
Mind the gap
The private sector arm of the World Bank, the 
International Finance Corporation, is one of the 
largest global investors in education. Kirsten Noben 
talks to head of education, Salah-Eddine Kandri, 
about its strategy
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Impact investment is a hot topic in global education 
nowadays, but no other investor is as dominant as the 
International Finance Corporation (IFC). Its mission is to 

create opportunities for people to escape poverty and improve 
lives, fostering sustainable growth in developing countries.

Talking to EducationInvestor, global head of education at 
the IFC Salah-Eddine Kandri (pictured), underlines the meaning 
of education at the global firm. “Education is a priority for the 
World Bank Group, which is the largest multilateral investor 
in education with a portfolio of over $14 billion (£11 billion).” 

In 2016, IFC’s investments alone totalled a gargantuan 
number of $18 billion and it currently has a portfolio of 
about $700 million in 55 education projects globally. To 
fund this expansion, the IFC uses its own capital and borrows 
from international and local capital markets, and mobilises 
co-lenders and investors. 

IFCs investment thesis entails working with private players 
that can produce that skilled labour for new economies. 
In order to drive that workforce, it is essential to increase 
productivity and inclusive growth for which the IFC believes 
higher education and vocational training is the most important.

“Just about 75% of IFC’s 
education portfolio focuses on 
university, vocational education and 
training, followed by 20% in ed tech, 
publishing and teacher training,” 
Kandri explains.

The IFC has also been quite active 
recently which shows its diversified 
interests. In March this year, it 
invested $25 million in the initial 
public offering of Chinese private 
higher education group Minsheng 
Education Group and it also put $15 million into Byju’s in India 
last year, the latter in which the Zuckerberg Foundation is also 
an investor. “Supporting innovative education models through 
venture capital is one of the institution’s main strategies,” 
Kandri says. 

This has led for some to say that the IFC prioritised deal-
making and made some bum investments, but according 
to Scott Featherston, former investment officer at the IFC, 
and founder of Caerus Capital, this is changing. “The IFC’s 
assessment of deals before they get done is pretty solid and 
their financial track record would reflect this. If anything, 
you might argue IFC should be taking greater risk than it 
does,” he asserts.

The masses 
Surprisingly perhaps, it has also backed companies who seem 
to have enough cash flow and don’t necessarily benefit the 
poorest, such as South African higher education provider Ad-
vTech or American Laureate Education, which recently listed. 

Kandri refutes this assumption and says the rationale behind 
these investments is that these providers “make education 
affordable to the masses, have scalable models and focus very 
much on the employability of their graduates”.

 For example it invested in Brazilian for-profit higher 
education group Ser Educacional, present in the north and 
north east parts of the country, because these are frontier 

regions with very limited supply of affordable quality and 
relevant tertiary education. 

The IFC can rely on its global reach and some regions are 
in more need than others, such as Africa where less than 10% 
go on to complete tertiary education. “Just closing these gaps 
requires massive increases in education investment, from 
public and private sources,” Kandri says. 

Under scrutiny
Nonetheless, the IFC will always remain controversial and 
heavily judged for its activities, mainly for its involvement 
with low-cost private schools group Bridge International 
Academies. The World Bank’s watchdog, the Bretton Woods 
Project, recently stated the IFC is marginalising the poorest, 
instead of increasing access to education and may in fact 
undermine public education.

“We are concerned that the IFC’s investments, which are 
mainly in for profit fee-charging primary and secondary 
schools, undermined the fundamental right to free education 
for all and contravene the World Bank’s international 
obligations in that regard by increasing inequality in access 

to education,” Roos Saalbrink, 
communications and research officer 
at the organisation explains.

Not only has it drawn criticism 
from charities but also from the 
United Nations (UN). Last year, the 
UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child criticised development finance 
for the privatisation of education 
and stated that international 
development cooperations should 
support states in guaranteeing the 

right to free and quality primary education. 
Likewise, governments have been sceptical about Bridge, 

and inherently the IFC as well, with the firm being under 
scrutiny in Kenya and Uganda where they were almost forced 
to close its schools.

It goes without saying Kandri defends IFC’s investment in 
Bridge and claims that the firm is just disrupting the status 
quo for education. “The IFC invested in Bridge because of its 
potential for bringing quality, low-cost basic education on a 
large scale to children living in poverty.” 

He also points towards a study being executed by the World 
Bank at the moment which will be the first analysis of the 
causal impacts of a low-cost private school chain. The research 
will help to regulate the low-cost sector better, he adds. 

Challenges ahead
But education is a highly fragmented space and can be 
challenging, even for the IFC. This is even more the case in 
countries where the International Development Association 
(IDA) operates, the World Bank’s low income country arm.

Consequently, “this makes it difficult to achieve the scale 
required to reduce costs,” Kandri says. Additionally, “when 
developing new programmes, industry and employers inputs 
are rarely taken into account.”

Featherston believes the institution can actually make 
a difference in the world, but “there are limitations to 
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what investment in the private sector can do. It generates 
wealth and innovates, but by far the most critical factor is 
the government and the environment it creates.” 

According to Saalbrink, the IFC should continue to invest 
in countries where the IDA is providing funding to public 
education so the IFC supports free public education with 
complimentary services rather than provide private for-profit 
primary and secondary education.

When asked, Kandri says “there are far more poor middle 
income countries than all IDA countries combined, which 
is why the IFC will continue to work in all countries” while 
adding that “ancillary services offered by the private sector 
are still nascent because regulations in many countries are 
also not conducive for private companies to develop”. For 
the IFC, the goal is clear cut: to increase access to affordable, 
quality and relevant education.

In the meanwhile, there is an urgent need for more access to 
education. UNESCO has published terrifying numbers of at least 
121 million children who are not in primary and secondary 
education globally, and as many as 250 children are illiterate. 

According to the Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network, an estimated annual investment of $194 billion is 
needed to achieve the target of inclusive quality education 
by 2030. As long as governments and state institutions fail to 
step up their game, the IFC and the private sector will continue 
to tap into this opportunity. n

IFC headquarters, 
Washington, D.C.
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