kim has 
recently concluded his “global listen-
ing tour.” Kim’s meet-and-greet tour 
had been billed as an opportunity “to 
solicit input and ideas on priorities 
for the World Bank.”5 Before embark-
ing on his expedition, Kim penned 
an op-ed noting that “every country 
must follow its own path to growth, 
but our collective mission must be 
to ensure that a new generation of 
low and middle-income countries 
enjoys sustainable economic growth 
that generates opportunities for all 
citizens.”6 

In putting his own stamp on the 
World Bank, Kim has the opportu-
nity to make it even more construc-
tive and relevant in a demanding 
global economic environment, but he 
will succeed only if he embraces an 
agenda of market-based liberaliza-
tion, greater integration into world 
trading and financial systems, and 
the elimination of corruption—as 
have most of the developing coun-
tries around the world. In other 
words, Kim should firmly place the 
advancement of economic freedom 
at the core of the bank’s development 
mission.

Indeed, at the heart of develop-
ment and poverty reduction is the 

mission of advancing economic free-
dom so that dynamic and inclusive 
growth can meaningfully occur for 
a greater number of ordinary people 
around the world. Economic freedom, 
cultivated by the rule of law, limited 
government, regulatory efficiency, 
and open markets, is critical to gen-
erating the broader-based economic 
dynamism that brings more oppor-
tunities for people to work, produce, 
and save. 

This multidimensional relation-
ship between economic freedom and 
development has been empirically 
documented in academic research, 
the annual Index of Economic 
Freedom produced by The Heritage 
Foundation and The Wall Street 
Journal, and in many other studies 
and indices. Not only does a high 
level of economic freedom clearly 
induce a greater level of prosper-
ity, but it also facilitates progress in 
overall human development includ-
ing better health, longer lives, greater 
education, and cleaner environments. 
And freer countries have a much bet-
ter record at reducing poverty.

As indicated by the findings of 
the Index, sustaining dynamic and 
inclusive economic expansion is in 
fact about putting into practice three 

fundamental principles of economic 
freedom: empowerment of the indi-
vidual, non-discrimination, and open 
competition. This is not a dogmatic 
ideology. In fact, it represents the 
rejection of dogmatism, allowing 
individuals the freedom and flex-
ibility to embrace diverse and even 
competing strategies for economic 
advancement. 

Take a real-time example: 
Rwanda, a previously conflict-ridden 
country that Kim recently visited 
as part of his global listening tour, 
has persistently advanced economic 
freedom and recorded impressive 
entrepreneurial activity as one of the 
fastest risers in the Index. Such gains 
have not gone unnoticed at the World 
Bank. Obiageli Ezekwesili, outgo-
ing bank Vice President for Africa, 
summed up her experience-based 
critical insights on how to eradicate 
poverty in a special chapter in the 
2012 Index:7

The expansion over time of the 
conditions of freedom—whether 
economic, civil or political—also 
positively influences long-run 
economic growth. This kind of 
evidence, and what we call the 
evidence-based policy approach, 
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really is at the heart of what we 
do in the promotion of develop-
ment choices. … [In fact, every-
thing] we do in terms of econom-
ic development really anchors in 
a very strong sense that econom-
ic freedom is important for fight-
ing poverty. Since our mandate is 
a world free of poverty, economic 
freedom is a fundamental pillar 
for achieving that mandate. … 
[Economic freedom] helps to 
achieve inclusive growth and 
guarantee access to basic ser-
vices by the underserved.

Dr. Kim, Prove Your Critics 
Misinformed. During the selec-
tion process for the World Bank’s 
top position, a number of respect-
able development experts and other 
stakeholders have expressed legiti-
mate concerns about Kim’s seeming-
ly anti-growth, anti-free market view, 
which was implied by a book, Dying 

for Growth: Global Inequality and the 
Health of the Poor, that he co-edited 
with two other experts 12 years ago. 

Kim has tried to dispel such 
unease about his earlier views on 
growth and his limited perspective 
on development. Nonetheless, much 
of his current approach to develop-
ment policy remains to be seen. To 
earn trust and confidence in his 
World Bank presidency, Kim will 
have to prove himself as a steadfast 
growth promoter. In doing so, he 
should not let his vision for “inclu-
sive development” be swayed by any 
lingering reservations about private 
sector-led investment and growth. If 
anything, his recent two-week “glob-
al listening tour” should have served 
as an enlightening occasion for him 
to recognize that greater economic 
freedom for all is an imperative for 
lasting growth and progress. 

In his statement submitted to the 
World Bank Board of Directors for 

his presidency interview, Kim noted, 
“I am a physician and an anthropolo-
gist committed to a strong, evidence-
based approach to problem solving.” 
As the new chief of the World Bank, 
Kim must continue such “evidence-
based” practice in steering the bank 
to be an institution that strongly 
encourages growth and long-term 
economic development based on 
advancing economic freedom for all. 

—Ambassador Terry Miller 
is Director of the Center for 
International Trade and Economics 
and Mark A. Kolokotrones Fellow in 
Economic Freedom at The Heritage 
Foundation and a contributor to 
ConUNdrum: The Limits of the 
United Nations and the Search for 
Alternatives (Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2009). Anthony B. 
Kim is a Senior Policy Analyst in 
the Center for International Trade 
and Economics at The Heritage 
Foundation.


