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Foreword

Whereas the terms philanthropy and philanthropists have 
their origins in Greek and Latin meaning love or benevolence 
to man or mankind and the related actors, the practice 
of using private wealth to alleviate problems of less well-
off individuals or groups is documented much earlier, for 
example in ancient China and in Hindu scripts. In the 12th 
century, rabbi and philosopher Moses Maimonides articulated 
a hierarchy of charity that has strongly influenced notions 
of giving until today1. In the sixteenth century, charitable 
responses to urban poverty were theorized by Juan Luis Vives 
and Francis Bacon in Europe. Contemporary philanthropy 
emerged prominently in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century in the United States and in cosmopolitan Geneva, 
where a clearer distinction emerged between charitable 
giving and philanthropic efforts to contributing to changing 
structural problems, and therefore the common good2. This 
modern philanthropy is inextricably intertwined with the 
industrial revolution and contemporary capitalism3.

A second wave of philanthropy has grown exponentially 
over the past twenty-five years, during which time some 
three-quarters of foundations have been established. In 
fact, between 2013 and 2015, USD 24 billion were spent by 
philanthropies on development, education remaining one 
of the most funded sectors4. Still perceived as the “key to 
individual opportunity and the engine of national economic 
prosperity”5, one-third of philanthropic foundations conducts 
educational initiatives. A notable feature of contemporary 
philanthropy is the lack of most foundations (58%) to 
collaborate with each other or in fact with governments. 
While a few US philanthropies dominate the public 
imagination and indeed size of their giving (Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundations, e.g.) the landscape is changing rapidly as 
foundations in China and India, for example, emerge. Most 
foundations invest in particular endeavours for less than five 
years, contrasting with public spending.

While some philanthropic institutions have played important 
roles in contributing to the distribution of public goods, 
there remain questions and concerns related to equity, 
accountability, neutrality, effectiveness, and efficiency. 
Several trends in giving and functioning have led to debate 
about the “new philanthropy,” that has notably some focus 
on results-based philanthropic giving, as well as the vision 
of “disruption” and innovation as promoted by technology-
focused philanthropies. 

NORRAG’s work in the area of philanthropy in education 
seeks to facilitate greater understanding and collaboration 
between philanthropic organizations, national policymakers, 
representatives of international organizations and academics 
working in the field of education. The symposium series 
Philanthropy in Education: Global Trends, Regional Differences 
and Diverse Perspectives is an initiative launched in 2016 
and co-sponsored by NORRAG, the Sheikh Saud bin Saqr Al 
Qasimi Foundation for Policy Research, the Open Society 
Foundations and the Graduate Institute, Geneva6. To 
date, NORRAG coordinated the series of regional events in 
Switzerland, South Africa, China, India, the United States, 
Brazil (May 2020) and the United Arab Emirates (will take 
place in May/June 2020), each in collaboration with local 
partners. NORRAG Special Issue (NSI) 04 aims to restore part 
of the discussions and debate around New Philanthropy and 
the Disruption of Global Education, bringing together actors 
and stakeholders involved, thus to celebrate the work done in 
Philanthropy in Education (PiE). 

NSI 04 highlights global and national level experiences and 
perspectives on the participation of new philanthropy in 
education, as well as local idiosyncrasies. The issue is divided 
into four parts: part 1 looks at shifting roles and paradigms in 
new philanthropy and global education development, part 2 
sheds light on emerging trends, including profit, disruption, 

http://www.alqasimifoundation.com/en/home
http://www.alqasimifoundation.com/en/home
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
http://graduateinstitute.ch/home.html
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impact and scale, part 3 focuses on new relationships and 
frontiers between the public and private spheres, and 
part 4 provides a state of New philanthropy and innovations 
in development financing.

NORRAG Special Issue is an open-source periodical launched 
in 2018. It seeks to give prominence to authors from different 
countries and with diverse perspectives. Each issue is 
dedicated to a special topic of global education policy and 
international cooperation in education. The first NSI was 
on the Right to Education Movements and Policies: Promises 
and Realities, the second edition focused on Data collection 
and evidence building to support Education in Emergencies 
(Spring 2019), and NSI 03 relates to Global Monitoring of 
National Educational Development: Coercive or Constructive? 
(Fall 2019). Exploring key and debatable thematic, NSI aims 
to bridge the gap between theory and practice and to reflect 
advocacy and policy in international education development.
 
NSI 04 was developed thanks to the tremendous effort 
carried out by Marina Avelar, NORRAG Research Associate, 
and Lara Patil, NORRAG Advisor, co-editors of this issue. 
Marina Avelar, PhD, is a Research Associate at NORRAG. Her 
research is focused on privatization, globalization, and the 
growing engagement of private actors in education, with 

special interest in philanthropy and innovative financing. 
She has published journal papers and book chapters in these 
topics, and is the author of the book “Giving with an agenda: 
how new philanthropy advocates for the corporate reform 
of education” (forthcoming, 2020). She has professional 
and academic experience working with public and private 
institutions in Brazil and the UK, and completed her PhD 
at the University College London – Institute of Education, 
with a research visiting period at the Universitat Autònoma 
de Barcelona (UAB), Spain. Lara Patil, Ed.D, is an Advisor 
to NORRAG. Her research in the area of donor logic and the 
role of non-state actors in educational development builds 
upon academic and professional experience with technology 
industry giving. She has professional and academic 
experience working with multi-stakeholder partnerships 
for education as both an Education Strategist for Intel’s 
Corporate Affairs Group where she worked, on behalf of Intel, 
as the coordinator of the Private Sector and Foundations 
Constituency, and is a member of the Country Grants and 
Performance Committee for the Global Partnership for 
Education, and researcher at the Teachers College, Columbia 
University on the institutional rationale of transnational 
technology corporations in development.

Émeline Brylinski                                 Gita Steiner-Khamsi
Research Associate                                  Professor and Director
Geneva                                 New York & Geneva
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Introduction
This fourth NORRAG Special Issue (NSI) is dedicated to 
analysing the disruptive nature of “new philanthropy” 
and its role in the changing landscape of global education 
and development.  In both motive and style of giving, new 
philanthropy and its emerging philanthropic approaches 
share some common patterns reflective of theories of 
change that are markedly different from more traditional 
styles of philanthropy1. Traditional philanthropy tends to 
be contributory, guided by unmet public needs or minority 
interests with the aspiration to enlarge the public goods 
provided by the state, whereas the emerging forms of 
philanthropy often seek a disruptive approach to giving 
that aims to replace or reshape existing services by 
offering an alternative2. Thus, the term new philanthropy 
is typically used to describe the emerging trends among 
philanthropic organisations that increasingly incorporate 
business logic, blur the lines between profit and social 
purposes3, adopt innovative and disruptive practices, 
use technology in its endeavours, and work on a global 
scale. New philanthropy can disrupt traditional structures 
and change education, as well as bring new players into 
the education policy sector and rework existing policy 
networks4. As a result, new philanthropy offers potential 
for improvement while also posing risks and challenges 
to education, development and social justice.

At the same time the field of philanthropy is changing, its 
role in society and its relationships with governments and 
multilateral organisations are also being altered. These shifts 
have led to changes in global governance and a renegotiation 
of the social contract. Governments and multilateral 
organisations are welcoming non-state actors to step-in 
and either work in partnership or directly provide human 
services that were historically considered public goods 
that fell within the government domain. This has created 
controversy among many academics and practitioners 
who work within the realm of education and development. 
Whereas the responsibility for the delivery and regulation 

of education belongs to governments, if and how non-state 
organisations might be able to support education is object of 
debates, and requires further research and discussion. Some 
argue that when philanthropy is able to fill gaps, or innovate 
and test new approaches, this can be complementary and 
supportive of education as a public good. Nonetheless, when 
philanthropy seeks to steer public policies or the delivery of 
public education, there are democratic processes, values, and 
structures that are reworked and, sometimes, unbalanced. 
Furthermore, as a non-state agent tackling public matters, 
what are philanthropy’s responsibilities in the event of failure 
or unintended negative consequences, and how is it held 
accountable? As these organisations continue to grow across 
the world and become more influential actors in education, 
there is a collective need to deepen knowledge of the sector.

Thus, this special issue, New Philanthropy and the Disruption 
of Global Education, aims to highlight global and national 
experiences, as well as diverse perspectives on the role and 
function of new philanthropy in education. Authors and 
case examples come from diverse countries and geographic 
regions, with articles that adopt academic and practitioner 
framings, as well as different – and sometimes divergent 
– analysis and arguments. The articles represent a broad 
set of stakeholders and illustrate a variety of viewpoints 
concerning new philanthropy in education. The aim is to 
expand the debate and foster dialogue, bridge the gap 
between theory and practice, as well as stimulate new 
research, advocacy and policy innovation in international 
education development. This NSI is divided into Four 
Parts with the enclosed articles organised as follows.

Part 1. New Philanthropy and Global Education 
Development: Shifting Roles and Paradigms
Within the much larger global structures of development 
and education, the roles and paradigms of philanthropy 
are shifting. The articles in Part One provide overarching 
expositions that serve as a backdrop for the entire NSI, some 
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focus on global development, others on education policy 
and practice, and others on the sector and institutions of 
philanthropy itself. In different ways, the articles address 
the question of what is truly novel in “new” philanthropy’s 
engagement in education by adding nuance and complexity 
to the discussion. Simultaneously, the authors point 
to possible ways forward in research and practice.

The first two articles place the way philanthropy is changing 
within larger global movements. Karen Mundy argues that 
what makes new philanthropy intrinsically “new” in this 
present moment is that it is inextricably linked to changes in 
the world order. New philanthropy’s perceived threat derives, 
at least in part, from broader changes in three spheres – in 
the interstate system, the world economy, and shifts in the 
locus of political power within the nation-state. Stephen J. 
Ball continues the discussion with an exploration of how such 
shifts in philanthropy are connected to wider and deeper 
social changes related to not only public governance and 
the economy but also, and fundamentally, to morality. With 
the introduction of business and investment techniques into 
philanthropy and the entrance of investors and producers 
driven by the possibility of “doing well by doing good”, this 
“Philanthropy 3.0” enables many forms of privatisation, 
bringing about new actors, voices and visions to education, 
in essence changing its very meaning and purpose. 

Radhika Gorur and Alexandra Draxler continue the 
discussion about the growing role of private actors in 
global development and education. Gorur challenges 
current conceptions about the need for scalable 
solutions that depend on several stakeholders, 
especially those from the business world. In contrast 
to the current consensus on development, she asks if 
the key to rethinking education reform and progress 
towards global development goals lies not in thinking 
big, but in thinking small. Draxler consequently points 
to both the recent historical development of this trend 
towards multi-stakeholders in global development, and 
highlights cues for a research agenda around the topic 
which is centralised around a concern for equity.

Moving from the wide view of the first articles which 
contextualise the topic of new philanthropy within the larger 
arena of global development and education governance, 
the next set of articles focus on education and point to the 
implications, concerns and debates engendered by the 
new philanthropy’s engagement in education practice and 
policy. Christopher Lubienski and Samantha Hedges place 
the debate around philanthropy in education against the 
backdrop of education as a “public good”, and that the 
private engagement in education shifts the meaning and 
purpose of schooling, and actually recasts the “good” of 
education. D. Brent Edward, Jr. and Mauro Moschetti continue 

this discussion by framing the agenda of new philanthropy 
in education, offering a wider historical and political 
perspective of the policies advocated by foundations. They 
argue that while new philanthropy presents itself as “new”, 
in the education sector it is rather continuing the trajectory 
of global education policies that began almost forty years 
ago, which tend to exacerbate inequality and militate against 
equitable access to quality education. Finally, echoing the 
topics explored so far, Steven J. Klees provides a critique of 
new philanthropy, exploring the problematic implications 
of new approaches to philanthropic giving in education. 
Klees articulates concerns with the emphasis on outcomes, 
application of business logics, and a general introduction of 
“chaos” with multiple, uncoordinated projects by foundations 
and corporations, which he argues are an ineffectual means 
to solve social problems that need democratic, coordinated, 
national, global, and government-led responses. 

The final two articles of the Part One offer data-driven 
descriptions of philanthropy in education, depicting its 
size, relevance, types and characteristics. Drawing upon the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s 
(OECD) data on philanthropic giving from 2013-15 and 
2017, as well as qualitative inputs collected through the 
OECD network of Foundations Working for Development 
(newFWD), Laura Abadia and Nelson Amaya provide a 
comprehensive analysis on philanthropy for education 
in developing countries. To conclude, Bronwen Magrath 
of the International Education Funders Group offers a 
practitioner contribution that addresses a gap in attention 
paid to diversity within the philanthropic sector. Her article 
illustrates the diversity of philanthropy and highlights the 
need to develop a framework for categorizing its activity 
in the education sector in support of a stronger analysis of 
what this diverse group of stakeholders is (and is not) doing 
to improve systems of education and learning outcomes.

Part 2. Emerging Trends: Profit, Disruption, 
Impact and Scale
Moving from the overarching exploration of Part One, 
Part Two dissects some of the current trends of new 
philanthropy in education. Specifically, the authors 
discuss the regulatory frameworks that allow for some 
changes in the logic of philanthropy, the blurring between 
profit and social, the focus on disruption, the impetus 
for large-scale impact, and the adoption of business 
thinking in the management of foundations and their 
boards of governance. All of this is also discussed in 
relation to issues around equity and transparency.

New philanthropy is characterised as blurring the 
lines between social and financial, non-profit and 
for-profit. Regulatory frameworks play a key role 
in promoting or discouraging such blurring. Dana 
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Brakman Reiser addresses a specific and important 
legal format of “for-profit philanthropy” in the USA, 
the Limited Liability Company (LLC), and how it 
magnifies the influence of the elite in society, allowing 
the wealthiest and most powerful people to elude the 
transparency and regulation traditional foundation 
law in the USA imposes on elite philanthropy.

Another characteristic concerns the mindset of “disruption”. 
Hugh McLean describes the notion of disruption according 
to business theory, meaning the capture of market share 
through entry by means of unexplored potential demand, 
and promotes a reflection on how this could apply to 
some kinds of philanthropy. This can shed light on the 
objectives, standards for determining the success (or lack 
of it) of interventions, and the power structures involved.

New philanthropy also aims to achieve, either directly 
or indirectly, large-scale impact and change. Seungah 
S. Lee and Patricia Bromley analyse the agenda of new 
philanthropy from this angle, which when compared to 
other aspects has been discussed far less. On the one 
hand, the emphasis on scale may generate increased 
partnerships with local actors and increased coordination 
across public and private spheres. On the other hand, 
the emphasis on large-scale tends towards developing 
standardised, universalistic solutions for a very diverse set 
of students and contexts. Han Jialing and Bao Lige then 
illustrate how technology is enabling large-scale efforts 
in education by philanthropy, drawing from the Chinese 
context. They focus on the potential benefits and challenges 
of using large scale tech solutions to improve education. 

Foundations are also adopting business logic into 
their management structures. Guillaume Jacquemet 
analyses the debatable and understudied practice of the 
compensation of non-profit board members. He claims 
that, while some argue that such compensation is not in 
keeping with the idea that these organisations must serve 
public purposes, others say that in a competitive market, 
such compensation could be a necessary means for the 
long-term survival of philanthropic organisations. 

To conclude, Prachi Srivastava revisits topics touched upon 
in previous articles, and looks at issues around scale and 
transparency. Given that these two concepts are not normally 
aligned, Srivastava’s analysis of interviews with philanthropic 
and impact-investing organizations supporting education 
in Asia highlights the tensions experienced by philanthropic 
and impact-investing actors in India, Japan and Singapore. 

Part 3. New Relationships and Frontiers Between 
the Public and Private Spheres 
A central area of concern in research and practice revolves 

around the growing role of philanthropy in public policy and 
governance, and how this affects democracy, transparency 
and equity. The articles in Part Three address these issues 
and describe this new governance and “social contract” 
from the standpoint that there is an altered sharing of 
responsibilities and a shift in the frontiers between the 
public and private sectors. The articles provide both 
theoretical and practical examples, with sceptical, critical 
and hopeful views on the participation of philanthropy in 
the management of public education in many countries, 
such as Argentina, Brazil, India, Italy, and South Africa.

Foundations have been bringing about new forms of 
privatisation. Tomás Esper, Andrea Pellanda and Daniel 
Cara describe how this is happening in Argentina and Brazil. 
Esper analyses the Varkey Foundation’s work in Argentina 
and describes how the studied public-private partnership 
(PPPs) contrasts with the perception of Argentina as an 
exception to neoliberal reforms. Until recently, they had 
not implemented market-oriented policies in education 
and were characterised historically by a strong state-
monopoly in education. On a similar note, Pellanda 
and Cara explore how new philanthropy is playing a key 
role in a shift from dispersed new management reforms 
to structural state reforms in Brazil. In this scenario, 
philanthropy is contributing to this shift by adopting 
advocacy activities and supporting groups and movement 
of “political renovation” that affect legislative and public 
management staff. The cases clearly exemplify how new 
philanthropy is part of the reshaping of some nation-
states’ education policies and how governance is done. 

In a related fashion, philanthropy now actively engages 
in policy-making which often creates imbalances in 
the political arena and disrupts democratic structures. 
Through an analysis of the Latin American Network of 
Civil Society Organizations for Education (REDUCA), Erika 
Martins illustrates the global influence of corporate actors 
in education policy. Moving from a focus on corporate 
philanthropy, Vanessa Pipinis analyses the performance of 
family philanthropy in education, and forges connections 
between family philanthropy, new philanthropy, economic 
elites, inequalities and education. Pipinis argues that elites 
have been using philanthropy to influence education, 
in a way that creates an imbalance in the political arena 
and hinders the participation of other social actors. It is 
important to note that the policy work of foundations 
is not done individually, or with an insular focus, but is 
usually embedded in networks of public and private actors. 
Monica Mincu’s work advances this analysis by looking at 
the largest philanthropic actor in Italy, one of the richest 
in Europe, who is a key player in education policy making 
and a prototypical case of networked governments and 
the promotion of network arrangements in education. 
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As mentioned before, regulatory frameworks play a 
central role in fostering or limiting the growth of non-state 
actors in education. Due to its mandated Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) Act, India has experienced considerable 
growth as it has to do with philanthropic engagement in 
education. This represents another example of new formats 
of collaboration between public and private organisations, 
where states play a central role as the mediators and 
promoters of these new relationships. Nishant Chadha and 
Bharti Nandwani analyse data from the first four years of the 
Act, explore the scale and scope of CSR activity in education 
as well as examine equity concerns related to the Act’s 
problematic requirement that CSR spending must be local 
in nature. Within the same context, Vidya Shah addresses 
the question of whether philanthropy promotes social 
change or not, and proposes what philanthropists could do 
to make sure their work is aligned with society's needs. 

Finally, in the public governance of education, new 
philanthropy is rearticulating its role and logic. This involves 
several challenges when it comes to how they relate to and 
cooperate with public authorities. Gail Campbell, Marion 
Steward and Fatima Adam lay out three key aspects that 
must be addressed in order to rework philanthropy's role in 
education: building relationships across public and private 
organisations; managing accountabilities and supporting 
capacity-building in governments; and the instrumental 
role of research, monitoring and evaluation in these 
processes. Similarly, Rooksana Rajab highlights the need 
for greater impact as it has to do with investments and 
government spending, and the importance of remembering 
the promise and challenges of existing partnerships and 
other collaborative efforts. To conclude this section, V. 
Santhakumar challenges overly-simplistic perceptions of 
public and private, as well as the idea that philanthropy 
necessarily promotes a privatising agenda and use of 
business logic in education and development. Instead, he 
argues one should examine the challenges philanthropy 
faces to effectively improve education, such as the 
issues around building stable and lasting relationships 
with government representatives and the differences 
between the cultures of foundations and governments.

Part 4. New Philanthropy and Innovations in 
Education Development Financing
Besides being active in governance, philanthropy is 
increasingly active in – and being called to – participate in 
education financing as a way to fill the “funding gap” needed 
to reach global development goals. At the same time, they 
are using and promoting new forms and investment logic 
to fund social projects. At the core of many new practices 
lies an impetus for investing for “social impact”, with a 
focus on measurable outcomes – thus there is a growing 
interest in results-based financing. Amid such developments, 

concerns related to data, measurement, perverse incentives 
and equity are raised. This last part is dedicated to the 
discussion of philanthropy and education financing.

One narrative that has emerged around the under-financing 
of education development is that innovative financing and 
philanthropy can and should play new roles. Aleesha Taylor 
exemplifies this narrative by illustrating how weaknesses 
in the traditional aid infrastructure and mechanisms can 
result in an inability to respond to countries’ needs which 
creates a demand for new solutions. Fabrice Jaumont 
and Teboho Moja exemplify how philanthropy is being 
called upon to tackle the underfinancing of education 
by analysing the case of the Fondation Université Cheikh 
Anta Diop (FUCAD) in Dakar. The authors argue that while 
universities often have insufficient funding to meet rising 
demands, African fundraising and alumni relations can 
help universities overcome budgetary limitations. However, 
there is a need to take ownership of projects and establish 
practices that can function within local cultures. 

In this context, some argue that international aid should 
be improved and made more efficient, and that results-
based financing (RBF) could be a possible solution in 
this direction. Emily Gustafsson-Wright and Izzy Boggild-
Jones offer an overview of some of the key types of 
RBF mechanisms in education and outline the central 
challenges which RBFs have some potential to address.

However, these mechanisms also pose several risks to 
equity and the right to education. Thus, Wajeeha Bajwa 
discusses if, and how, equity is addressed in the design of 
such mechanisms. She argues that the Program for Results 
mechanism addresses this issue, but social impact bonds 
(SIBs) depends on the group of stakeholders in each specific 
case. Thus, Bajwa also discusses some inherent adverse 
effects of RBFs and possible ways forward. Similarly, Samuel 
E. Abrams, and Fernando Cássio and Salomão Ximenes 
focus on the adverse effects of RBF, which come with the 
immense pressure to focus on conspicuous metrics alone. 
Abrams discusses school-level perverse incentives, while 
Cássio and Ximenes focus on how legal frameworks are being 
changed to allow for this kind of PPP/investment. However, 
such changes do not tackle the perverse incentives of SIBs 
and risks they pose to the right to education, but instead are 
focused on promoting an “ecosystem of impact-investing” 
that is crafted to recruit investors and allow for profit. 
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Introduction
Philanthropic giving for education and international 
development is having a “moment.” It is in the news regularly 
in North America, the subject of popular and academic books, 
news shows, and podcasts. Academic researchers and public 
intellectuals alike (including contributors in this special 
issue) are raising important questions about the legitimacy 
of corporate philanthropies and their roles in remaking both 
domestic and global education futures. 

Yet philanthropy from the rich north to the global south 
has been a constant feature of international financing 
for development for more than a century, predating the 
emergence of what today we might describe as the global 
development regime, with its architecture for educational 
aid and development. And within OECD countries (as well as 
in other regions), philanthropy for education has an equally 
long trajectory. Can it really be all that “new”?

In this short piece, I argue that what most makes new 
philanthropy “new” in this present era is deeply linked to 
changes in world order. New philanthropy’s perceived threat 
derives at least in part from broader changes in three spheres 
– in the interstate system, the world economy, and shifts in 
the locus of political power within the nation state. 

If we think about the changes in these three spheres and 
the types of threats that these changes pose, I’m hopeful we 
can also begin to identify ways in which philanthropic giving 
to education can make redemptive contributions during 
the coming decades. Philanthropy – like all forms of human 
organization derived from economic or political power – can 
accelerate harm. Yet surely, once we have itemized these 
harms, it behooves us to also ask: under what conditions, in 
what ways, might philanthropies offer a unique opportunity 
to do good? (Reich, 2018).

Philanthropy Meets a New World Disorder
Scholars who study world order, whether from realist, liberal 
or more radical lenses, describe the global order as one of 
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increasing precarity. The notion of world society anchored 
by a coalition of largely liberal states, with common liberal 
values, has been profoundly eroded by changes in the US – 
which increasingly sees its interests as separate and unique 
from other liberal democracies. Authoritarian political 
regimes are on the rise, often wielding unanticipated levels of 
economic power on the world stage. Nonstate actors and civil 
society – the boundary spanners and norm entrepreneurs 
responsible for advancing both domestic and international 
human rights during the 20th century – now struggle to 
build lasting alliances and coalitions within an increasingly 
fragmented world order. Illiberal nonstate actors are on the 
ascendance as norm entrepreneurs.

Economic changes of the past half century have been at 
least as profound as these political shifts. Technological and 
scientific advances, along with economic globalization, have 
certainly contributed to improvements in rates of poverty 
worldwide. But they are no longer celebrated for creating 
an increasingly “flat”, networked and more open world. 
Instead, technology has fed new forms of economic and 
informational monopoly that threaten the very foundations 
of liberal democracy. Capabilities for collective action and 
self-government both within nation states and across them 
have been more constrained than empowered by our most 
recent decades of economic progress. As tragically illustrated 
by the current retreat from climate action, and by other areas 
of in critical need of global coordination (migration, peace, 
information privacy), we seem to be moving farther – not 
closer – to consensus (or capacity for consensus) about global 
public goods. 

This is the world of disorder that new philanthropy enters. 
As so much recent literature argues, it is entering not as 
an innocent partner, since, like the wave of philanthropic 
enterprise last century’s guilded age, in large part this 
philanthropy is built on the private bounty of recent economic 
growth and technological advance. The new big corporate 
philanthropies, as many in this volume suggest, are deeply 
intertwined with the “winners take all” strategies of their 
corporate founders (Reich, 2018; Giridharadas 2019). Yet as I 
will argue below, philanthropy is not monolithic, and it may 
also enter world order as a player with unique capabilities. 

Partnering for Educational Development?
When new philanthropies come calling to the world of 
international development in education, they no doubt are 
struck by a range of pathologies among the bilateral (donor) 
governments and multilateral agencies whose explicit goals are 
the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. For 
education, these pathologies can be summarized as follows:

• Education receives a very small share of overall official 
development financing.

• Education official development assistance (ODA) is 
skewed towards middle income countries – and is 
decreasing for Sub-Saharan Africa, where the world’s 
largest population of youth in 2050 are projected to 
face a set of seemingly insurmountable economic, 
environmental and political challenges.

• Education ODA tends to favor higher levels of education 
including scholarships (especially among G7 countries); ODA 
flows have neglected in particular early childhood education, 
and the educational needs of refugees and migrants.

• There is a lack of coordination among aid donors; and a 
tendency to offer aid in siloed, projectized formats that 
do not align around country needs or strengthen national 
technical and political capabilities.

• A stubborn number of children remain out of school; and 
in many of the world’s poorest economies, large numbers 
of children attend school but learn little.

Some – but not all – of the new philanthropies have seen 
these pathologies as evidence that the interstate order (and 
governments) is poor at delivering change. This has led 
them to focus on financing disruptive change from outside 
the state, including through financing private provision, 
competition among service providers, and technological 
fixes (for example through individualized instruction). 
Meanwhile, traditional philanthropies, including many of the 
new family foundation emerging in Asian and middle-income 
countries, continue to focus where philanthropies always 
have – providing scholarships and funding named chairs 
and institutions in tertiary education, and by doing so rarely 
reaching the poor or most marginalized. 

But many others, including some of the biggest players in 
international education, have taken a more collaborative 
or “public goods” path. Some have aimed to focus on 
strengthening citizens and popular demand for education 
quality (see for example, the Hewlett Foundation); some focus 
on education rights and the use of education to support citizen 
voice, civil rights and citizenship education (Soros Foundation). 
Others have taken up thematic areas of focus (play-based 
learning and early childhood education; 21st century 
skills; education for girls, refugees and other marginalized 
populations). Another group seeks to support national capacity 
to achieve education for all, and invests in national systems 
(Aga Khan Foundation, Mastercard Foundation). 

Even these more collaborative, public goods players, 
suffer from common pathologies that reach back into the 
history of 20th philanthropy. They tend to see themselves 
as scientific evangelists – elevating the use of evidence and 
data as unique sources of universalized truth while at times 
neglecting the voices of the communities and citizens they 
aim to help. They are not transparent about their funding 
and decision-making processes; and often engage in 
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programming that is not harmonized or aligned to country or 
local needs. And they tend to look for “like-minded” allies – 
by for example, forging primary alliances with international 
organizations that think about social change through the 
lens of the new managerialism – while neglecting the slower, 
harder work of supporting authentic national and regional 
coalitions for change.

Yet at the same time, we need to look only to the work of 
sociologist and evaluation expert Carol Weiss, to understand 
how important organizational learning has been in the 
history and evolution of US based philanthropy (Weiss, 
1995). In the 1980s and 1990s, efforts to collaborate, 
coordinate and learn from one another became the hallmark 
of North American philanthropic organizations, leading to 
new kinds of programs that centered not only on science, 
but on supporting the engagement of citizens in defining 
their own solutions. Such changes were accompanied by 
fresh commitments to monitoring and accountability of 
philanthropy – including through arms-length funding to 
watchdog organizations.

I foresee a moment, in the not too distant future, when the 
new crop of late 20th and early 21st century of education 
philanthropies will also enter such a period of consolidation 
and organizational learning. They will do so because they 
realize that longer term challenges of world order threaten 
to undermine their shorter-term educational goals and 
objectives; and because they will understand that the 
through line from educational change to a more sustainable 
world order travels not through the supply of one size fits all 
solutions to human needs, but is rather at its core profoundly 
educative, empowering people and organizations with the 
skills, knowledge and collective capacity to puzzle out their 
own, novel solutions.

Four Ways to Make Global Education 
Philanthropy Better.
With this in mind, I want to end this intervention by pointing 
to four broad areas where I believe there is immediate 
opportunity for philanthropies to improve their engagement 
in international education development by taking a longer 
term, intergenerational approach to the investing in global 
education and related public goods. 

In doing so I draw heavily from Rob Reich’s recent book, 
“Just giving” (2018) in which he explores the legitimacy of 
US based philanthropic giving. Reich argues that the tax 
incentives provided to corporate philanthropy in the US 
is essentially a transfer of taxpayer dollars from public to 
private authority. He also presents empirical evidence (very 
much complimented by the OECD study of international 
philanthropy presented in this volume) that only a small 
share of philanthropic given is truly redistributive (eg, focused 

on the poorest people or countries). He therefore calls for 
greater regulation and public scrutiny of what are essentially 
public subsidies for private giving. 

At the same time, Reich argues that there are potentially two 
legitimate reasons for governments and citizens to support 
and subsidize private giving. He notes that the endowed, 
perpetual funded foundation is more likely than almost any 
other political or economic institution in the modern world 
to be able to think beyond the present political fray, towards 
longer term futures. Philanthropy thus may be a unique 
source of scarce “risk capital” for addressing longer term 
social problems – like climate change – that require sustained 
innovation and a focus on intergenerational collective needs. 
Further, foundations can play a unique and important role 
in supporting the associations and structures of civil society, 
thereby helping to build intergenerational capacity for 
social democracy. In both ways, foundations can protect the 
heritage of future generations – especially if regulated and 
incentivized to focus in these domains by governments. 

Reich’s arguments are not framed in the context of changes 
in world order, or the problem of international development, 
but I believe they capture normative imperatives for 
philanthropy that are especially relevant when thinking 
about the erosion of global structures for coordination and 
the pathologies of the current education for international 
development regime. 

Alignment and harmonization around national systems 
and capacity: Perhaps one of the most noted pathologies 
of international development agencies is their tendency to 
focus on building an externally driven supply of technical 
and scientific capacity – often at the expense of support for 
sustainable national capacity to plan, implement, evaluate, 
innovate and form the political consensus needed to foster 
educational reform. Foundations can do what more self-
interested international actors cannot: focus on the problem 
of local capacity, rather than the supply of international 
solutions. There is a second, important way that foundations 
can help developing countries: work with them to develop 
the regulatory and tax policies that keep foundations in their 
areas of core competency – intergenerational justice and 
long-range societal challenges.

Critical path investments: In educational development, 
there are several areas that cry out as either imperative 
for intergenerational justice; or as arenas where corporate 
philanthropes can productively use their business intelligence 
to disrupt market monopolies in educational goods and 
services without threatening the public good. For example:

• Investing in programs of early years literacy and 
early childhood education that pay attention to 
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intergenerational (adult/mother) literacy and sound 
principles of play-based development. This is an area 
that has low salience for governments and official 
development donors – but enormous potential to break 
intergenerational educational marginalization; 

• Addressing the needs of the rising numbers of migrants by 
creating open source learning platforms and innovations 
that aid transferable credentials;

• Disrupting the monopolies and corruption that 
continue to limit the supply/procurement of quality 
educational materials in many developing countries; and 
addressing the need for open source digital platforms for 
management of educational systems.

Linking citizens: Education is a co-production in which 
parents, kids, communities, governments and their partners 
all play a role. International actors have placed a spotlight 
on direct “short run” accountability mechanisms between 
schools and families (for example through parent councils, 
school management bodies, school report cards, and citizen-
led assessments). We need to think beyond these forms of 
transactional citizenship. Foundations can provide the risk 
capital to enable new forms of collective action on education 
issues – action that over time can improve civic engagement 
and the “long run” loop of accountability between citizens 
and the state.

Transparency, Accountability and Organizational Learning: 
Finally, foundations can, indeed must invest in systems that 
ensure they are accountable to the public they aim to serve. 
Global philanthropies should invest in arms-length monitoring 
and social accountability of their own practices and initiatives. 
Shared investments across philanthropies in joint evaluation, 
monitoring and learning from their activities are also important. 

In this regard, the fact that some globally development 
philanthropies now report their aid flows to the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee is a first good step in this 
direction. I also see hope in the emergence of a number of new 
international and regional philanthropic affinity groups– like 
the International Education Funders Group; the Center for 
Asian Philanthropy and Society, and such mechanisms for 
harmonized giving as the Co-Impact and the Giving Pledge. I 
see hope when billionaires like Warren Buffet ask for increases 
in wealth and corporate taxation. And I see promise in the 
way that the Bill and Melinda Gates have reframed their 
philanthropic approach to US education, based on a critical 
and contentious published evaluation of their work – moving 
from investments in one size fits all best practices and top 
down levers of reform, to a focus on supporting organizational 
learning across schools and districts (Gates 2020). 

But such affinity groups and single organization 
accountability structures need to go farther, opening 

opportunities for greater debate and discussion with the 
public about their roles and accountabilities. As noted above, 
Foundations can play an important role in supporting better 
national and international legislation and regulation of their 
activities. They can fund public scrutiny of and social learning 
about their roles and their work. They can use affinity groups 
to socialize norms and expectations that limit their private 
authority and ensure their work meets public preferences and 
builds public capacity. Such investments are a critical part of 
ensuring philanthropic commitment to a shared vision of the 
public good.
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Over the past twenty years there has been a significant global 
shift in the nature of philanthropic activity and modalities. 
This has involved a move from what is sometimes called 
philanthropy 1.0 (palliative giving) and philanthropy 2.0 
(developmental giving), to philanthropy 3.0 (profitable 
giving) – although some ‘donors’ practice all three forms. 
Philanthropy 3.0 is denoted by the import of business and 
investment techniques into philanthropy with the possibility 
for investors and producers of ‘doing well by doing good’. This 
is what Edwards (2008) calls “philanthrocapitalism”, which 
merges venture philanthropy with social enterprise and/or 
profit motive investment in social service businesses. It is a 
new “economic rationalization of giving” (Saltman, 2010) – 
philanthropists can “do good and have their profit, too”, it 
is a shift from “correcting for” to “connecting to the market” 
(Brooks, Leach, Lucas, & Millstone, 2009). This has become 
an accepted premise for “impact philanthropy”, “venture 
philanthropy”, “strategic philanthropy”, or what Bill Gates 
calls “creative capitalism”, using capitalism, competition, the 
market to solve the world's social problems. In each case, 
the philanthropist makes “investments that address social 
challenges and result in sustainable business” (Tony Friscia, 
AMR Research inc.2), or as Vinod Khosla put it, the founder of 
Sun Microsystem: “Investors, entrepreneurs and businesses 
can create wealth for themselves by providing value to the 
masses”. Bill Gates has argued that companies should be 
given recognition for their engagement with social programs 
and that companies should compete with one another not 
simply on the basis of sales and income but also in terms of 
who can do the most good, to facilitate this governments 
should create market incentives for this behavior. 

I am interested in these new forms of philanthropy in relation 
to both specific cases (Ball, 2012, Ball & Junemann, 2015, Ball, 
Junemann, & Santori, 2017), and in terms of their imbrication 
in new forms of educational governance and new forms and 
modalities of the state. I am also interested in their impact 
on the policy process and the increased participation of 
philanthropic actors in policy conversations and policy work 
of different kinds, and specifically the role of philanthropy in 
global processes of educational reform and construction and 
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dissemination of a global agenda of education reform. These 
concerns frame my analysis and discussion of what might be 
called the “political economy of philanthropy”. My focus has 
been on “big philanthropy” and the entanglements and the 
mutual constitution of philanthropy and business, of reform 
and profit, of personal visions and education policy. I realise 
that this is not the ‘be all and end all’ of philanthropy. While 
big philanthropy garners the headlines, it is a minority aspect 
of philanthropic giving as a whole in terms of the amounts of 
money involved. But in many ways big philanthropies ‘punch 
above their weight’ in terms of the direct effects and implications 
that they can achieve from their ‘donations’ and ‘investments’ 
in education and elsewhere. Research on philanthropy, with 
some notable exceptions, has struggled to keep pace with 
these developments, or has failed to attend to the complex 
relationships between ‘giving’, profit, reform and governance.

Privatising the Morality and Provision of 
Education
We must not overestimate or underestimate the role of big 
philanthropies in policy and governance. At the core of the 
changes we see in big philanthropy, there is a shift in both 
morals and practices. Corporate and family foundations and 
philanthropic individuals are beginning to “assume socio-
moral duties that were heretofore assigned to civil society 
organizations, governmental entities and state agencies” 
(Shamir, 2008). For people like Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerman and 
Eli Broad philanthropy it is a form of world making. As Sarah 
Reckhow (2010) puts it, this is “bigger, bolder philanthropy.” 

Take the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation (MSDF) for 
example: MSDF is one of the world biggest philanthropic ‘angel 
investors’, operating in the US, India and South Africa, and they 
refer to themselves as a catalytic funder, providing early stage 
funding to pioneer ‘new and scalable ideas and approaches to 
transform the education systems around the world’ (Michael 
and Susan Dell Foundation, 2020. Not then simply giving, but 
transforming. Not just individual lives but entire systems. In 
the foundation’s philanthropic activity, it is possible to observe 
a peculiar intertwining between the financial and the moral 
at different scales and in different localities in the web of 
connections and activities unfolding around the foundation3. 
They are not simply funding (or investing in) projects and 
programs, even though they do that, they are also aiming 
to embed new sensibilities, structures and practices across 
whole education systems; this not modest philanthropy. 
Furthermore, this is an antagonistic philanthropy, set over 
and against the state, on the one hand, and dependent on the 
state on the other. Philanthropies act as ‘partners’ and are 
contracted by the state, and at the same time are involved in 
the creation of ‘institutional alternatives’ (Lubienski, Brewer, & 
La Londe, 2016) to state provision (see below).

Again, taking MSDF as an example, their Urban Education 
programme is a site of emergence and reiteration of a 
distinctive problematisation that associates traditional 
schooling and, implicitly, public education in general, with 
an inability to provide ‘high-quality’ educational experiences 
to students, foster innovation, or serve the learning needs 
of children to families. MSDF assigns to itself the role of 
redeeming public schooling, describing its approach as a 
pioneering enabler of socially just innovation, a risk-taking 
creator of opportunities: 

We’re not afraid to try new things – in fact, we believe part 
of the role of philanthropy is to push the envelope and do 
exactly that (Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, 2020).

This ‘pushing’ involves a double process of privatisation. 
Education policy-making is privatised, governments become 
one of a set of stakeholders taking responsibility for educational 
change and tackling social challenges. Indeed, more and more 
governments are positioned as receivers, customers or buyers 
of gift/solutions developed in privatised spaces of design and 
experimentation. Within those spaces, educational innovation 
is produced through tools drawn from business practice and 
financial instruments, with loans, investments and grants being 
offered to stimulate new providers and divergent ‘solutions’. As 
MSDF announces on its website:

To achieve our goals, we partner with nongovernmental 
organisations, governments, entrepreneurs and others 
and employ a variety of financial tools, including 
grants, equity investments and loans. (Michael and 
Susan Dell Foundation, 2020).

As a result of such interventions, in some locations, local 
systems of education have been changed in their entirety and 
the state has been virtually displaced. The combination of the 
Broad, Gates, Robertson, Walmart, MacArthur foundations 
and other major philanthropies in the United States has 
had massive effects in the school systems of Chicago, New 
Orleans, Oakland, Washington D.C., Memphis, and other 
cities, as they have poured hundreds of millions of dollars 
into new schools, new organizational practices and new 
pedagogies (Saltman, 2007). These districts now house 
hundreds of new schools – operated by private organisations 
or not-for-profits – and are subject to a range of market-based 
and accountability reform efforts, such as public school 
choice, charter schools and teacher merit pay (see Reckhow, 
2013 p. 140 and Grimaldi & Ball, 2019). In all of this, there is 
the privatising of aspects of policy, there is the privatising of 
parts of the public sector, there is the privatising of aspects 
of the functioning of the state itself, and there is the privat-
ising of morality – public decision-making is replaced by 
private preferences. These are changes then that operate on a 
number of levels, not simply the economic and social. 
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In 2013 there was a survey done in the US, and 300 leading 
educators were asked to name the person they felt was 
the most influential educator in the country. By far and 
away the most commonly named person was Bill Gates. 
That is extraordinary, as he is not an elected or appointed 
representative, he has no formal role in terms of civil society, 
but he does have lots and lots of money. As Michael Petrelli, 
from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, says: “it is not unfair 
to say that the Gates Foundation’s agenda has become the 
country’s agenda in education”. What is happening here is 
that ‘givers’ ‘vote with their dollars’ (Saltman, 2010 p. 1). As 
Saltman argues, there is a ‘disproportionate’ intervention of 
philanthropic action into the field of education policy. In a 
recent book, highlighting a further aspect of philanthropic 
impact, Henig, Jacobsen, and Reckhow (2019) forensically 
examine the way in which local school boards are being 
squeezed out of the policy process by increasing federal 
oversight on the one hand, and the flood of national reform 
dollars from so-called donors – outside money – into school 
board elections on the other. This is philanthropic ‘giving’ 
in another sense. Rich people with political interests are 
using their money to capture democratic politics. In major 
cities, campaign funding in school district elections has been 
doubling in each electoral cycle since 2000. Billionaires like 
Laurene Powell Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg are using their 
personal wealth to further their personal predilections to get 
their preferred candidates elected, and local issues are being 
side lined as a result.

Why is the change in philanthropy important to education? 
First, it brings new voices and visions into the space of 
education. New philanthropy is bringing new players directly 
into the field of social and education policy, repopulating 
and reworking existing policy networks, while also and 
excluding ‘others’. Second, it constructs new places in 
which education policy is done, often places that make 
the processes of policy more opaque. Third, it brings new 
methods, languages, sensibilities and values into the world 
of education policy. Finally, new philanthropy is part of 
the formation of a new kind of state and in new forms of 
governance. That is, what we might call heterarchy or meta-
governance as Jessop (2002) describes it – a complex mix 
of markets, networks and hierarchies. That is, heterarchy is 
“an organisational form somewhere between hierarchy and 
network that draws upon diverse horizontal and vertical 
links that permit different elements of the policy process 
to cooperate (and/or compete)” (Ball & Junemann, 2012 p. 
138). In this new governance framework there are established 
new personal and professional connections across different 
institutions and sectors – public, private and voluntary. 
Considering these factors as a whole, as Shamir (2008, p. 6) 
argues, “governments relinquish some of their privileged 
authoritative positions”. Increasingly, it is in “decentralized, 
and more or less regularized and coordinated, interactions 

between state and societal actors that policy making unfolds” 
(Coleman & Skogstad, 1990, p. 4). The state is increasingly 
enrolled in these interactions as an active, facilitative 
‘audience’ and interlocutor rather than as prime mover. 
Although it also has to be said in relation to this that the state 
is not always of a piece. For example, the national state in 
India is very facilitative of the participation of philanthropic 
actors in education services but not all of the Indian states 
are enthusiastic or active in this way. The same is true of 
South Africa, two of the South African provinces have been 
particularly supportive of non-state initiatives, others have not. 

Where ‘giving’ ends and profit begins in all of this is 
sometimes unclear (see Ball, 2019). ‘Development agents’ 
like MSDF are contributing to both the reimagination of 
the ‘educational space’ as a market and the production of 
an infrastructure of organisations, processes and subjects 
in whose relations market exchanges become a sensible 
and necessary form for the production and consumption 
of education, marking out a new topology for educational 
delivery. In this new environment of policy and practice, 
‘new’ knowledges/solutions, and those with expertise in 
these knowledges/solutions, have become significant in 
the identification and definition of social and educational 
problems and the development and enactment of reform 
(solutions). Traditional professional expertise and knowledge 
is displaced. Education is now in effect a marketplace of 
solutions. Solutions are proffered and sold, and both profit 
and social returns are being sought (Eggers & Macmillan, 
2013). Most commonly, these ‘new’ knowledges and expertise 
are drawn from the worlds of business, investment and 
management and/or from information technology. In my 
research in the US and India (Ball 2019), the background 
of almost all of the actors involved in education start-ups, 
and their funders, come from either or both a business 
management or a business school and information 
technology background. Few of them have any previous 
educational experience. Ed-Tech solutions and expertise, are 
in particular a key component of the re-envisioning of ‘the 
education space’ as a space of profit, and a re-envisioning of 
profit as a means to address educational inequality and social 
exclusion. MSDF’s commitment to and advocacy of blended 
learning is a case in point (Grimaldi & Ball, 2019).

Philanthropy: A Sliding Signifier and Neoliberal 
Dream
Given the shifts and changes adumbrated above, we have 
to accept that philanthropy is a sliding signifier. It means 
different things and operates in different ways in different 
contexts and it needs to be unpacked in relation to specific 
settings and cases. And indeed, as noted, big philanthropy 
foundations no longer operate in one mode. Nonetheless, 
philanthropy, at least big philanthropy, now has to be 
considered alongside and in relation to changes in the 
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form and functions of the state, and general changes in the 
boundaries between the state, the economy and civil society. 
Who does what, where and how in the policy process and the 
distinction between public values and private interests are 
increasingly complex and increasingly unclear. 

Furthermore, Philanthropy has become a site for the 
articulation of criticism of state services and for the advocacy 
of policy reforms and ‘solutions’, and it is often the case 
that proposed ‘solutions’ create new profit opportunities. 
These opportunities appear both at the general level, in 
a shift from state to private provision or the concomitant 
commodification of public services, and in the form of 
‘services’ offered to state agencies by private providers. 
In education, ongoing reform initiatives have created 
a raft of such opportunities, particularly in relation to 
the digitalisation of pedagogy and assessment, teacher 
education, data analytics and data mining, but also via new 
forms of school – like Charter schools, Academies and Free 
schools. Such reforms constitute a dream scenario within 
the neoliberal imagination – they are a condensate of profit, 
policy and new modes of governance that displaces the 
state in a variety of senses and at that same time enable 
the production of new kinds of consumers and workers. 
Education policy and education reform ‘are no longer simply a 
battleground of ideas, they are a financial sector, increasingly 
infused by and driven by the logic of profit’ (Ball, 2012, p. 27). 
Contemporary philanthropy, in the form of impact investing, 
is a space of mediation between the state, economy and 
ethics, and as a heterogeneous space of government it 
produces ‘blurred’ subjects (investors, entrepreneurs, aid 
workers, school leaders), coalescing the subject of right with 
the economic subject. So “through the market and society 
the art of government is deployed with an increasing capacity 
of intervention, intelligibility and organisation of the whole of 
juridical, economic and social relations from the standpoint 
of entrepreneurial logic” (Lazzarato, 2006, p.2759). 

In all of this, there the extension of the economic form of 
the market into areas of the social where it was previously 
illegitimate, that is, into social domains formerly considered 
as being ‘beyond the calculus of profitability’ (Harvey, 2005). 
This brings about a remoralisation of the public sector as 
part of a more general reframing ‘of socio-moral concerns 
from within the rationality of capitalist markets’ (Player-Koro, 
2018) – where doing good becomes good for business. The 
school, for example, is refashioned as an infrastructure of 
organisation, practices and subjects in whose relations 
market exchanges become a sensible and necessary form for 
the governing, imagination, production and consumption of 
education. For example, the ‘cost’ of the teacher becomes a 
problem to be solved, and the professionalism of the teacher 
is a problem to be overcome. A business model of schooling 
and its sensibilities and concomitant budgetary concerns lead 

to a focus on issues of cost, and foremost among school costs 
are teacher salaries. Driving down wage costs can take the 
form of reducing the number of teachers, introducing Edtech 
pedagogies; and/or deregulating teacher certification and 
employment, or by employing non-qualified teachers and/or 
training ‘in house’ and a reliance on ‘what works’. These new 
forms of teacher employment often involve a shift to non-
union labour and a preference for enterprising/innovative 
teacher subjects.

The overall effect is an ongoing commercialisation and 
commodification of education, which provides the means 
‘to sustain a transformative direction in reform’ efforts 
(Peck, 2013, p.145); responding to parental aspirations and 
advantage seeking; stimulating demand for educational 
‘extras’, forming consumers; soaking up surplus demand. The 
education systems of countries around the world are being 
‘transformed’ within a myriad of initiatives, programmes, 
products, services, partnerships and interventions advocated 
and funded by philanthropy that are awash with debt and 
equity. This transformation is multi-facetted – it acts upon 
the meaning and ‘value’ of education, upon the practice 
of philanthropy itself and the practices of the state, and 
establishes an infrastructure of business practices and 
commercial services within education, all of which contribute 
to changing ‘how education is represented and understood’ 
(Ball et al, 2017, p 143). It changes in meaning of education 
– what it means to be educated, and what it means to teach 
and learn – both the sensibilities and values of education and 
subjects – what it means to be a learner and a teacher. 

It is tempting and somehow trite, but nonetheless true, to 
say that this is a complex, unstable and difficult terrain of 
research. In many respects we have neither the language 
and concepts, nor the methods and techniques appropriate 
for researching these new landscapes and modes of policy. 
These developments and changes in education policy, 
affecting the forms and modalities of educational provision 
and organization and the values and meaning of education, 
have out run the current purview of our research agenda and 
that we need to adapt and adjust what it is we consider as 
research problems in order to catch-up. What I have sought 
to do here is to sketch an agenda for further research into big 
philanthropy that extends beyond the narrowly conceived 
measures and impacts that philanthropists set for themselves.
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In July 2019, an agreement was entered into between the 
World Economic Forum (WEF) and the United Nations (UN) 
that ‘commits the two institutions to unprecedented levels 
of cooperation and coordination in the fields of education, 
women, financing, climate change, and health’ (Global 
Policy Forum, 2019). On the face of it, this would seem like 
a tremendous boost for the UN 2030 agenda – WEF is an 
organisation of the 1000 most powerful businesses – if they 
are keen to cooperate with the UN and do ‘business for good’ 
(Klees, this issue), there is so much that might be achieved.
However, not everyone is delighted by this new agreement. 
Alarmed that this agreement represents a takeover of the UN 
by corporate interests that would further undermine faith in 
democratic multilateralism, an open letter, signed by over 400 
civil society organisations and 40 international networks, has 
been sent to the UN Secretary General, condemning the agree-
ment and urging that it be terminated. Critics argue that the 
agreement ‘grants transnational corporations preferential and 
deferential access to the UN System at the expense of States 
and public interest actors’ (Transnational Institute, 2015a). 
They observe that this agreement has effectively made the UN 
itself into a public-private partnership (Gleckman, 2019). 

A key consequence of this agreement is that it has granted the 
WEF the ability to re-articulate the multilaterally agreed SDGs 
in terms that are more suited to its own business interests:

So under financing, the MOU calls only for ‘build[ing] 
a shared understanding of sustainable investing’ but 
not for reducing banking induced instabilities and tax 
avoidance. Under climate change, it calls for ‘ …public 
commitments from the private sector to reach carbon 
neutrality by 2050’, not actions that result in carbon 
neutrality by 2030 . Under education, it re-defines the 
Sustainable Development education goal to ‘ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education’ into one that 
focuses on education to meet the ‘rapidly changing 
world of work.’ (Gleckman, 2019)

And this ability to influence – even hijack – the multilaterally 
agreed global agenda comes at no cost to WEF:
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The MOU explicitly restricts the WEF from making 
financial contributions to the UN, which might 
have ameliorated the economic impact of some of 
Trump’s threat to the budgets of the UN system. At 
the same time, it avoids any commitment to reduce 
global inequality, to make energy affordable, to hold 
multinational corporations accountable for human 
rights violations, or even to rein in the behavior of the 
WEF’s firms that act inconsistently to the re-defined 
goals set out in the agreement. (Gleckman, 2019) 

The agreement details a range of ways in which the two 
organisations will work together at various levels, from the 
UN Secretary General delivering a keynote at Davos, to repre-
sentatives of the organisations participating in meetings and 
regional and national levels. In this way they seek to draw on 
each other to increase their public legitimacy. 

While many commentators are stunned that the UN would 
willingly sign an agreement that essentially invites a take over 
of its agenda, this MoU is entirely in keeping with WEF’s mis-
sion of influencing global governance. WEF describes itself as 
‘the International Organization for Public-Private Coopera-
tion’ that ‘engages the foremost political, business, cultural 
and other leaders of society to shape global, regional and in-
dustry agendas’ (WEF, 2010). Its reach, ambition and influence 
are impressive and have included initiatives and partnerships 
in the areas of finance, the environment, and global health. 

Following the global financial crisis, WEF convened the Global 
Redesign Initiative (GRI), which, in 2010, produced a report 
called Everybody’s Business: Strengthening International 
Cooperation in a More Interdependent World. Advocating 
multi-stakeholder governance, the Report sought to ‘reboot’ 
global governance, and declared that it:

seeks to expand the scope of what global governance 
means; integrate elements of the informal governance 
system into the formal governance system; 
and reposition the roles of the nation-state, the 
international private sector, and international civil 
society organizations in global governance. (WEF, 2010)

This ambition was matched by the sweeping scope of its pro-
posal, which covered a range of public policy areas, such as 
global investment flows, energy security, the future of govern-
ment and education systems. 

Global Governance: Everybody’s Business? 
WEF’s astonishing ambition to ‘reboot global governance’ 
should be read against a context in which, increasingly, a 
range of new private actors are entering into the business of 
development (Sharma, 2019). High-net-worth individuals and 

corporations are engaging in ‘philanthrocapitalism’ which 
invests funds into solving major social issues (McGoey, 2014). 
On the face of it, partnerships between private venture phi-
lanthropists and IOs or governments seem logical and useful 
– a ‘win-win’, in management parlance. However, the growing 
presence and influence of private actors and venture philan-
thropists in the arena of social policy and development raises 
several concerns. These include the ways in which national or 
multilateral agendas are highjacked by private actors to fur-
ther their own interests – the example of how the SDGs have 
been translated by WEF provides evidence of this. Bill Gates’ 
powerful brand, for instance, helps direct funding and atten-
tion to causes he champions at the cost of others that might 
be equally or more important. 

A second concern is that the authority and the public image 
of governments is undermined by private impact investors. 
Private actors are able to promote their philanthropies and 
attract attention by projecting governments as failing society 
through their inefficiency, poor resourcing, lack of political 
will and lack of accountability. Having reduced the status of 
government, they then seek to influence these very govern-
ments and seek their financial and other support in their 
causes. Conflict of interest is another significant concern; 
when money is not just donated and given away ‘for good’ 
but rather deployed in ‘good causes’ for profit, less profitable 
but more important and urgent causes could be ignored. 

Critics also point to the inappropriateness of the market-
based approaches that philanthrocapitalists bring to social 
justice issues. Treating the resources deployed into social 
issues as ‘investments’ means expecting ‘returns on invest-
ments’. This results in greater focus on measuring and moni-
toring. Both the monetization and the monitoring have meant 
that social issues are cast as highly specific, atomized, solv-
able problems, with clear solutions that produce identifiable, 
monetizable benefits in the short, if not immediate, term. 
This type of approach is unlikely to work for the really big and 
entrenched issues which require a more patient and longer-
term engagement, and where ‘returns’ might not be visible 
for decades.

More generally, critics would argue that large multinational corpo-
rations and big businesses are part of the problem rather than the 
solution. As global elites gather again at Davos in January 2020, 
Former US Secretary for Labor, Robert Reich, argues that, like 
Trump, these elites should also be charged with abuse of power 
(Reich, 2020). He points out that there is an enormous concentra-
tion of wealth today, and the ‘26 richest people on Earth now own 
as much as the 3.8 billion who form the poorer half of the planet’s 
population’. The hardships and crises that the global elites seek to 
save us from – poverty and economic inequality to environmental 
degradation – have in fact been caused in large measure by these 
very elites. Indeed, these issues are also leading to political insta-
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bility in a major way, with protests across a range of countries. 
Despite these well-known concerns and long-standing de-
bates about whether or not philanthrocapitalists and impact 
investors ought to have an authorized role to play in this 
space, the entry of big business into the world of development 
is not seen as a hostile takeover. Rather, it is welcomed by 
governments and IOs. There is, today, a strong narrative that 
we confront global crises of unprecedented proportions that 
pose existential threats that cannot be solved by governments 
alone; the cooperation of businesses, NGOs, and civil society 
at large are needed. Many declarations have been signed (for 
example, the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness) which 
insist that for aid to be effectively deployed, all the actors 
including national governments and IOs and donors and phi-
lanthropists should align their goals and ambitions and work 
in ways that mutually support each other. Even more urgently, 
there is a growing realization that few of the SDGs will be met 
by 2030. There is a sense of panic that the various initiatives 
of UN’s Agenda 2030 are just spinning their wheels and that 
an urgent re-think is required on how they could be salvaged. 
The agreement between the UN and WEF could perhaps be an 
expression of this panic, and the sense that even more players 
need to join the team to achieve the SDGs.

‘Architectures’ of Global Governance
Debates about how UNESCO’s 2030 Agenda can be salvaged 
provide an understanding of how these reforms and their 
implementation are conceptualized. ‘Architecture’ appears 
to be a dominant way of conceptualizing the planning and 
implementation of these reforms. In the case of education, 
for example, Nicholas Burnett from the Results for Develop-
ment Institute, has argued that ‘the international architecture 
for education is failing the world’ (Burnett, 2019, p. 15). In 
response, he adds:

Theoretically one could imagine setting up a well-
funded new international agency, probably a UN 
agency, building on the functional parts of UNESCO 
education, focused on global public goods in education, 
and working closely with financing agencies that would 
be more focused on supporting developing countries. 
(Burnett, 2019, p. 18).

But, he notes somewhat cryptically and without explanation, 
‘This does not seem a realistic possibility in the present interna-
tional climate, however.’ (Burnett, 2019, p. 18). The slightly scaled 
down version he suggests is also evocative of ‘architecture’.

The WEF’s ‘global redesign’ project was also conceptualized in 
terms of ‘architecture’ and focused around the question ‘How 
can the architecture of global cooperation be redesigned not 
only to accommodate our deeper interdependence but also to 
capitalize on it? (WEF, 2010). Where Burnett appears to visualize 

a UN type of intergovernmental body at the apex, with a range 
of other bodies arranged hierarchically beneath it, the WEF 
model is a wider, more expansive architecture that bypasses 
not only States, but also intergovernmental organisations:

When states were the overwhelmingly dominant actors 
on the world stage and major policy decisions were 
commonly decided by a limited number of them, prog-
ress on international cooperation tended to be mea-
sured by the establishment of new intergovernmental 
legal frameworks and institutions. But the Global Rede-
sign proposals suggest that efforts today to strengthen 
international cooperation will increasingly need to 
have a wider focus and apply multiple tools: creating 
new international law and institutions; upgrading the 
mandate and capacity of existing international institu-
tions; integrating non-governmental expertise into the 
formulation of policy frameworks, be they formal (legal) 
or informal (voluntary or public-private); and integrat-
ing nongovernmental resources into policy implemen-
tation. (WEF, 2010, p. 8).

The architectural references continue in Everybody’s Busi-
ness, with talk of ‘building blocks’ and international coopera-
tion conceptualized in the shape of a building.
These architectural understandings of global governance 
merit examination. What is this ‘international architecture’? 
In many ways, I suggest it is a figment that is only tentatively 
held together by declarations, high-level forums, reviews, 
standards, monitoring mechanisms, funding agreements, 
contracts, meetings and so on between a dizzying array of 

institutions and actors distributed throughout the world. 
Burnett’s vision of “a global institutional system that effec-
tively supports national education systems to improve their 
performance” evokes the stable, stately, predictable and 
controlled ‘physics of big things’ – like planetary systems. But 

Figure 1: Available Building Blocks to Strengthen International 
Cooperation (WEF, 2010, p. 8). OCDE, 2017
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the ground realities – and not just in aid dependent nations – 
are more akin to the chaotic, unpredictable, counter-intuitive, 
frantic and complex movement that occurs at the quantum 
level. Using the principles that regulate the planets to bring 
about change at the quantum level may be one reason why 
current efforts at global governance are failing.

The concern that international aid is failing to deliver on its 
promise, and the search for strategies to make aid more effec-
tive are, of course, not new. One such strategy was inscribed 
into the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness in 2005, in 
which 111 countries agreed to a ‘practical action-orientated 
roadmap to improve the quality of aid and its impact on 
development’ organised around the five principles of ‘owner-
ship, alignment, harmonization, managing for results, and 
mutual accountability’ (OECD, 2005, n.p.). This vision was 
operationalised by agreements to align the funding strategies 
of donors with the budgets of recipients. Burnett’s reiteration 
of the need for such alignment nearly 15 years after the Paris 
Declaration proves that this strategy has not been successful. 
What the WEF proposes in its global redesign is the introduc-
tion of even more actors, even more committees and even 
more rungs of hierarchy – a scaling up of a plan that has al-
ready been declared a failure by some observers.

What are the Options?
The ‘multidimensional (as opposed to purely multilateral) 
approach’ and the ‘stakeholder paradigm of international 
governance’ (WEF, 2010, p. 9) proposed by WEF is a modernis-
ing project of staggering proportions. Such aspirations are 
seldom successful, and this is just as well, because when they 
are successful, they can have devastating effects, as James 
Scott (1998) has shown so powerfully in varied cases across 
the globe. Such large-scale, totalising projects require a tun-
nel vision – and such visions elide crucial specificities, often 
to the detriment of the most marginalised communities. As 
Bowker and Star (2000) and others have amply demonstrat-
ed, the world is hybrid and complex, and attempts to create 
‘global metrics to help anticipate risks, shape priorities and 
benchmark performance’ (the block that sits at the base of 
WEF’s Global Redesign model) cannot be successful without 
committing ontological violence. Such projects, premised 
on synoptic views, discount local knowledges and make de-
mands that are often oppressive and ill-suited, and local ac-
tors struggle to find workarounds to deal with plans dreamed 
up elsewhere.

Fundamentally, architectural metaphors and dreams of 
Empire are ill-conceived, iniquitous, and most of all, un-
workable. Following Urry (2004), I point to the advice of the 
Gulbenkian Commission on the Restructuring of the Social 
Sciences, which emphasized the importance of conceptual-
izing both the natural and the social sciences as characterized 
by complexity. A new way of working is needed, ‘based on 

the dynamics of non-equilibria, with its emphasis on multiple 
futures, bifurcation and choice, historical dependence, and 
… intrinsic and inherent uncertainty’ (Wallerstein 1996, p. 61, 
cited in Urry, 2004).

This shift to complexity thinking means not drawing up an 
ultimate global organisational chart with clearly defined 
roles, even if they include, as in the case of Everybody’s Busi-
ness, a range of ‘stakeholders’. Instead, plans are premised on 
systems that are adaptive, evolving and self-organising, like 
‘walking through a maze whose walls rearrange themselves 
as one walks’ (Urry, 2004, p. 111).

Perhaps it may be more useful to imagine other metaphors – 
such as ‘infrastructures’ or ‘hybrid, egalitarian networks’ as 
alternatives to the rather static ‘architecture,’ which is limited 
in the tension it can tolerate. Infrastructures are more basic – 
and they allow a range of different structures, tailored to local 
and regional situations, to be generated. But perhaps these 
are also too deterministic. Hybrid, egalitarian networks (as 
opposed to ‘aristocratic networks’ (Buchanan, 2002) envision 
collaborative engagements among various partners in dy-
namic relations, where the system is not set once and for all, 
but is flexible, intelligent (in that it adapts) and emergent.
The distinction made by Heiman and Timms (2018) between 
‘old power’, which acts like currency and is therefore hoarded, 
centralised and treated like a possession; and new power, 
which is open, participatory, peer-driven, and acts like a cur-
rent (see also Gorur 2019), may be useful in seeking alterna-
tives to architectural models of global governance. They il-
lustrate this distinction by contrasting Harvey Weinstein’s ‘old 
power’ approach, which sought to gather and wield power to 
control others’ fates, with the approach of the #MeToo move-
ment, which derived its power from peer-to-peer movement 
and manifested itself in many different ways – as Facebook 
communities, law suits, meetings over coffee and so on. 
There was no single leader controlling and monitoring others 
– rather, various groups and individuals took up the hashtag 
and made it their own in different ways.

In new power thinking, ‘global’ does not mean a single vision, 
a single agenda, or, more grandly, a single ‘system’ or ‘archi-
tecture’. Rather, scale is achieved when a basic idea, such as 
exposing abuse, is allowed to take on different forms, as per 
the desires and motivations of different groups. The recent 
protests in Hong Kong provide another example – it appears 
to have no identifiable leader, no formal system or hierarchy, 
no plans that are made in advance. Rather, the mob organises 
itself through informal means minute by minute, and has 
managed to mobilise large masses of highly committed peo-
ple. I am not suggesting that this kind of ad hoc-ness is pos-
sible or even desirable in education aid; what I am suggesting 
is that grand, controlling visions may not function as well as 
more hybrid, local and emergent approaches might.
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Linked to the above is the danger of a single story, as Chi-
mamanda Adichie (Adichie, 2009) argues. Visions of one 
global agenda, one single ambition, with the whole world’s 
support, assumes that UNESCO’s or WEF’s vision of ‘quality 
education’, which is in turn linked to the assumed purposes 
of education, is self-evident, apolitical, and universal. Some 
would argue that these visions arise from a destructive form 
of capitalism that has produced a consumerist society that 
is effectively destroying the earth at an irreversible pace (see 
Klees, 2019).

The multidimensional approach advocated by WEF, however, 
should not be mistaken for a model that allows for multiplic-
ity, diversity etc. The model it proposes is simply one wherein, 
instead of the UN being at the top, the UN becomes just 
another actor under the WEF which is at the apex. Although 
a range of stakeholders might be involved in various commit-
tees, these actors have all drunk the same marketization kool-
aid. The marriage between an intergovernmental organization 
such as the UN focused on human rights, peace, sustainability, 
egalitarianism and democracy, and the WEF, made of up the 
most influential businesses driven by profit – businesses that 
have likely violated all the principles espoused by the UN – is 
unlikely to be the key to the successful attainment of the SDGs, 
especially given that the WEF appears to contribute nothing at 
all to the SDGs, whilst simply hijacking the agenda. 

Small Worlds, Modest Ambitions, and Sustained 
Results?
Could it be that the key to begin rethinking education reform 
and making progress towards the aspirations of SDG4 lies 
in not thinking big, but thinking small? Not being bold, but 
being modest? Not looking for big, measurable ‘impact’, 
but for immeasurable, sustained benefits? Not gathering all 
the world’s foremost experts and the richest and the most 
famous in a fancy hotel to deliberate on big agendas, but 
modest gatherings of humble folk sitting cross-legged on the 
floor? In hybrid, egalitarian, fluid networks, the emphasis is 
on “co-presence, conversations, meetingness, travel” which 
facilitate a very different way of engaging, prioritising, plan-
ning and implementing (Urry, 2004, p. 124). 

To illustrate how this might work, I would like to draw upon 
the story that Kiran Bhatty of the Centre for Policy Research, 
India, narrated to me, about a Shiksha Samvad (education 
dialogue) organized by the NCPCR (National Commission 
for the Protection of Child Rights). Shiksha Samvads were 
community meetings which brought together, often at the 
level of the village panchayat, the local people and the local 
education bureaucracy. The idea was to facilitate a sharing 
of concerns and the collective search for solutions in a non-
confrontational environment of mutual respect and trust. In 
one instance, Bhatty said, the issue confronting the commu-
nity was that no transportation was available for the children 

from the village to reach the secondary school which was 
a few kilometers away. Even if a bus could have been req-
uisitioned – itself not an easy task – the road leading to the 
village was not suitable for a bus – and getting the road fixed 
would take years, if it happened at all. While this discussion 
was on, one member of the community spoke up – he owned 
a rickshaw, and he went every day to the town where the 
school was located to find custom. Why not use the rickshaw 
as the transport to school instead of a bus? He would be glad 
to transport the children.

The open-ended approach to a search for solutions demon-
strated in the story above is very different to the approaches 
of ‘global governance’ currently conceptualized by large or-
ganisations – be they intergovernmental agencies or private 
actors such as WEF. In the case of global governance, both 
problems and solutions are articulated in universal terms. 
Through the many measurements and metrics that are in 
place, it is possible that the issue of students dropping out 
after primary schooling is identified as a problem (although 
the estimates of out of school children appear to vary widely 
depending on who is doing the counting). At the synoptic 
level, the students unable to attend secondary school might 
even show up, if the metrics are done right, but the rickshaws 
and muddy roads would not be visible. The creative solution 
of employing the rickshaw to get the children to school can-
not arise at any high-powered discussion of global leaders at 
Davos or Paris or New York. The solution that would emerge 
instead, perhaps, would be to persuade governments to 
spend a larger percentage of the GDP on education – which 
may or may not happen, and even if it did, may or may not 
result in a road and a bus to transport the handful of children 
in the Shiksha Samvad story. The problem of access never 
comes to life as a solvable problem if it is just a data point on 
a global dashboard at the UNESCO Institute for Statistics or 
some other global forum. 

Adopting a dynamic approach, rather than implementing 
pre-formulated plans, would bring about a paradigm shift in 
development and aid thinking, forcing a confrontation with 
‘the contradictions and contingencies of practice and the 
plurality of perspectives’ (Mosse, 2006, p. 938) and decenter-
ing the ‘postulated omnipotence of the global whether it be 
international capital, neoliberal politics, space flows, or mass 
culture’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 30). This kind of ethnographic 
engagement, operating without the need to respond in some 
globally standardized way to show ‘impact’, would likely yield 
smaller but deeper and most sustained and more sustainable 
results.

Hesitations and Conclusions
The issues we are dealing with are of great import and conse-
quence. Getting things wrong can have terrible immediate and 
long term consequences. For this reason, I am hesitant to offer 
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my critique. At the same time, precisely because the stakes are 
so high, there is an obligation to offer up suggestions that may 
provoke further debate and thinking. To sum up, I argue that 
the very concept of ‘global governance’ is both dangerous and 
doomed to fail – even when it is promoted by intergovernmental 
agencies. But if such global governance is taken over by philan-
throcapitalism, then the damage to democratic ideas and socially 
just practices could be incalculable. I do not say this because I 
believe that all businessmen and businesswomen are greedy or 
incapable of doing good. However, collectively, large businesses 
have contributed actively to many of the problems we face today. 
As one commentator has so aptly put it:

The WEF sees itself as “a partner in shaping history”. To 
critics, that’s an admission of guilt; they point out that 
Davos Man and Woman have made quite a mess of the 
world economy. (Weardon, 2020)

Being more and more aggressively ambitious and expand-
ing the scope and scale of projects may not be the answer. 
Paradoxically, scaling things down and slowing things down 
are perhaps the only way to achieve widespread, fast and 
sustained results.



31

References 

Adichie, C. (Presenter). (2009, July). The danger of a single 
story. [Video]. TED Conferences. https://www.ted.com/talks/
chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story

Bowker, G.C. & Star, S.L. (2000). Sorting things out: Classifi-
cation and its consequences. The MIT Press. 

Buchanan, M. (2002). Small world: Uncovering nature’s hid-
den networks. Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

Burawoy, M. (1998). The Extended Case Method. Socio-
logical Theory, 16(1), 4-33. https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-
2751.00040

Burnett, N. (2019). Invited essay: It’s past time to fix the 
broken international aid architecture for education. Inter-
national Journal of Educational Development, 68(1), 15-19. 
https://www.learntechlib.org/p/209924/.

Gleckman, H. (2019). How the United Nations is quietly be-
ing turned into a public-private partnership. https://www.
opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/how-united-nations-
quietly-being-turned-public-private-partnership/

Global Policy Forum. (2019, August 8). UN signs deal 
with Davos that threatens democratic principles. https://
www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/270-
general/53120-un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-
democratic-principles.html

Gorur, R. (2019). Old Power, New Power and Ontological 
Flattening, in Christina Mølstad and Daniel Pettersson (eds.) 
New Practices of Comparison, Quantification and Expertise 
in Education: Conducting Empirically Based Research. Rout-
ledge.

Heimans, J. & Timms, H. (2018). New power: How anyone can 
persuade, mobilize and succeed in our chaotic, connected, 
age. Doubleday. 

Klees, S. (2019, August 7). The international education ar-
chitecture: Some reflections. NORRAG.  [Blog post]. https://
www.norrag.org/the-international-education-architecture-
some-reflections-by-steven-j-klees/

McGoey, L. (2014). The philanthropic state: market-state hy-
brids in the philanthrocapitalist turn. Third World Quarterly, 
35(1), 109-125. 

Mosse, D. (2006). Anti-social anthropology? Objectivity, 
objection, and the ethnography of public policy and profes-
sional communities. Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute (N.S.) (12), 935-956.

OECD. (2005). The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness: Five 
Principles for Smart Aid. https://www.oecd.org/dac/effec-
tiveness/45827300.pdf

Reich, R. (2020). Trump is on trial for abuse of power – the 
Davos elites should be in the dock too. The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/19/
donald-trump-impeachment-trial-abuse-power-davos

Sharma, S., & Soederberg, S. (2019). Redesigning 
the business of development; the case of the World 
Economic Forum and global and global risk manage-
ment. Review of International Political Economy. doi: 
10.1080/09692290.2019.1640125

Scott, J.C. (1998). Seeing like a state: How certain schemes 
to improve the human condition have failed. Yale University 
Press.

Transnational Institute. (2015a). Hundreds of Civil Society 
Organizations Worldwide Denounce World Economic Forum´s 
Takeover of the UN. https://www.tni.org/en/article/hun-
dreds-of-civil-society-organizations-worldwide-denounce-
world-economic-forums-takeover-of

Transnational Institute. (2015b). UN signs deal with Davos 
that threatens democratic principles. https://www.tni.org/
en/article/un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-demo-
cratic-principles

Urry, J. (2004). Small Worlds and the New ‘Social Phys-
ics’. Global Networks, 4(2), 109-130. doi:10.1111/j.1471-
0374.2004.00083.x

Weardon, G. (2020). Warm words in the alps … Davos pre-
pares for 50th economics shindig. The Guardian. https://
www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/19/warm-words-
as-the-global-order-unravels-how-50-davos-gatherings-
shaped-history

World Economic Forum. (2010). Everybody’s Business: 
Strengthening International Cooperation in a More Inter-
dependent World Report of the Global Redesign Initiative. 
https://www.innovations.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/
WEF_GRI_EverybodysBusiness_Report_2010.pdf

World Economic Forum. (2020). Our Mission. https://www.
weforum.org/about/world-economic-forum

https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story
https://www.learntechlib.org/p/209924/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/how-united-nations-quietly-being-turned-public-private-partnership/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/how-united-nations-quietly-being-turned-public-private-partnership/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/how-united-nations-quietly-being-turned-public-private-partnership/
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/270-general/53120-un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles.html
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/270-general/53120-un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles.html
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/270-general/53120-un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles.html
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/270-general/53120-un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles.html
https://www.norrag.org/the-international-education-architecture-some-reflections-by-steven-j-klees/
https://www.norrag.org/the-international-education-architecture-some-reflections-by-steven-j-klees/
https://www.norrag.org/the-international-education-architecture-some-reflections-by-steven-j-klees/
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/45827300.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/45827300.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/19/donald-trump-impeachment-trial-abuse-power-davos
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/19/donald-trump-impeachment-trial-abuse-power-davos
https://www.tni.org/en/article/hundreds-of-civil-society-organizations-worldwide-denounce-world-economic-forums-takeover-of
https://www.tni.org/en/article/hundreds-of-civil-society-organizations-worldwide-denounce-world-economic-forums-takeover-of
https://www.tni.org/en/article/hundreds-of-civil-society-organizations-worldwide-denounce-world-economic-forums-takeover-of
https://www.tni.org/en/article/un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles
https://www.tni.org/en/article/un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles
https://www.tni.org/en/article/un-signs-deal-with-davos-that-threatens-democratic-principles
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/19/warm-words-as-the-global-order-unravels-how-50-davos-gatherings-shaped-history
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/19/warm-words-as-the-global-order-unravels-how-50-davos-gatherings-shaped-history
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/19/warm-words-as-the-global-order-unravels-how-50-davos-gatherings-shaped-history
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/19/warm-words-as-the-global-order-unravels-how-50-davos-gatherings-shaped-history
https://www.innovations.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/WEF_GRI_EverybodysBusiness_Report_2010.pdf
https://www.innovations.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/WEF_GRI_EverybodysBusiness_Report_2010.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/about/world-economic-forum
https://www.weforum.org/about/world-economic-forum


32 

Introduction
Long-standing assumptions about the legitimacy of the world 
order are splintering at an accelerating pace, also affecting 
educational development. The centrality of governments in 
conceiving, delivering and regulating education based on 
agreed-upon norms and principles is weakening under pres-
sures of both demand and supply. Yet, new ways of doing 
things that include the for-profit private sector have gone 
along with increased inequality, a fading of commitment to 
fund unfulfilled needs in the poorest countries, and uncer-
tainty about the paths forward. This piece gives an overview 
of some of the main challenges and conflicting objectives 
facing public and private entities when it comes to delivering 
quality education for all. It ends with a series of questions for 
which research and policy dialogue are needed. 

Background
The mechanisms of global cooperation and governance that 
emerged from the aftermath of World War II, (the United Na-
tions, the OECD, the Bretton Woods institutions and various 
military alliances) were all conceived with governments as 
the principal players. Governments were assumed to be the 
guarantors and regulators of political systems, with non-
profit private actors and institutions as more or less subservi-
ent collaborators. Norms and standards were to be agreed 
and enforced by governments and conflicts were matters for 
governments to settle. However, gathering strength since the 
1950s neoliberal economic theories equating freedom with 
competition as the ideal defining characteristic of societies1 
(Milton Friedman & Friedman, 2002) gained influence in a 
number of nations and in international development bodies. 
Globalization has increased the reach and power of multina-
tional corporations, to the detriment of governments’ power 
to collect taxes and maintain or improve public services and 
public goods (Lewin, 2019). Regulation was variously seen as 
necessary to ensure safety and equity of citizenries or as an 
unnecessary weakening of capitalist inventiveness. The ten-
sion is growing between the vision of education as a means 
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of developing individual and collective talents and cohesion, 
on the one hand, and competing philosophies rooted in mon-
etary valuation of all human activity sideline individual worth 
and satisfaction except as a factor of economic productivity 
(Klees, 2016). 

International conferences and agreements increasingly men-
tioned the private sector as a partner and actor in development 
beginning in the last decade of the twentieth century. Interna-
tional organizations began giving corporate, for-profit entities, 
a seat at the development assistance table (Draxler, 2008).

These trends are viewed variously with alarm, resignation or 
satisfaction, depending on the context and the motivations 
and ideologies of the actors. They have permeated develop-
ment assistance philosophy and interpretation of research 
and evaluation on on-going programmes (UNESCO GEM Re-
port, 2019). The concept note for the 2021 Global Education 
Report sets out the challenges and dilemmas of this changing 
landscape admirably, stressing the need for a comprehensive 
overview as well as better definitional clarity on non-state 
actors and their place in the education policy and delivery. 
Within this panorama, public-private partnerships (PPPs) 
have to a large extent been folded into a broader trend that 
sees a blurring of lines between public and private actors 
(Steiner-Khamsi & Draxler, 2018) and competing views of the 
policy and governance mechanisms that promote innovation 
and efficiency (Verger, 2017).

The weakening of the public sector in terms of funding and 
power in the face of globalization is playing out through dra-
matically increasing inequality2 and economic uncertainty 
for those on the low side of the socio-economic spectrum. 
Interacting with increasing conflicts within states3 and their 
resulting humanitarian crises, there are also consequences on 
the structure and pay of work, damage to the environment, 
global governance in general, and individual security and 
autonomy (Stiglitz, 2018). The Rawlsian vision of distributive 
justice (King, 2005), with the state as umpire of fair opportu-
nity for its citizens, has become to a large extent bypassed 
by an underlying attribution of individual or local communal 
responsibility for success or failure regardless of broader 
circumstances. In short, interactions between the public and 
private sectors are inevitably viewed through the lens of an 
ideological world view concerning the benefits and beneficia-
ries of governance structures. 

Education for what?
In education, this has played out, with accelerating power 
since the late 1970s, by an emphasis on human capital as the 
overwhelmingly most important outcome of learning (Klees, 
2019). Concurrently the contribution of human capital to 
productivity, as measured by corporate value and GDP, has 
become a key element of education. Cost-benefit, in this view, 

is measured not in terms of social cohesion or overall well-
being, but in terms of preparation for jobs.

Concurrently, the private sector has discovered over the last 
thirty years or so that education is one of the last frontiers 
for private enterprise, domestically and for export (Gutman, 
2000). While the provision of materials and infrastructure for 
education has always been partially or wholly contracted out 
to private providers, the creation and running of schools and 
universities has been largely public or carried out by non-prof-
it entities. Following on a trend for public-private partnerships 
for other public endeavors (utilities, infrastructure, wars), edu-
cation has emerged as a possible lucrative area for capturing 
public subsidy (Draxler, 2015). Largely practiced in the US and 
the UK, education public-private partnerships for education 
(sometimes including a range of actors and therefore called 
multi-stakeholder partnerships) are being encouraged and 
funded by some multilateral and bilateral donors. In today’s 
landscape, it is often difficult to disentangle the identities and 
roles and interactions of various private actors, along with 
new financing mechanisms and new legal frameworks.

Also, as a number of articles elsewhere in this issue will detail, 
contemporary philanthropists and philanthropies are more 
and more inclined not just to fill gaps in public provision but 
also to seek to participate in and influence societal trends 
and public policies. Furthermore, the boundaries between 
philanthropies and business are also becoming blurred in 
many instances. And, with a rapidly shifting landscape of 
private sector involvement world-wide the domination of 
philosophies and ways of intervention of the Global North will 
undoubtedly be more and more influenced by new actors in 
other parts of the world. (netFWD, 2019). 

Education Reform: Finance, Regulation and 
Time-Frames
In spite of educational progress in most countries, a back-
ground of inadequate and often stagnating or declining 
financing available for the development of education at all 
levels remains. With the financing gap4, in addition to further 
challenges posed by the weakening of public education provi-
sion, it is natural that users, practitioners and policy makers 
look to alternatives that they hope could step in with funding, 
generate efficiencies, and improve quality. There is undeni-
able demand in all countries for improvements to education, 
often expressed by parent demand for private schooling. 
Private sector involvement is tempting on the demand side. 
On the supply side, opportunity knocks.

It is clear from both financial flows and research that addi-
tional funding injected into education development from the 
private sector is negligible. PPPs are guaranteed and largely 
financed by public funds (Verger, 2017). The principal claims 
for the benefits of PPPs and private sector involvement in ed-

https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/01/17/sp01172019-the-financial-sector-in-the-2020s
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/01/17/sp01172019-the-financial-sector-in-the-2020s
https://reliefweb.int/report/yemen/casualties-conflict-7-urgent-humanitarian-crises-2020-early-warning-forecast
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/making-generation-educated-a-reality
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ucational development in general are that they will increase 
financial resources available as well as the effectiveness of 
both inputs and outcomes (Stiglitz, 2018). However, efficien-
cies and profits can accrue only by lowered costs (almost 
exclusively lower costs for teachers through reduced pay or 
replacement by technologies) or reduced public funding due 
to increased household contributions.

Both demand and supply incentives mean that the trend 
for more private involvement, modest in financial terms at 
this writing, will not slow down. The policy questions that 
analysts, researchers, decision-makers and users need to ask 
are around these issues. It should be borne in mind that time-
frames are crucial for the answers. Reforms and solutions that 
seem attractive in the short term often have longer-term unin-
tended consequences. Strengthening the private sector offer 
of education can have (and has demonstrably had) the effect 
of weakening the public sector and therefore disadvantaging 
large cohorts of learners that by choice or necessity rely on the 
public sector to ensure equity and meet special needs.

New Governance Tools and Attitudes
In contrast to the world order of nation-states, the contempo-
rary one in which corporations participate openly and actively 
in the formulation of public policy and governance, we are still 
lacking tools to fully protect public goods such as education. 

Much research on private sector involvement in education 
has focused on the appropriate creation and management of 
the regulatory frameworks (Rolla Moumné, 2015). This may 
not be a productive avenue, in the light of a general trend 
towards weakening of state control in many countries and of 
blurring distinctions between public, corporate and philan-
thropic aims and influence (Lubienski, 2016). In that sense, 
viewing PPPs as a distinct category of educational supply and 
management may be outdated. New financial arrangements 
mixing public and private interests in educational develop-
ment – e.g. social impact bonds (Carnoy & Maraci, 2020) 
results-based funding, corporate or for-profit philanthropy 
– continue to emerge. All these have in common a blurring 
of lines between public and private, and trade-offs between 
competing interests and objectives. 

Follow here some of the questions and issues that need at-
tention when imagining what trade-offs there might be for 
the blurring of lines between public and private and what 
tools of control and information can be put in place.
 

• How is democratic governance/oversight foreseen, pro-
vided and monitored? 

• How do private sector initiatives fit in to, complement or 
compete with education for all? 

• What are the opportunity costs of PPPs, multi-stakeholder 
partnerships, or for-profit education? Reforms are costly. 

PPPs are known to expend extra effort as compared to 
single-party provision of education (Verger, 2017). These 
costs should be assessed and included as part of reform 
and partnership measures.

• How are results measured and over what time-frames? 
Short-term outcomes nearly always have longer-term 
unforeseen effects. 

• How might scalability be in conflict with tailored in-
novation? Innovations that are presented as being cost-
effective when scalable can prove resistant to going to 
scale for a number of reasons, but without scale can be 
very much more expensive than alternatives (Mauricio 
Romero, 2019).

• What are the potential conflicts of interest of the entities 
carrying out the background research on needs, opera-
tion and outcomes, and how is integrity of data use pro-
tected (Carnoy & Maraci, 2020)? 

• What part of the burden of providing education for all is 
shouldered by financing coming from the private sector 
as opposed to public financing routed through private 
sector policy and spending? 

Even in countries with robust regulatory environments, exam-
ples abound of abuse or non-observance of regulations. Cost-
ing of reforms often doesn’t include externalities provided 
by governments or the price of putting the reforms in place. 
Non-profit interest groups of parents, teachers, researchers 
and other stakeholders can and should, however, be watchful 
defenders of the public interest and the public good. 
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The new “edu-philanthropy,” with its focus on “disrupting” 
sectors (Christensen, Horn, & Johnson, 2008), encouraging 
entrepreneurialism and innovation, demanding accountability 
for results, and measuring impact is seeking to improve 
education systems in ways that echo the business 
backgrounds of these philanthropists. However, in applying 
assumptions and approaches from impact investing, 
information technology, and other fields, the edu-philanthropy 
movement re-casts the “good” of education. While school 
systems are often positioned to mediate competing demands 
reflecting societal and private goals for education, new edu-
philanthropies generally advance an agenda that emphasizes 
individualized benefits, and promote policies that undercut 
attention to the collective purposes of schooling.

Traditionally, education systems have been structured to 
provide societal benefits such as increased social cohesion and 
greater economic development, but also to generate private 
advantages like enhanced employability for individuals. The 
public good aspects of education suggest regulation, if not 
direct provision, by public authorities in order to guarantee 
widespread and preferably equitable access for all. But the 
private good aspects of schooling imply a different set of 
structures and behaviors often associated with the business 
sector, such as consumer-style choice, autonomous and 
independent provision by non-state actors, and competition. 
Understanding and mediating these different conceptions 
of education is an ongoing task that illuminates the relative 
strengths of various models of school governance in their 
ability to serve different constituencies. 

Philanthropic Impulses and Orientations
Disrupting this traditional, even creative, tension between 
public and private purposes and related structures for 
education, edu-philanthropies have in recent years 
reconfigured education governance in fundamental ways 
that bypass the necessarily fragmented aims of traditional 
education structures, but which reflect their own backgrounds 

Summary
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new “edu-philanthropy,” with its focus 
on “disrupting” sectors, encouraging 
entrepreneurialism, innovation, accountability 
for results, and measuring impact, actually 
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in private-sector wealth accumulation. Such disruption is 
evident across the globe as public policymakers increasingly 
draw on private-sector institutions and actors (including 
from for- and non-profits) as inspiration and models for 
reconfiguring public policymaking and governance in 
education (Lubienski & Perry, 2019).

In the United States, while there is a long tradition 
of philanthropic interest in education, the new edu-
philanthropists are leveraging their wealth not necessarily 
just out of the humanitarian impulse that was the hallmark 
of earlier economic elites, but as an investment for which 
they demand evidence of effectiveness and returns – albeit 
not simply to themselves. This is evident across major 
edu-philanthropic actors in the US, including the “big six” 
foundations active in education reform (Gates, Walton, Broad, 
Dell, Fisher, and Robertson foundations), as well as with two 
other private organizations – the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative 
and the Emerson Collective – that fall outside of traditional 
philanthropic forms. These are some of the wealthiest and 
most active philanthropies overall in the US, and at least half of 
them are focused primarily on education (Lubienski, 2019b). 

But in examining these actors, particular patterns are 
evident beyond their immense scale (both individually and 
collectively). It is important to note that, with the exception 
of the Walton family, which is second generation wealth from 
retail sales, all of these edu-philanthropists are self-made, 
having earned fortunes largely from the tech sector, but also 
through retail and other endeavors. Moreover, although they 
have some degree of diversity in their agendas, they find 
common ground in promoting (quasi-)market or “incentivist” 
models for education that emphasize the pursuit of individual 
(or organizational) self-interest that advance private good 
aspects of schooling, but also in elevating private interests 
in education policymaking (Greene et al., 2008; Lubienski 
& Linick, 2011; Sandel, 2012; Scott & Jabbar, 2014). This is 
evident not just in their funding of alternative organizational 
models for schooling, such as charter schools, but in their 
investments in individuals, organizations, and networks that 
“orchestrate” advocacy around their agendas (Lubienski, 
Brewer, & Goel La Londe, 2016). Thus, while collectively 
these edu-philanthropists have pretty much no professional 
expertise or training in education issues, their claim to a 
predominant position in education policymaking is not just a 
matter of their personal wealth or philanthropic virtue, but the 
business acumen in market analysis, impact investing, sensing 
and shaping consumer preferences, and working with public 
officials that they demonstrated in earning that wealth. 

In fact, these philanthropists themselves, and often the people 
they employ to direct their efforts in education, tend to have 
training and experience in business, not education. Hence, in 
treating education policymaking as an area for private interests 

to assert their agendas, those agendas also tend to reflect a 
business model for schooling in areas such as school choice 
programs, merit pay for teachers, or private sector solutions for 
issues facing public education. 

This agenda is evident in policies that – on the supply side – 
ease entry for non-state providers of schooling, along with 
related access to public funding (as with charter schools 
and vouchers), provide more autonomy and deregulate 
schools, and promote individualized education options, 
often drawing on technologies from the sector where many 
of these philanthropists earned their experience and fortune. 
On the demand side, these policies focus on school choice, 
recasting families as consumers who can shop around for the 
best fit or most effective education services. Thus, although 
edu-philanthropists often adopt a rhetoric of “equity,” their 
preferred policies often elevate the individual benefits 
of schooling for those who effectively capitalize on the 
opportunities provided by choice (Lubienski, 2017). 

Privatizing Educational Goods
As private philanthropists are exercising influence over public 
policy processes in re-making schools in the private-sector’s 
image, the organizational behavior of schools increasingly 
reflects private sector models that stress the private-good 
benefits of education, and neglects schoolings’ public-
good benefits (Lubienski, Gordon, & Lee, 2013; Lubienski & 
Weitzel, 2009). Families are increasingly positioned to treat 
schooling in consumer-style terms, weighing options and 
looking for relative advantages for their child – as opposed 
to “other people’s children” (Delpit, 1995; Dewey, 1899). The 
broader public interest in education is de-emphasized as 
consumer ideals of “freedom of choice” and “options” become 
predominant goals (e.g., Bast & Harmer, 1997; Blum, 1958; 
Friedman, 1962; Greene, 2002; Mackinac Center for Public 
Policy, 1997; Slodysko & Danilova, 2017).

These policy goals then shape the organizational behavior 
of schools, which are encouraged to adopt business-style 
structures, practices and orientations to attract students 
(and funding) and become more “entrepreneurial” (Klein, 
2012). Recognizing competitive incentive structures promoted 
by policymakers and philanthropists, schools may pursue 
certain types of students (and not others), thus reshaping their 
“public” institutional orientations (Bifulco, Ladd, & Ross, 2009; 
Gonzalez, 2017; Rotberg, 2014). Together, the efforts of edu-
philanthropists to impose market-style models on education, 
and the increasing tendency of schools to adopt such models, 
highlight the shift of the “good” of schooling from one that 
accommodated both individual and collective concerns to one 
that is centered on the privatized purposes of schooling, which 
are best pursued through a business model for education 
(Labaree, 2018).
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In leveraging their backgrounds in the business, edu-
philanthropists tend to conceptualize problems facing 
education – including factors reflecting public education’s 
traditional orientation to public and private goals – as issues 
that can be addressed through business-style remedies. 
Perhaps the most obvious evidence of this tendency is the 
efforts to re-cast problems with schooling as a matter of 
ineffective individuals and organizations, rather than a result 
of social factors such as segregation and systematic resource 
deprivation. Thus, as the business-lens shapes the diagnosis, 
it also shapes the prescribed remedy. The edu-philanthropies 
in question generally seek to promote “innovation,” (market-
style) accountability, deregulation (“autonomy”), a wider menu 
of choices, and consumer satisfaction – as one might do with, 
say, WalMart or Microsoft.

But at the same time, it is important to observe that these 
policies are promoted, not necessarily through grass-roots 
democratic means in impacted communities, but through 
top-down approaches more associated with the business 
sector, often through outsourcing the policy and advocacy 
work to intermediaries (DeBray, Scott, Lubienski, & Jabbar, 
2014; Lubienski, 2018, 2019a; Scott et al., 2016; Scott & Jabbar, 
2014; Scott, Lubienski, DeBray, & Jabbar, 2014). There, as in 
the private sector, edu-philanthropists strive to align policy 
and political factors to advance their agenda through efforts 
such as investing in political campaigns, funding particular 
“experts” and “thought leaders,” or creating “grass tops” 
organizations that give the appearance of community support 
(Au & Lubienski, 2016; Miller, 2011).

All of this, of course, begs the primary question of whether 
education is a public or private good – something that has 
been considered at length elsewhere. But, in a sense, that 
question becomes less relevant as edu-philanthropists, 
elevating their own sense of expertise and imposing their 
vision onto public policymaking, effectively privilege one 
side of a complex and nuanced debate about the “good” that 
education represents. Ironically, even as reformers laud the 
goal of “accountability” for schools, edu-philanthropists enjoy 
a degree of impunity from the consequences of their policy 
agendas. Philanthropists are not necessarily accountable to 
the wider public for whom they seek to shape policy. As Bill 
Gates noted, “It would be great if our education stuff worked, 
but that we won’t know for probably a decade” (Strauss, 
2013). Thus, as some school choice schemes supported by 
edu-philanthropies are now being shown to have detrimental 
impacts for children (Dynarski, 2016; Lubienski & Malin, 2019), 
funders are shielded from scrutiny not only by their position as 
private, non-governmental actors, but by the presumed virtue 
provided by their public efforts to “do good.” 
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Introduction
What is known as “new philanthropy” arose in the past twenty 
years or so and presents itself as “new” because, among other 
things, it is focused on changing the ways that organizations 
operate and that services are provided (Phills, 2008). This kind 
of philanthropy is no longer content to support programs that 
protect the status quo (e.g., by feeding the poor or by saving 
whales). Rather, new philanthropy seeks to change the ways 
that systems operate through ‘innovation’ and ‘disruption’ 
(Ball, Junemann, & Santori, 2017). In the education sector, 
innovation and disruption often refer to the incorporation 
of business principles and economic logic into the way that 
schools are governed and the way the curricula and teaching 
are organized (Olmedo, 2017). 

In this short piece, we argue two things: First, that new 
philanthropy’s reform agenda is not really new or innovative. 
In what follows, we explain that new philanthropy is simply 
continuing the trajectory of global education policies that 
began almost forty years ago. Second, we argue that new 
philanthropy is, in fact, ‘disruptive,’ but not in the way that 
philanthropists would like to think. From our perspective, 
new philanthropy is disruptive in that the policy trends it 
supports tend to exacerbate inequality and militate against 
equitable access to quality education. 

As will be further discussed, the phenomenon of global 
education policy (GEP) refers to a common set of reform 
principles currently guiding many education policies around 
the world, in the context of globalization (Verger, Novelli, 
& Kosar-Altinyelken, 2018). Since the 1980s at least, these 
policies have tended to include school competition-oriented 
policies, standardization, focus on ‘core subjects’ (i.e., math, 
reading and science), management techniques pertaining to 
the private corporate world, and test-based accountability 
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regimes. In what follows, we begin with a characterization 
of the origins of the global education policy field and the 
emergence of the new philanthropy actors. Subsequently, we 
clarify, first, how these trends reflect the business principles 
and economic logic that are typical of new philanthropy, and 
second, how these trends contribute to ‘disruption’ in the 
sense described above. 

Global Education Policy: From State Domain to 
Global Governance
In the post-WWII context, way before philanthropic 
organizations entered the scene, governments became 
concerned with ensuring peace, stability, and prosperity 
by creating multilateral institutions. As Mundy et al. (2016) 
describe, the establishment of UNESCO, together with 
the development of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948, placed education on the post-war agenda 
of multilateralism, which was focused on ensuring shared 
principles and values across countries. In subsequent 
decades, as education became an issue of concern for more 
and more international organizations, these organizations 
started to represent a new aspect of international relations. 
However, more than entities in and through which the 
interests of states were settled, the work of international 
organizations and their interaction with each other and with 
national and even subnational actors increasingly constituted 
a space -or field -of activity in its own right (Lingard & 
Rawolle, 2011). 

Since the 1980s, however, the proliferation of new actors 
who contribute to shape GEP trends can be divided into at 
least three broad categories. The first is that of ‘traditional’ 
multilateral institutions such as the United Nations 
organizations and regional international development banks. 
The second is national aid agencies, that is, governmental 
bodies that provide development assistance to low-income 
countries, often, though not always, along lines of national 
self-interest and formerly colonial relationships. In contrast 
with these two groups, the third group can be labeled 
‘international civil society’ and includes non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), such as philanthropic organizations, 
think tanks, research organizations, and program 
implementing organizations, in addition to others who 
represent crosscutting interests such as Save the Children, 
Teach for All, the Global Campaign for Education, and 
Education International (the global federation of teachers’ 
unions), to name a few. 

Some argue that this third group should be divided into two, 
thus separating corporate actors (‘edu-businesses’, corporate 
social responsibility initiatives, and new philanthropic 
organizations) from other non-profit NGOs, activists, and 
grassroots movements (Avelar & Ball, 2017). Either way, 
the key element here is that all of these organizations are 

either semi-independent or completely independent of the 
interests of states, with the implication being that this ‘global 
education policy field’ is to a great extent characterized by 
the priorities, preferences, and autonomy of numerous kinds 
of actors different from states. Worth noting, as there are 
uneven power relationships across organizations competing 
for influence, and given that the GEP field is situated within 
larger geopolitical dynamics, the architecture of GEP can be 
depicted as a complex network of influence, organizations, 
policy ideas and paradigms, and financial arrangements 
(Edwards, 2018; Mundy et al., 2016).

In the 1990s, the term ‘global governance’ was popularized in 
order to characterize the dynamics described above wherein 
multiple organizations compete and collaborate across levels 
to influence education policy. Not surprisingly, the emergence 
of this term coincided with the end of the Cold War and came 
on the heels of a new wave of economic globalization that 
began in the 1970s. When it comes to the global governance 
of education, in the context of a world capitalist system, there 
have been new pressures put on states by the combination 
of economic liberalization, financial deregulation, periodic 
recessions, and the increasing involvement of non-state and 
for-profit actors in education reform processes, together with 
the prevalence of the overlapping logics of neoliberalism and 
new public management that permeate reform processes. 
More specifically, these economic and ideational factors 
create multiple challenges for states. For example, economic 
liberalization pressures states to compete economically 
to attract global capital, which entails a focus on making 
education systems competitive; financial deregulation 
often makes it more difficult to collect tax revenue (and 
thus to fund education systems); periodic recessions (and/
or economic reforms imposed by development banks) force 
policymakers to do more with less; and the involvement of 
corporate and non-state actors in policymaking processes 
shifts the common sense around reform such that policies 
based on efficiency, competition, and accountability (and 
informed by considerations of profitability) are seen as being 
the most appropriate and desirable for improving the quality 
of education (Edwards & Means, 2019). As will be discussed 
below, these contextual factors influence the second (i.e., 
current) wave of GEPs. 

A Thirty-Year-Old New Wave
This shift in thinking identified as from the 1990s can be 
characterized as a shift that tends to focus on the governance 
(or management) of education systems according to 
measurable outcomes, business principles, and economic 
logic. This contrasts with the traditional emphasis on 
improving state provision of education, wherein the 
government focused on inputs, processes, infrastructure, 
and the expansion or improvement of the system to reach 
all students and their needs. Thus, when it comes to policy 
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change since the 1980s—the time when the above contextual 
constraints began to emerge—it can be said that reforms 
that accord with, or that follow from, this context represent 
key forms of innovation, in that they represent a break from 
the logic that guided education reform in earlier periods, 
as described further above. Looking at trends in worldwide 
perspective during this time, Sahlberg (2016) notes that 
there are five key innovations that stand out. In that these 
innovations have been promoted and adapted across many 
country contexts, they are also GEPs.

The first global education trend is the introduction of policies 
geared towards competition. Examples include voucher 
programs (where students are given a stipend to cover or 
offset the cost of attending a private school and families are 
granted freedom to choose among the available public and 
private options), charter schools (where publicly-owned 
schools are run by non-state, both for-profit or non-profit 
actors while receiving public funding on a per-capita basis), 
and low-fee private schools (where states allow—or indirectly 
drive—the proliferation of private schools created by 
individuals or groups of individuals aiming at financial profit 
targeting low-income populations).The means for judging the 
effectiveness of these reforms is most frequently based on 
standardized test scores, with the further implication being 
that schools are less likely to collaborate and instead compete 
for enrollment. Rather than improving quality and equity, 
evidence shows that the competitive environments that these 
policies aim at generating foster socio-economic segregation 
dynamics while providing incentives for schools to recruit 
certain types of students, as well as to discriminate against 
those less academically skilled or with special educational 
needs (Edwards & Means, 2019). The loss of positive peer-
effect resulting from greater school discrimination and 
the segregation dynamics contributes to an increasing 
achievement gap between schools and thus fuels social 
reproduction and increasing educational inequalities. 

The second GEP innovation is reflected in efforts at 
standardization. This began with a shift away from teacher 
autonomy and towards standardized curricula and 
assessment in the 1990s. In the words of Sahlberg (2016), 
although “these reforms initially aimed to have a stronger 
emphasis on learning outcomes and school performance 
instead of content and structures of schooling,” in practice it 
has become “a generally unquestioned belief among policy-
makers and education reformers that the presence of clear 
and sufficiently high performance standards for schools, 
teachers, and students is a precondition to improved quality 
of teaching and better overall performance of schools” (p. 
134). Standardization policies seem to have spread, however, 
unaware of long-known social reproduction dynamics and 
perverse mechanisms that, in fact, these policies propel. 
To be sure, schools with more resources and with students 

who have more economic, cultural, and social capital are 
already more likely to perform better in standardized tests. 
In addition, punitive measures often embedded in policies 
for standardized assessment (i.e., threat of withholding 
resources from schools, closing schools, state takeover, or 
performance-based teacher firings) do not contribute to 
improving teaching practices in the schools in question, as 
the lack of resources and stability arguably militates against 
the provision of a quality education. Finally, unwanted effects 
of standardization at the teaching practices level, such as 
teaching to the test, scripting and aligning curricula with 
standardized tests, and the reduction or elimination of recess 
time and/or other untested subjects, also tend to have a more 
negative impact on schools serving low-SES or marginal-
ized populations where, in light of the families’ limited 
cultural and educational capital, schools play a key role in 
guaranteeing access to culture in a broad sense.

The third GEP trend has to do with an increased emphasis 
on literacy, numeracy and science in curricula, signaled as 
‘core subjects’ in numerous national and international policy 
documents. The explosive proliferation of international 
large-scale assessments (ILSAs) since the 1990s has played 
a major role in prioritizing certain school subjects over 
others. The global diffusion of ILSAs and, especially, their 
power in terms of appealing to policymakers by creating 
simple, straight-forward scorecards for different national 
educational systems, has raised concerns around the 
need to align national curricula to the contents included 
in such assessments. While various IL-SAs have been in 
place since the 1990s, the most influential is PISA (Program 
for International Student Assessment). PISA’s policy 
influence has become such that scores in the areas of 
‘reading, mathematics, and science’—PISA’s three areas of 
assessment—'have now become the main determinants of 
perceived success or failure of pupils, teachers, and schools 
in many education systems’ (Sahlberg, 2016, p. 135). This 
worldwide ‘general consensus’ has meant that an ever-
growing number of educational systems have increased 
instructional time for literacy, numeracy and science subjects 
to the detriment of other subjects such as social studies, arts 
and music, and the development of so-called non-cognitive 
skills, traditionally inherent to the humanist educational 
endeavor. This reconfiguration in terms of the curriculum 
and the overall aims of education leads to the same 
harmful consequences as described above for low-SES and 
marginalized students.

The fourth GEP trend is the transposition of techniques, 
common-sense, and planning procedures from the private 
corporate world to the education sector, especially in terms of 
management at both the school and system levels. Examples 
include performance-based pay, teacher and principal 
assessment based on measurable results, value-added 
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models for hiring and firing teachers and principals or other 
personnel-related decisions, and data-driven instruction 
(based on student test scores), among others. This trend 
has gained salience as part of the new-public-management-
inspired criticism of schools and, more broadly, the idea 
that state agents and agencies are ineffective and inefficient 
actors and organizations that lack clear performance-
oriented incentives. In this context, private organizations—
and private schools, in particular—are considered blueprints 
for managerial activity that will lead to increased student 
achievement. Interestingly, however, evidence is conclusive 
in affirming that the better performance frequently found in 
private schools is not related to their private nature nor their 
managerial approach, but rather to the above-average socio-
economic status of the students that these schools target and 
serve. At the same time, and somewhat paradoxically, some 
typical private-sector managerial practices are at the core of 
both better performance at the individual level and school 
segregation at the aggregate level, as when schools seek to 
attract those students who will allow them to produce the 
best results (i.e., highest test scores) without requiring costly 
services. Of course, such strategies—which can be labeled 
resource-use maximization by means of student selection—
further inequity on a system-wide basis and contribute to 
social reproduction.

Finally, and relatedly, the fifth GEP trend has to do with 
the adoption of test-based accountability policies that 
aim at holding teachers and school leaders accountable 
for students’ achievement. In addition to consumer-based 
accountability dynamics stemming from the introduction of 
market mechanisms in educational systems (and which are 
directed at schools), test-based accountability regimes have 
been increasingly adopted as a means of monitoring school 
professionals’ labor. In clear interdependence with some of 
the trends described above, these accountability regimes 
are based on the ideas that teachers and principals have to 
deliver on improving student achievement in compliance 
with set performance targets, and that student achievement 
can be measured objectively by means of standardized 
tests. Most of the architecture of these regimes relies on the 
logics of monetary rewards and punishments, often enacted 
through merit-based pay models with students’ scores in 
standardized tests being the only or main indicator of merit. 
The problem with test-based accountability is that it may be 
considered both illegitimate and short-sighted to hold school 
professionals accountable for results that are impossible 
to achieve; extremely simplistic in terms of the indicators 
used; conceptually questionable in terms of whether or not 
they actually reflect ‘learning,’ ‘achievement,’ or ‘skills’; or, 
most often, dependent on variables that are beyond schools’ 
control. In that test-based accountability often specifies 
the achievement or proficiency threshold that students are 
expected to reach, these policies frequently lead teachers to 

focus on ‘bubble’ students, that is, students who are on the 
cusp of reaching the test result cutoff score that is needed for 
compliance. The implication is that students who are either 
far below or above the desired score are likely to receive less 
attention from the teacher. 

Conclusions
In sketching the five trends noted above, we have 
attempted to show that new philanthropy is not really new 
or innovative—and that it represents the continuation of 
a questionable trajectory of reforms. We also sought to 
highlight the ways that new philanthropy does, in fact, 
contribute to disruption. However, as opposed to the 
positive images of disruption that are promoted by the new 
philanthropists and their supporters, the global education 
policies advanced by new philanthropy are disruptive in 
the sense that they contribute to worsening inequality in 
multiple ways. We thus suggest that it is new philanthropy 
and the associated global education reforms that need to 
be disrupted. A different kind of ‘innovation’ is needed that 
moves school systems towards equity-based policies and 
progressive politics.

Endnotes

1.  This paper has been adapted from: Edwards Jr. D.B., Moschetti M.C. (2019). 
Global Education Policy, Innovation, and Social Reproduction, in M. Peters, & 
R. Heraud (eds.) Encyclopedia of Educational Inno-vation. Springer. https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-2262-4_111-1
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New philanthropy is the label being given to recent changes in 
the approach of foundations and business to contributing to 
the social good. In the past, foundations mostly gave grants 
and businesses sometimes engaged in what they called 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) to undertake projects 
that they felt to be good public relations. Nowadays, the new 
philanthropy has some distinguishing characteristics. Most 
ubiquitous is so-called “impact investing,” which blurs the lines 
between profits and social purpose. For foundations, instead 
of having their “money gone for good,” they are investors 
who often expect a return, perhaps sufficient to recoup their 
initial outlay (OECD 2014, p. 10). For corporations, impact 
investing usually means making a profit if their expenditures 
are seen as successful in some way. Another touted feature of 
the new philanthropy is that it is supposed to be “disruptive,” 
in the sense that it is rather disdainful of government-led 
solutions to social problems and intends to disrupt traditional 
modes. And, relatedly, it exalts market solutions and business 
acumen, believing that the private sector can be the engine 
of social change and that business logic and know-how can 
be applied to solve social problems. In education, the new 
philanthropy has given us a focus on privatization, technology, 
measurement and testing, results-based financing, and related 
narrow approaches to accountability, principally on what Pasi 
Sahlberg has called GERM, the rather narrow neoliberal Global 
Education Reform Movement.

What’s wrong with the new philanthropy? To begin, I see 
impact investing as somewhere between very problematic 
and disastrous. On the very problematic side, I think the 
likelihood of major financial resources going into impact 
investing is pretty low. Certainly, this is true on the corporate 
side. CSR to date has given us very small investments that 
are uncoordinated, idiosyncratic, self-interested, public 
relations-oriented, and unlikely to contribute to solving 
social problems. A former business school professor of mine 
wrote about the “social responsibility of business and other 
pollutants of the air.” He was very pro-business but his point 
was the business of business is business and we should not 
expect them to invest much in social problems – even if now 
there is the possibility of some return on the investment. 

It is possible that we will get more substantial impact 
investment from foundations, but despite the current 
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rhetoric of partnerships, it is likely to be uncoordinated and 
idiosyncratic as well. Moreover, a fundamental problem with 
impact investment is the same one faced by the public sector’s 
fascination with results-based finance (RBF). Past concern 
with both inputs and outcomes of education has narrowed to 
forget about inputs and to only look at outcomes. However, 
improving education inputs is extremely important, and the 
desired outcomes of education are multiple, and many are not 
easily measured. Impact investing (or RBF) selects a few of the 
more easily measurable outcomes. Thus, impact investment 
projects result in a major distortion of educational purposes 
and curricula, re-directing what should be in the hands of 
educators, communities, and governmental representatives 
into narrow quantifiable goals. Impact investing gets around 
public accountability and participatory, democratic oversight, 
turning what should be a political activity in the best sense of 
that word into a narrow technical one.

Perhaps even more problematic still is the new philanthropy’s 
emphasis on the application of business logic and know-how. 
Contrary to current hype, business leaders have neither the 
knowledge nor experience with how to deal with complex social 
problems that have no “bottom line” and are embroiled in 
disagreement about both facts and values. The rigid hierarchical 
decision-making structures of business are nowhere to be found 
in the messy political environment of government. Business 
know-how is of very limited use, and business charity, i.e., social 
responsibility, is even of less use. The “new public management” 
approach for the last several decades and the new philanthropy 
have combined, as above, to treat our social problems as if 
they did have a bottom line by focusing on a few quantitative 
outcomes to the detriment of coming to grips with the complex 
nature of the problems we face. 

At one level, the new philanthropy is giving us chaos. 
Uncoordinated, multiple projects by foundations and 
corporations may help some people, but it is no way to 
solve social problems that need democratic, coordinated, 
national, global, and government-led responses. However, 
the coordinated efforts of the new philanthropy may be 
even more frightening and harmful that the atomistic 
response. There are a number of examples indicating that 
the coordinated efforts of foundations and multinational 
corporate actors are moving us toward a new ruling elite. 
In the U.S., in the Obama administration era, Diane Ravitch 
(2013) writes about how three foundations – Broad, Gates, 
and Walton, which she calls the Billionaires Boys Club – have 
essentially “hijacked” U.S. education policy to push neoliberal 
GERM reforms. In Brazil, a number of scholars have examined 
how the Lemann Foundation led a coalition to push the 
government in similar directions (Avelar and Ball 2019; Hall 
2019; Tarlau and Moeller, forthcoming). And in global health 
policy, the Gates Foundation and others seem to have usurped 
the role of the World Health Organization, successfully fighting 

some diseases but ignoring the shambles that the world’s 
primary health care infrastructure has become.

I find some of the long-run goals of the private sector 
frightening. The World Economic Forum (2010) proposed 
what they called a “Global Redesign Initiative.” The essential 
idea was to turn the United Nations itself into a giant Public-
Private Partnership, with business being formal partners in 
global governance. And it is actually being implemented! 
Recently, the U.N. quietly, without any public scrutiny, 
signed an MOU with the World Economic Forum to establish 
“multistakeholder governance groups,” comprised mainly 
of multinational corporations, as an integral part of its 
governance structure (Gleckman 2019).

All this is tied to the arrogance of the new philanthropy. The 
criticism and dismissal of government efforts, the idea that 
we need to disrupt present approaches, focus on atomistic 
market solutions, and recognize that business leaders can be 
instrumental in solving our social problems is simply hubris. 
Anand Giridharadas’ (2018) book, Winners Take All: The Elite 
Charade of Changing the World, should be required reading 
for all edu-preneurs:

Elite networking forums like the Aspen Institute and 
the Clinton Global Initiative groom the rich to be self-
appointed leaders of social change, taking on the problems 
people like them have been instrumental in creating or 
sustaining….The question we confront is whether moneyed 
elites, who already rule the roost in the economy and exert 
enormous influence in the corridors of political power, 
should be allowed to continue their conquest of social 
change and of the pursuit of greater equality. The only 
thing better than controlling money and power is to control 
the efforts to question the distribution of money and power. 
The only thing better than being a fox is being a fox asked 
to watch over the hens. [pp. 6-10]

Giridharadas exposes the paucity of “win-win-ism,” the belief 
that these elites can solve all our social problems by doing 
good through doing well: 

By refusing to risk its way of life, by rejecting the idea that 
the powerful might have to sacrifice for the common good, 
it clings to a set of social arrangements that allow it to 
monopolize progress and then give symbolic scraps to the 
forsaken – many of whom wouldn’t need the scraps if the 
society were working right. [p. 7]

Of course, there are sensible, even progressive, 
philanthropists. But the new philanthropy is embedded in 
neoliberal ideology that deprecates governments and extolls 
the market. Philanthropy has long had ideological biases 
(Arnove 1980; 2007) but the new philanthropy elevates these 
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biases into an explicit market fundamentalist philosophical 
approach. Forty years of neoliberal cutting and disparaging 
government has resulted in an ever greater prominence 
of philanthropy, viewed as a major way to make up for the 
shortfall in needed resources. 

Governments and intergovernmental agencies pander to 
these new philanthropists in the hopes of attracting their 
money. I view the Education Commission’s call a few years 
ago for one overarching education goal and the World 
Bank’s embodiment of that in its new “learning poverty” 
goal as mainly trying to attract Bill Gates and other actors 
into expanding their education philanthropy. Julia Gillard 
(2019), CEO of GPE, in supporting this “galvanizing” goal 
basically says as much. I think all this is health sector envy, 
and it is unlikely to work. The health sector attracts resources 
because it is very big business and has some simple things 
that can be done (e.g., vaccinations and bed nets). Moreover, 
in education, this is awful public policy. The World Bank, GPE, 
and others in their pandering and arrogance are basically 
violating government sovereignty and giving up on SDG4 that 
was agreed to by the entire United Nations and that could be 
mostly achieved if sufficient resources were forthcoming.

Philanthropic giving is dwarfed by public spending, but given 
the dire need for more resources, new philanthropy can have 
an outsized impact, distorting social investments towards its 
neoliberal ideological underpinnings. We need a sea change 
in how we approach our social problems. A crucial part of 
that sea change is that we must no longer rely on charity as 
the major mechanism for providing the resources needed. 
The redistribution of global wealth must be seen as a right to 
correct long-standing and current injustices. Rich countries 
must live up to their promise of spending at least .7% of GDP 
on ODA, and global corporate and wealth taxes should be 
routine. Perhaps even of foundations. In a sensible world, 
there would be no vast private fortunes and little need for 
new or old philanthropy.

Endnotes

1.  Author of the forthcoming book, The Conscience of a Progressive
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With an estimated annual funding gap of USD 39 billion in low- 
and middle-income countries (UNESCO, 2015), reaching quality 
universal education still appears like a far off target. National 
governments and official development assistance (ODA) providers 
are central in bridging this resource deficit, but limited fiscal space 
and flattening ODA flows (OECD, 2019) makes it unlikely for them 
to close the funding gap on their own, at least in the short term. 
In this context, private philanthropy appears as a prominent and 
complementary source of development finance. However, until re-
cently, reliable and publicly available information on foundations’ 
giving, priorities and behaviours was surprisingly scarce.

To provide a better picture of philanthropic giving for developing 
countries, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) stepped up its engagement with philanthropic 
foundations on two fronts: data collection on philanthropic flows, 
and increased dialogue with foundations. In 2018, the OECD 
published unprecedented data on private philanthropy for de-
velopment, collected following OECD-DAC statistical standards 
to ensure comparability with ODA flows (OECD, 2018). The survey 
included 143 foundations worldwide and collected grant and 
activity-level data on philanthropic giving between 2013 and 2015. 
That same year, the OECD launched the OECD Centre on Philan-
thropy to collect additional data on cross-border and domestic 
philanthropic flows in targeted geographies and issue areas. 
Complementary to these efforts, since 2012 the OECD Network of 
Foundations Working for Development (netFWD) brokers dialogue 
between foundations, governments and traditional development 
actors to enhance mutual understanding and initiate collabora-
tion among them. 

Building upon OECD data on philanthropic giving from 2013-15 
and 2017, this article provides a big picture on philanthropy for 
education in developing countries. It also draws on qualitative 
inputs collected by the OECD netFWD through its members and 
associates, and complementary desk research to identify some of 
the strategies foundations pursue to navigate and influence edu-
cation systems. 

Summary
Building upon OECD data on philanthropic 
giving from 2013-15 and 2017, this article 
provides a big picture on philanthropy for 
education in developing countries. It also 
draws on qualitative inputs collected by the 
OECD netFWD through its members and 
associates, and complementary desk research 
to identify some of the strategies foundations 
pursue to navigate and influence education 
systems.
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Global Philanthropy for Education: Five Facts
Foundations are an important source of funding for educa-
tion in developing countries. With a total of USD 2.1 billion over 
three years, or an average of USD 693 million per year, education 

was the second most supported sector by foundations, after 
health and reproductive health. Collectively, foundations repre-
sented the fifth largest source of funding for education towards 
developing countries, making it on par with the bilateral ODA 
provided by the United Kingdom or Japan (Figure 1). 

Source: OECD (2018) and OECD (2019c)

Figure 1: ODA and private providers of finance for education in developing countries 2013-15

Asia and Africa attracted most education-related giving, 
while India, Turkey and the People’s Republic of China 
ranked as the top recipient countries. Asia received USD 608 
million, or 29% of total philanthropic giving for education be-
tween 2013-15. It was followed by Africa, with USD 592 million 
(28% of total giving). Most education funding went to upper-
middle income countries (41% of total philanthropic funding for 
education), while only 8% of funding reached least developed 
countries. 

In line with the regional allocation of giving, India received most 
funding for education with USD 290 million. Turkey with USD 227 
million and the People’s Republic of China with USD 177 million 
followed it. Domestic foundations provided a substantial share 
of funds for education, representing 43% (India), 96% (Turkey) 

and 76% (China) of total philanthropic giving for education in the 
three countries. 

Globally, higher education was the main sector targeted by 
philanthropy in education. Having received close to USD 549 mil-
lion, or 26 % of total philanthropic funding for education, scholar-
ships, and degree and diploma programmes at universities, colleg-
es and polytechnics received the largest share of education-related 
funding. The least supported sector was education research, with 
USD 53 million (or 3% of total funding for education), which com-
prises research on education effectiveness, relevance and quality, 
systematic evaluation and monitoring (see Figure 2). Interestingly, 
in Africa and Asia, teacher training was the least supported sector 
by foundations, while in America, excluding the United States and 
Canada, it was one of the most supported sectors. 

Source: OECD (2018)

Figure 2: Distribution of philanthropy for education 2013-15
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Foundations channelled their funds through well-known 
large organisations. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and other civil society groups channelled USD 578 million (28% 
of total). For their part, universities, colleges, other teaching 
institutions and think tanks channelled USD 476 million (23% 
of education giving), and multilateral organisations USD 155 
million, or 7.5% of education giving. The intermediary organisa-
tions that channelled most philanthropic funding for education 
were the United Nations Children’s Fund (USD 82 million, 4% of 
total funding for education) and the World Bank Group (USD 45 
million, or 2% of total funding for education). Of total philan-
thropic funding for education, 65% was earmarked to specific 
projects, while only 8% was provided as core support. 
Finally, there is a positive correlation between the scale of 

Note: Bigger size reflects higher GDP per capita in 2015 (con-
stant 2010 USD), by country. ODA figures represent period aver-
age of commitments towards the education sector. Note for 
Kosovo: This designation is without prejudice to positions on 
status, and is in line with United Nations Security Council Reso-
lution 1244/99 and the Advisory Opinion of the International 
Court of Justice on Kosovo’s declaration of independence. 
Source: OECD calculations based on OECD DAC and World De-
velopment Indicators.

How philanthropy navigates education systems 
in developing countries
Data on the volume and scope of philanthropic flows is not 
sufficient to describe how foundations navigate the intricate 
ecosystem of institutions and actors within education systems. 
Qualitative inputs are also needed to cast light on some of the 
strategies foundations pursue when investing in education in 
developing countries –and areas that warrant further attention. 

Qualitative inputs from foundations, interviews and desk re-

funding from ODA and philanthropy in education. Between 
2013-15, ODA for education towards all developing countries 
averaged USD 8.5 billion per year, making philanthropic funding 
in education around 8% of ODA towards education. In addition, 
similarly to philanthropy, ODA targeted primarily higher educa-
tion, and was concentrated in Asia and Africa (39% and 32% of 
total ODA for education, respectively). In countries receiving 
both sources of financing during this period, there is a slightly 
positive correlation between the scale of funding from ODA 
and philanthropy in education. This means that, on average, 
countries receiving larger amounts of ODA also received larger 
amounts of philanthropic flows (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: ODA vs. private philanthropy for education, 2013-15

search revealed four different approaches foundations follow 
when investing in education. A first strategy consists in fill-
ing gaps by supporting the provision of education services 
in underserved areas or for marginalised populations. For 
instance, philanthropic funders and ODA donors have expanded 
bridging courses to help out-of-school children catch up and 
reintegrate formal education in Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Ethio-
pia, Liberia and Lebanon. In Egypt, the Sawiris Foundation for 
Social Development is partnering with the Ministry of Education 
to establish community primary schools in remote villages. In 
both examples, philanthropic engagement is time-bound. In 
the initial years, philanthropy covers initial set-up and running 
costs, and ideally, initiatives are later transferred to the govern-
ment or to the community. Yet, long-term funding is not always 
available, which raises the issues sustainability and scalability. 

A second approach consists in supporting innovation, un-
derpinned by rigorous monitoring and evaluation. Founda-
tions are often portrayed as flexible and agile organisations. 
This gives them the ability to hatch and rigorously test new 

Figure 3: ODA vs. private philanthropy for education, 2013-15
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ideas at a relatively small scale, which can in turn help create 
aspirations for wider policy change, provided a dialogue with 
governments and policy makers takes place. For example, the 
Ford Foundation, in partnership with the Consultative Group 
to Assist the Poor (CGAP) put in place a research programme 
to reduce extreme poverty. They piloted and rigorously evalu-
ated an approach, known as the “Targeting the Ultra Poor” or 
the “Graduation Approach” in eight countries across Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. Randomized evaluations showed that 
the approach helped families transition to more secure liveli-
hoods, and in some contexts improved their psychosocial 
well-being. Based on this evidence, more than 20 countries 
have adopted the approach, directly reaching hundredths of 
thousands of women.1 

A similar strategy consists in strengthening governments’ 
education monitoring systems and injecting reliable data 
on student learning outcomes into the public sphere. In 
South Africa, the Michael & Susan Dell Foundation has helped 
strengthen the government’s capacity to gather timely and 
standardised data from schools. In doing so, it has built the 
largest data pool of learner achievement in the country, 
covering 11.1 million learners, or over 85% of primary and 
secondary students. Similarly, the Hewlett Foundation has 
helped expand grassroots learning assessments of foun-
dational numeracy and literacy skills across 14 countries. 
Citizen-led initiatives test children at home, and share results 
with families, schools, communities and government in an 
easy to understand and act manner. These efforts help im-
prove accountability of education system and advocate for 
greater focus on the quality of learning.

Finally, by co-investing with ODA and other private donors, 
foundations are helping shape initiatives at a much larger 
scale than they would ever reach on their own. For instance, 
The Early Learning Partnership, which aims to prepare more 
than 12 million children for primary school in Africa and South 
Asia, is the result of a collective effort by the Children’s Invest-
ment Fund Foundation, the UK Department for International 
Development and the World Bank. There are also growing ex-
amples of donor collaboratives supporting investments in edu-
cation, where foundations, high net worth individuals and pri-
vate companies pool their knowledge, expertise, networks and 
resources. Co-Impact, a donor collaborative that pledged USD 
80 million in its first round of funding in 2018 is a case in point. 

Looking ahead, foundations could collaborate more with 
research teams to shed light on root obstacles to schooling and 
learning, design pilots, experimentally test different educational 
interventions, and support dissemination of findings. Achieving 
SDG 4 does not only require securing sufficient resources but 
also making sure those resources ultimately support effective 
approaches to improve access to quality education. Education 
research is essential to learn about specific contextual barriers 

to quality schooling, identify what works best and why, and 
improve the design, delivery and effectiveness of education 
policies and programmes. However, as revealed by the data, 
research was the least supported sector by philanthropy in edu-
cation during the period 2013-15, leaving room for foundations 
to step up their game substantially.

Conclusions
With funding and technical expertise, foundations are becoming 
full-fledged partners in achieving quality education. However, 
they still face challenges in engaging with education systems 
in developing countries. Many governments cannot distinguish 
foundations from other civil society organisations, and are 
unaware of their potential added value. Besides, not all foun-
dations have a strong presence on the ground, and in many 
countries, there are no coordination structures for institutional 
engagement at the national level. Governments in developing 
countries could further strengthen the enabling environment 
for philanthropy, by creating a legal status to clearly differenti-
ate foundations from other civil society organisations. Founda-
tions could also improve knowledge-sharing with governments 
and the donor community, by participating in national, regional 
or international platforms, especially at the sectoral level.

In addition, foundations could take greater advantage of exist-
ing initiatives to improve the transparency and availability of 
data on philanthropic giving for development. In 2020, the 
OECD will update and expand its database on philanthropy 
for development, through a new global survey, targeting 200 
foundations and covering the period from 2016-2019. Further-
more, the OECD Centre on Philanthropy will release unprec-
edented data on domestic philanthropic giving in four emerging 
economies: Colombia, India, Nigeria and South Africa. Beyond 
fundamentally shaping our understanding of philanthropy, 
open data on philanthropy’s contribution for development is 
the cornerstone for effective coordination and collaboration 
amongst development funders. With this information, donors 
can identify funding gaps and avoid duplication, and recipient 
organisations can better target their fundraising efforts. Not to 
mention, publicly accessible data on philanthropic giving could 
help build trust with grantees, and end beneficiaries, and in-
form the broader public on foundations’ role in society. 

Endnotes

1.  Ford Foundation (2020). Early Lessons from Large-Scale Implementations 
of the Graduation Approach. https://www.fordfoundation.org/campaigns/
early-lessons-from-large-scale-implementations-of-the-graduation-
approach/ and Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL). About Us. 
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/about-j-pal
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52 

References
Banerjee, Abhijit, Esther Duflo, Nathanael Goldberg, Dean 
Karlan, Robert Osei, William Parienté, Jeremy Shapiro, 
Bram Thuysbaert, and Christopher Udry. (2015). “A Multi-
faceted Program Causes Lasting Progress for the Very 
Poor: Evidence from Six Countries.” Science, 348(6236): 
1260799-1–1260799-16. doi:10.1126/science.1260799. 

OECD. (2018). Survey on Private Philanthropy for Devel-
opment 2013-15: Data Questionnaire. OECD Publishing. 
http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-develop-
ment/development-finance-standards/beyondodafounda-
tions.htm.

OECD. (2018). Private Philanthropy for Development. OECD 
Publishing. https://www.oecd.org/dac/private-philanthro-
py-for-development-9789264085190-en.htm

OECD netFWD. (2019). Philanthropy and Education – Qual-
ity Education for All: Lessons and Future Priorities. OECD 
Development Centre. http://www.oecd.org/development/
networks/NetFWD_PolicyNoteOnEducation.pdf

OECD. (2019a). Development Co-operation Report 2019: A 
Fairer, Greener, Safer Tomorrow. OECD Publishing. https://
doi.org/10.1787/9a58c83f-en. 

OECD. (2019b). Creditor Reporting System (CRS) [database]. 
http://stats.oecd.org. 

OECD. (2019c). OECD International Development Statistics: 
Creditor Reporting System [database]. www.oecd.org/dac/
stats/idsonline.htm.

R4D. (2015). Bringing Learning to Light: The Role of Citizen-
led Assessments in Shifting the Education Agenda. Results 
for Development Institute.

UNESCO. (2015). Pricing the right to education: the cost of 
reaching new targets by 2030, Policy Paper 18. UNESCO. 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232197

http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/beyondodafoundations.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/beyondodafoundations.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/beyondodafoundations.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/private-philanthropy-for-development-9789264085190-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/private-philanthropy-for-development-9789264085190-en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/development/networks/NetFWD_PolicyNoteOnEducation.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/development/networks/NetFWD_PolicyNoteOnEducation.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9a58c83f-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9a58c83f-en
http://stats.oecd.org
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/idsonline.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/idsonline.htm
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232197


53

Introduction
It is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the role of philan-
thropy in the global education sector. This is in part thanks to 
NORRAG’s Philanthropy in Education symposium series, co-ed-
ited volumes,1 as well as this Special Issue, which have shone 
a new light on the role of foundations in education financing, 
programming, and research. The Comparative & International 
Education Society have recently introduced a Philanthropy and 
Education Special Interest Group, and the 2021 Global Educa-
tion Monitoring Report will focus on the role of non-state ac-
tors, including foundations, in education systems. 

For some, the increasing role of philanthropy in education, 
particularly in the education systems of low- and middle-
income countries, is a cause for alarm. Justifiable concerns 
are being raised on the degree to which foundations are 
transparent about where they obtain and spend their funds 
and their motivations to do so (Srivastava & Read, 2019), we 
well as the power they are able to wield with cash-strapped 
governments. There are no clear or formalised lines of ac-
countability between foundations and the communities or 
governments with whom they work, which raises additional 
concerns about how philanthropy can be monitored and held 
to account for its work. For others, the entry of philanthropic 
investment and grant-making is a much-needed antidote to 
chronic under funding of education (van Fleet, 2011). From 
this perspective, foundations provide flexible and targeted 
funds that can complement larger-scale government and 
bilateral financing, as well as support to global public goods 
in education, including research and advocacy (Montoya & 
Antoninis, 2019). 

But in much of this coverage, foundations are treated as a 
monolith and little attention is paid to the diversity of the 
philanthropic sector. This article seeks to address this gap. It 
is not attempting to make a value judgement on philanthro-
py’s role in education sector; the purpose is to increase our 
collective understanding of the diversity of philanthropy in 
terms of how they provide support to education programmes, 

Summary
This paper aims at understanding the 
diversity of philanthropy in terms of what 
their contribution "actually" is, financially, 
strategically, or organizationally. So it 
discusses how they provide support to 
education programmes, policy and research; 
how they approach organisation goals; and 
how they organise as a sector. It highlights the 
need to develop a framework for categorizing 
philanthropic activity in education so we can 
develop a stronger analysis of what this diverse 
group of stakeholders is (and is not) doing to 
improve systems of education and learning 
outcomes.
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policy and research; how they approach their organisational 
goals; and how they organise as a sector. To do so, we draw 
on the experience and insights of the International Education 
Funders Group2 a 100+member network of foundations who 
provide support to basic education in the Global South. The 
IEFG is a convening space for foundations, designed to pro-
vide opportunities for collective learning and action in order 
to help improve and coordinate education grant-making. 
We draw on examples of programmes and practices of IEFG 
members to illustrate that foundations work in many educa-
tion sub-sectors, from early childhood to higher education, 
and provide support ranging from direct service provision to 
policy advocacy and research. The aim of this contribution is 
to improve and enrich our dialogues and research agendas in 
the field of philanthropy and education. 

Models of Philanthropic Support
In the broadest sense, we can think of foundations in the 
education sector as falling into one of two groups – those that 
are grant-making foundations and those that are operat-
ing foundations. The former category includes independent 
foundations (generally endowed by an individual or family), 
corporate foundations (sponsored by a company or group of 
companies), and community foundations (who receive their 
funds from a variety of sources)3. Of these, independent foun-
dations are by far the largest in the US, accounting for roughly 
90% of all registered foundations (Anheier & Toepler, 1999). 

Operating foundations primarily operate their own pro-
grammes and projects, but they may also provide grants to 
others. This category of foundation receives far less academic 
or popular attention, however outside of the US, operat-
ing foundations are quite a common form of philanthropic 
organisation (Jung, Harrow & Leat, 2018; Anheier & Toepler, 
1999). Surveys of the International Education Funders Group 
membership suggests that, among foundations based out-
side North America and Europe, two-thirds are operating 
foundations. These include Qatari-based Education Above 
All, which operates the programme Educate a Child – the only 
philanthropic fund dedicated solely to out-of-school children 
(OOSC). Educate a Child leverages its limited funds by co-
financing the scale-up of interventions that bring OOSC into 
the classroom. Another example of an operating foundation 
the Varkey Foundation, which runs teacher training pro-
grammes in Ghana, Uganda and Argentina as well as award-
ing the annual Global Teacher Prize. 

Grant-Making and Organisational Approaches
Another way to think about the diversity of the philanthropic 
sector is to explore how foundations seek to achieve their 
organisational mission and goals. Perhaps surprisingly, 
the ‘how’ of philanthropy has received scant attention, as 
academic and popular interest seems to focus more on the 

source of foundations’ capital – both financial and social – 
than on what they do with this wealth and influence. There 
have been some attempts to distinguish foundations by their 
funding approach (see for example Jung, Harrow & Leat, 
2018; Anheier & Leat, 2006; Prewitt, 2006); building off this 
body of work, we can distinguish four overlapping but distinct 
categories of philanthropic support to education:

A service delivery approach seeks to support the direct 
provision of education services or to ‘fill gaps’ in coverage. 
This likely remains the most common approach to education 
philanthropy and covers a wide swath of work. Most if not all 
operating foundations follow a service-delivery approach. 
IEFG members in this category may support the delivery of 
educational services in formal education, for example the 
IDP Foundation, Inc. provides school leadership training for 
low-fee private schools in Ghana through its Rising Schools 
Program; Luminos Fund supports alternative ‘catch up’ pro-
grammes for out-of-school children through its Speed School 
initiative; Aga Khan Foundation runs its own formal and infor-
mal education programmes, including operating universities 
in Central Asia, East Africa and Pakistan. 

A significant number of grant-making (non-operating) foun-
dations also follow a service delivery approach to education 
philanthropy by providing grants to partners who deliver 
education services in some form or another. Some of the best 
known of these partners and programmes include BRAC’s 
early childhood education programming in Bangladesh and 
STiR’s teacher training programmes in India and Uganda, 
both of which receive significant philanthropic support. 

A human development approach to philanthropic support 
seeks to build the capacity of an individual or group. For 
some foundations, this can mean supporting future leaders or 
‘change-makers’ through targeted supports or awards. Schol-
arship provision is a traditional example of a human develop-
ment approach to education, though one that is decreasing 
in commonality as many foundations seek to widen support 
to whole schools, communities or education systems. Mas-
tercard Foundation’s Scholars Programme is a long-running 
example, however, and provides financial, social, and aca-
demic support to young African scholars.

High profile prizes are another approach to human develop-
ment and capacity building. These can be on an individual 
level, such as Varkey Foundation’s Global Teacher Prize, or an 
institutional/organisation levels, such as MacArthur Founda-
tion’s 100&change competition, which last year was awarded 
to Sesame Workshop and International Rescue Committee for 
their early childhood education work in refugee communities. 

On the other side of the human development approach spec-
trum, some foundations focus their effort on building the 
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capacity of local communities, grassroots organisations and 
social movements. Firelight Foundation, for example, invests 
in community-based organizations in Africa in the belief that 
this will lead to sustainable social change for children and 
youth. It is worth noting that many foundations following a 
service delivery approach include a focus on capacity-build-
ing and human development of their local partners, so there 
is significant overlap between these categories. 

A human development approach often goes hand-in-hand 
with supporting education advocacy. This can be through 
support to key individual change-makers or through support 
to civil society advocacy or social movements. As an example 
of the former, Malala Fund’s Gulmakai Champions initiative 
identifies and provides targeted support for education ad-
vocates working for improved access to quality secondary 
education for girls. Other foundations choose to support ad-
vocacy organisations or networks of organisations. Regional 
Education Learning Initiative (RELI), for example, is a founda-
tion-led network of education advocates focused on policy 
influence for improved learning outcomes in East Africa. 

A knowledge development approach focuses on improv-
ing education data and evidence, including by conducting 
or supporting education research. This is often with an eye 
to impacting policy, supporting advocacy campaigns and/
or driving wider systemic change in education. Sometimes 
foundations themselves conduct education research, for 
example Al Qasimi Foundation carries out research on educa-
tion policy and practice in the Gulf states; Zenex Foundation 
works in partnership with South African research institutions 
to deliver its research programme on foundation phase lit-
eracy and numeracy. Other foundations support or commis-
sion research in specific education sub-sectors, for example, 
Echidna Giving supports research on girls’ education and The 
LEGO Foundation supports work on early childhood develop-
ment and learning through play. 

Much of this research is motivated by a desire for policy 
change in a given field. For foundations who advocate for 
more effective and equitable education policies, supporting 
or conducting policy-oriented research is often central to their 
approach The Bernard van Leer Foundation is a well-known 
example of this approach, as they have been supporting ad-
vocacy and policy-oriented research on the health, nutrition 
and education of babies and toddlers for 50 years.  

For other foundations, a knowledge development approach 
is about expanding the availability and quality of education 
data. The motivation for such an approach is generally to 
support better education decision making at national, sub-
national and even global levels through robust and compa-
rable education data. The Michael and Susan Dell Foundation 
has developed a data dashboard and visualisation tool (the 

Data Driven District project) that uses South African Ministry 
of Education data but presents it in a way that is accessible 
and comparable for district-level officials to use. Hewlett 
Foundation has supported the development of citizen-led 
education assessments modelled on the ASER assessments 
developed by Pratham in India. This initiative is designed to 
improve coverage on learning outcome data but also its ac-
cessibility and use by communities and policymakers. At the 
global level, a number of IEFG members have provided key 
support for the Global Education Monitoring Report, which 
reports on international progress against global education 
goals and targets. 

Finally, a catalysing innovation approach focuses on the 
role of foundations in supporting or incubating innovative 
education models or experiments. For many, this approach is 
associated with ‘new’ philanthropy and typified by the image 
of the entrepreneur and social innovator, disrupting tradition-
al approaches to education by supporting new ideas, technol-
ogies and risky start-ups. There is again considerable overlap 
with the other approaches described above, as foundations in 
this category may support innovative service delivery or may 
seek to improve the supply of evidence for ‘what works’ in 
education. Examples of the ‘catalysing innovator’ include DG 
Murray Trust, which self-describes as a ‘public innovator, not 
a grant-maker’4, and provides strategic investments designed 
to address key social change levers in South Africa. 

For many foundations working under a catalysing innovation 
approach, the goal is to create systemic change in education 
rather than to fill gaps in service delivery. An interesting ex-
ample of such an approach is provided by Co-Impact, a global 
collaborative focused on systems change in education and 
healthcare. Co-impact identifies ‘pathbreaking systems change 
opportunities’5 and works with other philanthropists to provide 
long-term investment to support and scale these opportunities. 

Philanthropic Networks
Foundations working in education and other social sectors 
are increasingly adopting networked forms of organisation in 
order to strengthen their collective voice and impact. Educa-
tion policy and advocacy networks are of course not unique 
to philanthropy, but foundations are becoming more active 
and influential in these networks (Ball, 2008). What is impor-
tant to understand is that both individual foundations and 
philanthropy as a sector are seeking to be taken more seri-
ously as development partners – not just sources of addition-
al funds. We see this in the creation of The Global Partnership 
for Education’s Private Foundations Engagement Strategy, 
which was co-developed by foundations and highlights their 
role in thought leadership, convening multi-stakeholder part-
nership, and information sharing (GPE, 2018). The Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (Antoninis) 
Network of Foundations Working in Development (netFWD) 
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has also developed a set of guidelines and principles for phil-
anthropic engagement, centred on three pillars of Dialogue, 
Data and information sharing, and Partnerships (OECD, 2014). 

The International Education Funders Group is itself a prod-
uct of this interest for more coordination, collaboration and 
information sharing in the philanthropic sector. The group 
remains a loose affinity network and, by design, does not 
operate with a single voice nor engage in policy advocacy or 
educational governance (Haggerty, Magrath & Kelava, 2019). 
However, several spin-off groups have emerged out of the 
IEFG, and these serve as good examples of networked forms 
of philanthropic organisation as well as efforts by foundations 
to be valued as development partners rather than simply 
donors. The Partnership to Strengthen Innovation in Second-
ary Education (PSIPSE) came out of an IEFG subgroup meet-
ing, where six members decided to align targeted co-funding 
to help incubate and scale innovative practices in second-
ary education in lower-income countries. More recently, an 
Education in Emergencies Working Group has emerged. This 
group is yet to engage in co-funding, but members have co-
developed a statement of common commitments (IEFG, 2019) 
and a joint pledge to establish common standards and mea-
surement tools for broader learning outcomes in the sector. 

Conclusion
The growing interest in the role of foundations in global 
education has not been accompanied by a robust analysis of 
what this contribution actually is – financially, strategically 
and organisationally. There is a need to develop a framework 
for categorizing philanthropic activity in the education sector 
so we can begin to develop a weightier analysis of what this 
diverse group of stakeholders is (and is not) doing to improve 
systems of education and learning outcomes. This short pa-
per has offered some tentative suggestions of how we may 
approach such a project; we hope it is a starting point for a 
much wider conversation. 

Endnotes

1.  The PiE series has been co-sponsored by NORRAG, the Sheikh Saud bin Saqr 
Al Qasimi Foundation for Policy Research, the Open Society Foundations and 
the Graduate Institute, Geneva.

2.  International Education Funders Group (2020). The International Education 
Funders Group (IEFG) is a member-led learning and collaborating network 
for foundations, donor-advised funds, and other private grantmakers. 
https://www.iefg.org/

3.  These typologies have been developed by the Foundation Center and are 
thus US-centric and not specific to the education sector. 

4.  The DG Murray Funding Trust (DGMT). (n.d). [website]. https://dgmt.co.za 

5.  Co-impact. (2020). [website]. https://co-impact.org/
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Part 2 
Emerging Trends: Profit, 
Disruption, Impact and Scale
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Practices, players, and norms native to the for-profit sector 
are migrating into philanthropy, straining U.S. philanthropy 
law in myriad ways. Using limited liability companies (LLCs) 
to conduct philanthropy elides the transparency traditional 
foundation law imposes on elite philanthropy. Commercially-
affiliated donor-advised funds similarly obscure elite influ-
ence, and the massive expansion of these players without 
charitable missions of their own is changing the way phi-
lanthropy is practiced in ways not contemplated by existing 
regulation. Like other areas of philanthropic endeavor, these 
“for-profit philanthropy” trends will have an implication for 
the education sector. 

Use of Philanthropic LLCs in Lieu of Foundations
Many people first became aware of the possibility that phi-
lanthropy might be conducted under the auspices of an LLC 
instead of a nonprofit, tax-exempt organization with the cre-
ation of the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative (CZI) in late 2015. CZI 
was created by Facebook Founder and CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, 
and his wife, Dr. Priscilla Chan, who said they would give 99% 
of their net worth during their lifetimes to the organization, to 
further its mission to “advanc[e] human potential and pro-
mote equality for all children in the next generation” (Zuck-
erberg, 2015). But CZI is not a private foundation. It is not 
tax-exempt or nonprofit. It is formed as an ordinary limited 
liability company (Brakman Reiser, 2018b). 

Of course, CZI didn’t invent the philanthropy LLC – the Emer-
son Collective and the Omidyar Network use this format and 
pre-date CZI by over a decade – but it certainly has popular-
ized it. Others are following suit. Some have done so publicly, 
like in the announcement by John and Laura Arnold that 
they would shift to an LLC to coordinate their philanthropy in 
February 2019 (Gose, 2019). But they are not alone, and as no 
public notice of formation of a philanthropy LLC is required, 
we do not know the scope of this trend.

One might wonder about the tax advantages that an LLC gives 
up, and indeed there are tax costs of using a philanthropy 
LLC rather than a tax-exempt private foundation. These costs, 
however, are lower than one might think. If a philanthropist 
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legal format of “for-profit philanthropy” in 
the USA, the Limited Liability Corporation 
(LCC), and how it is related to the field of 
education. LLCs provide “complete privacy 
for donors”, with no need to report activities 
or grantmaking, and avoids the regulations 
imposed on regular philanthropy. Brakman-
Reiser analyses how philanthropy LLC 
structures magnify the influence of the elite 
in society, allowing the wealthiest and most 
powerful people to elide the transparency 
traditional foundation law imposes on elite 
philanthropy.

Keywords
For-profit philanthropy
Limited liability corporation
Accountability
Transparency

For-Profit Philanthropy: The 
Implications for Educational 
Development

   Dana Brakman Reiser, Professor of Law, Brooklyn Law School, USA
   dana.brakman@brooklaw.edu



59

has access to good tax advice and planning, the relative in-
come, gift, and estate tax costs of using a philanthropy LLC 
can be minimized (Brakman Reiser, 2018a).

On the other side of the ledger, using an LLC offers philan-
thropists some very valuable advantages. First, using an LLC 
offers donors complete privacy. LLCs need not report their 
activities or their grantmaking publicly, as tax-exempt private 
foundations are required to do (Internal Revenue Service, 
2017). Different philanthropists will have different appetites 
for privacy. For example, CZI’s website purports to provide a 
comprehensive public report of its grants and investments. 
The Omidyar Network, the Emerson Collective and Arnold 
Ventures also make information about their activities avail-
able on their websites, but provide fewer details. The choices 
about what to disclose vary because disclosure for philan-
thropy LLCs is a choice – not an obligation. We only know a 
philanthropy LLC exists if it chooses to publicize the fact of 
its existence, and among those we know about, we only can 
learn what they choose tell us. This stands in stark contrast to 
private foundations, which must publicly disclose their grants 
and activities (Internal Revenue Service, 2019).

The second advantage an LLC offers philanthropists is unpar-
alleled control. This control is not only over governing their 
philanthropic entities, but also over whether and when to exit 
them. Unlike a nonprofit, tax-exempt entity to which con-
tributions are irrevocable (Hansmann, 1981), philanthropy 
LLC founders can change their minds down the line, take out 
their money, and do with it whatever they choose. It is im-
portant to state that none of the philanthropy LLC founders 
mentioned here have given any indication that they will pull 
out their funds. But, again, it is their choice. Philanthropy LLC 
founders who change their minds tomorrow, in five years, 
or in fifty, have only public relations concerns to put a brake 
on removing the assets they place into them. If donors one 
day decide there is a different or better way to achieve the 
changes they wish to see in the world, they can take their 
money and pursue that instead with no legal consequences. 
Again, this is very different than contributions to a tax-exempt 
private foundation, which are irrevocable (Internal Revenue 
Code §501(c)(3)).

The final advantage is the flexibility that an LLC provides. Us-
ing an LLC avoids the considerable regulatory complexity that 
attends a private foundation (Fremont-Smith, 2004). In addi-
tion, it means that – within a single entity – a philanthropist 
can pursue grantmaking, impact investment, and political 
advocacy. Private foundation regulation would make do-
ing all of this difficult in a single entity, and doing some of it 
would be impossible (Brakman Reiser, 2018a). 

Since CZI has pointed out this flexibility to pursue multiple 
strategies within one single entity as the reason for the LLC 

structure’s appeal (Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, Our Core Ini-
tiatives, 2019), it offers a nice example. CZI has been engaging 
in all of these different kinds of activities – including in the 
education space. It provides considerable detail on a long list 
of other grants on its website, and many of them operate in 
the education space (Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, Grants). For 
example, in April 2019, it made grants to UC San Diego and 
UC Berkeley to support underrepresented students pursuing 
careers in science, technology, mathematics, and engineer-
ing (STEM) (Sanders, 2019). The information CZI provides 
on its impact investment portfolio is less detailed, including 
only the firms supported and not amounts or other terms, 
but virtually all of these investments appear connected to 
education (Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, Ventures). Some ex-
amples include: AltSchool, Bridge International Academies, 
Trilogy Education Services, and Varsity Tutors. Many of these 
are recognizable – and some, quite controversial. CZI also 
explains that “engag[ing] in policy and advocacy work to 
help shape debates” is a core part of its strategy, but it has no 
comparable disclosure of these activities. At least one early 
report, however, tabulated its commitment of at least $45M 
to political advocacy, mostly around combatting mass incar-
ceration and addressing the crisis in affordable urban housing 
(Thompson & Kulwin, 2017). 

An LLC lets philanthropists coordinate these different ele-
ments of their strategy for social change through a single 
organization. It is easy to understand why donors would be 
interested in using LLCs, but for the education sector and 
society, there are both pros and cons attendant to the new 
structure. On the plus side, philanthropy LLCs can free up 
additional capital for the pursuit of social good. They may be 
more efficient than heavily-regulated tax-exempt alternatives. 
They are also of a piece with the broader shift of business 
norms to accept the responsibility of the for-profit sector for 
people and planet, not just profit – a salutary development. 

But there are also potential downsides for the education 
sector and society. Contributions to philanthropy LLCs could 
crowd out those to traditional charities; the extent to which 
that will occur is an empirical question deserving of study. 
Regardless of how that question is answered, however, 
philanthropy LLC structures magnify the influence of the 
elite in our society. LLCs allow society’s wealthiest and most 
powerful individuals and families to elide the transparency 
requirements and channeling effects that private foundation 
law designed to limit their influence. The drafters of private 
foundation regulation intended to keep advocacy separate 
from charity, and to limit coordination of private for-profit 
investment activity with charitable activity. These limitations 
were enacted with the purpose of limiting philanthropy’s abil-
ity to magnify the influence of societal elites. Scholarship on 
philanthropy in education has powerfully argued that private 
foundations – even as regulated – allow elites worrisome 
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influence over educational policy and execution (Tompkins-
Stange, 2016). Philanthropy LLCs raise the stakes.

Expansion of Commercially Affiliated Donor 
Advised Funds 
Turning to another for-profit philanthropy development, the 
massive expansion of commercially-affiliated donor-advised 
funds also has considerable implications for education. A 
donor-advised fund (DAF) is set up by a donor when the donor 
makes a contribution of funds or assets to a sponsoring orga-
nization (Colinvaux, 2018). These funds can only be distributed 
to a charity, but need not be distributed immediately. The 
donor can give instructions on when and to whom to make 
payouts from the fund, but the sponsor has the legal title to the 
funds once the donor makes the donation. The sponsor is itself 
technically a tax-exempt public charity, although when it is a 
commercially-affiliated sponsor it has no charitable mission 
of its own other than as a conduit for donors’ funds. Despite 
sponsors’ clear legal title over DAF funds, in practice, they wait 
for and follow instructions from donors – and donors can even 
pass on these advising rights when they die.

Donor-advised funds are no small phenomenon. As of 2017, 
they held assets of over $110 billion. As a category they are 
“[t]he fastest-growing recipient of charitable dollars in the 
United States” according to one 2018 report (Collins, Flannery 
& Hoxie, 2018). 2017 was a banner year, due to a combination 
of a booming stock market and the impact of tax reform. DAFs 
took in over $29 billion in contributions (National Philanthropic 
Trust, 2018); the largest of the donor-advised fund sponsors, 
Fidelity Charitable, had a staggering 83% increase in donors 
and received eight and a half billion in contributions (Joslyn, 
2018). Admittedly, 2017 may be a bit of an outlier, but the 
growth of DAFs has been enormous and consistent. So much so 
that donor-advised fund sponsors are now some of the largest 
recipients of charitable funds in the US. Fidelity Charitable was 
the top recipient of US charitable funds in the lists compiled by 
the Chronicle of Philanthropy in 2016 and 2017 (Joslyn & Olsen-
Phillips, 2017). Together with sponsoring organizations affili-
ated with Vanguard, Schwab and Goldman Sachs, they were 4 
of the top 10 in the 2017 list, vying with and often surpassing 
household names like the United Way, St. Jude’s and the Amer-
ican Red Cross (Chronicle of Philanthropy, 2016, 2017).1 

Donor-advised funds offer some impressive benefits to 
donors. Like philanthropy LLCs, they provide considerably 
greater privacy than private foundations. While donors give 
up legal title to donated funds, DAF donors maintain consid-
erable control: including the power to advise (usually conclu-
sively) on their investment and ultimate donation, and can 
pass on these powers to future generations. Essentially, a DAF 
provides donors with much of the benefit of a private founda-
tion, but without the regulatory load and costs that a private 
foundation would entail.

Moreover, the DAF structure allows donors access to consider-
able tax benefits. A donor can take a current tax deduction in 
the year she donates assets to a donor-advised fund, regard-
less of whether the funds are actually paid out to operating 
charities (Colinvaux, 2018). Because the sponsoring organiza-
tion is deemed a public charity under tax law, a donor can 
also access a double benefit for donations of appreciated 
property, not only deducting its fair market value but also not 
recognizing and paying tax on the gain over her basis (Inter-
nal Revenue Code § 170(e)).2 

This DAF value proposition has not only attracted donors, but 
also commercial interests to the space. The biggest players 
here by far are donor-advised fund sponsors affiliated with 
major investment houses like Fidelity and Schwab. As noted 
above, these entities have no charitable mission other than 
housing and administering DAFs. They are valuable to their 
affiliated investment companies as client service, and com-
mercially-affiliated DAFs are marketing these benefits of DAFs 
for donors heavily. 

Like philanthropy LLCs, DAFs allow donors to elide the regula-
tory transparency required of private foundations. DAF spon-
sors are required to make only aggregate disclosures and 
not disclosures on a fund-by-fund basis (U.S. Department of 
Treasury, 2011), thus they can provide the means for donors 
to make their philanthropic agendas opaque and unaccount-
able. Accountability concerns about the influence of founda-
tions in education – through advocacy, agenda setting, and 
other means – are well known. This influence will be further 
obscured by the channeling of such efforts through donor-
advised funds. Moreover, lest one think DAFs are merely an ef-
ficient way for small donors to manage donations without the 
cost of a private foundation, a recent Internal Revenue Ser-
vice (IRS) leak revealed that donors in Silicon Valley used DAFs 
to channel contributions from over $100 million to nearly $2 
billion (Metcalf, 2018). The public will never know how those 
funds are being spent. 

In addition to demanding transparency, philanthropy regula-
tion channels charitable and particularly foundation activity in 
a variety of ways. As noted earlier, it channels private founda-
tion activity away from political advocacy. With DAFs, those 
limits still apply, but these vehicles raise a different channeling 
issue – timing. Philanthropy law, through the rule that private 
foundations must pay out 5% of their assets annually (Internal 
Revenue Code § 4942), demands at least some emphasis (many 
would say not enough) on current spending to address cur-
rent needs. DAFs have no similar obligation to make an annual 
payout. Funds can remain in a DAF seemingly in perpetuity, and 
in a DAF held by a commercially-affiliated sponsor whose affili-
ated management company manages the assets while invested 
and which has no independent charitable mission, it is hard to 
see what incentive would exist to encourage distribution. 
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Concerns about this kind of asset-parking fueled Congress 
to demand that Treasury study the issue in 2006, and in its 
report found an average payout of 9.3% of assets that year 
(U.S. Department of Treasury, 2011). This information is from 
a time well before the explosion of DAFs and tells us nothing 
about individual fund spending, but it has muted congressio-
nal interest in adopting a payout requirement. Reports that 
some private foundations have used grants to donor-advised 
funds to fulfill their own payout requirements exacerbates 
these asset-parking concerns (Olsen-Phillips, 2018), and crit-
ics have called for action at least to limit this seemingly clear 
abuse (Colinvaux, 2019). In the meantime, an increased use of 
DAFs not only by those who would create private foundations 
but also those who would otherwise make direct contribu-
tions imperils all kinds of charities in need of those funds, 
educational charities included.

Finally, there is the issue of blowback. The pressure from 
commercially-affiliated DAF sponsors is transforming the 
philanthropic landscape. Operating charities – especially 
colleges and universities – find themselves increasingly offer-
ing DAFs to compete for donors and to attempt to guide DAF 
dollars eventually to their coffers (Blum, 2018). To service this 
new type of vehicle, they often white-label products created 
and sold to them by the very commercially-affiliated sponsors 
that dominate the field, strengthening the feedback loop. 
The impact of competition is also being felt dramatically by 
community foundations, which were the originator of the DAF 
concept (Colinvaux, 2018). Of course, competition can be a 
good thing, and it has led to a reduction of the costs associ-
ated with DAFs and some innovation, particularly by com-
munity foundations. But this competitive pressure is forcing 
community foundations to concentrate their energies further 
on donor recruitment and to look farther afield for donors. 
Cost cutting can also undercut community foundations’ re-
gional expertise in the charitable space. Many factors led to 
the recent upheaval at the Silicon Valley Community Founda-
tion, but this pressure is part of that unfortunate story as well 
(Gelles, 2018).

Conclusion
The transparency, channeling and blowback concerns raised 
by philanthropy LLCs and DAFs are not limited to the educa-
tion context, but they are live and serious in this important 
space, and are particularly associated with Silicon Valley phi-
lanthropy. These and other for-profit philanthropy phenom-
ena demand further study, policy analysis, and ultimately 
regulatory attention.

Endnotes

1.  In 2018, the Chronicle of Philanthropy renamed its list and changed its 
methodology to exclude DAFs, explaining its “aims to measure the American 
public’s support of specific causes and organizations, and donor-advised 
accounts are charitable-giving vehicles, not organizations with a social 
mission.” (Davis, Lindsay, & O’Leary, 2018). 

2.  It bears mentioning that none of this tax deduction value applies to non-
itemizers, the numbers of which increased substantially after the 2017 tax 
legislation (York, 2018).
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For neoliberalism’s evidence-based and results-driven new 
philanthropies, disruption is a way of overcoming hurdles to 
progress (Arrillaga-Andreessen, 2015) and creating new op-
portunities for social impact (Blair, 2018). It is their key tenet. 
However, given that the term is likely to be as misapplied and 
misunderstood in the new philanthropy as it is in business, 
we should revisit Clayton Christensen’s original idea of ‘dis-
ruptive innovation’. 

Christensen presented his theory of disruptive innovation 
in the Harvard Business Review (HBR) in 1995 as a strategy 
for small new companies (Bower, & Christensen, 1995). The 
‘start-up’ first gains a foothold at the low-fee, low-cost end of 
the market where it must develop improved functionalities at 
lower prices. Unnoticed, perhaps even dismissed, it attracts 
no competition from the bigger companies that are pursuing 
higher values towards the upper end of the market. Disrup-
tive innovation occurs when the improved functionalities and 
lower prices developed by the start-up change how the indus-
try functions and displace market leaders.

Twenty years later, Christensen writes again in the HBR to 
counter the misuses of his original theory (Christensen, 
Raynor, & McDonald, 2015). He observes: “many researchers, 
writers, and consultants [mistakenly] use “disruptive innova-
tion” to describe any situation in which an industry is shaken 
up and previously successful incumbents stumble.” He insists 
a more precise definition is crucial for informing strategy: dis-
ruptive innovation occurs only if start-ups move up from the 
low end of the market and, through their innovations, change 
the way it functions. This is how smartphones replaced Kodak 
and Xerox, how Netflix replaced Blockbuster, how streaming 
replaced CDs and how online shopping is changing conven-
tional retail. He concludes that Uber, although unquestion-
ably innovative, is not disruptive for the taxi industry because 
it did not enter at the low end of the market; it is disruptive 
for the limousine industry because it entered that market at 
the low end.  

What then can be said for the new philanthropy’s eager em-
brace of disruption as an animating idea following Christensen’s 

Summary
This article explores the characteristic wish and 
mindset of “disruption" of new philanthropy. 
It describes the notion of disruption according 
to business theory, meaning the capture 
of market share through entry by means of 
unexplored potential demand, and promotes 
a reflection on how this could apply to some 
kinds of philanthropy. This can shed light on 
the objectives, standards for determining the 
success (or lack of it) of interventions, and the 
power structures involved.
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careful clarification? And why does it matter? This article looks 
at six reputedly disruptive education start-ups in three BRICS 
countries—Brazil, India and South Africa—to find out. 

The New Philanthropy that emerged in Brazil in the 1990s has 
many features in common with Silicon Valley New Philanthro-
py: including recent to wealth, living donors who are typically 
‘hands on’ and close to government. About 130 social impact 
investors, institutes, foundations and companies are part 
of an informal association called GIFE (Grupo de Institutos, 
Fundações e Empresas) (Avelar, 2018) and the two examples 
below emerge from this ecosystem.

Mosyle was founded by Alcyr Araujo in 2012 with an initial 
investment of $1 million from a venture capital fund focused 
on the Brazilian technology space, DGF Investimentos. Mosyle 
started off as a tool that offers schools a way of managing 
data, tests, lessons and homework. By January 2019, it prod-
ucts were in 8,500 schools, mostly in Brazil and the US, and 
are used by 1,5 million teachers in 70 countries. The start-up 
received a $16 million investment in January 2019 from El-
ephant, a venture capital firm focused on enterprise software, 
consumer internet and mobile markets, to launch Mosyle 
Busines. It hopes to effect the “same disruption”1 in busi-
ness it claims to bring to education institutions. Mosyle has 
brought innovation but it has in no sense disrupted education 
or education management; if it is to prove disruptive it will be 
so in the mobile device management industry.

The second Brazilian example, Me Salva, began as a Free 
YouTube channel in 2011. It was set up by Miguel Andorffy, 
an engineering student who wanted to help fellow students2. 
Andorffy was given a grant by Fundação Estudar for a study 
trip in Silicon Valley. After an undisclosed Investment from 
e.Bricks and Kairos3, Me Salva is now the biggest educational 
YouTube channel in Brazil: it has 1,8 million subscribers who 
each paying about $10 per month—worth roughly $200 mil-
lion a year. Me Salva is innovative for student tuition but it 
displaces smaller private tutors rather than market leaders.

A lot has been written about the commercialisation of educa-
tion and schooling in India. The “education market” is huge 
and its relative openness to private actors predictably caused 
a gold rush. Many international players such as the IFC, 
Pearsons, Omidyar and OSF have ‘education investments’ in 
the country, most of which involve edtech. The first example 
potentially disruptive of the online tuition market; the second 
less likely to disrupt the test preparation industry in India 
which is expected to grow by $ 7.14 billion during 2018-20224. 

Vedantu5 also specializes in online tutoring, and has close to 
230,000 paying subscribers. It was set up by Vamsi Krishna6 
who speaks compellingly about “democratizing” teaching 
and learning through an online tuition platform. The start-up 

has raised about $60 million in six funding rounds since it was 
founded in 2011. Vedantu has come in at the lower end of the 
market with an effective and cheaper product and they wish to 
displace the higher-end market providers with a quality prod-
uct that will make afterschool tuition cheaper for all students. 

The second Indian example is Xamcheck,7 which was started by 
Naveen Mandava and is funded through Aspada a social invest-
ment company in Bangalore in which OSF has invested $1,8 mil-
lion. Xamcheck’s clients are private schools for middle to lower 
income families, not low-fee private schools at the bottom end 
of the market. The company provides test materials, runs the 
diagnostics and follows up with remedial material for teachers 
that offers a rudimentary personalised analysis for each child. 
The teacher has little agency, however, and becomes a conveyor 
of messages between Xamcheck and the children. 

South Africa, still dealing with the legacy of bantu-education 
under apartheid almost 30 years on,8 offers two would-be 
examples of education disruption. The first is SPARK Schools, 
an independent school network of 21 schools and an intake 
of 10,000 students in 2019. SPARK was founded by Stacey 
Brewer in 20129. An Angel Investor introduced her to the idea 
of blended learning and offered to fund a trip to California 
where she was inspired by Rocketship Public Schools, Char-
ter School network in the Bay Area, San Jose in about 2007. 
SPARK has a hybrid funding model that has attracted funding 
from both non-profit foundations and for-profit investments 
of $9 million from Omidyar and Pearsons Affordable Learn-
ing Fund. SPARK Schools claims to disrupt the crisis in South 
African education by offering innovative solutions for educa-
tion; but they’re not disruptive in any sense that Christensen 
would recognise. 

The second South African example is a Pan-African edtech 
start-up support program, the Injini EdTech Incubator10, 
which is based in Cape Town. Injini supports would-be disrup-
tive start-ups in cohorts of seven or eight every six months. 
It attracts edtech start-ups from all over Africa and provides 
additional seed funding of about $40,000 for each. Injini was 
founded in 2017 with funding from the Western Cape Govern-
ment, the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, and UBS Opti-
mus Foundation. 

These examples illustrate how widely, non-specifically and 
perhaps unhelpfully, the term ‘disruption’ is employed in 
the education sector. Start-ups tend to be active in parts of 
the education system that can be segmented and commer-
cialised—education data management, after school tuition, 
test preparation, edtech—as we see above. Some start-ups 
are potentially disruptive within the emerging industries in 
these segments. But despite their idealism and marketing 
hyperbole, none of them are disruptive of education over-
all. It is likely that many institutions providing the financial 

https://business.mosyle.com/about
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backing for ‘disruptive start-ups’ want to reengineer national 
education systems to accommodate massive privatisation. 
It would not make business sense to privatise entire educa-
tion systems, but picking off just the parts that can be made 
profitable would be highly attractive. Disruption innovation 
is a promising strategy for identifying where costs may be 
brought down using innovation that works at scale. This suits 
neoliberal policy agendas in education that have sought to 
discredit, defund and ultimately, disrupt.

There is much dissembling in this story; it remains to be seen 
how much of the creativity that comes with disruptive innova-
tion will be good for education and education systems over 
the long term. The solutions they currently proffer, tend to be 
narrowly focused around particular skills or specific aspects 
of education systems. All feature edtech centrally. Progressive 
educators cannot be the Kanutes trying to hold back the tide. 
John Sener (2012) describes American education as entering 
an age of cybersymbiosis—where it is irretrievably dependent 
on digital technologies. This holds true globally also. An effec-
tive strategy that responds to privatisation and to what these 
new innovations offer is urgently needed. 

To get back to the father of disruptive innovation, Clayton 
Christensen. Christensen also wrote a book on education, 
predictably entitled Disrupting Class (Christensen et al., 
2008). The book was widely acclaimed in business circles but 
is weak from an educator’s perspective.  It presents a number 
of self-evident observations about the importance of self-
directed and individual learning, makes useful and insightful 
points about American education being too standardized. 
Unsurprisingly, it ends up with a simplistic plug for charter 
schools. John Sener writes a good review of the book, in 
which he presciently notes that business and business com-
mentators are looking for a way to “fix” schools: and that they 
then put forward solutions that they believe will “fix” them 
(Sener, 2009). They fail to understand that education is a com-
plex system that does not well respond to single fixes. 

The main purpose of business may be profit, but the edtech 
start-ups in this article all show that profit is not the only 
force that animates, most care deeply about what they do. 
We should recall Ken Saltman (2005), however, who reminds 
us that it is not the intentions of edupreneurs that matter, it is 
their effects on public education systems that matters.
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New philanthropists are changing charitable activity by plac-
ing disruption and innovation at the center of the “giving 
code” (Culwell & Grant, 2016). Proselytizers of the new forms 
criticize older philanthropic models as supporting waste and 
failing to solve core social problems. An extreme version of 
‘disruptive philanthropy,’ which replaces the public sphere 
with manner of private initiatives with public purposes in a 
form of philanthrocapitalism (Bishop & Green, 2008), is mod-
eled directly on Silicon Valley entrepreneurship, where firms 
like Uber, Facebook, and Twitter are held up as icons of suc-
cess. Newly minted tech millionaires and billionaires seek to 
improve the social sphere by importing Zuckerberg’s now-fa-
mous “move fast and break things” motto that contributed to 
their business success. This new approach changes the model 
of the philanthropic partnership from donor and recipient 
to investor and entrepreneur. The core assumptions are that 
nonprofits should aim to efficiently achieve measurable short 
and long-term impact, attain financial sustainability, and – 
central to disruptive philanthropy – scale big enough and fast 
enough to reshape an entire sector. 

In what follows, we discuss how the assumptions embedded 
in Silicon-Valley-style philanthropy shape the behavior of 
nonprofits, focusing on examples from the education sector 
and particularly on the celebration of “scale.” The “unicorn” 
equivalent of philanthropic giving is seen as a silver-bullet 
solution to a social problem for new, disruptive philanthro-
pists (Callahan, 2017) – large investments in a program that 
is cost-effective, can quickly go to scale, has immediate and 
obvious positive impact, and can ultimately be financially 
sustainable. These features have been discussed elsewhere, 
under related names like “venture philanthropy”, “strategic 
philanthropy”, “effective philanthropy” or “outcomes-based 
philanthropy (e.g., for proponents see Letts et al, 1994; Porter 
& Kramer, 1999; Brest forthcoming; for critiques see Sievers, 
2001; Katz, 2005). For example, the challenges that arise from 
forcing quantification onto expressive organizations, and 
insisting on financial sustainability to programs serving the 

Summary
This article frames and analyses the agenda 
of new philanthropy from the lens of ‘scale’, 
which has been less discussed compared to 
other aspects, such as the challenges that arise 
from forcing quantification and insisting on 
financial sustainability to programs serving the 
poor. On the one hand, the emphasis on scale 
may generate increased partnerships with 
local actors and increased coordination across 
public and private spheres. On the other, 
large-scale also pushes towards developing 
standardized, universalistic solutions for a very 
diverse set of students and contexts.
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poor have been widely discussed (Frumkin, 2009). We have 
seen less reflection, however, on the issue of scale, which we 
take up in more depth.
 
The concept of “scale” builds on models of entrepreneurship 
where the goal is a “hockey stick” growth trajectory – that is, 
exponential growth (Martin, 2016). In education, there is an 
increased push to develop programs and initiatives that have 
wide access and can be scaled globally (see, for example, 
the Brookings Institution advocacy around scaling global 
education, Robinson, Winthrop & McGiveny, 2016). This leads 
education nonprofits to focus on developing globally trans-
portable programs and curricula that solve broad, thematic 
challenges such as developing 21st century skills, girls’ educa-
tion, and increasing literacy among children. 

Seen in a positive light, the emphasis on scale may gener-
ate increased partnerships with local actors and increased 
coordination across public and private spheres. The need to 
scale under limited resources has led larger education non-
profits to partner with smaller, local organizations to deliver 
its programs. However, it also pushes towards developing 
standardized, universalistic solutions for a diverse set of 
students and contexts. Scale of a new product or program 
aims towards a simple, good-enough solution that works for 
many learners, but not one that is tailored to specific groups 
(Christensen et al., 2006).

As a first reflection, if private programs succeed in reaching 
scale, it could become highly problematic for the long-term 
stability of education systems. Private providers have no 
responsibility to continue providing services beyond the 
will of their donors – only the government is fundamentally 
obligated to provide education. Perhaps, some fee-based 
programs are financially sustainable and would continue in 
perpetuity due to market incentives, but vulnerable students 
would be left to the whims of the market and its well-known 
failure to underprovide public goods. At best, government 
services may be unintentionally eroded by the incursion of 
private provision. At worst, the combination of ideologies of 
disruption and scale in philanthropy may purposefully under-
cut state capacity to educate all citizens. In either case, once 
enfeebled, government is less able to step back in should 
private provision fail or choose to exit. The risk of weakening 
government is not a new issue (Archer, 1994), but it is one that 
becomes increasingly urgent and salient as “scale” becomes 
a main focus of philanthropic and charitable work. 

Second, scale exacerbates the likelihood that nonprofits 
will have to dilute programmatic content to spread across 
contexts. A case study of education organizations that have 
achieved scale by Chung et al. (2018) reveals that a primary 
challenge faced by organizations such as Aflatoun Interna-
tional and Education for Sharing is potential for dilution of 

programmatic components in implementation. Aflatoun Inter-
national offers social and financial education and Education 
for Sharing delivers play-based education that are both in-
tended to teach children about their rights and responsibilities 
as agents of change. Both of these organizations have scaled 
their programs by keeping their programmatic curricula flex-
ible to adapt to various contexts and by partnering with local 
actors at the country and school levels to facilitate imple-
mentation. They are not the direct deliverers of the programs. 
Hence, they face the challenge of ensuring that what is actual-
ly delivered on the ground is what is intended by the program 
itself and that translation and adaptation of programs to local 
country contexts does not dilute the actual content. 

Third, the vision of global scale, especially via the imagined 
dissemination of people-free technology, can generate highly 
decontextualized programs. For example, the rather dramatic 
and well-documented collapse of the One Laptop Per Child 
(OLPC) initiative vividly illustrates how naively decontextu-
alized solutions are likely to fail (Ames, 2016). It came as a 
shock to the OLPC founders that every child around the world 
either did not want to or could not become a savvy coder sim-
ply by being given a laptop and some instructions on open 
source coding. 

Fourth, the celebration of scale favors a focus on the quantity 
of education over quality. Provided such challenges of con-
tent delivery that come with scale, it is no surprise that evi-
dence on scaling and education is on output measures such 
as number of communities, schools, or students reached and 
not on the learning outcomes (Samoff, Dembele, & Sebatane, 
2011). The greatest scaling stories have been of expanding 
access to education, but evidence and examples of scaling 
programs that improve learning have been limited (Robin-
son, Winthrop, & McGivney, 2016). In an era where quality 
and learning outcomes have taken center stage in education 
development, the desire for scale and measurable impact by 
philanthropists may limit the kinds of work education organi-
zations engage in to address local needs and challenges and 
improve learning outcomes. 

Moreover, the current structure of philanthropic behavior 
favors larger organizations, such as Teach For All and Room to 
Read, who have scaled globally by establishing local chapters 
and can therefore show how much ‘impact’ they have had in 
terms of reach. This may crowd out smaller, more localized 
education organizations who may have innovative, contex-
tualized solutions that address education challenges. A more 
defensible role for education nonprofits in a democracy is as 
niche providers, a source of pluralism and expression, and 
sources of innovation, rather than large-scale service provid-
ers (Reich, 2016). 
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To be clear, our goal is not to demonize disruptive charity or 
philanthropy, we think at times it may be a source of progress 
and innovation. Brest (forthcoming), for example, outlines the 
rise of the outcomes movement in philanthropy, highlight-
ing how the Hewlett Foundation had been pouring money 
into nonprofits with no clear goal or visible effect. Certainly, 
philanthropy should not be a license to squander valuable 
resources, or, even worse, a source of corruption. But the 
“disruptive philanthropy” model contains many assump-
tions from the world of tech entrepreneurship that do not 
directly transfer to civil society and education. Unexamined, 
the models may (perhaps unintentionally) generate negative 
consequences for society. For example, Horvath and Powell 
(2016) assert that disruptive philanthropy is inherently anti-
democratic. By their definition, it is “any activity through the 
magnitude of donations either explicitly or by consequence 
alters the public conversation about which social issues mat-
ter, sets an agenda for how they matter, and specifies who 
is the preferred provider of services to address these issues 
without any engagement with the deliberative processes of 
civil society” (2016, p.91). 

Looking to the future, an alternative to disrupting formal 
mass schooling is to work towards supporting and strength-
ening it. For example, when organizations such as Aflatoun 
International and Educate! become successful in delivering 
educational programs at the local level, governments express 
interest in incorporating aspects of the delivered programs 
into its national curricula. Some philanthropic organizations 
do look to willingness of government to incorporate, absorb, 
and/or fund projects supported by philanthropy as a measure 
of success (Smyllie, Scaife, and McDonald, 2011). However, a 
disturbing twist comes from new studies showing that philan-
thropists are seeking to leverage their philanthropic invest-
ments by turning to policy influence as a main goal (Tomp-
kins-Stange, 2016; Reckhow, 2016), thus aiming to circumvent 
democratic processes and replace or erode the public system 
rather than build capacity. Especially given the growing levels 
of populism and erosion of democracy worldwide, philan-
thropists should reflect carefully on the implications of the 
way they pursue their goals.

Endnotes

1.  Corresponding author. Contact seungah@stanford.edu. This paper 
benefitted from comments and critiques from Nadine Skinner and Lisa 
Overby.
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In the era of globalization, information and Internet tech-
nology, the production, dissemination and acquisition of 
knowledge have undergone tremendous changes. These 
changes include the emergence of constant and convenient 
communication through electronic devices; such as the use 
of MOOCs and other knowledge-sharing tools to optimize 
the use of teaching resources; and through big data to meet 
the need of personalized and diversified learning. Breaking 
time and space constraints has become a reality, we are mov-
ing towards a learning society that is anytime, anywhere, 
everywhere. In China, philanthropy in education has been 
going through many changes concerning organizational form, 
resource transfer and people participating in the work of 
philanthropy, developing a much richer manifestation, apart 
from the original form as donation and voluntary teaching 
activities. This article will elaborate on the changes in the 
field of Chinese philanthropy in education with the influence 
of technology, analyzing its impact and also developing nec-
essary reflections.

How Technology is Influencing the Form To 
Organize Chinese Philanthropy In Education and 
Its Effects
In China, the organized and sporadic educational public welfare 
practice began roughly in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 
initial stage was mainly carried out from the perspective of ac-
tivities such as “helping the poor with organized donation” and 
“child protection/care”, such as voluntary teaching, scholarship, 
construction of school buildings/library, donation of teaching 
equipment/appliances/books and other infrastructure-based 
services.(Han & Bao, 2019). With the emergence of the Internet, 
we could witness the constant changes in Chinese education 
philanthropy, which now use technology to gain scale, provide 
easy access to educational content and promote the participa-
tion and cooperation of teachers across and beyond geographi-
cal barriers. These elements will be discussed below.

Summary
This article illustrates the potential benefits 
and challenges of using technology to improve 
education in a large country, such as China, as 
well as how technology is changing the work 
of philanthropy in education. Namely, they 
explore how technology is enabling large-scale 
efforts, with communities that reach rural and 
urban areas across the country, facilitating 
access to educational content and supporting 
an active participation of educators in learning 
and adapting contents to their realities.
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Large-scale interactions: the emergence of network com-
munities, platform organizations and alliances
One of the characteristics of the rapid development of Inter-
net and mobile devices is the ability to promote diverse inter-
actions, organizing human, material, financial resources, such 
as connecting multiple participants like volunteers, recipients 
and donors at the same time and without geographic bound-
aries. This trend in China facilitates the emergence of more 
network communities, platform organizations or alliances to 
support volunteer organizations, courses, schools and sup-
porting institutions. Examples include BRIDGE Plan1, which 
focuses on supporting initial education non-profit organiza-
tions, linking necessary resources, and creating an environ-
ment for partners’ interactions. Other examples are No Child 
Left Behind2, which focuses on online teaching institutions 
and Rural Small-scale School Alliance3 connecting and serv-
ing the small-scale rural schools. 

Take Rural Small-scale School Alliance as an example. Pro-
moted by 21st Century Education Research Institute, it aims 
to connect small-scale rural schools scattered throughout the 
country, and at the same time build bridges for these schools 
with other social resources such as non-profit organizations, 
foundations, enterprises, academy, media and local educa-
tion authorities. In view of the difficulties and problems in the 
internal schools of the alliance, the member schools work to-
gether to solve them. For example, in order to solve the prob-
lem of the most urgent long-term shortage of art and sports 
teachers, the League selects a group of teachers from the ex-
isting teachers to become "part-time" art and sports teachers 
through short-term training, and further shares the curriculum 
resources within the League through online learning platform. 
On this basis, cooperation extends to other disciplines. This 
brings closer the relationship between the teachers of the 
alliance schools, and also solves the problem that small-scale 
schools are difficult to carry out teaching research and im-
prove the quality of teaching due to the lack of teachers. 

This league also helps to make the "isolated island" into "ar-
chipelago", which means the formation of a regional commu-
nity based on these scattered schools. Due to the wide distri-
bution and dispersion of small-scale schools in rural areas, 
although they are facing the same difficulties and problems, 
most of them are struggling in their own "isolated island", 
and they do not know that there are thousands of partners in 
the outside world. For example, there are 14 small-scale rural 
schools in Lizhou District, Guangyuan City. The principals and 
teachers are all faced with the dilemma of the increasing loss 
of students and the decline of rural education. However, there 
was almost no communication and connection between 
these 14 schools. They were eager to work together to solve 
the problems in the development of rural schools. On Decem-
ber 19, 2014—one month after the national "rural small-scale 
school alliance" was established—"Lizhou District small-scale 

school development alliance" was officially established, 
which is the earliest regional rural small-scale school alliance 
in China. This micro school alliance, which is composed of 14 
schools, is different from the current usually seen school alli-
ance in China as strong school leading weak schools. Instead, 
the members of the 14 schools of the alliance are equal and 
provide mutual aid. Through the league, they explore the way 
to run rural primary schools, learn from each other and de-
velop their respective advantages.

 This alliance allows for the voices and requests of small-scale 
schools to be heard by the society and government; forms a 
research community of small-scale schools and provides a 
platform for academics to study these schools. (Han, 2019) 
Through the realization of the above interaction and collabo-
ration, this alliance hopes to explore an effective path to pro-
mote the development of small-scale schools in rural areas 
and improve their quality of education. Without the help of 
technology, this diverse interaction would be difficult, if not 
impossible, to realize. 

Facilitating access to content: educational service deliv-
ered with low entry barrier, always available to learn at 
anytime and anywhere 
Another change brought by the use of technology is the 
improvement of the accessibility and efficacy of education, 
making up for the shortage of teachers, innovating in teach-
ers' training methods, reframing the curriculum, and even 
changing the classroom teaching and learning method. (Hui 
et al, 2001) As a country with broad landscape, China has an 
obvious imbalance in the educational resources. It is often 
difficult to have the resources reach those remote rural areas. 
Therefore, with the advantage of the Internet, such difficulties 
above could be addressed to some extent.

In this regard, many Chinese educational nonprofit organi-
zations are using Internet + Technology to make up for the 
imbalance in educational resources between urban and rural 
areas. Examples include Childhood Class4, U Charity5, China 
Online Volunteer 2.06, Juvenile Education Development Proj-
ect7, Chiheng-Volun-Online8, and others. They provide mul-
tiple subjects like English, music, sciences, etc.

Internet + Education refers to a new form of education that 
combines Internet technology and Education with the contin-
uous development of science and technology. Take Hu+ Proj-
ect as an example, in October 2015, Hujiang.com launched its 
"Internet + Education" project, focusing on internet remote 
education, breaking time and space restrictions. This project 
is using Internet to carry out offline and online parallel teach-
ing activities, trying to provide low cost, efficient, large-scale, 
sustainable solution for China's rural education. The Hu+ 
Project has connected more than 3,000 primary and second-
ary schools in 30 provinces across the country, affecting more 
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than 100,000 teachers and more than 1 million students. (Fu, 
2010) These courses have become an important method for 
many rural schools to carry out courses in art, music, crafts, 
and English, which in the past could not be started for the 
lack of teachers and other unfavorable reasons. 

Active Public participation: teachers participate in the 
teaching reform
Another characteristic of the use of Internet for education is 
the enabling of learning in an open, flat and interactive virtual 
community, which encourages participating teachers to share 
ideas and create mutual trusted communities. The commu-
nity can catalyze mutual links, enable knowledge transfer, 
provide a platform for teachers to display their teaching and 
thus overcome teaching difficulties, which are hard to solve 
when they work alone. Immersed in isolated rural areas, 
Chinese rural teachers usually have less hopes for the future 
of the school. Slowly, they are more easily inclined to lose 
their enthusiasm for teaching. However, the Internet allowed 
those individuals to join a community, then learn, explore 
and exchange with people who have the similar interest and 
goals. Inspired by new ideas and methods, teachers in remote 
areas might not feel alone, their initiative in learning will be 
more easily increased. This is the power of companionship 
produced by the Internet. 

Originally, the action of the Chinese philanthropy in education 
cannot be completed without the connection with the schools, 
and must be completed through the administrative system. 
With the development of new technologies and networks, the 
most active teachers in the QQ group and WeChat group (in-
stant messaging software service in China) are now stepping 
out of schools and some have created their own self-organized 
groups, forming another set of incentive system. The represen-
tative cases are like Acorn Academy9, Physics teachers’ group 
like Romantic Physics House10, and Education Walk11. 

As an example, "Education walk" was initiated by Zhang 
Wenzhi, Xie Yun and other educators to promote discussions 
among teachers from public schools. They organize daily 
online and yearly offline activities. Each year it organizes 
forums in different provinces in China. Every time, there are 
more than 600 teachers from all over the country, mostly from 
county and township schools. The theme of "education walk" 
is "walking to broaden the horizon, reading and writing to 
rebuild the mind". (Zhang, 2018) Teachers in the group should 
not only share new ideas and methods of education and 
teaching, but also have a collision and exchange of beliefs. Or-
ganizations as such could create an environment where teach-
ers are no longer lonely fighters scattered in remote areas. 
Each person is not only a learner, but also a self-media, with 
the ability and right to share, express, and disseminate ideas. 
This strategy greatly stimulates the enthusiasm of teachers. 

Reflections on Technology Influencing the 
Education Equity in China 
Can Technology really improve the education quality?
One criticism in the debate of whether remote teaching 
course could effectively improve education equity, which 
is whether the development of educational technology will 
change the urban orientation tendency of Chinese education. 
For a long time, China has had the tendency of emphasiz-
ing urbanization. This directly influenced the allocation of 
educational resources. Although this situation has changed 
a bit when the government tried to make sources tilt toward 
countryside these years, while some cases show the misun-
derstanding of balanced development of urban and rural 
education as urbanization of rural education, which has 
made rural education copy urban schools in terms of training 
objectives, curriculum development, teaching methods, and 
school building style. (Wu, 2011; Fu & Qiang, 2010)

For example, in the Small-scale Rural School Alliance we 
have mentioned previously (hereinafter referred to as "the 
Alliance"), on the one hand, schools were recommended to 
participate in online live courses on the platform, especially 
music/art/science/reading, and on the other hand, remote 
rural school also attend online training for teachers. Initially 
the Union Schools were excited to accept courses offered 
by teachers in developed regions or receive more mature 
courses. While later we have also noted that the effect might 
not be ideal. If some courses are synchronized with urban 
schools in developed regions, it is easy to ignore the implicit 
asymmetry between the urban and rural conditions, such as 
students attending a music class of a well-known city school 
when they don’t possess the same instruments, or they might 
try hard to follow the music theory which the teacher in the 
city school explains. As the case shows, the content is based 
on the urban condition neglecting the social environment of 
the rural school students. The value of local knowledge and 
condition is overlooked and students would lose the connec-
tion between knowledge and their real life. 

Can technology really improve the autonomy of teachers?
The impact of Internet+ education on teachers is also rather 
complex and profound. What is the function of a teacher and 
what is their relationship with technology should be dis-
cussed. 

In China, under the logic of Internet + education, there are 
several manifestations of how teachers are using the tech-
nology. They can include using the Internet as a database to 
search for teaching content/curriculum design, no matter if it 
is a PPT or a video, or using it as a form to have a simultane-
ous discussion with other teachers in a remote online course 
for teachers; or even attending an online live course for stu-
dents, when rural and urban teachers attend the same class 
at the same time.
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These manifestations might have different effects. In the first 
case, teachers could benefit from the abundant teaching 
resources and enrich the content of their classes, but at the 
same time a relatively solidified "optimal" teaching process 
is being made to train "standardized" teachers. For example, 
many rural teachers only download the teaching material 
from the Internet without appropriate revision. Teachers 
might lose their subjective value in this process, or lose 
their diversity in teaching and the space for exploration and 
creation. As for the second case, it is a great opportunity for 
teachers to connect with the outside world to reach support 
and solve their teaching problems. And for the last one, al-
though the students could attend the same class as the ones 
in developed regions, the rural teachers are becoming only 
a supporter of the teacher from the city. Thus, the values of 
the local teacher and the organic and rich life links between 
teachers and students are easily omitted. We could sense a 
kind of alienation of the teachers especially those rural school 
teachers in this situation.

Actually, teachers' work can be classified into two categories, 
creative work represented by instructional design/emotional 
communication, and mechanical repetitive work represented 
by corrections and feedback. (Yang, et al., 35) Since we all 
know the importance of learners' emotions, psychology, mo-
rality, emotions and other non-intellectual factors on learn-
ing. In the future, only the mechanical repetitive work can 
be replaced by more technology. Then the teacher-student 
emotional interaction and the creative process of teaching 
and learning could have more space to explore. In the case of 
China, a further emphasis on the position of the local teach-
ers should be made, especially in the online live courses 
provided by NGOs. Because only the on-site teacher instead 
of the “cyber” teacher knows the different and special needs 
of the students.

Although teachers will not be replaced by technology, there 
still exist different levels of using technology between teach-
ers. The Ministry of Education's experts in promoting informa-
tion technology have seen the problems of Internet+Education 
in China. They pointed out that the application of educational 
informatization has a three-tiered gap between developed 
and underdeveloped regions. The first layer is the gap in in-
frastructure and resources – the “digital divide”, that is, many 
Internet + education attempts to fill in. The second layer is 
more serious is the “new digital divide”, which means the 
gap between two type of people, one are those after having 
information technology, they can actively promote the use of 
technology and serve the improvement of teaching, and the 
others who can only passively “consume” Internet content and 
cannot be creatively to convert. The third layer is much deep-
er, which is the “smart divide”, referring, to whether teachers 
and students can “understand and fully grasp the influence of 
technology on their surroundings and cultivate corresponding 

capabilities to develop individuals and society.” (Ren,2018) 
China has almost solved the first divide--the infrastructure and 
resource, while further effort to solve the latter two divides be-
tween the teachers should be made by the educational public 
welfare organizations in China. 

Conclusion
The character of the Internet to promote large-scale interac-
tions, make convenient resource transfer and create active 
public participation changed the Chinese philanthropy in edu-
cation in several aspects. In this context, we have to reinforce 
that the intent of educational technology and educational 
innovation is not to use the technology of the 21st century to 
strengthen the teaching of the 19th century, not to achieve the 
"digital survival" of exam-oriented education, not to use more 
and more strict technology to control and even kidnap stu-
dents and teachers. The Internet is not only a technology, but 
also a culture. We must learn from the values of autonomy, 
openness, interactivity, decentralization, de-authorization, 
service-oriented, public participationa, and resource sharing 
embodied in the Internet culture. Integrate them into the cur-
rent education, thus generating a revolutionary response and 
promoting the free development of people.

At the same time, we should be cautious about educational 
technology optimism. We cannot ignore what kind of social 
conditions the technology is being used and what kind of 
fundamental idea of education exists behind the use of tech-
nology. For philanthropy in education in China, we are still 
facing future challenges on how to apply technology to im-
prove the quality of education in underdeveloped areas, how 
to apply technology to relieve Chinese education from exam-
oriented education, how to apply technology to strengthen 
the role of local teachers and students in the classroom, and 
most of all, to use technology to strengthen the link between 
education and life.
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Compensation of board members of nonprofit organizations 
is a subject of intense debate. From a purely legal standpoint, 
fair remuneration of board members is permitted. Yet, most 
nonprofits do not pay their board members. It has been 
argued that such compensation was likely to violate the 
non-distribution constraint – which prohibits the distribu-
tion of profits – and was hardly in keeping with the idea that 
nonprofits should be serving a public purpose. In that sense, 
compensation of board members is considered as a diver-
sion of resources or assets to the detriment of beneficiaries, 
as well as, by extension, taxpayers. In a disruptive and com-
petitive market, however, such compensation could also be 
viewed as a necessary means for the long-term survival of the 
organization. In order to foster their growth, nonprofits need 
more flexibility. This is particularly true in the education sec-
tor, where they are competing with other, private or public, 
nonprofits and even with for-profit structures. The ability to 
recruit and competitively compensate high-level talent may 
appear as an appropriate way for them to keep pace with 
their pairs.

Introduction
The third sector1 is changing around the world: it is becoming 
more market-oriented, increasingly incorporating business 
logics and practices. As new models and methods of enact-
ing philanthropic agendas are challenging traditional giving 
patterns and structures, the vocabulary is evolving as well: 
the terms "venture philanthropy", "seed money" or "impact 
investing" are now systematically associated with the world 
of new philanthropy. Professional circles (i.e., scholars, 
nonprofit executives, donors, media, etc.) are talking about 
"strategic philanthropy"2, an idiom that reflects both a search 
to optimize available resources and a desire to maximize 
impact. This quest is economic by nature. It often requires 
adopting innovative and disruptive practices whose success-
ful implementation inevitably calls for new skills. However, 
members of foundation boards or association committees 
can rarely claim fair remuneration for their services. 

The existing model encourages – forces – members of the 
foundation board or the committee of an association to 

Summary
This article analyses the debatable, and 
understudied, practice of the compensation 
of non-profit board members. While the 
remuneration of such people is legally 
permitted, most nonprofits do not pay their 
board members. In this debate, on the one 
hand, some argue such compensation is not in 
keeping with the idea that these organisations 
must serve public purposes, or a diversion 
of resources or assets to the detriment of 
beneficiaries. On the other, in a disruptive and 
competitive market, such compensation could 
be viewed as a necessary means for the long-
term survival of the organisation.
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volunteer (see below, section 1.). This situation may seem 
surprising. Especially since the governance of large nonprofit 
organizations is structurally similar to the governance of for-
profit organizations. Their good management requires specif-
ic skills, often associated with a high degree of responsibility. 
It is therefore necessary to ask whether current practices are 
still justified in the light of the reality of the new philanthropic 
world (see below, section 2.). The implications for philan-
thropic organizations involved in education and development 
will be addressed in the last part (see below, section 3).

The Universal Practice 
The question of paying or not paying directors is a perennial 
nonprofit debate3. It seems nevertheless customary for mem-
bers of foundation boards or association committees to per-
form their duties on an exclusively (unpaid) voluntary basis. 
At most, they are entitled to claim payment for their actual 
costs arising from the regular fulfilment of their mandate 
(travel, subsistence, administrative and other organization-
related expenses), with an injunction to keep them down to 
the lowest level. Literature has long defended and continues 
to defend this approach, on the (questionable) grounds that 
volunteering is the only way to respect the spirit of the non-
distribution constraint (see below, 1.1.) and that the disin-
terestedness of the members of the top management body 
would be an essential premise for the pursuit of the public 
purpose of the nonprofit (see below, 1.2.).

The non-distribution constraint
A nonprofit activity must be carried out exclusively for the 
public purpose for which the entity concerned is formed and 
may not be organized for the private gain of any person. This 
is the expression of the non-distribution constraint developed 
by Hansmann (1980). According to this theory, “a nonprofit 
organization is, in essence, an organization that is barred 
from distributing its net earnings, if any, to individuals who 
exercise control over it, such as members, officers, directors, 
or trustees” (Hansmann, 1980, p.838). Funders, donors, as 
well as members, beneficiaries or users indeed expect their 
contributions to be invested on programs and services, and 
board members have a fiduciary duty to manage the organi-
zations’ funds in such way. However, the notion of revenue 
must be understood here as a "pure profit" (Ibid.), i.e. the 
result of the activity, after deduction of all the expenses and 
investments necessary for operating, as well as any alloca-
tions to a reserve fund4. This means that the organization can 
reasonably remunerate the services (labor or capital5) pro-
vided in the course of its activities. This is how the non-dis-
tribution constraint should be understood. As such, it is not 
disputed that nonprofits may hire staff. Yet, a persistent belief 
is that volunteering – and the strict application of the non-
distribution constraint to the board's remuneration – would 
somehow guarantee that contributions will not be converted 
into personal gain by top management of the nonprofit. 

These allegations are clearly outdated: nonprofit organiza-
tions are no longer the "black boxes" they may have been 
several decades ago6. Much progress has since been made 
in terms of transparency and a number of structural con-
trol measures have been introduced (checks and balances). 
Moreover, remuneration is subject to particular scrutiny by 
stakeholders, the media and, sometimes, by supervisory 
authorities. The diversion of resources through compensation 
seems to be therefore more difficult than ever and, moreover, 
strongly discouraged. In contrast, failure to fairly compensate 
senior executives is much more likely to lead them, sooner or 
later, to believe that the organization is, in a way, beholden 
to them7. This sense of accountability could (potentially) 
lead them to seek other, often more obscure, compensation 
channels legally questionable, e.g. assets misappropriation, 
embezzlements, accounting manipulations, transactions 
with related parties, or even corruption8. In that respect, it 
is argued that proper compensation will actually reduce the 
temptation to take advantage of board service for personal 
gain (Lampkin, 2018, p.3).

Due to their tax exemption, nonprofit organizations are also 
subject to supervision by tax authorities. In many jurisdic-
tions, the (sometimes significant) compensation of executive 
directors (CEOs) is becoming a common practice and has 
never been considered to be inconsistent with the non-
distribution constraint, as long as it does not exceed what 
is reasonable under like circumstances. Determining what 
is reasonable may be difficult, but is usually a matter of fact 
– which may also involve moral elements. From a legal and 
economic perspective, however, there is no objective reason 
to treat the board members' compensation differently. 

The quality of commitment
Many researchers, advocates and even practitioners argue 
that the main motivation of a person sitting on the board of a 
nonprofit organization should be the sole achievement of the 
public (ideal) purpose of the organization and not any incen-
tive policy, whether monetary or otherwise (Pfister, 2017, p. 
336). In other words, the intrinsic motivation, i.e. the practice 
of an activity for pleasure and personal satisfaction would be 
sufficient in itself to ensure a sufficient commitment of board 
members. Moreover, serving with no compensation would be 
the only guarantee of a genuine commitment that goes be-
yond any extrinsic considerations, in particular remuneration. 
This may hold true for those that have devoted their entire 
life to a special cause, but for the majority of individuals who 
are working in the nonprofit sector, this is neither practical, 
nor realistic. Worse, this vision tends to portray an image of 
an outdated form of philanthropy reserved for a group of 
wealthy people who can contribute to the common good 
outside their usual paid or self-employment – if any. This 
conception is undoubtedly detrimental to the development of 
modern philanthropy. Furthermore, it has been proven that 
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when rewarded, philanthropists tend to help more and to be 
more invested in their mission (Tirole, 2019, p. 578). In this 
regard, it should be noted that the honorific aspect of a high-
end function as well as the prestige and the recognition asso-
ciated to it are all extrinsic components of human motivation. 
In fact, optimal engagement may only result from a judicious 
balance between intrinsic and extrinsic incentives, in form of 
non-pecuniary and monetary benefits9.

The Price of Doing Good 
It is long held by the general public that because of the 
charitable mission of nonprofit organizations, compensation 
would merely be draining resources away from their mission. 
This belief persists even among researchers. Advocating for 
the imposition of a salary cap in the nonprofit sector, senior 
economist Dean BAKER recently wrote in the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review: 

To see the implications of a pay cap, let’s take the case of 
Harvard University, where its former president, Drew G. 
Faust, earned more than $1.5 million in 2016, her last year 
in the position. If her pay had been capped at $400,000, it 
would have freed up $1.1 million. In addition to the presi-
dent, many other people in top-level positions at Harvard 
earn salaries in the high hundreds of thousands of dollars, 
including the provost, college deans, vice presidents, and 
other executives. If we assume 30 people in such positions, 
with an average pay of $600,000, the potential savings 
would be $6 million. Added to the savings on the president’s 
pay, this would free up more than $7 million a year. (Baker, 
2019, p. 58).

The proposed demonstration, surprisingly, ignores the intrin-
sic worth of individuals in the marketplace and the value they 
add to the organization by running it. Nonprofits – and their 
directors – operate in a complex market in which boundaries 
between them and new forms of mission-driven for-profit 
entities have never been so blurred. These new philanthropy 
organizations (especially LLCs in the US) benefit from tremen-
dous flexibility particularly when it comes to compensation 
(Brakman Reiser,2018a, pp.931). This allows them to hire 
people that would, most likely, command a very high salary10, 
draining best talents out of market11. 

If traditional nonprofits want to stand out in this competi-
tive environment and continue to attract funding, they must 
undertake an important shift from good intentions to real 
impact, adopting innovative, disruptive and efficient prac-
tices. This requires a strong and effective board, which is able 
to assume the strategic overall management of the nonprofit. 
According to a 2015 study, however, more than a quarter of 
nonprofit directors do not have a deep understanding of their 
organization’s mission and strategy. Nearly one-third of them 
are dissatisfied with the board’s ability to evaluate organiza-

tional performance, and a majority does not believe that their 
fellow board members are very experienced or engaged with 
their work (Larcker et al., 2015, p.3). These are very alarming 
figures12. Organizations should take steps to attract and retain 
the most qualified and able individuals in the first place, but 
should also work to keep them committed to their mission. 
That is where attractive extrinsic incentives come into play. 
It is indeed well known – and documented – that a more 
competent and committed board can improve the overall 
performance of the organization. Without even consider-
ing the question of impact and its assessment, managerial 
performance can already be measured, or at least estimated, 
through cost efficiencies and fundraising (which are therefore 
the focus of most incentive plans). 

Organizational efficiency 
Strong financial and accounting skills may lead to a general 
reduction in operational and organizational costs. If marginal 
efficiency savings are essential, in an industry facing disrup-
tion and competition, they are no longer enough to guarantee 
the survival of the organization. Long-term success often 
implies organizational changes, better allocation of resources 
or significant shifts in the main strategic plan. This requires 
more entrepreneurial skills and managerial expertise, as well 
as strong leadership and capacity for innovation, which come 
at a certain price. But, in this context, more is less. 

Fundraising
In a sector where resources are generally scarce, the capacity 
to attract funding becomes vital. Hence, successful fundrais-
ing campaigns are a sine qua non condition for the long-term 
success of the organization. Board members bring some criti-
cal forms of leverage to the process: reputation, legitimacy 
and prestige. The more extensive and sophisticated their 
networks, the more valuable and irreplaceable the members. 
Power and influence come with a certain price. And, when it 
comes to fundraising, more is more.

The Implications for the Education World
Most of voluntary educational associations are neither 
governments, nor for-profit entities, but independent, non-
profit, organizations. They usually adopt a board governance 
structure and largely rely on fundraising activities or public 
subsidy to provide financial resources for the execution of 
their programs or services. This is generally true for educa-
tion nonprofits working with schools, but also for schools 
themselves. The reputation of the institution, which derives 
from the quality of its management and faculty, is crucial for 
attracting every dollar of tuition and fees, as well as public 
monies. Strong and sound financial skills are then necessary 
to make good use of these funds and create value – or impact. 
The considerations set out above are therefore generally 
applicable to all nonprofits involved in education, maybe 
even more rigorously. Besides, many institutions (especially 
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in higher education) partially base their activities on a com-
mercial model. Consequently, successful business experience 
or education should be a prerequisite for a majority of mem-
bers. The education system (especially in the US) has almost 
always had a very blurred demarcation between public and 
private sectors, exacerbating therefore the competitiveness 
of markets; the market of services first, but also the market of 
funding, as well as the market of talents – whether executives 
or faculty. This explains why the charitable organizations 
most likely to pay board members, behind hospitals, are uni-
versities (Lampkin, 2018, p.9).

Conclusion
In the light of these simple examples, it can probably be said 
that higher compensations do not necessarily represent 
less money for the beneficiaries of the charity in question. 
On the contrary, talents being an essential premise of effec-
tive leadership, well-designed compensation arrangements 
would likely benefit traditional nonprofit organizations, their 
networks and, ultimately, the public good. An analysis of the 
effects that compensation of board members generates in 
terms of social value and impact would probably reinforce 
this opinion. The rise of philanthropy LLCs in the US may 
intuitively support this claim. Further analysis should con-
sider the potential effects of compensation on the overall 
expected (social) return of the organization. However, one 
thing is for sure: willingness to do well and desire to serve 
the mission are not enough anymore, especially in a highly 
competitive market and an "expensive" member who works 
professionally can actually be "cheap" for the nonprofit and 
a "cheap" member may turn out to be, in the long run, pretty 
expensive (Riemer, 2012). To put it simply, paying Drew G. 
Faust $400,000 instead of $1.5 million would not have “freed 
up $1.1 million”…
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Endnotes

1.  The “third sector” is a term usually used to describe various organizations 
with different forms and purposes, belonging neither to the public sector nor 
to the private sector.

2.  For a comprehensive overview of the concept, see Brest and Harvey (2018). 

3.  For a brief history in the US, see: Lampkin (2018), p. 2.

4.  Nonprofits also face an extremely severe assessment by tax authorities in 
this area, even though the need to build up such reserves is now widely 
recognized in practice. Some jurisdictions interpret such reserves as an 
unjustified accumulation of wealth (hoarding), which can sometimes lead to 
the denial of exemption.

5.  Nonprofit organizations may have creditors.

6.  The vast majority of “developed” legal orders have adopted, if not 
proper (hard) law, at least best practice guidelines in order to strengthen 
transparency and accountability in the nonprofit sector. 

7.  Swiss Foundation Code (2015), p. 54, pointing out that honorary roles may 
bring the foundation to be confronted with “an entitlement mentality from 
board members”.

8.  See Douglas and Mills (2000), endorsed by Greenlee et al. (2007, p. 679), 
arguing that the lack of business and financial expertise and reliance on 
volunteer boards are both contributory factors to fraud in the nonprofit 
sector. 

9.  For a complete analysis, see Bénabou and Tirole (2003, p. 489) 

10. For a brief, but compelling presentation of the arguments for the 
philanthropic LLC model, see Brakman Reiser (2018b), p. 28. For a more in-
depth analysis, Brakman Reiser (2018a), pp. 931.

11. They are therefore not only poised to become the preferred vehicle for 
the US tech elite philanthropists, but are also likely to spread beyond the 
rarefied circles of Silicon Valley's technology magnates (see Brakman Reiser 
(2018b), p. 26; Brakman Reiser (2018a), pp. 957).

12. These figures must be put in perspective: on average, nonprofit boards 
consist of 30 members, which is significantly larger than necessary. Although 
one size does not fit all, the board of directors should be small enough in 
numbers for efficient decision-making, but large enough for its members 
to contribute experience and knowhow from different fields and to allocate 
management and control functions among themselves. In any case, 
however, it should not exceed ten members (see: Jacquemet, 2019, p. 153).
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Introduction and Aims 
Philanthropic and other non-state funders operate in con-
texts increasingly geared to pursue ‘big impact’ as well as to 
respond to calls for transparency. The two are not necessarily 
aligned. This analysis of interviews with philanthropic and 
impact investing organisations finds a number of experienced 
tensions impeding transparency. Some were unconvinced 
that the pursuit of transparency was a useful ideal as it would 
hinder impact. Others felt that resources would be better 
spent in expanding investment portfolios. Some purposely 
kept data on their activities and investments gated to gain 
comparative advantage or to comply with the wishes of pa-
trons, benefactors, and investors to remain anonymous. By 
and large, however, most felt that transparent operations and 
open access to such data and information would lead to more 
comprehensive decision-making around investment. Where 
it was not possible to access through open channels, actors 
shared information discreetly through social informational 
networks with other organisations through their own connec-
tions. This fed opacity. 

There is a lack of clarity on the nature of philanthropic and 
other non-state engagement and on the magnitude of invest-
ment and financial flows. The more recent critical public 
discourse and academic literature calls on funders to provide 
publicly accessible information about their activities, opera-
tions, and processes. Running alongside is an increasing 
internal sectoral push towards evaluating ‘impact’, and more 
diversified mechanisms of investment beyond traditional 
grant-giving. While prompted by different concerns, both 
pulls are resulting in a rising interest in transparency. How-
ever, given disparate public reporting requirements and the 
private nature of most reporting exercises, achieving trans-
parency is fraught with tensions.

This contribution reports on some of these tensions as experi-
enced by philanthropic and impact investing actors support-
ing education in Asia. The insights emerged from a focused 
analysis of semi-structured interviews with 15 organisations 
in India, Japan, and Singapore. The interviews were conduct-

Summary
Philanthropic and other non-state funders 
are operating in contexts increasingly geared 
to pursue ‘big impact’ as well as to respond 
to calls for transparency. Given that these 
two concepts are not necessarily aligned, this 
article analyses interviews with philanthropic 
and impact investing organizations supporting 
education in Asia and reports the tensions 
experiences by philanthropic and impact 
investing actors in India, Japan and Singapore.
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ed as part of a study to pilot the Invest-ED Tool (Srivastava 
& Read, 2019).1 The analysis focuses on the (un)availability 
of data systems and access to data and information and on 
reporting compulsions and incentives, and their potential 
implications for achieving transparency. 

(Un)availability of Data Systems and (Restricted) 
Access
Purposes of Data Use
There was a distinction between public data and data for 
internal purposes, the latter which was rarely shared across 
organisations. However, accessing and producing data were 
important for two different purposes: (a) decision-making, 
primarily to inform investment priorities and (b) external and 
internal reporting to stakeholders and governing entities. This 
necessitated access to different types of data, causing com-
plications as there were few sources from which participants 
could easily draw.

Capacity
Some participating organisations had sophisticated ‘well-
oiled’ internal systems with highly structured processes to 
regularly collect and analyse data on investments. They also 
had or invested in dedicated in-house capacity and techni-
cal expertise for monitoring and evaluation. Often, the need 
to achieve or monitor ‘impact’ was stated in these cases. 
However, others felt restricted in their capacity. This limited 
investment to areas where they had an existing physical pres-
ence, for example, an office or trusted implementer, or where 
they could send staff to monitor and evaluate ongoing initia-
tives. For some funders, this caused a tension in the desire for 
a more comprehensive investment strategy based on a wider 
stock-taking analysis. In some instances, there was a noted 
tension between investing in monitoring and evaluation and 
data exercises or expanding the pool of resources for support-
ing more initiatives at scale.

Proprietary Data and Social Informational Networks 
The proprietary nature of most organisational data was noted 
as a major barrier by virtually all participants. There were 
limitations on what could be publicly shared. Most often, data 
on specific investment amounts was not shared or reported 
unless there was a legal or external reporting compulsion. 
For some, restricted access was a compulsion of anonymous 
benefactors. Most participants were frustrated by restricted 
access, creating a feeling as expressed by one interviewee 
from a philanthropic organisation, that ‘everybody is, like, 
hoarding information’. 

However, some organisations saw data gaps as key to their 
comparative advantage. Producing relevant data could be an 
important draw for intermediary organisations, particularly, 
membership-based network service/support organisations 
(commonly termed ‘networks’). The broader environment of 

restricted access could represent a niche to be capitalised, 
enticing new members and maintaining loyalty amongst 
existing ones. 

Some funders found a way around this. An informal informa-
tion sharing system was reported by participants, in which 
actors relied on their social networks with other organisa-
tions to gain access to otherwise gated information. Thus, 
some key information was shared discreetly through social 
informational networks rather than through open, publicly 
accessible channels, unless this was mandated.

Reporting Compulsions and Motivations
Extrinsic requirements linked to formal regulatory compul-
sions provided the strongest incentives for reporting, while 
intrinsic motivations were less clear. Regulatory compulsions 
for reporting were most strongly linked to legal compul-
sions in domestic contexts. From a research and monitoring 
perspective, such compulsions certainly help to increase the 
transparency of some aspects of activity, increasing the ease 
of public access to vetted information.

However, such stringency is not without its challenges. Blan-
ket compulsions were seen by some participants as unduly 
restrictive, irrelevant to achieving impact, and decontextu-
alized. This caused frustration among some, investors and 
investees alike, who commented that high-level compliance 
and reporting measures were divorced from ground-level 
realities to achieving impact. In one extreme case, the process 
of meeting compliance requirements was described as one 
that ‘soaks your energy and your blood’.

Nonetheless, most saw value in reporting, stressing that 
indicators and processes should be relevant beyond simply 
accounting for money spent. Most funders in the study stated 
that they asked investees to establish criteria for reporting to 
suit the context and the initiative.

Potential Implications for Transparency
While most participants were interested in transparency 
and reporting, some felt it was an elusive ideal which may 
be incongruous with the aims of making ‘big’ impact. As one 
participant noted: 

[We’d like to] fund a greater diversity of organisations, a greater 
diversity of work. You know, less focused on this flawed idea of 
reporting every [monetary unit] in the hopes of building trans-
parency, make investment based on trust, focus on big picture 
not line items. I mean it’s just, it’s very frustrating. You, the 
stated goal is to change the world…
[…]
…the way of doing it is to count every [monetary unit] spent.
[…]
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They are, they are in opposition. There is no way you can do 
that. 

Nonetheless, increased access to data and publicly sharing in-
formation were noted as increasing transparency that would 
help to facilitate investment decisions. Philanthropic actors 
in the study were interested in increasing transparency to 
generate data on the implementation and social or sectoral 
impact of the initiatives they supported. This may be a shift 
from traditional input-output data tracking money. Founda-
tions disbursing traditional programming grants tended to be 
interested in understanding how money invested was spent 
to generate impact in education. However, the development 
of suitable indicators was noted as a challenge.

Participants also noted that the pursuit of transparency 
would require significant changes to organisational struc-
tures. This would include building systems for monitoring 
and evaluation and developing staff capacity or investing in 
technical expertise. For some who were less convinced, this 
was felt as a tension of wasting resources that may be better 
spent elsewhere: 

 …you can’t help but think that in the grand scheme of things, 
because, you know, the resource has gone into measurement 
then you’re going to end up measuring some lower qual-
ity thing…because the same resource cannot be put in the 
improvement of education. Of course, we know somewhere 
there is a balance […] that, you know, how you can be more 
effective aah... so, so we’re just grappling with where we put 
our resources. 

Summary of Insights 
This preliminary analysis points to a number of experienced 
tensions for funders operating in a sectoral context to increas-
ingly pursue ‘big impact’ as well as to respond to calls for 
greater transparency. The two are not necessarily aligned. 
Some participants were unconvinced that the pursuit of 
transparency was a useful ideal, stating it was incongruous 
with nimble investment. Some felt that resources would be 
better spent in expanding their investment portfolios. By 
and large, however, most felt that transparent operations 
and open access to data and information would lead to more 
comprehensive decision-making around investment. 

Participants in this study tended to focus on reporting for in-
ternal purposes or to comply with external regulations. While 
most saw value in more openly accessible data and information, 
access was usually restricted. Some purposely kept information 
gated to secure comparative advantage or to comply with wishes 
of anonymity. Funders often accessed data and information 
through ad-hoc social informational networks with other organi-
zations through their own connections rather than through open 
channels, and sometimes through membership-based networks. 

Thus, there is a struggle between the ideals of transparency 
within the pursuit of ‘big impact’ -one that requires much 
further analysis.

Endnotes

1.  The Invest-ED Tool was developed in collaboration with researchers at the 
Brookings Institution based on an adapted set of reporting standards and 
disclosures originally developed by the Global Reporting Initiative. 
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Part 3 
New Relationships and 
Frontiers Between the Public 
and Private Spheres
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Introduction
In recent years, Argentina has experienced a new type of 
public-private partnership (PPP) within its public education 
system: the contract-out of in-service headteacher training to 
the Varkey Foundation (VF) in five provinces. The involvement 
of the VF in Argentina lies in the crossroads of the emergence 
of a global expansion of PPP in education (Robertson & Verger, 
2012) and the role of new philanthropists (Ball, 2008). Argentina 
developed PPPs in education prior to its global expansion in 
the 1980s (Steiner-Khamsi & Draxler, 2018), as already in 1947 
state subsidies to private schools were established. Nowadays, 
this enduring mechanism reaches 63% of primary and 70% of 
secondary private schools, receiving between 40% and 100% 
of state-funding to cover teachers’ salaries (Sleiman, 2018)1. 
Furthermore, privatization is a continuing phenomenon from 
the early 1950s, and private schools represent at the present 
28,2% of total enrollment in k-12 education (DIEE, 2018). None-
theless, in spite of the adoption of different neoliberal reforms 
in the 1970s and 1990s, Argentina is considered a ‘black swan’, 
as it has never implemented market-oriented mechanisms such 
as school competition, vouchers or parental choice (Beech & 
Barrenechea, 2011). In this regard, the country was historically 
characterized by a strong state-monopoly in education and 
particularly upon headteachers & teacher training (Feldfeber et 
al., 2018), a tradition that seems to have been broken in recent 
years due to different small-scale PPPs throughout the country 
(Veleda, 2016). Therefore, the emergence of the VF as responsi-
ble for in-service headteachers’ training raises questions about 
a new state role and the expansion of privatization under a new 
PPP scheme.

New Philanthropy and the Expansion of Ppp in 
Education.
The global emergence of new philanthropy has occurred amid 
the shift of government to governance in education. New 
governance in education has replaced historical hierarchical 
top-down power relationships for heterarchical networks, 

Summary
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the Varkey Foundation, a philanthropic global 
organization, and highlights the effects of 
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entailing the involvement of a range of new actors at different 
levels of influence within state education policymaking (Ball & 
Junemann, 2012a). Although not completely powerless, nation-
states appear more dependent upon non-state actors as corpo-
rations, ‘edubusinesses’ and philanthropists (Ball & Junemann, 
2012b). Furthermore, network governance is underpinned by a 
neoliberal ideology, which strives for private provision of educa-
tion under market rules and limits the state’s role for enabling 
and funding private initiatives (Robertson & Verger, 2012). In 
this sense, ‘new philanthropy’ shows a double face. On the one 
hand, it steers donations as investments and results as returns 
(Avelar & Ball, 2019). On the other hand, new philanthropy de-
ploys business methods as performance management, impact 
evaluation or efficiency for reshaping the public sector. As we 
shall see, philanthropists are taking on responsibilities and 
tasks historically developed by the state. 

The global expansion of PPP in education has played a pivotal 
role for the further involvement of philanthropists. In this sense, 
Steiner-Khamsi & Draxler (2018) argue that, in addition to the 
shift from government to governance and the re-articulation of 
the state, governments had “reframed PPPs as global solutions 
to their local problems” (p. 2). Hence, two questions appear 
as paramount for understanding this case: (i) why some policy 
actors buy into certain policies which appear as ‘best practices’ 
and what these new PPPs are replacing. Particularly relevant 
for understanding our case is the notion of the global education 
policy community, characterized by a limited number of partici-
pants, who share core values and visions and validate certain 
policy discourses, but at the same time disenfranchise tradi-
tional policies and actors (Ball, 2008). Within such communities, 
certain key-players engage and network to catalyze the delivery 
of education services through philanthropy and business in 
different countries (Ball & Junemann, 2012a). Thus, first, we 
ought to analyze how, who and where key-players were linked 
together to introduce the VF to Argentina and second, what the 
delegation of headteacher training to private hands means in 
terms of the system’s governance. 

Networks, Influence, and Policymaking.
The VF work is a clear example of new philanthropy and the 
re-shaping of nation-states’ education policy. Founded in 2011 
by Sunny Varkey, the VF is mainly concerned with teaching qual-
ity, operating in all-six continents with different programs such 
as “Teach for Uganda” and “Teach for Ghana”, providing grants 
for work in Lebanon and China and developing policy research 
projects like the “Global Teacher Status Index”, among other 
projects (Varkey Foundation, 2019a). Moreover, since 2013 the 
VF partnered with UNESCO and United Arab Emirates’ Ministry 
of Education for hosting the ‘Global Education & Skills Forum’ 
annually in Dubai, where not only the Global Teacher Prize2 is 
awarded, but also ministries, businessmen and private compa-
nies from all over the world are gathered (Ridge et al., 2016). The 
VF is part of the Varkey Group Limited, a conglomerate of five 

organizations that includes the GEMS Group, run by Sunny Var-
key, the world’s largest private education company (Matovich 
& Cardini, 2019), which in 2018 made an annual profit of $602,6 
million (Ernest & Young, 2018), 9% higher than the previous 
year (Matovich & Cardini, 2019). According to its latest financial 
statement, the VF operates mainly through income generated 
by its own programs (78,4%), where donations represent only 
8,9% (Varkey Foundation, 2018a). Furthermore, as evidenced by 
Ridge, Kippels and Shami (2016), the Foundation has succeeded 
to develop a vast network of influential actors across the state, 
private and third sectors, including Andreas Schleicher from 
OECD, former U.S. president Bill Clinton or UNESCO’s Director 
General Irina Bokova. 

In Argentina, the VF partnered with the National Ministry of Edu-
cation (NME) for implementing the “Leadership & Innovation” 
program (PLIE its Spanish acronym) in five of twenty-four prov-
inces: Mendoza, Jujuy, Corrientes, Salta and Buenos Aires (Var-
key Foundation, 2019b). The program entails a six-week training 
for public school headteachers and one school teacher, aiming 
to equip them with the skills to be “the managers of real change 
within their own institutions” (Varkey Foundation, 2019b). The 
implementation started in October 2016 in the province of 
Jujuy and continued throughout 2017 in Mendoza, Corrientes 
and Salta (Varkey Foundation, 2018b), landing in 2018 in the 
province of Buenos Aires, the largest district in the country (Ma-
tovich & Cardini, 2019). After four years, it has trained more than 
7,100 headteachers and aims to reach more than 15,000 (Varkey 
Foundation, 2019b). Furthermore, the Foundation has expand-
ed its scope developing the ‘Innovation Studio’ for PLIE alumni, 
The Latin-American Coalition for Teaching Excellence and bro-
kering with Argentina for having a National Teacher Prize. 

The landing of the VF in Argentina occurred at the hand of a 
new government and thanks to the combination of two strate-
gies: networking and piloting. As framed by Fontdevila, Verger 
& Avelar (2019) among the private sector influencing strategies, 
networking appears to be the preferred method for philanthro-
pists. Compared to Brazil, where networking occurred by means 
of a well-organized advocacy coalition (Avelar & Ball, 2019), the 
Argentinian case was dominated by ‘meetingness’, a modality of 
business encounters, seminars, events and so on, which reunite 
influential policy actors (Fontdevila, et al., 2019). As detailed by 
Matovich & Cardini (2019) the key player from the Argentinian 
side was Esteban Bullrich, at the time National Minister of Edu-
cation. Minister Bullrich attended a number of events organized 
by the Varkey Foundation during his prior position as Minister of 
Education for the City of Buenos Aires (2007-2015), where, for in-
stance, he expressed his desire to have an Argentinian National 
Teacher Prize (Global Education and Skills Forum, 2017). From 
the other side, Vikas Pota, president of the VF, was invited by 
Bullrich to an event at the province of Jujuy with Isolda Calsina, 
provincial Minister of Education, an encounter that triggered the 
program. Furthermore, Agustin Porres, who worked with Bull-
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Endnotes

1.  These numbers are higher when considering private schools with faith 
designation. 

2.  The Global Teacher Prize awards US $1 dollar award to “an exceptional 
teacher who has made an outstanding contribution to the profession” 
Furthermore, the has partnered with 40 countries for promoting the National 
Teacher Prize organization develop the regional 

rich at the City of Buenos Aires, was appointed Country Director 
of Varkey Argentina and Fernando Zapiola, former International 
Baccalaureate coordinator in Argentina and also classmate with 
Bullrich during their time studying in the U.S., became Academ-
ic Director (Matovich & Cardini, 2019). 

The second relevant aspect for the establishment of the VF 
was its piloting modality, as it started in two provinces and 
was rapidly expanded into three more. Pilot experiences are 
small-scale interventions less likely to generate opposition from 
stakeholders and faster to implement (Fontdevila et al., 2019). 
However, in this case, the policy networks had a crucial role in 
shaping which provinces would pioneer. Argentina is a federal 
country with a decentralized education system governed by 
each province. Therefore, the selection of Jujuy and Mendoza as 
the first two cases was not casual, but based on a political affin-
ity, as both belong to ‘Cambiemos’, the national coalition which 
governed the country. For the selection of Corrientes and Salta, 
the Varkey Foundation had a say, related to Porres and Zapiola 
networks, whereas the final province, Buenos Aires, was also 
governed by ‘Cambiemos’ (Matovich & Cardini, 2019).

New Forms of Privatization in Argentina.
The relevance of the VF’s PLIE was the development of a dif-
ferent type of PPP in Argentina, within the context of a change 
in the governance paradigm. In spite of different neoliberal 
reforms, the state has never resigned its control over head-
teachers training for public education, undertaken either at the 
national or provincial level. However, over the last ten years, 
a number of projects for in-service headteacher and teachers 
training between provincial governments, companies and third 
sector organizations began to appear disseminated throughout 
different provinces (Veleda, 2016). Nonetheless, none of them 
were centrally coordinated and funded by the NME, which con-
ceded the PLIE is a distinctive feature.

Furthermore, a paramount aspect of this new PPP was its fund-
ing and contracting scheme. First, the PLIE program has no 
charge for participants in any province, as it is funded by the 
NME. However, it has an indirect cost for provinces, which have 
to replace headteachers and teachers during the six-week train-
ing (Matovich & Cardini, 2019). Finally, the VF, who receives its 
payment from the NME, brings their own staff from the United 
Kingdom (Matovich & Cardini, 2019). Nonetheless, in the context 
of public cuts in education for the (2015-2019) period (Claus & 
Sanchez, 2019), the PLIE meant an overhead cost in dollars for 
the NME (Feldfeber et al., 2018). What is more, the contracting 
mechanism was controversial, as it was under the figure of a 
‘cooperation agreement’ which allowed the VF to be the only 
contesting organization for providing the training, instead of 
public tender (Feldfeber et al., 2018). Thus, through the funding 
scheme and the benefits received by the VF, one of the key rea-
sons for the global expansion of PPPs in education is clear: mak-
ing it a business of global scale (Steiner-Khamsi & Draxler, 2018).

Finally, the PLIE initiative was also underpinned by a desire for 
generating innovation in public education using private sec-
tor methods. Minister Bullrich repeatedly criticized Argentina’s 
public education system for being old and inadequate regard-
ing the 21st century demands, and strived for radical innovation 
imported from outside (Matovich & Cardini, 2019). Innovative 
solutions to social problems are a typical selling point for PPPs 
in education (Robertson & Verger, 2012), which was no excep-
tion for the Varkey PLIE program. After the six-week training, 
each headteacher should present a ‘School Innovation Project’ 
to implement upon returning to their school. However, concerns 
might arise when thinking of the Sunny Varkey airline model of 
“economy, business and first-class to make top-notch educa-
tion available based on what families could afford” (Rai, 2014). 
Questions arise when thinking about what type of public edu-
cation is being delivered and to what extent this piloting case 
opens the door for further privatization in Argentina.  

Conclusion: The Local-Global Divide
Argentina constitutes a case of historical PPP in education 
(Verger et al., 2016), which began in 1947 under the form of 
state subsidies to private schooling and continues to this day. 
However, the partnership with the Varkey Foundation for head 
teachers and teachers’ training entailed the delegation of a 
responsibility historically developed by the state to private 
hands (Feldfeber et al., 2018). On the one hand, this case evi-
dences how philanthropists, as a global actor, have a growing 
participation in education, changing the ways under which 
education policies are developed within nation states, and 
dismantling hierarchical power structures within countries. On 
the other hand, the global growth of privatization (Verger et al., 
2016) and particularly of PPP as a model for educational gov-
ernance (Robertson & Verger, 2012) are transforming the cat-
egories used for understanding such a complex phenomenon. 
The involvement of the VF within Argentina’s public education 
seems to consolidate a new form of privatization through PPP 
in the country, different from supply-side subsidies, which 
started around 2012 as documented by Veleda (2016). None-
theless, the continuity or not of the partnership is in suspense, 
as the first agreement ended in December 2019, coinciding 
with a change in the national government due to the defeat of 
the ‘Cambiemos’ in the national election. Hence, the question 
remains if the VF experience is to be framed within a particular 
time in history or if it constituted the consolidation of a new 
privatization wave in Argentina.
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In spite of the growing privatization in Latin America, few stud-
ies have investigated the forms it has adopted in the region. 
Drawing from the categories of privatization developed by 
Moschetti, Fontdevilla & Verger (2019), this article argues that 
since 2016 there has been in Brazil a shift from disperse new 
management reforms to privatization as part of a structural 
reform of the state. Philanthropy has been playing a key role in 
this shift by adopting two forms of action: advocacy activities 
and supporting groups and movement of “political renovation” 
that affect legislative and public management staff. As a result, 
their agenda has been advancing fast, displacing an emphasis 
from the “right to education” to the “right to learn”, abandoning 
a deeper understanding of education and its role in democracy 
and social justice.

The Trajectory of Privatization of Education in 
Brazil: From Incremental to Structural
Several countries and regions on the globe have been expe-
riencing increasing privatization processes in educational 
reforms (Verger; Fontdevila; Zancajo, 2016). The case of Latin 
America is highlighted by leading the ranking of regions with the 
largest private educational participation and also the highest 
growth in recent decades (UNESCO-UIS, 2016 apud Moschetti; 
Fontdevila; Verger, 2019). In addition to the growth in private 
education provision, the region has seen more complex and 
multifaceted (Ball, 2009), endogenous and exogenous (Ball & 
Yudell, 2008) processes, which range from the provision of edu-
cation to the formulation of educational legislation and policies 
and in processes increasingly rooted also in the strategies for 
implementing these policies in the era of 'new public manage-
ment' (Coupland; Currie; Boyett, 2008).

Moschetti, Fontdevila and Verger (2019), recently reviewing 
these policies and processes between 1990 and 2016, cat-
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egorized the 'paths' by which educational privatization has 
advanced on the continent. In Brazil, their findings show that 
privatization has advanced through incremental reform, with 
the emergence of 'new public management' and the concep-
tion of education as a service, accompanied by high rates of 
territorial inequality. The authors add that processes of re-
sistance by civil society to more structural privatization have 
made Brazil a country more likely to adopt more moderate 
reforms, and further describe that it is a very decentralized 
country and it is therefore difficult to promote deep educa-
tional reforms at national level.

From 2016, however, we argue that with a deepening partici-
pation of philanthropy actors in the processes of formulating 
and implementing educational policies – as we will demon-
strate in the next item – Brazil has been moving to another 
category designed by Moschetti, Fontdevila and Verger 
(2019): educational privatization is becoming part of state 
structural reform. The two central axes that have character-
ized resistances to incremental privatization so far are also 
systematically weakened: there is a recrudescence of formal 
spaces for civil society participation (Da Silva et al., 2018) and 
philanthropists are now devoted to training human resources 
staff to work in public administration at the three federal 
levels – federal, state and municipal.

Structural Reforms: Flagship Cases of New 
Philanthropy in Public Policy Formulation
In June 2014, the National Education Plan 2014-2024 under 
Law 13.005 / 2014 was approved in Brazil. Even before complet-
ing one year, the country experienced an institutional rupture 
(Fernandez and Pellanda, 2018) with the impeachment of the 
former president Dilma Rousseff and the rise to the presidency 
of Michel Temer. This shift was characterized on the one hand by 
the implementation of economic austerity policies, divestments 
in social areas (Cara and Pellanda, 2018), and the recrudescence 
of formal spaces for participation (Da Silva; De Sousa; De Pinho 
Araújo, 2018) and, on the other, by the elaboration of education-
al reforms marked by the leadership of the new philanthropy.

The milestone of the setback in terms of participation in the for-
mulation of educational policies occurs in 2017, with a process 
of recomposition of the members of the National Education Fo-
rum and the modification of the competences of the permanent 
instances of negotiation between civil society and the state. Da 
Silva et al. (2018, p. 21) describe that such processes would be 
beyond a simple dispute of deliberative spaces around public 
education policies, but would be linked to a new recomposition 
by the federal government, “with the intentionality of the crum-
bling of public spaces in favor of the interests and decisions 
arising from an education to the logic of the market”.

Overturning the primordial spaces of “resistances” to structural 
privatization processes, as described by Moschetti et al. (2019), 

there was room for other interested actors. In this sense, the 
two main actions taken by the Temer government (2015-2018) 
in education were the construction of a National Learning 
Standards, led by the autonomous group “Mobilization for the 
National Learning Standards” – coordinated by the Lemann 
Foundation and with the membership of main philanthropic 
institutions that work in education in Brazil (Avelar and Ball, 
2019) – and the publication of a High School Reform – formu-
lated by the Unibanco Institute and whose implementation has 
been fostered through education financialization mechanisms 
together with Itaú Social, Itaú BBA, and Insper (organizations 
that were also involved in the attempt to implement Social 
Impact Bonds for education in the state of São Paulo (Cássio; 
Goulart; Ximenes, 2018)).

Both agendas miss the 20 goals and hundreds of strategies 
of the National Education Plan, which came to the end of 
the Temer government with only four of its goals partially 
implemented and all others far from being met, according 
to a survey of the Brazilian Campaign by Right to Education, 
based on official data3.

As Avelar (2018) describes, three fundamental and interrelated 
forms of work are identified in these activities of the new philan-
thropic institutions: framing problems and policy solutions with 
entrepreneurship; coordination, mobilization and activation of 
relationships and resources in networks; and institutionaliza-
tion of policies and relationships in heterarchies.

The federal government became occupied by new philanthropy 
after being putted in place the major reforms, being guaranteed 
the government's non-porosity in the face of education move-
ments and unions, and as the long-term social investment 
policy in public and free education, represented by the National 
Education Plan, had been putted in corner. However, the main 
challenge facing such groups from then on is the federal decen-
tralization in the provision of basic education. To this end, an-
other strategy is underway: the capillarization of "new leaders" 
and "people management innovation" strategies to form public 
administration staff at all levels of the federation.

Vectors for Implementation: Capillarization 
of "New Leaders" and "People Management 
Innovation" as Strategies for Public 
Administration
In parallel with the achievement of such educational reforms 
and the more structural privatization process of education 
in Brazil, new philanthropy has been supporting groups that 
have grown and strengthened to form new public leaders in a 
process they call “innovation in people management”. These 
groups aim to form cadres to take up positions in public admin-
istration throughout the country.

Through business management values and discourse – with an 
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emphasis on impact, efficiency, and results management – the 
main groups that have advanced this agenda are RenovaBR4 
and the Political Action Network for Sustainability (RAPS)5, by 
training candidates for elected positions in the legislatures; and 
Vetor Brasil, focusing on “attracting, selecting and developing 
professionals” for public management6. 

From surveys conducted on documents provided by the three 
organizations, with information from 2018, the main findings 
were that RenovaBR7 has a budget of approximately R$ 20 
million (US$ 5 million), 85% of which comes from individuals, 
especially heirs of banks such as Itaú-Unibanco. RAPS, on the 
other hand, does not make its financial statements and activi-
ties available on its website, only for its network, which is made 
up of partners such as Jorge Paulo Lemann's Estudar Founda-
tion and Lemann Foundation; the Maria Cecília Souto Vidigal 
Foundation; Instituto Alana – from the same heiress of Itaú who 
donated to RenovaBR; among others8. Vetor Brasil has a budget 
of about R$ 5 million (US$ 1.3 million), mostly from legal enti-
ties, 60% of which is donated by the Lemann Foundation9. 

Therefore, it is possible to verify that the same actors respon-
sible for the structural reforms mentioned in the previous 
item, such as the new learning standards and the high school 
reform, as examples, are financing and supporting these 
“political renewal” movements. But what are their purposes? 
Their common agenda is to train political leaders and future 
candidates, guaranteeing them connections and networks in 
the business field especially, and putting themselves as in-
termediaries for the selection of these public actors: whether 
the selection made by the population, in representative posi-
tions, as they give a “seal of quality”; whether carried out by 
chief executives of the three levels of the federation, through 
direct articulation with these managers.

The results of this kind of policy influence are already consid-
erable: in 2018, 117 RenovaBR leaders competed in the elec-
tions10; RAPS has a network of 581 members from 28 parties, 
of which 134 have current mandates11; and Vetor Brasil has 
a network of more than 350 professionals, working in the 27 
federation units, in more than 120 government agencies of 40 
governments – having grown 91% from 2017 to 2018 (Vetor 
Brasil, 2015, p. 9).

Conclusions
This paper has shown a shift in the privatization model in 
Brazil over the past three years, from an incremental model 
to a structurally based model for state reform. It also related 
this model to the recent growth of the participation of foun-
dations and business institutes in the formulation of educa-
tional policies, following the model of new philanthropies. 
Finally, it demonstrated that such groups have been design-
ing concomitant strategies to ensure the implementation 
of such national reforms and to overcome the challenge of 

decentralizing education provision by supporting groups that 
have developed training and created the environment for the 
solidification of aligned human resources that can compose 
legislatures and executives at all federal levels from the high-
est to the most elementary positions.

The impact on the full guarantee of the right to education has 
already been demonstrated by numerous aforementioned 
authors. However, there is a deeper nexus impact demon-
strated by Cara's doctoral thesis (2019): the replacement of 
the right to education with the right to learning. Cara (2019) 
demonstrates that such actors promote discourses and agen-
das that focus on policies that reduce the scope of the right to 
education to that of learning, content-based, productivist and 
utilitarian. Not coincidently, they are promoters of the cur-
riculum agenda and a reform of High School focused on tech-
nical professionalization and cheap labor, to the detriment of 
the agenda of the National Education Plan.

This article therefore describes and analyzes the size of the 
problem brought by the new philanthropy in Brazil which, 
under the guise of “solving problems” or “collaborating” with 
education, is undertaking a structural action 1) reforms, 2) 
outsourcing, 3) financialization and 4) reductionism of the 
right to education in the country.

With the rise of a populist, far-right government such as that 
of Jair Bolsonaro (Alston, 2017; Mounk, 2018), the tendency is 
for an even greater impoverishment of this right. Such liberal-
izing policies are in line with the collapse of what has meant 
some nod to the construction of a welfare state in Brazil, 
but which has never seen structural reforms grounded in a 
perspective of law and which is increasingly distancing itself 
from that view.
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Introduction
In the last decades, great entrepreneurs have strengthened 
themselves as one of the most significant voices in the strug-
gle for control and purposes of public education in Latin Amer-
ica, intensifying their conditioning to private interests. The 
advance of corporate collective action has been transformed 
and renewed, deepening quantitatively and qualitatively 
over time. Today we are confronted with 'new actors' such as 
philanthropists, consultants, international and transnational 
organizations, think tanks funded by large corporations, pri-
vate foundations and institutes, lobbyists and business asso-
ciations eager to guide the construction of broadly segmented 
educational proposals. Part of these ‘new actors’ have orga-
nized themselves into political networks, which also include 
the third sector and the high state bureaucracy. Given this, we 
study the ‘Latin American Network of Civil Society Organiza-
tions for Education’ (REDUCA), a network that represents the 
strengthening of organized corporate action for education. 
This network connects various organizations of the New Right 
spectrum to the interests of shift governments, aspiring to 
organically link the interests of capital to Latin American pub-
lic education in favor of a hegemonic project. This movement 
is organized around a process of reinvention of capital with a 
view to safeguarding commercial interests.

Positioned in the Latin American scenario, we seek to under-
stand how global processes, national trajectories and regional 
dynamics are articulated through this business action in order 
to unveil the direction REDUCA intends to give to education in 
Latin America, spelling out its economic and political determi-
nations in defining the direction of the intended reforms.

With the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) support, 
REDUCA was launched in 2011, bringing together business orga-
nizations, coalitions between business groups, their institutes 
and foundations, governments, third sector and think tanks. 
It includes 15 organizations spread throughout the countries 
of Latin America and the Caribbean: Argentina – Proyecto 
EducAR 2050; Brazil – Todos pela Educação; Chile – Fundación 
Educación 2020; Colombia – Fundación Empresarios por la 
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Educación; El Salvador – Fundación Empresarial para el Desar-
rollo Educativo (Fepade); Ecuador – FARO Group; Guatemala – 
Empresarios por la Educación; Honduras – Fundación Educativa 
Maduro Andreu (Ferema); Mexico – Mexicanos Primero; Nica-
ragua – Eduquemos/Empresarios por la Educación; Panama 
– Unidos por la Educación/FUDESPA; Paraguay – Juntos por la 
Educación; Peru – Asociación Empresarios por la Educación; 
Dominican Republic – EDUCA; and Uruguay – ReachingU.

The Launch of REDUCA and Governance Strategy
REDUCA was created in 2011, in Brasilia / Brazil. Its launch 
represented an effort to promote a ‘network of networks’2 by 
strengthening a ‘governance structure’ between market and 
hierarchy, reinforcing the role of the private sector in education 
in Latin America and defending the diminishing potential of 
the State to propose reforms in relation to other actors such as 
international organizations and entrepreneurs. REDUCA’s orga-
nizers know their potential for reaching Latin America as a cata-
lyst for organized business action in local and regional policy 
advocacy. Thus, a fraction of the business class has updated 
their forms of intervention in education, consolidating a project 
of human formation, which gradually becomes consensus in 
society. In such a context, we ask ourselves: What, after all, is 
the ruling class’s project for public education in Latin America?

Businessmen’s interest in education lies in the recognition that 
a ‘strategy of accumulation’3 is not restricted to an economic 
theme but extends to political and ideological issues where 
education represents a decisive strategic dimension. In other 
words, beyond the immediate interests of production and as a 
necessary condition for this to be fulfilled, education represents 
for the business community a crucial element that shapes a 
project of ‘moral, intellectual’ (Gramsci, 1982) and also ideologi-
cal of social formations.

Increasing Business Interest in Public Education 
in Latin America
Faced with the need for continuous accumulation and due 
to the crisis that Latin America experienced in the 1990s, the 
business community reorganized itself, and thus inaugurated 
a new cycle of corporate mobilization (Coggiola, 2008; Burron, 
2014; Martins, 2011), in which public education is understood 
as an important part of the ‘accumulation strategy’. From the 
perspective of businessmen, the state and teachers have failed 
to provide public education. By promoting a ‘catastrophic’ 
discourse on the results of the countries of the region in the 
standardized tests, REDUCA and its members try to redefine 
the meaning of public education because, in their view, student 
performance would have consequences for development and 
social cohesion, especially in peripheral countries4. This was the 
gap for these groups to appropriate flag ‘quality of education’ 
as a tactic in the process of building a consensus around their 
project. However, unlike the sense of quality advocated by pro-

gressive groups, for businesspersons, the right to quality educa-
tion overlaps with the right to public and democratic school, as 
Ball (2012) and Brenner & Theodore (2002) argue, these actors 
have exponentially expanded their presence in decision-making 
spaces, altering the culture of debate and encouraging the 
privatization of public policy production spaces.

REDUCA's Regional Agenda and Work Dynamics
REDUCA assumes that educational problems are common 
to all countries in the Latin American region. And while its 
‘regional agenda’ is linked to the guidelines of international 
organizations, REDUCA prioritizes focusing on ‘early childhood’, 
‘teaching career’ and ‘school dropout’ (mainly in secondary 
education). Its focus is on teacher selection based on merit, 
assessment and remuneration aligned with learning outcomes; 
learning standards for students; own evaluation systems or 
participation in international evaluations; and accountability 
regarding the achievement of goals and indicators.

In its work dynamics, REDUCA seeks to participate in the 
formulation of educational policies, working to structure 
problems and, at the same time, to offer political solutions, 
presenting a platform for business education reform. Aware 
that regional guidelines based on global reform agendas do not 
automatically translate into substantive changes in countries, 
local members are essential for strengthening REDUCA in the 
regional-local dynamic as they foster interaction with govern-
ments, facilitate the activities of and create opportunities for 
the involvement of other entrepreneurs in collective action. 
These groups, understood as local networks, act as collaborat-
ing intermediaries and try to advance the principles that they 
bring together in different contexts, pointing to the collabora-
tive dimension promoted by REDUCA as a meta-network. Trans-
lating and recontextualizing policies5, members of REDUCA or 
‘local networks’ make education reforms ‘happen’. Due to the 
recent democratic tradition in Latin America, there is a deep 
interlacing between the organizations that have captain these 
education reforms and the governments that implement them, 
triggering major changes in policy-making spaces in favor of 
private interests.

The Unique Project of Unequal Education for 
Latin America
While recognizing basic education as a universal right, the 
REDUCA project suggests that the schooling offered to working-
class children should be qualitatively distinct from the same 
schooling offered to the ruling classes, adapting the public 
school to the new requirements of the status quo without, how-
ever, generate ‘undue’ demands that could put pressure on the 
State economically or politically.

This project is also not unrelated to the global configuration, 
nor does it symbolize the submission of the allied business to 
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the shifting governments in the countries where the network 
is present. This project meets security measures, social and 
ideological control, materializing itself as part of a strategy 
that seeks to neutralize contesting movements of the capitalist 
order. At the same time, such a project ensures the formation 
of the ‘new skills and abilities’ required for this new phase of 
capitalism. Its proposals are not only intended to change the 
management, content or financing of education, but also aim 
at social control, spreading an educational model based on 
the business perspective that privileges private interests in the 
educational, social, political and economic dynamics. Equally, 
it is about coordinating all elements of the education system – 
teachers, students, methods, content etc. – towards common 
goals, standardizing and increasing control over the educational 
process to ensure its ‘efficiency’.

Understood as a synthesis of organized business action, RE-
DUCA is part of a hegemonic project that affirms a general 
interest in accumulation but also leverages the particular 
interests of subordinate social forces (Jessop, 1983). In fact, 
the emergence of REDUCA (and part of it members) meets 
both corporate aspirations and US interests in the face of 
new geopolitical contours on the American continent and the 
globe. The strengthening and deepening of the links between 
business and education has reached an unprecedented level 
in Latin American history: a situation that, in turn, forced the 
refinement of the discursive matrix on the participation of 
‘civil society’ and the ‘right to quality education’. For the frac-
tions of the Latin American ruling class this would be an at-
tempt to realign social forces around accumulation strategies 
and State projects, boosting the accumulation of capital on a 
national or international scale. In turn, imperialism, through 
international organizations, maintains its domination and 
dependence on the region, ensuring penetration by efficient 
networked organizations. Dependency relationships remain 
in force, but they are reinvigorated and dynamized.

Endnotes

1.  Text based on the doctoral thesis “Empresariamento da educação básica na 
América Latina: redes empresariais prol educação” defended at University of 
Campinas (Unicamp), in 2019.

2.  See: Gilbert (2010).

3.  For Jessop (1983), an ‘accumulation strategy’ defines a specific economic 
‘growth model’ with ‘its various extra-economic preconditions’ and outlines 
the ‘general strategy appropriate for its realization’ (p. 91).

4.  See: Todos pela educação (2011).

5.  See: Cowen (2009) and Verger, Lubienski, & Steiner-Khamsi (2016).
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There is an internal tension in philanthropy, especially when 
it is done by the elites. The same people who maintain and 
benefit from unequal social structures are the ones who fund 
initiatives to tackle the social problems that are connected to 
such inequities. Whilst some studies have aimed to map the 
upper strata of societies, as well as their strategies of social 
reproduction and symbolic domination, this has been under 
investigated in the context of philanthropy. It is urgent to better 
understand the social segments that concentrate wealth and 
power and analyse how they make philanthropy – their moti-
vations, purposes, agendas and so on. 

Brazil is a relevant case in this regard, as a very unequal coun-
try and with a growing philanthropy, where family foundations 
have an important role. According to recent IBGE2 data, 13.5 
million Brazilians live below the extreme poverty line, which 
means living on less than US$ 1.90 per day. The number is 
equivalent to the entire population of countries such as Bel-
gium and Portugal. Social inequality has also grown in recent 
years, concentrating higher income among the wealthiest. 
Currently, the 10% richest earn, on average, 13 times more 
compared to the yields of the 40% poorest. While the Brazilian 
reality is challenging, the regional scenario also does not lag 
behind: social inequality deeply marks Latin America, imposing 
similar adversities to all countries of the continent and ensur-
ing the region the title of "most unequal of the world". Informal 
employment, unemployment, tax inequality and economic 
stagnation are some of the elements that give us clues to un-
derstand the poverty growth, a phenomenon that comes hand 
in hand with the increase of inequality, further favouring the 
concentration of resources and wealth. At the same time, phi-
lanthropy has been growing, with a considerable representa-
tion of family foundations.

Family Foundations as a Means to Understand Elites
Whilst denaturalizing the inequality that structures Latin Amer-
ican relations is urgent, investigating the elites that perpetuate 
themselves in power – and how this is done – is not easy. These 
segments are difficult to access, tending to remain discreet 
about inheritance, habits and routine, for example, which de-
mands many methodological resources by researchers to ac-
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cess information. Although the study of individual trajectories 
is more common in the studies of elites, mapping families has 
become an important research strategy to identify the extent of 
the patrimonial reach of certain groups, as well as the relation-
ships that individuals maintain with each other. Thus, studying 
family foundations provides us with an analytical entry into the 
realities of elites. 

In Brazil, Forbes magazine publishes annually the ranking of 
Brazilian billionaires. In 2019, a year of deep economic and 
social crisis, the magazine celebrated the fact that the country 
had gotten new billionaires. People such as Jorge Paulo Le-
mann (beverage and investment sector), Joseph Safra (banking 
sector) and Marcel Herrmann Telles (beverage and investment 
sector), Eduardo Saverin (internet) and Carlos Alberto Sicupira 
(beverage and investment sector) occupy, respectively, the top 
five positions in the ranking with 206 positions. However, the 
total number of “positions” is much smaller when we identify 
the families that make up the select group of those who con-
centrate wealth and power, revealing a more accurate map of 
groups that make up the country's economic elite.

The Brazilian family philanthropy adopts strategies that are 
within what has been coined as "new philanthropy or phi-
lanthropy 3.0". In other words, there is a shift in the field that 
points to a new way of donating or investment by results, hav-
ing as its axis the direct involvement of donors in philanthropic 
and political actions (Ball, 2014, p. 121). This new philanthropy 
is characterized by the predominance of the business perspec-
tive on several complex social issues, transforming a potential 
benefactor into a social investment consumer. They often work 
with the aim of combining social and financial returns, or at 
least creating a better public image to the companies and fami-
lies that fund the philanthropic work. In this context, individual 
or family philanthropy and business organizations are embrac-
ing services and duties that would be, until recently, exclusive 
to civil society organizations, agencies and state and govern-
ment entities (Ball, 2014, p. 124). However, their interests, 
agendas and forms of work are contrastingly different from 
these “traditional” social/policy actors. 

Family Foundations as a Means to Understand 
Elites in Education
In these groups, education is the area that receives the most 
attention from family foundations. It is important to remember 
that public education is in the crosshairs of the private sector 
throughout the Latin American continent. In a context in which 
neoliberal logic gains new strength, it is important to under-
stand how this complex relationship between economic elites, 
philanthropy and education is drawn with increasing intensity 
on our horizon. Thus, these families that compose the Brazil-
ian elite maintain a strong interest in the agenda of Brazilian 
education. To act in this sector, they often create institutes and 
foundations. The central ideas behind such actions is the cre-

ation of a “legacy”, inspired by the desire for contribution to the 
improvement of society, as well as the motivation of upholding 
“family values” (Lafer, 2015). 

According to the Philanthropy Report in Brazil3, the scenario for 
family philanthropy in Brazil is auspicious: this is the segment, 
according to the Group of Institutes, Foundations and Enter-
prises (GIFE) Census, which grows the most, especially because 
of the actions headed by the Lemann family. Currently, 17% 
of GIFE members are characterized as family foundations and 
institutes, and 84% of them choose Education as a priority for 
their investment. 57% invest in their own projects, such as the 
production of teaching materials, teacher training, political 
lobbying and also the offer of out-of-school activities. Mis-
trust of other NGOs, the desire to exercise direct control over 
resources, the rebate and tax exemption are pointed out as 
reasons for performing direct actions. With the growing in-
equality and emergence of new billionaires in the country, the 
Philanthropy Report in Brazil indicates that there is still room 
for family philanthropy to develop. 

At first, the idea of an uninterested engagement by the elite 
sectors finds support in common sense. However, with a closer 
look, it is necessary to understand the internationalities that 
are at stake. 

First, there is a shift in what we understand as citizenship. The 
origins of this movement date back to the 1990s, when Latin 
America went through a set of neoliberal economic and social 
reforms, which made Education more vulnerable to business 
logic, ideas and practices. One of the consequences of that 
movement is the formation of a form of citizenship, forged in 
the idea of "social responsibility" (Neves, 2004). In other words, 
the idea of mutual collaboration, in which several actors would 
work together for a certain "social well-being" started to gain 
space. Whether by pressuring the government or establishing 
partnerships in the implementation of social policies itself, it 
began what could be understood as a sharing of responsibili-
ties in the formulation and implementation of public policies 
between the State, private sectors and non-governmental 
organizations, making the border between each of them in-
creasingly tenuous. Citizenship lost some currency as the par-
ticipation in public matters or social movement.

Second, and as a result, in the field of education it is possible 
to identify, since then, a proliferation of private intervention 
strategies in the public education sector. These include con-
sulting, agreements, public-private partnerships, conducting 
research, evaluations. The new philanthropy has been a crucial 
actor, guiding debates and public policies thanks to their influ-
ence networks (Martins, 2016). Such management strategies, 
which include outsourcing, decentralization and privatization 
measures, reducing the role of the State in the face of social 
policies and public education, are aligned with the landmarks 
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of multilateral organizations, especially from the World Bank 
(Haddad, 2008). However, in the guise of philanthropy, there is 
little questioning if elites should play this role in public matters, 
especially in highly unequal contexts.

In Brazil, for example, when public hearings on high school 
reform took place, the Inspirare Institute, Lemann Founda-
tion and Unibanco Institute, all NGOs maintained by families 
members of the economic elite, actively participated in the 
political debate, sometimes behaving "as political parties".4 
Other studies have revealed the articulations and engagement 
of philanthropy in the construction of the National Learnings 
Standards (Avelar and Ball, 2017). In addition to acting in the 
public sphere, private foundations and institutes also produce 
teaching materials, research, develop formative methodolo-
gies and produce lesson plans, which are available to teachers. 
Strategic investment in communication has also been mapped, 
which brings its teaching materials and kits directly to schools. 
This direct communication guarantees the creation of bonds 
and audience with individuals and groups of individuals, thus 
ensuring a certain legitimacy to the discourse. The Lemann 
Foundation, for example, after acquiring The New School and 
School Management Magazine, well-known magazines among 
teachers, has partnered with the Google.org. With the action, 
the Lemann Foundation took a step beyond the reach of jour-
nals and aims to reach more than one million teachers through 
the provision of lesson plans, including in regions with reduced 
internet access. From the mapping of family philanthropy 
performance in public policies formulation, the teachers train-
ing and teaching materials production, one can conclude that 
what is at stake is precisely the role of the State. The debate 
around these complex relations needs to be expanded and 
carried out in a transparent and democratic way. Only in this 
way it will be possible to overcome historical inequalities that 
perpetuate the social, educational, cultural and economic 
exclusion of millions of people.

Finally, what is ultimately happening with the participation 
of elites in the governance of public education is a change of 
forces in the public arena: traditional actors, such as teach-
ers, students, school community, researchers, universities, 
the government, have lost space and power, while private 
entities have been gaining prominence and relevance. Thus, 
the relations established by and between such groups guar-
antee them participation in the public sphere, whether by 
focusing on the formulation and direction of public policies, 
or in direct access to public funds. All of which is done from 
the point of view of the socially and economically privileged, 
which one has to wonder whether that matches the interests 
of the population in general.
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The Italian system of education combines centralisation at 
the national level with weak school autonomy. At the school 
level, teacher autonomy is not balanced by school policies as 
cohesion mechanisms, leadership or teacher’s collaboration. 
One of the major reasons is that teachers’ working contract 
refers just to the effective time of teaching in school, so that 
the margins to coordinate and collaborate are essentially very 
low. Moreover, the presence of strong unions associated to 
political disagreement about how to reform the system are 
endemic obstacles to improvement. In this context, the role 
of one major non-governmental organisation (NGO) is indica-
tive of a changing scenario and of the possible inputs offered 
to the government about the direction to follow. The hierar-
chical top-down logic linked to the lack of coherence inside 
the schools as organisations are approached by network gov-
ernance mixed with market mechanisms promoted by phi-
lanthropies, with potential benefits and dangers. It has to be 
noted that the parents are the major (hidden) private inves-
tors in public education and that the school world is strongly 
unfavourable to any interference from the private area. 

From a theoretical perspective, policy making in education 
has increasingly become a matter of network governance, 
and this can be seen as “a shift in the fundamental structures 
of the real world” (Jessop, 1998 in Avelar & Ball, 2017). In 
other words, individuals, communities of social actors and 
organisations can create networks and thus engage in “policy 
conversations, policy influence and service delivery in the 
public sector” (Ball & Junemann, 2012). On one hand, the 
public space for such conversations has enlarged to include 
new actors, in particular philanthropic organisations, that 
have become centre stage in policy making. In addition, new 
arrangements of hierarchies, networks and markets offer a 
fruitful approach to investigate the alliances between public 
and private in education. On the other hand, an advocacy of 
networks (e.g. Hill 2011) in education has been on the raise, 
particularly as school networks in England, based on the 
claim that these will be motivated by a ‘moral imperative’ in 
the public interest. Such networks are asked to work with the 
government in partnership or in a contracting model. And this 
presents various paradoxes, such as that PPP (Verger & Mos-
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chetti, 2017; Robertson & Verger, 2012) and the contracting 
model have opened the provision of schooling to individuals, 
organisations and networks whose experience, beliefs and 
practices are rooted in fields beyond education (Ball and 
Junemann, 2012), with unintended consequences.

It is a matter of fact that philanthropy prefers networking 
arrangements. However, as Mincu and Davies (2019) have 
argued, an exclusive focus on networks tends to abstract from 
ways in which these networks interact with pressures from 
hierarchies and markets. This article addresses two projects 
designed and financed by this Italian NGO, in order to sug-
gest that a peculiar mix is always at work. At the same time, 
the larger NGO is “service provision” and its modus operandi 
follows a PPP model, its education agency is traditionally 
connected, through key actors, to the central hierarchies and 
thus influencing the policy making process. At the territorial 
level, there is full partnership with the State to deliver better 
services, to proposes ways ahead for local policy making, 
to promote cultural and scientific enterprises as innovative 
models for the State. 

This case study presents one of the largest philanthropy in 
Italy, which is a key player also in education and one of the 
richest in Europe. The Foundation aims to support social co-
hesion and regional development in a large geographical area 
of Italy, in partnership with various local institutions. How-
ever, it can also choose to provide finance outside this area, 
such as to a large university in another part of Italy, or more 
recently to development projects in Africa. The areas of activ-
ity are arts and culture, research and health, social politics 
and cultural innovation. At the same time, knowledge, educa-
tion, school, university and research are major priorities. 

Its profile is that of a corporate social responsibility (CSR), a 
philanthropy operating private donations to public institu-
tions and schools (Ball & Youdell, 2007). Its internal organ-
isation is based on a variety of specialized bodies that act 
more or less autonomously in relation to the major super-
posed steering body. In fact, the main NGO operates directly 
through programmes defined at the central level or through 
its instrumentalities or internal bodies dedicated to school, 
to social support for families, art and culture, social and eco-
nomic research as university attached centre and other more 
recent bodies related to innovation and health and that are 
expected to become financially more independent. The rela-
tionship with its traditional “arms”, such as the one dedicated 
to education can vary depending upon the politics of the mo-
ment decided at the administrative level of this philanthropy. 
For instance, the educational foundation used to be quite 
autonomous in its decisions about which activities to be pri-
oritised or financed; its own administrative council was grant-
ed decisional autonomy. More recently, the vision put forward 
by the larger NGO has been to focus on one larger project in 

education that was granted substantial finance from the top. 
This went hand in hand with less autonomy for its specialised 
body. Subsequently, the central level decided to manage this 
flagship initiative directly, with possible implications in terms 
of more autonomy but less finance overall to its specialised 
educational agency. The relationship between its arms and 
the main NGO headquarters fluctuates between more or less 
integration, as well as that with various initiatives jointly de-
veloped with other local partners: some external autonomous 
cultural enterprises may become “incorporated” into the NGO 
or vice-versa.

The material, the relational and the discursive logic of power 
that characterise the modus operandi of German NGOs (Kol-
leck in Verger, 2019) can be suitable do describe this major 
Italian NGO, too. Even if founded by a major bank, it is not 
attached to the market logic per se, or to a specific political 
agenda. Its steering committee is nevertheless the expression 
of both local and larger politics. However, its way of function-
ing is rather by-partisan in its orientation and guided by a 
constant drive towards modernisation and innovation. For 
example, these declared aims can be related to new ways to 
promote inclusion through education, school architecture 
modernisation initiatives or the introduction of internet con-
nection in a network of some hundreds of schools. Other 
examples can be related to some of its new special agencies, 
oriented to develop innovative research in the medical field, 
or to hard-core traditional activities such as cultural innova-
tion and digital modernisation. 

Typically, this NGO supports a consolidated network of 
external smaller civil society organisations, charities and 
foundations and lead the way ahead of a social, cultural and 
educational agenda. The universe of myriads of local charities 
and volunteer associations are kept alive by recurrent mecha-
nisms of finance from the major donor. For instance, when 
the budget is decided, requests from the local charities can be 
accepted if their activities are aligned to the priorities of the 
foundation. Such requests are examined at the headquarters’ 
level but also at the lower level of its specialized autonomous 
bodies. Many of such small initiatives are kept alive thanks 
to traditionally consolidated links with this major NGO that 
comply with the numerous requests of finance sometimes 
quite modest. The annual budget of the specialised agency 
in education can include the finance of internally designed 
projects, as well as countless grants to local charities that 
are variously active in education, out of school activities etc. 
The main criteria to decide how to allow grants is an already 
consolidated relationship with other charitable organisations 
from the “territory”, rather than the quality of new proposals 
from new institutional partners, and charities are priorities 
over institutional actors, e.g. research oriented. 
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 Some of these small associations may merge with the larger 
foundation on certain circumstances and with different ben-
efits: a more stable environment for the small association, 
and a symbolic operation for the main donor. At the same 
time, the internal logic of prestige and power of some of its 
members and as well as their personal views about the way 
ahead are equally important elements. Therefore, this NGO 
appears as an exemplary case of network governance oper-
ating through partnerships to open up schooling to public-
private collaboration. 

First, there is a landmark project – “Digital Innovation” that 
has been running for several years, which combines techno-
logical development – high speed internet connection – with 
building requalification to this purpose and subsequent in-
novation of the learning environments. It concentrates most 
of the financial resources granted by the larger NGO to its 
special agency in education, with the explicit ambition to 
represent a unifying major initiative across the board. It aims 
to limit what is perceived to be as past modus operandi that 
produced dispersion of resources in smaller initiatives. The 
project has the ambition to pilot such requalification in one 
metropolitan area of the country, on behalf the Ministry of 
Education. The schools volunteer in this project and they 
represent the public. The private NGO’s explicit aim is to 
indicate the government the way forward. It has the role to 
open a way forward to much needed national actions of digi-
tal modernisation of the public schools. In order to pilot this 
complex Digital Innovation initiative, a network of volunteer 
schools has been created, as well as a network of other exter-
nal economic partners that are commissioned to help with 
the structural requalification process. An external network of 
partners made of multinational or local businesses related to 
providing internet connection facilities act as commissioned 
third parties. This follows a market logic, in spite of some 
defensive discourses about the preferential prices made to 
this NGO. Global philanthropies, such as NESTA, are involved 
with the desire to acquire prestige and visibility and some 
of these have also opened local offices over the past couple 
of years. At the same time, the effective use of the internet 
facilities inside the classrooms implies a complex relation-
ship to private publishing houses and other providers of on 
line learning tools, whose services are bought buy the NGO 
and thus entering a private-private relationship. Selected 
teachers from these schools are offered on a cascade model 
pedagogical laboratories on the use of the ICT in the class-
rooms. The educational implications of the “Digital Innova-
tion” initiative looks rather marginal in financial terms and 
the engineering nature of the project is prevailing. This goes 
beyond the typical activities of the small agency dedicated 
to the improvement of education. It should be added that in 
the network of partners collaborating to the Digital Innova-
tion, the local public Engineering School is involved in various 
ways, also a commissioned partner on technical aspects. 

Key actors inside the NGO have close relations to this public 
institution. The logic of the network of institutions, both local 
and international, economic and philanthropic, relates to an 
internal hierarchical logic. In fact, in this case and momentum 
the operational way is seen by its internal actors to be rather 
characterised by a centralising logic, compared to the past 
way of support to a plurality of smaller projects. 

A second example is about a school improvement initiative. In 
this case, the project design draws upon the idea of networks 
of schools not just as a methodological element to trial the 
initiative, but as a proposed new idea in education, of insti-
tutional collaboration between schools. In fact, a deliberate 
school-to school support element on the English model is at 
the heart of this initiative, whose aim is to promote the bene-
fits of networks in education in a traditionally centralised and 
bureaucratic education system. This stays for an emblematic 
case in point of the possibility to promote improvement and 
organizational changes at the school level in a reform averse 
context (Verger, 2019) through softer forms of power, such as 
networks and discursive capacities. 

In the case of the current arrangements that are typical of the 
Italian system of education, persuasive strategies of a discur-
sive, material and relational type may be seen by some as the 
only tools to promote innovation. In spite of twenty years of 
school reform promoting institutional autonomy, the Italian 
schools are rather characterised by strong teacher autonomy 
and weak levels of school leadership. Some important inno-
vations at the school level, such as the introduction of school 
self-evaluation reports and improvement plans, are not fully 
effective to reach the pedagogical culture of those working in-
side the classrooms: hic sunt leones, as a high official recently 
expressed on a public occasion about the strong teachers’ 
autonomy. What was traditionally considered to be a “non-
reformable system” at least at its secondary school level is 
now pushed to reconsider its direction through networks as 
a preferred tool. But one should not idealise the morality or 
effectiveness of such alliances to opening up hierarchical long 
standing modes of operation or corporative power, when new 
market logics related to finance and institutional competition 
are in place. 
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This article analyses data from the first four years (2014-15 to 
2017-18) of mandated corporate social responsibility (CSR) in 
India. The aim is to critically examine the role that CSR has played 
in meeting the objectives of the right to education act. 

Philanthropic expenditure by Indian companies has an old histo-
ry. Several Indian corporate groups and companies were involved 
by way of a voluntary measure in activities that benefited society.1  
The purposes of a company as understood in the Indian company 
law have seen many changes. A historically shareholder-centric 
company law, the seeds of the broader nature and purpose of a 
company were sown in the 1970s and 1980s to the then prevail-
ing Companies Act, 1956. But the liberalization of 1991, turned 
the focus back on investor protection (Varottil, 2018). It was only 
in the deliberations in the run up to the 2013 Companies Act that 
stakeholder interests came to the forefront.

The Companies Act of 2013 marked an important turn in corpo-
rate philanthropy in India by formalising the idea of CSR. Imple-
mented on 1st April 2014, the act requires all the eligible compa-
nies2 to spend, in every financial year, at least two percent of the 
average net profits made during the three immediately preceding 
financial years. 

Under the act, CSR expenditure can be done under any of the 
approved 12 areas3; Education, differently abled, livelihood (sub-
divided into education, livelihood enhancement projects, special 
education and vocational skills) being one of them. 

Over these four years, education has been one of the key areas of 
CSR activity receiving 37% of the total CSR expenditure made till 
now. In fact, as the figure below shows, the share of CSR spend-
ing has increased consistently over time. The line chart in Figure 
1 below shows the proportion of CSR expenditure in education 
while the bar graph shows the absolute levels of CSR expenditure 
on education.4 

Summary
This article analyses data from the first 
four years of a mandated corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) act in India. The act of 
2013 marked an important turn in corporate 
philanthropy by formalising the concept of 
CSR in India. Presenting data on the scale 
and scope of CSR activity in education as well 
as analysing equity concerns related to the 
problematic requirement of the act that CSR 
spending must be local in nature, the authors 
raise the critical questions of ‘what is the best 
way to deploy these funds?’ and ‘how do we 
define the best use of CSR funds?’.
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Figure 1: CSR expenditure in education

State CSR 
(INR crore)

State budget (INR 
crore) 

Private spending (INR 
crore)

CSR as % of state 
spending

CSR as %. of private 
spending

(2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Andhra P. 257.07 17896.4 6081.55 1.44 4.23

Bihar 26.37 9925.94 0.27

Chhattisgarh 165.24 12021.03 1570.24 1.37 10.52

Gujarat 237.76 18334.86 7452.95 1.30 3.19

Haryana 240.48 12197.47 6546.87 1.97 3.67

Himachal P. 29.15 5075.74 1046.88 0.57 2.78

Jharkhand 14.89 8590.88 3401.20 0.17 0.44

Karnataka 317.17 19596.48 7818.79 1.62 4.06

Kerala 56.12 16126.35 5460.44 0.35 1.03

Madhya P. 47.01 20840.75 7470.45 0.23 0.63

Maharashtra 873.36 45495.27 16117.21 1.92 5.42

Odisha 148.68 12031.66 3628.33 1.24 4.10

Punjab 13.71 9094.9 6096.64 0.15 0.22

Rajasthan 141.42 23707.67 10011.08 0.60 1.41

Tamil Nadu 228.4 25593.48 11224.44 0.89 2.03

Uttar P. 159.54 46700.52 21883.57 0.34 0.73

Uttarakhand 44.84 5445.2 1080.79 0.82 4.15

West Bengal 89.66 24692.46 10933.49 0.36 0.82

Table 1: CSR activity in education in states of India

The absolute levels of CSR spending in education are substantial. 
The average expenditure in education and allied areas over the 
four years is INR 45 billion (USD 626 million5). The bar chart in Fig-
ure 1 gives the CSR expenditure in education over the four years.

The scale of such funding however is dwarfed by the education 
spending by the state and central governments. For example, in 
2015-16, the total CSR spending in education was INR 50 billion 
(USD 700 million). In the same year the central government spent 
INR 317 billion (USD 4.4 billion) on education while all the state 
governments taken together spent INR 3.2 trillion (USD 45 billion) 
on education. Thus, the CSR spending on education was about 

16% of the central budget on education and 1.5% of the total 
states expenditure on education. 
As the above figures show the scale of CSR expenditure is sub-
stantial with a potential for significant impact6 but perhaps not 
big enough to be thought of as a substitute for public expendi-
ture. The analysis must therefore proceed to look at where and 
how the money is being spent.

Scale and Scope of CSR Activity
We have already discussed above the scale of the overall spend-
ing with reference to government budgets. It is also useful to com-
pare this to out-of-pocket spending by households on education.
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Figure 2: CSR spending in Tamil Nadu Figure 2: CSR spending in Bihar

Note: The first three columns above expenditure on education 
by CSR, state governments and out-of-pocket by households 
respectively. The last two columns report CSR spending as a 
percentage of state government spending and out-of-pocket 
expenditure respectively. INR one crore is INR 10 billion.

In order to compare the size of CSR funds in education with the 
amount spent by the government and households (out-of-pock-
et expenditure)7, columns 2 and 3 of Table 1 report the state 
government and private expenditure, respectively. States with 
low expenditure by state governments and households also see 
lower levels CSR activity (for example Bihar, Jharkhand and Ut-
tar Pradesh) (see Graphs 1 and 2 for more details). 

This correlation is strong and statistically significant8. Thus, 
there is high levels of CSR spending and higher levels of private 
out-of-pocket expenditure in states with higher levels of govern-
ment spending per capita. 

Column 5 indicates that CSR funds are just 2.2% of the out-of-
pocket expenditure on education, again a very small amount 
(as previously shown they are 1.5% of the total state govern-
ment expenditure).

Equity Concerns With CSR Activity
The law requires a part of the CSR spending to be local in na-
ture9, i.e., in the vicinity of the location of the economic activity 
of the company. Local spending is also of strategic importance 
to companies themselves, as it gives them more social capi-
tal in their areas of operation. The location of industries and 
economic activity is itself concentrated and not distributed 

uniformly across the country. This implies that CSR spending 
will be concentrated in better off regions since it takes place in 
the areas where there is existing economic activity, introducing 
wide geographical variations. 

The data confirm this. Firstly, as shown above all forms of 
spending on education are positively correlated. Secondly, a 
wide variation across states in the extent of CSR activity in edu-
cation is observed in the data (see Column 2 of Table 1). 

While richer states like Tamil Nadu, Haryana and Maharashtra 
have exhibited high amounts of CSR activity in education, 
almost twice the size of national average (INR 15 or USD 0.21 
per person), other (poorer) states such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh 
and Jharkhand have seen very low deployment of CSR funds. 
This should be a matter of concern as rather than closing the 
gap in education across regions this will lead to more inequi-
table distribution.

To elucidate this, figures 2 and 3 report the overall CSR spending 
in Tamil Nadu and Bihar (light yellow colour indicates no CSR 
activity and darker regions indicate higher CSR activity). As can 
be seen from the figures10, almost every district of Tamil Nadu 
has some CSR activity and education is a very big component 
of it in the state. On the other hand, Bihar has only 12 districts 
out of the total 38 with some CSR. Additionally, education con-
stitutes only 20% of its CSR activity. Even within states, richer 
districts with more economic activity get more CSR funds than 
poorer districts with less economic activity.
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Size of CSR Spending by Individual Companies
Spending decisions for CSR activity are made by individual 
companies and hence we should look at the distribution of the 
spending across companies. In 2015 – 16, for example, 7212 
companies made positive CSR spends, out of which the top ten 
spent 22% of the overall amount! 54 companies made 50% of 
the total expenditure and 319 companies made 75% of the total 
expenditure. The distribution is thus skewed leaving a lot of 
companies very little in terms of CSR spending.

The data for education spending reveal a similar story. The size 
of CSR expenditure falls sharply after the top 10 or so compa-
nies. In Table 2 below, for 2015-16, we show the CSR spending 
on education by the top 10 companies. Even within this set the 
fall in spending is evident. And these ten companies account for 
20% of the overall spending in education. Thus, we need to ask 
whether individual companies spending small amounts is an 
effective way of achieving the CSR mandate. 

Concluding Comments
This article used data on the implementation of the first four 
years of the mandatory CSR law in India to understand the 
role of CSR expenditure in achieving the goals of the right to 
education act.

What we find is that CSR funds are (understandably) a small 
proportion of expenditure made by both public and private 
expenditure on education. Not only this, CSR spending is geo-
graphically inequitable and is higher in regions with already 
higher goverment and private expenditure on education. In 
addition to this CSR expenditure is highly fragmented with most 
of the expenditure being incurred by a few big companies. This 
raises the important question of how effectively the smaller 
companies are able to spend their CSR funds.

So what is the best way to deploy these funds? This all-impor-
tant question is beyond the scope of this article but definitely 
deserves more attention and research. How do we define the 
“best” use of CSR funds? The current use of CSR spending 
on education in terms of what is the nature of projects being 
supported is thus worth investigating. Are these funds best 
used to experiment and innovate or provide actual supply of 
education or both?

S.No. Company Name(s)
Amount spent 

(in cr)

1 Reliance Industries Limited 216.74

2 South Eastern Coalfields Limited 127.68

3 Wipro Limited 109.8

4 Mahindra And Mahindra Limited 85.9

5 Oil India Limited 82.78

6 Dr.ReddyS Laboratories Ltd 74.78

7 Tata Consultancy Services Limited 71.16

8 Infosys Limited 66.04

9 Power Grid Corporation Of India Limited 65.17

10 Oil And Natural Gas Corporation Limited 63.33

Total 963.38

Table 2: Top companies in education CSR spending

Endnotes

1.  For example, see Shah, S. (2014). Corporate social responsibility: A way of 
life at the Tata Group. Journal of Human Values, 20(1), 59-74.

2.  Companies having a net worth of INR 5 trillion or more or turnover of Rs 10 
trillion or more or net profit of INR 50 billion or more.

3.  The areas are: 1. Clean Ganga Fund, 2. Education, Differently Abled, 
Livelihood, 3.Encouraging Sports, 4. Environment, Animal Welfare, 
Conservation Of Resources, 5. Gender Equality, Women Empowerment, 
Old Age Homes, Reducing Inequalities, 6. Health, Eradicating Hunger, 
Poverty And Malnutrition, Safe Drinking Water, Sanitation, 7. Heritage Art 
And Culture, 8. Other Sectors (Technology Incubator And Benefits To Armed 
Forces And Admin Overheads), 9. Prime Minister's National Relief Fund, 10. 
Rural Development, 11. Slum Area Development, 12. Swachh Bharat Kosh 
(Clean India Fund)

4.  All expenditure numbers presented in the article are in 2018 rupees.

5.  At the current exchange rate.

6.  A caveat here is that for a lot of companies had been voluntarily carrying 
out CSR activities even before the passage of the law. So not all of this 
substantial expenditure is new and may just reflect a reporting requirement.

7.  Out-of-pocket expenditure is constructed using data from the National 
Sample Survey Organisations’ 73rd round which canvassed information on 
expenditure on education. We only include households who have school 
going children.

8.  The correlation between CSR spending and state spending on education is 
0.63 and it is statistically significant at the 1% level. The correlation between 
CSR spending and out-of-pocket expenditure is 0.46 and this is significant at 
the 5% level.

9.  “Provided that the company shall give preference to the local area and 
areas around it where it operates, for spending the amount earmarked for 
Corporate Social Responsibility activities:”

10. Government of India. (n.d.). National Data Portal. www.csr.gov.in
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What does philanthropy in India look like today, and what has 
it managed to do? Is it really changing the world and people’s 
lives? Or is it simply an extension of capitalism and an oppor-
tunity for the super-rich to strengthen their stranglehold on 
economic activity as well as development and social progress?

In India, the corporate social responsibility (CSR) guidelines 
as outlined in the Companies Act 2013, was first met with 
great distress and protest about an additional, disguised tax 
being levied on corporations to do what governments needed 
to do. In the five years since, any corporation worth its salt is 
producing detailed sustainability reports to attest to its good 
corporate citizenship.

However, scepticism around philanthropy is growing. Critics 
like Anand Giridharadas (2018) worry that asking philanthro-
py to solve society’s problems means the return of ‘unfettered 
paternalism’. Elizabeth Kolbert (2018) asks: “Are today’s donor 
classes solving problems–or creating new ones?” and possi-
bly answers her own question when she says that “We live, it 
is often said, in a new Gilded Age-an era of extravagant wealth 
and almost as extravagant displays of generosity”.

Or perhaps as David Remnick (2019) comments “Philanthropy 
isn’t only fascinating in itself; it’s also a window into the 
structure of the contemporary world”. There is little trust in 
‘the man of wealth considering himself the mere trustee and 
agent for his poor brethren, bringing to their service his supe-
rior wisdom, experience and ability to administer’.
This criticism of philanthropy covering for the excesses of 
business is rather more widespread today than before. In a 
sense, the pursuit of profit alone, or the doctrine of share-
holder primacy at the expense of other stakeholders is under 
attack; and has been for some time now.

Summary
This article addresses the question of whether 
philanthropy promotes social change or not, 
exploring the scepticism around its potential, 
and what philanthropists could do to make 
sure their work is aligned with society’s wants. 
While there is a perception that philanthropy 
prioritises profit, the government’s 
expenditure has been falling in India in the past 
years, and inequality has been rising – creating 
a need for philanthropy to work empowering 
local communities and promoting equitable 
growth. Part of the solution involves humility 
and observing the complexity of social issues.
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Profit Above All Else
There is widespread belief that corporations pursue profit 
and market capitalisation to the exclusion of broader citi-
zenship, whether for their employees or the environment. 
Personal profit, wealth, and renown seem to take precedence 
over equitable distribution of wealth.

Large tobacco companies continue to make money off a 
deadly habit. The pharmaceutical industry has built its for-
tune on super drugs, which are inaccessible and expensive 
to those who need them the most. Big banks have paid 
considerable fines as they acknowledged bad practices and 
mis-selling. The fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) industry 
has been criticised for creating a consumer society, setting 
aspirations driven by materialistic objects rather than values. 
And the food industry has been accused of exacerbating the 
obesity epidemic.

The belief that capitalism is amoral is being deeply ques-
tioned. And companies have traditionally countered these 
increasing questions on perception through sustainability 
initiatives, marketing campaigns, brand-building, and CSR.

The Push and Pull of Governments
Along with this deep mistrust of corporations and their mo-
tives, we also know that public trust in government has been 
steadily declining.

In India, central government expenditure has been falling 
continuously as a percent of GDP (Merwin, 2019), from 13.34 
percent in 2014-15 to 12.77 percent in 2017-18. This has put 
pressure on public spending and on schemes for the poor.

Government departments are also playing an increasing role 
in directing the behaviour of both civil society and philanthro-
py by openly pushing and calling for both consultations and 
financial support for efforts they deem critical. So, while we 
continue to believe that working with government is impor-
tant to achieve long-term systems change, the space in which 
that dialogue can be had is getting smaller.

A Deepening of Inequalities
The Credit Suisse Global Wealth Handbook shows that the 
top one percent of India’s population share of national wealth 
grew from 36.8 percent in 2000 to 58.4 percent in 2016. Over 
the same period, the bottom 10 percent of Indians’ wealth fell 
from 0.1 percent to -0.7 percent.

In the midst of this, the sense of a shrinking civil society is all 
too pervasive. While funding for social causes has increased 
steadily, we also have civil society tell us that funder-directed 
efforts have increased. Operating foundations by philanthro-
pists have also grown.

Because, finally, it is the elite that controls the resources 
when it comes to philanthropy. As Edgar Villanueva, author of 
the book Decolonizing Wealth, puts it: “Philanthropy is top-
down, closed-door and expert-driven”.

Villanueva says that funders need to ask three questions: 
Where did this money come from? Who gets to allocate, man-
age, and spend it? And, how can we rise above the processes 
we’ve created to reach folks who may have different solutions?

These are important questions because, as I was told at a 
recent gathering, the issues that plagued the sector three 
decades ago still persist: severe restrictions on unrestricted 
funding or organisation costs, unrealistic measurement, a 
short-term orientation, and a band-aid approach to solutions. 

Most importantly, though, there is a lack of dialogue between 
stakeholders on solutions. What can philanthropists do to 
ensure that there is more alignment with what society wants?

Former RBI governor, Raghuram Rajan has called for econo-
mists across the country to re-think, strengthen and em-
power local communities and civil society as a means to more 
equitable growth. We need to have a similar conversation on 
new approaches for the philanthropic sector. So, what can 
we as philanthropists do to seem more aligned to the needs 
of society and be able to contribute more towards the same? 
Here are some steps:

Cultivate humility in programme deliverables
We–particularly funders and donors–are doing a large dis-
service to society by claiming that we are ‘transforming lives’ 
and then quantifying that transformation through numbers. 
This language that we use has led to numerification of an 
extreme kind–first of the ‘beneficiary’ and then multiplied 
by five for family size. Needless to say, there is a huge ring 
of arrogance attached to this line of thinking. Who are we to 
transform lives? Do we seriously believe that this is something 
we are doing? Using this language suggests that the commu-
nities we work for are helpless victims, with no aspirations of 
their own, instead of the fighters that we know they really are. 
It is time we understood that transformation is a process that 
comes from within and is enabled by nudges and triggers. We 
are not transforming lives, we are merely enabling transfor-
mation.

While we at EdelGive too have been guilty of claiming to have 
transformed lives, I hope to now give this term a quiet burial.

Go beyond a one-way assessment of programme delivery
We need to hear a lot more from the communities we serve, 
and we need to ask to hear from them. In her piece titled 
‘Time for a Three-legged Measurement Stool’, Fay Twerksy 
(2019) argues that funders need to go beyond traditional 
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monitoring and evaluation to focus on feedback. She talks 
about this feedback as a process, which involves systemati-
cally soliciting, listening to, and responding to the experi-
ences of non-profit participants and customers about their 
perceptions of a service or product. Twersky reiterates that by 
listening to customers’ experiences, preferences and ideas, 
we can gain insights that will help improve the quality and 
effectiveness of social programmes.

It is this moving away from quantifiable evaluation practices 
to those, which include a two-way dialogue that can help the 
funder community raise the bar for their programmes. It is no 
longer enough to have a one-way assessment of programme 
delivery. M&E can no longer just be a tool to judge the ac-
countability of a programme. It has to go beyond that.

Observe systems thinking towards systems change
Finally, we need to understand that all the problems we 
confront are interconnected and that we therefore need to 
find interconnected solutions to them. We also need to look 
beyond the outcome of programmes to strengthen the pro-
cesses that help bring about these outcomes.
At EdelGive Foundation, we have tried to implement this line 
of systems thinking across our portfolios, but particularly 
in education. And it looks as follows: instead of looking at 
school enrolment numbers (which is what state governments 
were working on, and what data was being collected around), 
we looked at a factor that influences enrollment –learning 
levels in schools. For this, we worked directly with the service 
provider–the government–towards addressing the issue. We 
worked with district and block level government administra-
tors, head masters, teachers, and parents in building a sys-
temic programme for education.

While we, as philanthropists, have a long way to go, I am con-
fident that dialogue and deliberation will pave the way for a 
much better structure of philanthropy, one that is inclusive 
and committed to genuine social progress.

Endnotes

1.  This article was originally published September 5, 2019 on India 
Development Review (IDR) online. IDR. Is philanthropy really changing 
anything? https://idronline.org/is-philanthropy-really-changing-anything/. 
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Introduction
This article reflects on the changing relationship between 
government and philanthropy in South Africa over the years. 
It argues that these relationships are driven by the different 
socio-economic and political imperatives at different stages 
of South Africa’s journey. Currently the country’s education 
challenges and fiscally constraint environment requires in-
creased collaboration amongst all stakeholders. This paper 
provides some insights on partnering with government from a 
donor perspective (Zenex Foundation)1. 

The South African Education Context: Unequal 
and Underperforming 

South Africa is one of the most unequal countries in the 
world, with glaring economic and social disparities that cut 
along racial lines (World Bank, 2018). The roots of these dis-
parities are inextricably linked to the country’s history of co-
lonialism and apartheid. Even though the democratic govern-
ment made some progress to improve education outcomes in 
South Africa since 1994, many challenges persist. As a result, 
the majority of Black and poor children still don’t have access 
to quality basic education (Spaull, 2013). 

Since 1994 the education system underwent significant 
changes and made some inroads toward transforming the 
public education system. Some notable improvements in-
clude:

• Merging 19 racially and ethnically different education 
departments into one national department;

• Introduction of a single national examination system with 
common standards across all provinces; 

• Equity driven school financing policies. This includes pro 

Summary
The authors reflect on the changing 
relationship between government and 
philanthropy within the South African context, 
from the perspective of a foundation from 
the global south. Embracing the challenge of 
“reimagining” the role of foundations, they 
lay out three key aspects that have been 
addressed in reworking philanthropy's role 
in education: building relationships across 
public and private organisations; managing 
accountabilities and supporting capacity-
building in governments; and the instrumental 
role of research, monitoring and evaluation in 
these processes.

Keywords
PPP
Governance
New philanthropy
Accountability
Monitoring and evaluation

The Changing Relationship Between 
Government and Philanthropy: 
Reflections From a South African 
Education Donor

   Gail Campbell, CEO, Zenex Foundation, South Africa
   gail@zenexfoundation.org.za 

 
   Marion Stewart, Director, Zenex Foundation, South Africa
   marion@zenexfoundation.org.za 

 
   Fatima Adam, Director: Research and Evaluation, Zenex Foundation, South Africa
   fatima@zenexfoundation.org.za



110 

poor policies such as the school nutrition program, no-fee 
schools and significant infrastructure developments;

• Declaring nine years of schooling compulsory and achiev-
ing near universal access to schooling, and

• New curriculum policies to foster non-racism, critical think-
ing and problem solving (Department of Education, 2001).

However, despite these improvements, the system continues 
to face challenges of quality as evidenced in poor learner 
performance, after more than two decades of efforts to trans-
form. International and national benchmark in mathematics 
and language indicate that learners in South Africa are under-
performing. Most distressing is the Progress in International 
Reading and Literacy Study (PIRLS) 2016 results, which in-
dicate that 78% of South African Grade 4 learners (9-10 year 
olds) cannot read for meaning in any language (Howie et.al, 
2016). This corresponds closely with national assessment 
results2. These results paint a depressing picture and is argu-
ably a binding constraint on educational outcomes for the 
majority of Black South African children. 

The imperative to address education disparities and out-
comes is underscored in the government’s National Develop-
ment Plan (NDP) 20303. Improving the education system is 
closely tied to the government’s agenda of achieving equity 
and economic growth4. The NDP 2030 acknowledges that 
solving the education crisis is urgent and critical and requires 
the combined efforts of all stakeholders. This set the tone for 
the reconfiguration of relationships between corporate social 
investors/philanthropists and government. 

Re-imagining the Role of a Development Funder
“Wealth is not new. Neither is charity. But the idea of using 
private wealth imaginatively, constructively and systemati-
cally to attack the fundamental problems of mankind is 
new.” (Gardner, 2017) 

The Zenex Foundation has been working in the South African 
education sector since 1995, focusing on improving outcomes of 
language and mathematics education. Zenex tests and incubates 
innovative ideas with the intention that government adopt and 
scale-up successful ideas. Recently Zenex has also been working 
on large-scale systemic initiatives with government.

Zenex’s journey reflects an incremental shift from working 
more independently to working more integrally with govern-
ment. These shifts were informed by systemic and contextual 
issues as well as Zenex`s interests and identity as a donor.
 
There are at least three discernable periods that reflect 
changing relationships between philanthropy and govern-
ment in South Africa. The first period, before 1994, most 
philanthropy/donor agencies worked independently of 
government. Usually partnerships were structured with non-

governmental organizations, and directly with beneficiary 
communities. Many philanthropy/donors distanced them-
selves from the apartheid government and supported non-
government organizations that promoted human rights and 
democracy (Volmink & Van-der-Elst, 2019).
  
The second period, in the mid-90s, many philanthropy agen-
cies slowly started to support the new democratic govern-
ment. Many supported infrastructure development, teacher 
capacity building projects and bilateral agencies began to 
transfer funds directly to government. Even though this 
period was characterized by increasing support for the new 
government, there was still some mistrust between funders 
and government. This period was typified by governments 
arm’s length approach to philanthropy/CSI. Philanthropy was 
viewed as merely funders and not partners (strategic or tech-
nical) (White et.al, 2000).

During this period, Zenex initially supported infrastructure 
projects and also helped set up one of the public/private Trusts 
to pool donor funds in support of government efforts. Even 
though Zenex tried to work more closely with government, this 
did not materialize as expected. Zenex continued to work inde-
pendently of government, but aligned to its priorities. 

The third and present period is characterized by govern-
ment’s increased interest in collaborating with a wide range 
of stakeholders to effect change. Government acknowledged 
that the education system was not transforming at the ex-
pected rate; that this matter was becoming increasingly ur-
gent and that strategic partnerships with all stakeholders was 
necessary to effect change (South African Government, 2012). 

As a result, many philanthropy/donor agencies started 
working more integrally with government to transform the 
education system. This ensured the alignment of the array of 
initiatives and didn’t overwhelm and confuse the education 
system with an avalanche of competing efforts. At the same 
time, some philanthropy/donor agencies focused their efforts 
on holding government to account for the delivery of better 
education to the poor. This led to the growth of rights-based 
organizations that used legal and constitutional routes to 
hold the government to account to their constitutional obli-
gation of providing quality basic education. 

During this period, Zenex began working more integrally with 
government. Zenex mission of improving language and math-
ematics education was better achieved through stronger 
partnerships with government. On its own Zenex could only 
test new ideas, but these ideas had little chance of informing 
policy or systemic changes. In order for Zenex to maximize 
opportunities to influence and contribute to large scale sys-
temic change, it had to work in a more integrated way with 
government.  For Zenex, the partnership approach harnessed 
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different strengths, leveraged additional funding, provided 
opportunities to influence and be influenced and resulted in 
greater impact than individual organizations can achieve on 
their own. Zenex has since played the role of funder, strate-
gic/technical advisor, ‘critical friend’ and project manager of 
large-scale government initiatives. 

Whilst stronger government/philanthropy partnerships can 
play a key role in yielding better education outcomes, such 
partnerships are complex and require ongoing reflection and 
review to improve them. These relationships involve power 
dynamics that are very difficult to manage, they require ex-
panded resources from funders/government and can result 
in a much slower pace of project implementation due to bu-
reaucratic demands. 

The following are some of the key issues that need to be con-
sidered in government/philanthropy partnerships: 

Building quality relationships takes time and resources. 
The Zenex Foundation recognizes the need to work with all 
levels of government, but most importantly to spend time 
building the quality of its relationships. This is necessary to 
ensure buy-in in the short-term and the sustainability of the 
programs in the long-term. It is acknowledged that it takes 
time and resources to develop relationships and learn about 
the different practices, strategies and values that different 
partners contribute to maximize the skills and resources of all 
partners. It is important that the time and resources are con-
sidered in the planning and budgeting of such initiatives.  

Relationships must be based on trust and honesty. Rela-
tionships must be honest and open so that disagreement and 
debate are not stymied, but that all viewpoints are respected. 
It is important to become the ‘critical friend’. The funding rela-
tionship is inherently a power relationship. Depending on the 
context, power can either lie with government or with funders 
and can be abused by either party. If not carefully managed 
such power relations can result in the breakdown of the rela-
tionship between government and funders. Over time, Zenex 
has learnt to manage the power dynamic through creating an 
environment of trust and mutual respect which are important 
enablers of successful government-donor partnerships. More-
over, these relationships must be built on a set of values and 
ethics to guide the on-going engagement. 

Philanthropy agencies need to be comfortable with less con-
trol of decisions. Working in partnership at a systemic level re-
duces the freedom and flexibility and thus control of funders. 
Zenex is often not the lead agency in projects it undertakes 
with government; nor does it always provide the sole or major 
share of the project funding. In such projects, Zenex has less 
control (and arguably less direct accountability) over the proj-
ects than is typically the case in its traditional grant-making.

It is critical that accountabilities are managed. Upfront 
agreements on institutionalizing projects within government 
systems are ideal but very difficult to achieve. Government 
control and lengthy processes of approval can result in de-
lays and project implementation challenges. It is difficult to 
navigate the partnership when the accountability for delivery 
is embedded within government. It is best to create a gover-
nance structure between government and funders to oversee 
the project. Moreover, a legal framework should set out ex-
pectations as well as roles and responsibilities of all parties. 

Strengthening government capacity foster stronger part-
nerships. One of the greatest challenges to the initiation 
and maintenance of successful partnerships is government 
capacity, particularly at a local level. Many local/district of-
fices are understaffed, overstretched and don’t always have 
the appropriate skills set. This can seriously undermine the 
potential for productive and highly functional working rela-
tionships. The funding community needs to routinely invest 
in government capacity building as part of sustainability. 
Strengthening capacity to develop systems and skills beyond 
the partnership at hand is critical to effective and efficient 
partnership arrangements.  

There is an ongoing need for research, monitoring and 
evaluation. Monitoring, evaluation and research should be 
invested in to provide lessons on implementation and inform 
the scaling and institutionalization of initiatives by govern-
ment. At the Zenex Foundation, M&E is part of the project 
lifecycle that allows for an assessment of what has worked, in 
which context and for whom. Zenex has not only funded the 
M&E of multi-sectorial projects, it also deliberately seeks to 
develop the capacity of government in this regard. Interven-
tions need to be more evidence-driven, drawing on existing 
research particularly as it pertains to working at scale.  

Conclusion
Zenex recognizes that South African education is faced with 
many challenges which require the collective effort of all 
stakeholders led by government. Through the years, Zenex 
has gained valuable insights on partnering with government 
and is becoming increasingly involved in large scale and sys-
temic efforts to transform education. As Zenex works more 
integrally with government to effect changes in policies and 
practices, it recognizes the benefits of this approach but also 
the challenges that it brings. 
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Endnotes

1.  A South African donor working in the education sector since 1995. Zenex 
Foundation (2020). The Zenex Foundation is an independent grant-maker 
investing in mathematics and language education in South Africa since 1995. 
https://www.zenexfoundation.org.za/ 
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ekon.sun.ac.za 

3.  South African Government. National Development Plan 2013. https://www.
gov.za/issues/national-development-plan-2030

4.  South African Government (n.d). Speeches. https://www.gov.za/
speeches/2SONA2019; https://www.gov.za/speeches/basic-education-
budget-vote-speech-17-jul-2019-0000

5.  Carnegie Corporation president John Gardner, quoted by Kathleen Kelly 
Janus, 2017
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Introduction
Private philanthropy and corporate social investment in edu-
cation are very nuanced in post-apartheid South Africa. These 
investments are made with different motivations – ranging 
from advancing a specific corporate agenda to an authentic 
commitment to transformation (Amaeshi et al., 2016). Corpo-
rate social investment (CSI) often seems to be a response to 
an environmental trigger such as the threat of disinvestment 
in the 1980s, and to support legislative reform post-1994 
(Clayton et al., 2015). 

For non-profit organisations (NPOs) in South Africa, private 
donors and CSI funds are commonly the primary lifeline, 
offset only in some exceptions by direct government sup-
port, with the education sector receiving the most funding 
(Matthews, 2019). Increasingly, however, investors choose 
to invest only in projects that demonstrate a people-centred 
impact (Next Generation Consultants, 2018). 

Addressing the education problem in South Africa remains a 
complex one that demands collaboration and partnerships 
between many actors within an ecosystem such as govern-
ment, self-organized social change entities, corporate social 
investors and private philanthropists on an equal footing and 
substantial engagement so that it can affect change and im-
prove education with a sustained impact. 

Have We Failed our Youth?
In 1990, we bought a dream of a rainbow nation without un-
derstanding what needed to be done to build a country where 
a decent future for all its people was within reach (Bornman, 
2013). As South Africans, we have had to learn that the ideals 
expressed in the preamble to our constitution were just that 
– more of an ideal to strive towards rather than the way we 
currently live.

At the launch of the National Association of Social Change 
Entities in Education (NASCEE), a self-organised representa-
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tive body for non-profit organisations in education held in May 
2019, it became apparent that there is broad consensus that 
the South African education system is failing our communities. 
Indications that our education system is in crisis are multiple: 

• Despite high enrolment rates in Grade R and Grade 1 
(aged between 5 and 6 years) only around 60% complete 
Grade 12, with less than 30% of these achieving a pass 
that enables them to study further, 

• Literacy and Numeracy rates remain dismal with 78% 
of children in Grade 3 (8 years old) failing to understand 
what they are reading and 65% of grade 5 (10 years old) 
pupils in the country could not add and subtract whole 
numbers. 
(Modisaotsile, 2012; Hall, 2018; Metcalfe, 2019)

Rising to the Challenge – The Tapestry of Change 
Role players in the education system are expressing an ur-
gency and desire to see initiatives make a real difference, 
feeling compelled to stop waiting and take a more active role 
to create the South Africa they want. Stakeholders universally 
recognise that education and educational attainment still has 
the biggest impact on improving someone’s opportunity for a 
decent life, in that: 

• Higher levels of education correspond to higher levels of 
upward mobility, 

• Increasing educational attainment implies a lower prob-
ability of moving downward, 

• Higher skilled occupations also show higher upward mo-
bility. 

 (World Bank (2018). Doing business in South Africa 2018. 
Washington, DC: World Bank) 

To really make a difference, we will need to find better so-
lutions to what Green describes as the “wicked problems 
– complex, eco-systemic challenges, whose solutions need 
multi-dimensional, transdisciplinary thinking and trans-
sectoral responses” of education (NASCEE, 2019). To do this, 
we need to find allies and partners on the journey “to build a 
high-quality equitable education system for all South Africans” 
(NASCEE, 2019). We would need to find a way of coordinating 
the efforts of various role players in the educational land-
scape, and create the connections necessary for a thriving 
ecosystem since many with good intent operate in silos and 
impact becomes hardly discerned.

The practicality of working with government is more like 
working with a diffuse network spread across many depart-
ments, nationally and provincially (NASCEE, 2019). Perhaps, 
if we view government more as a network, NPOs can play a 
key role in bridging the social change needs of communities 
and government (departments and implementing agencies) 
(Banks, et al, 2015). However, for this sort of bridging func-
tion to work effectively, NPOs need channels through which 
they can lobby, coordinate and engage with government at 

all levels. The lack of clarity and consistency in engagement 
points, protocols and processes leaves government isolated – 
functioning on its own with an impoverished reach, and offer-
ing, leaving communities and NPOs vulnerable.  

The tapestry is further coloured by corporates and other 
businesses supporting education initiatives in South Africa 
through long-standing relationships – in many cases trying to 
fill the gaps left by the inefficiencies in the government archi-
tecture. Although the initial investments could be character-
ised as being paternalistic in nature (Solomon, 2013), we have 
to acknowledge that the business sector is a large investor 
in education projects, especially through NPOs. According to 
the Trialogue Business in Society Handbook (Trialogue, 2019), 
South African companies invested R4.3 billion (over $300 mil-
lion) in education in 2018. 

Corporate support comes in three guises: through invest-
ment, by adopting responsible practices and through corpo-
rate citizenship – where they build a long-term mutually ben-
eficial relationship with the communities they serve and rely 
on (Amaeshi, et al, 2016). However, corporates are beholden 
to their shareholders and need to report on any investments 
made. This means they becomefocussed on investments 
that show a favourable risk-return ratio and limit their invest-
ments based on their own economic prospects. 

These relationships are, therefore, difficult to forge. For busi-
nesses, it is key that there is a strategic fit between them-
selves and a partner NPO (Den Hond, et al, 2015). In a realm 
where it is often difficult to see the fit between a corporate 
investor and a social change entity, these connections are 
more frequently based on the persistence with which an NPO 
looks for funding and these are frequently ad hoc encounters. 
In recent years we have seen the emergence of grantmaking 
services from entities such as Inyathelo or Trialogue helping 
these partnerships form. But would we not see a better im-
pact if there was a shared vision of what a high-quality educa-
tion system looks like or a brokering platform through which 
corporates and NPOs could get to know one another?

Philanthropy 

Whilst philanthropy in South Africa is not a new phenomenon, 
what is of particular interest is the growth in private sector 
and individual giving. According to Annual Survey of Philan-
thropy in Higher Education (ASPIHE) report (2018), the largest 
proportion of philanthropic funding came from trusts and 
foundations, which contributed 42%. This decreased from 
61% in 2013 indicating a declining dependence on trusts and 
foundations. This was matched by increased levels of giving 
by the private sector and individuals. Private sector entities 
contributed 25% of philanthropic income in 2017 compared 
with 14% in 2013, while individual donors’ contributions 
increased from 4% in 2013 to 20% in 2017. The number of 
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donations also increased dramatically over the five years, 
from 5659 in 2013 to 28 668 in 2017. The number of donations 
between R1 million and R4,9 million more than doubled and 
those exceeding R5 million more than tripled (Jones, 2019).

However, philanthropy itself is also changing, in that phi-
lanthropists are pursuing larger more global goals. Mitchell 
and Sparke (2016) identify that in order to achieve these 
larger goals philanthropists are creating a “patchwork quilt of 
complex alliances” and they also employ a strict evaluation 
of the risk-return characteristics of their investments. The 
need to build “symbiotic relationships" for funders, non-profit 
organisations, communities and government to experience 
the benefit a rich collaboration could offer became apparent 
at the launch of NASCEE, 2019. This starts by closing the dis-
tance between non-profit organisations and funders building 
trust, respect and sharing the power and responsibility for the 
desired outcome (Campbell in NASCEE, 2019; IPASA, 2015). 

In South Africa, we are seeing the development of more open 
philanthropy networks and it will be important to explore how 
NASCEE and its philanthropic equivalent, the Independent 
Philanthropic Association of South Africa (IPASA), can work 
together to close the information, communication and power 
gap between social change entities and private philanthropists. 

Implementers – Non-Profit Organisations and 
Social Change Entities 
The South African civil society is vast and diverse adding 
an interesting perspective to our tapestry of change and 
transformation within our education morphology. Although 
there is some uncertainty with regard to the actual number 
of non-profit organisations that exist, at the time of writing 
the Department of Social Development reports that it has 
registered 219 820 non-profit organisations and about 6% of 
these are involved in education and research (National Lot-
teries Commission, 2020).

A major advantage of the not-for-profit landscape is that 
organisations are often created organically in response to an 
observed crisis or need (Burger, et al, 2017). This means that 
non-profit organisations are much closer to communities 
than most players in the education value chain (Banks, et al, 
2015). But it also means that these agents for social transfor-
mation are fragmented and vulnerable, leaving many organ-
isations overlooked before they can even make a difference. 

Non-profit organisations themselves are recognising that things 
need to change, that they need to: (i) challenge the competitive 
landscape in which they operate through working together (Vol-
mink & van der Elst, 2019); (ii) become more accountable to all 
stakeholders, including the communities they serve and not just 
their boards (Burger, et al, 2017); and (iii) reconnect to their val-
ues, and remember why they started this work (NASCEE, 2019). 

As such, the non-profit community has begun to organise 
themselves and the role they play in education, wanting to 
make the significant difference they envisaged when they 
started. Working together, looking for more sustainable and 
impactful solutions and moving closer towards collaborative 
efforts as a collective, confirm Burger, et al (2017) suggestions 
that: “Non-profit community should now … be given the oppor-
tunity to lead a process of change.”

Building a Community to Lead
From the early 1990s the business community felt they 
needed to initiate a multi-stakeholder collaborative forum 
to support government in the transformation and improve-
ment of education in South Africa. This led to the eventual 
formation of the Joint Education Trust (JET, n.d.; Robbins, 
2001) which brought large corporates, the government, trade 
unions and other political players together. In 2013 the initia-
tives morphed, once again, into a government funded col-
laborative mechanism, the National Education Collaboration 
Trust (NECT). The NECT programmes found themselves more 
closely aligned to government initiatives and priorities (NECT, 
2014) and little attention was given to an ecosystem of collab-
orators. It seemed clear that something more was necessary, 
Subsequently, JET and NECT, together with several others, 
have been part of driving a process of building a network of 
social change entities and initiating conversations that bring 
non-profit organisations, philanthropists, corporate business 
and government together which led to the establishment of 
the National Association for Social Change Entities in Educa-
tion (NASCEE) in May 2019.  

NASCEE, as an emergent structure, is becoming a hub 
through which non-profit organisations working in education 
can really begin to collaborate on equal footing with other 
stakeholders within the education ecosystem. 

Given the need to build on the collaborative efforts that have 
happened in the past, the author’s efforts are guided by un-
derstanding that partnership and collaboration exist along a 
continuum and that high value collaborative efforts are built 
over time.
 

A key observation is that encounters occur frequently, and of-
ten rely on a happenstance connection between stakeholders 
and actors. As we meet with people and gain some inspiration 
or insight on matters and challenges in education, themes, 
ideas and connections are sparked around a shared interest, 

Figure 1: A continuum for collaboration
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and an in-the-moment intention to work together. Encounters 
offer those who participate authentically, the opportunity to 
develop a moment-of-clarity, and sometimes deeper insight 
on key issues, that need to be solved together or urgently. 
However, their success of any new interventions that may be 
planned depends on individuals being able to suspend their 
own positions and self-interest long enough to develop the 
trust required to develop a mutual understanding and shared 
worldview. The value of encounters lies in their frequency and 
power to generate new perspectives.

A fraction of encounters develops further, or in other cases, 
a particular actor is able to draw on their own influence and 
network to pull together an explorative initiative. By building 
and expanding on the insight developed during an initial set of 
encounters, new possibilities are co-imagined and serve as the 
inspiration to develop a particular initiative. This stage is really 
about exploring a problem-solution context together and de-
veloping what Austin and Setanidi (2014) call a transactional 
relationship, where a more dominant and experienced role 
player takes the lead and finds a way for all stakeholders with 
complementary skills to cooperate in delivering a particular 
outcome. Parties involved in the initiative maintain their own 
identity and purpose, relate on an equal footing but see the 
value in helping the community or lead partner. 

These collaborative efforts have their own challenges. In many 
cases the initial project is more about establishing whether 
the parties can work together constructively. Building trust 
and value in the relationship requires an investment of effort 
and time and a commitment to delivering on the envisaged 
outcome. Success in the relationship is enhanced through 
a structured engagement to iron out the specific roles and 
responsibilities of the partnership. It is only then that coopera-
tion is secured towards achieving the desired deliverable. 

The most complex and difficult collaboration is that of en-
gagement around an uncertain and complex challenge. In this 
open problem space, it is critical to build a shared purpose. 
Individual actors' contributions become less important in the 
context of solving a complex (normally changing and uncer-
tain) problem, than the sustained commitment and involve-
ment. These challenges are too big for any one lead, they 
require shifting roles and evolving responsibilities as mem-
bers develop models, approaches and learn through trial and 
experimentation. The relationship becomes more integrative 
between organisations (with each one adjusting to the new 
collaboration) and the outcomes tend to leave a transfor-
mational impact (Austin & Setanidi, 2014). The process of 
engagement over time requires an ecosystem of stakeholders 
involved in the collaborative endeavour to reach consensus 
with a common purpose and shared responsibilities.

Conclusion
In South Africa, we have made several efforts towards build-
ing partnerships between social change entities and funders 
(both corporate social investors and philanthropists). How-
ever, these remain ad hoc relationships with little impact 
nationally and no shared common purpose within a broader 
ecosystem of collaborators. Corporate social investors and/ 
or philanthropists usually take the lead from their own 
perspectives while non-profit organisations are viewed as 
implementers and not partners with real commitment over 
a period of time that builds trust and adds value to the ini-
tiative. What is evident for high value collaborative efforts 
and meaningful impact to occur is that there is a need for 
all stakeholders within an education ecosystem to share a 
common purpose on an equal footing, closing the power gap 
that exists. Stakeholders will have to find a way of creating a 
portfolio of collaborative initiatives that span the continuum 
from encounters to substantial engagements. Self-organised, 
emergent collaboration for sustained impact and improv-
ing education in South Africa will only be possible through 
realising an ecosystem that perhaps South Africa has never 
had before. Government is key, so is also a range of specialist 
associations across the education and training landscape to 
complete the supply and demand value chain. Technology 
now makes such collaboration more efficient, but at the heart 
of this ecosystem lies trust, accountability and deep engage-
ment over time. 
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The role of philanthropic foundations is deepening in social 
services like education and health-care all over the world 
including developing and poorer countries. This has led to 
certain apprehensions among social scientists and other 
observers. A key concern stems from a perception that these 
foundations attempt to bring in profit-seeking motives or 
measurable results-based approaches in education. However, 
I would argue this is not a realistic perception, and it can steer 
the debate away from the matter of how foundations can be 
effective in promoting quality schooling for all. 

On the side of the proponents of school vouchers or financial 
incentive-based or measurable output-based reforms in edu-
cation, there are many different stakeholders. These include 
not only a few philanthropic foundations but also small non-
governmental organisations that depend on funding from 
different organisations, academics, activists, government 
officials, politicians and others. On the other hand, there are 
foundations at the international level, which take a “centre-
left” position, or one against a `free-market’ approach. Azim 
Premji Foundation, the major philanthropic foundation that 
works in the domain of education in India, is an example of a 
foundation that is against such measurement- or incentive-
based reforms and stands for strengthening the government 
schools in the country. Despite this, one can see smaller 
NGOs, sections of academics, government officials (and even 
some politicians) arguing for more competition and privatisa-
tion in school education. Hence, the use of these approaches 
(and their prevalence or dominance in public debates at 
certain times) should be seen more as a reflection of times, or 
the diversity of ideas of education, or influence over policies 
and actions. In essence, it may not be that realistic to argue 
that the philanthropic foundations want to bring in profit-mo-
tives or measurable results-based approaches to education. 

As a result, we can miss certain factors that affect the effec-
tiveness of philanthropic foundations in these public debates. 
The resources that even the wealthiest foundation could mo-
bilise can only be miniscule compared to the total resources 
required to provide quality schooling in most social contexts. 
Hence, the crucial issue is the process and its effectiveness 

Summary
This article challenges simplistic 
understandings of public and private, as well 
as the idea that philanthropy necessarily 
promotes a privatising agenda and use of 
business logics in education and development. 
Instead, he argues one should examine the 
challenges philanthropy faces to effectively 
improve education, such as the issues around 
building stable and lasting relationships with 
government representatives and differences 
between the cultures of foundations and 
governments.
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through which foundations influence governments’ policies 
and actions in the domain of education. There are multiple 
strategies that are followed by foundations. 

A first possible strategy revolves around supporting the col-
lection and dissemination of information or ideas into public 
debates, and expect the people at large to influence public 
policies. However, the effectiveness of this strategy depends 
on how capable people are in influencing policies or how sen-
sitive governments are towards public debates. This in turn 
depends on the political transition including the deepening of 
democracy in a given context.

Another possibility is based on funding non-governmental 
organisations to work towards the objective of quality edu-
cation. The outcome of such an effort depends on whether 
these NGOs are aligned with the purpose of foundations and 
whether NGOs are in a position to make a desirable change in 
the public education system as a whole. There are challenges 
on both these fronts. We have seen foundations trying out this 
route of funding NGOs and then starting operating organisa-
tions of their own due to the difficulty in ensuring that funded 
NGOs are effective regarding their purpose. NGOs also face a 
number of challenges in influencing the public education sys-
tem, which are also faced by the operating arms of the founda-
tion, and some of these are discussed in the following section.

The Challenges in Working with Governments1

To truly offer “quality schooling for all”, there is a need to 
transform the public education system, which in turn is likely 
to require working with governments. It may be possible for 
a concerned citizen or a NGO to start a good (alternative) 
school catering to a set of children. However, that cannot 
make a significant impact on the public education system, 
and systemic changes are needed if quality schooling reaches 
the poor and the marginalised sections in most developing 
countries. Thus, working with governments is unavoidable if 
a foundation is interested in desirable changes at scale. How-
ever, many aspects of the public-private collaboration affect 
the effectiveness of the work of foundations.

First, there is the challenge of establishing stable relation-
ships with government representatives. Despite it being is 
relatively easy for a known philanthropic foundation (with 
sizable endowments) to get access to politicians and senior 
officials, this might not always be stable or adequate in some 
situations. Still, the easy access could be an advantage that 
foundations have, for instance, compared to a typical non-
governmental organisation or a concerned activist or aca-
demic. Hence, in most cases, foundations work closely with 
government officials. However, public servants can be trans-
ferred from one position to the other (especially in countries 
like India), which makes the continuation of collaborations 
uncertain. As each government official usually have their own 

ideas on what should be done to improve public education, 
programs get interrupted, unless there is a strong will to con-
tinue the work of predecessors. 

Second, the promotion of innovative pilots is an attractive 
solution, but not without its own issues. Though the re-
sources of foundations are somewhat small compared to the 
resources (to be) used by governments in education, pilots of 
innovative solutions are to create a possibly fruitful situation. 
In these cases, innovative approaches can be promoted or 
practiced on a pilot format by a foundation. After a compre-
hensive assessment, if they are found to be useful, they can 
be scaled up by the government within the public education 
system. However, this requires governments that are willing 
to learn and adapt such good practices. One might question, 
then, are governments capable to learn and adapt? Our expe-
rience in India shows that such capabilities are more common 
among specific officials, not so much the government as a 
system. However, this learning on the part of an official may 
become irrelevant, especially while considering the possible 
shift of persons within the government (which can happen ar-
bitrarily). Even when a government adopts a new practice, it 
adaptation to suit the constraints of the government may be 
very different from the initial proposition by the foundation. 

Third, foundations may or may not be interested in work-
ing in the most needed places and causes. On the one hand, 
foundations may not be interested in working in the areas 
where governments are reasonably functional in meeting 
social needs. This may be true in places where the media 
and civil society (or the internal stakeholders like teachers’ 
unions) are excessively concerned about the potential role 
of external organizations such as foundations. On the other 
hand, foundations may be keen to work in locations where 
there is a need for their intervention, but may not be able to 
work in locations where their services are most needed. For 
example, their engagement in areas influenced by extremist 
forces (like Maoists) is minimal or non-existent in India. Local 
governance issues may discourage foundations from working 
in certain areas even if these require their services. This may 
be similar to the situation faced by international develop-
ment organizations wherein these may not be able to work in 
under-developed countries due to the problems of ill-gover-
nance, despite the fact these areas badly require the support 
of such organizations.

Fourth, there are important differences between the cultures 
of foundations and governments. This could be partly due 
to the fundamental differences in the working of private 
companies (which contribute resources and the top manage-
ment of foundations), and governments, especially those in 
developing countries, like India. There are also differences in 
the way different tiers of employees interact among them-
selves and how these are viewed or perceived by others 



120 

within the government and foundations. Respect and compli-
ance in governmental organizations are not organic, but are 
somewhat imposed, mechanistic and forced upon. The job 
seniority and the position of an official may determine the 
“validity” of his/her opinion, not its merit. There may also not 
be any free communication of ideas between different tiers 
of government officials. The situation in a foundation could 
be somewhat different. These cultural differences may have 
implications for promoting cross-sector partnerships. 

Finally, influencing the government and its culture is a pro-
cess that requires patient interaction over a long time. It 
would be incorrect for any organization, such as a foundation, 
to claim that a possible positive change is solely or mainly 
due to their involvement. There is a public system on the 
ground, with its own character, with thousands of people, 
even within a district of India, and they belong to different 
cadres. They make indelible progress shaped through the 
socio-political processes. These may seem inadequate to 
outside observers. What these outsiders may achieve through 
their interaction with the system could be certain promising 
efforts, and catching the attention of the system. Through a 
consistent interaction, there could be small improvements, 
some tangible, but others not so much so. However, without 
the system or the willingness of a sizable section of the peo-
ple who are part of it, no improvements are possible. 

In essence, the effectiveness of philanthropic foundations 
also depends on the governance in a given context, and the 
socio-political factors that makes governments responsive 
to the real needs of people. This awareness should make the 
enthusiasts/critiques of philanthropic foundations to nuance 
their expectations/apprehensions. 

Endnotes

1.  Some of these challenges are discussed in detail here: V Santhakumar 
(2020). Philanthropic Foundations and the Government: Challenges in 
the Relationship. https://practiceconnect.azimpremjiuniversity.edu.
in/philanthropic-foundations-and-the-government-challenges-in-the-
relationship/
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Part 4 
New Philanthropy and 
Innovations in Education 
Development Financing 
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The adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals and the 
comprehensive education targets contained in Sustainable 
Development Goal 4 present2 daunting challenges. United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s 
(UNESCO)’s Institute of Statistics provides us with some alarm-
ing realities: 133 million primary and lower secondary-aged 
students are either not in school or are likely to drop out. 142 
million upper secondary-aged youth are out of school. 484 
million students are in school and not receiving a quality edu-
cation. This does not include the 750 million adults unable to 
read or write. They also estimate that 85 percent of children 
in Sub Saharan Africa are in school but not learning the mini-
mum, and 88 percent will not be able to read proficiently by 
the time they complete lower secondary school (which is the 
equivalent of 9th or 10th grade) (UIS, 2017). The annual funding 
gap to ensure that countries are able to provide SDG 4.1 – free 
quality primary and secondary education – is estimated at $39 
billion3 USD per year (UNESCO, 2018).

Despite these figures, aid to education has stagnated and 
the challenges to the sector are increasing. When I joined 
Open Society Foundations (OSF), the central component of 
my initial portfolio was the management of OSF’s education 
initiatives in Liberia. This was 2007, following international 
commitments to millennium development goals and declara-
tions that “no countries seriously committed to education for 
all will be thwarted in their achievement of this goal by a lack 
of resources”(UNESCO, 2000). Shortly after President Ellen 
Johnson Sirleaf’s election, the Government of Liberia (GoL) 
requested $40 million to reinvigorate its system after years of 
conflict and was promptly denied by the Education For All – 
Fast Track Initiative (EFA-FTI).

The rejection of Liberia’s request exposed the traditional aid 
mechanism’s weakness and inability to respond to one of 
the most high profile and vulnerable countries at the time 
simply because the Government of Liberia could not meet 
the rigid application requirements. Instead, an innovative 
arrangement was established between the Government of the 
Netherlands, UNICEF and OSF, which created the Liberia Edu-
cation Pooled Fund (EPF). The EPF has been highlighted as an 
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innovative public-private partnership in which a foundation 
pooled its funding and efforts with those of a multilateral 
and bilateral organization in support of a national education 
program. The funding modality eventually disbursed over $20 
million through government structures (thereby strengthen-
ing governance mechanisms) and OSF partnered with the 
Ministry of Education (MOE) to provide technical assistance, 
as well as establish and support a Sector Coordination Unit 
within the MOE’s Department of Planning. 

Partnership Paradox4 documents the success, challenges, 
conflicts and divergent perspectives that emerged during this 
endeavor. I think the most interesting thing about this book, 
which was truly a labor of love, is that it does not attempt to 
present a sanitary or unified story. Instead, it allows the voic-
es of those who lived and worked through it to be heard, with 
all of its realistic messiness. The contributors include Liberian 
planning and technical experts, consultants who were placed 
in the Ministry, and staff from UNICEF’s global headquarters 
and the Liberia country office. While we weren’t really talk-
ing about “innovative financing for education” at the time, 
the EPF is a salient example of why it’s needed in the field 
and what is necessary to ensure its success: timely access to 
financing, partnerships, capacity building, as well as local 
ownership of plans and narratives (Talbot & Taylor, 2015).

Since 2010, the definition of “innovative financing for educa-
tion” has shifted a bit depending on who is defining it, and 
generally refers to the application of a non-traditional financ-
ing mechanism to the education sector. However, the consis-
tent aspects include three features outlined by the Leading 
Group on Innovative Financing: innovative financing should 
1) be linked to global public goods (such as health and educa-
tion); 2) be complementary and additional to traditional aid; 
and 3) be more stable and predictable than traditional aid to 
allow governments to make long-term plans. 

The EFA-FTI has since become the Global Partnership for 
Education, with an expanded and constituency-based gov-
ernance structure that incorporates philanthropies and the 
private sector, gives more voice and leverage to civil society 
and developing countries, and a commitment to ensure frag-
ile and conflict-affected states can access funding. Towards 
this end, they created a board seat for the private sector and 
private foundations. The process of figuring out how to man-
age this diversity of perspectives is an interesting compilation 
of contested stories and interests. 

Innovative financing for education, or any attempt to disrupt 
traditional structures and processes to catalyze or accelerate 
improvements in the education sector, requires us to break 
out of our traditional siloes and foster collaboration across 
sectors. While at OSF, one specific endeavor has led to last-
ing results. In 2012, I created a seminar at Central European 

University, “Innovative Financing for Education: Arguments, 
Options and Opportunities.” This course ran for five years and 
brought together over 150 education and finance specialists, 
civil society activists, government officials and private sector 
actors. There was a heavy emphasis on “the arguments” por-
tion of the title. Faculty were drawn from academia, philan-
thropy, civil society and the private sector. They were given 
the opportunity to workshop ideas and models under devel-
opment and to sharpen their own critiques. The participants 
have gone on to either lead or engage in innovative financing 
initiatives and partnerships at NORRAG, the GPE, World Bank, 
African Development Bank and in ministries of education and 
planning in several countries across Africa and Asia. 

This course emphasized that the sector needs more educa-
tion specialists who are committed to social equity, as well 
as conversant and at the table with the development and 
finance specialists who, some argue, have an outsized influ-
ence on the sector. Additionally, education specialists and 
civil society activists need to develop more nuanced ap-
proaches when dealing with other sectors that do not speak 
the same language. Furthermore, we cannot underestimate 
the significant shifts that have and are taking place in philan-
thropy and the diversity of actors in the philanthropic space 
as we forge new partnerships and arrangements to increase 
funding and improve quality in the sector. 

We also cannot assume that the philanthropic space is un-
contested, with foundations having a broad range of motiva-
tions and priorities. This diversity is a great thing. However, 
coordinating priorities and funding has been somewhat of a 
challenge for the GPE, especially when some members may 
be more amenable to funding private providers and initiatives 
even though the GPE’s mandate is to strengthen public sys-
tems and delivery mechanisms. 

We saw these tensions arise among philanthropies (especially 
the newer ones) and some traditional donors and organiza-
tions more recently in Liberia, with the launch of the Partner-
ship Schools for Liberia (PSL) initiative in 2015, which was 
a public-private partnership the GoL used to outsource the 
delivery of education to eight private providers. Because of 
the presumed availability of flexible philanthropic capital and 
private sector partnerships, PSL took shape very quickly – in a 
matter of months. The government was actually masterful in 
its ability to play the “traditional funders” (including the GPE 
and UNICEF, which were responsible for the lion’s share of 
quality inputs into the system each year) and the “disruptors,” 
or new funders, against each other. 

A tepid consensus was reached after some time, but this 
led to significant fragmentation within the donor and phil-
anthropic community, as well as within the MOE itself. The 
promise of additional funding and improved outcomes actu-
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ally stalled existing initiatives and decreased the potential for 
the program’s success. It’s still functioning but struggling. This 
public-private partnership also highlighted the critical role 
that civil society plays in monitoring both learning outcomes 
and equity outcomes that result from investments in the 
sector. For example, when PSL’s early results of significantly 
improved learning outcomes in some schools were com-
municated, civil society highlighted that this outcome was 
the result of the most vulnerable children being excluded. To 
cut costs in some schools, PSL simply decided to not provide 
meals (Mukpo, 2017). The lack of school feeding decreased 
attendance of the most vulnerable children, who were also 
presumed to have relatively fewer resources and support in 
their homes and therefore lower learning outcomes. 

While an emphasis on improved learning outcomes is criti-
cal, we cannot underestimate its costs to increased equity 
outcomes. We also cannot underestimate the costs to gov-
ernments. It is estimated that collecting the necessary data 
to track progress towards SDG 4, including developing new 
assessments to measure learning and skills outcomes, will 
cost $280 million5 globally (and this entails $128 million in 
new funding). This is also an area that philanthropies should 
pay attention to and provide funding for in the quest to en-
able governments and the education sector to attract and 
disburse the level of funding necessary to close the gaps and 
achieve the goals we promote.

The urgency and momentum for progress towards the global 
goals has led to promising partnerships and shifts in practice 
in the philanthropic sector. Success will hinge on our ability to 
work across siloes and with non-traditional partners who may 
have different approaches yet similar goals.
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« Il y a trois priorités, l’éducation, l’éducation et l’éducation ;  
et même une super priorité… l’éducation ».
Léopold Sédar Senghor

Introduction
It is now generally accepted that higher education is a major 
catalyst for development. The idea is pushed by international 
organizations, major U.S. foundations (Jaumont, 2016a; 
2018b), the World Bank, and the African Union. In his book on 
Africa’s development, Manuel Castells referred to university 
systems as drivers of development and compared knowledge 
produced by those systems as the functional equivalent of 
electricity in the industrial era (Muller, Cloete, & Van Schalk-
wyk, 2017). African nations have, at the insistence of the World 
Bank, long relied on primary education to steer development 
agendas, but they are now turning their attention to higher ed-
ucation. Francophone universities are emerging spectacularly, 
for example, in Abidjan, Ifrane and Nouakchott universities 
have been totally reconstructed, both physically and intellec-
tually. In Lomé, Ouargla, and Rabat university performances 
and ratings are improving, while others in Yaoundé, Sfax, and 
Sousse are not far behind, according to UniRank’s 2018 Top 
200 African Universities rankings. (Diouf, 2018). 

Ranked in 48th position, Cheikh Anta Diop University of Dakar 
(UCAD) faces a dual challenge: as a public university it must 
contribute to the success of students from all social strata – 
and also guarantee quality teaching and research by creating 
a positive living environment for the entire academic commu-
nity. However, budgetary resources allocated by the State do 
not allow the university to meet these growing demands. In 
this article, we argue that such a challenge can be addressed 
through the diversification of financial income streams while 
federating multiple public and private actors. Under the spon-
sorship of Macky Sall, President of the Republic of Senegal 

Summary
This article draws attention to the formation 
of public university foundations as a means 
of meeting regional demands for higher 
education with insufficient budget resources. 
While strengthening African fundraising 
and alumni relations can help universities 
in this sense, the authors argue that African 
institutions need to take ownership of projects 
and establish practices that can function 
within their culture, as well as analyze new 
opportunities and challenges associated with 
this new form of fundraising.
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and UCAD graduate, Fondation Université Cheikh Anta Diop 
University (FUCAD) was created in 2009 to support UCAD ac-
tivities related to research, teaching, improving infrastructure 
and student living conditions, and other objectives discussed 
in this article. President Sall’s commitment to enhancing 
higher education to support development agendas in Africa 
is signaled by his role in hosting the African Higher Educa-
tion Summit in 2015 and being nominated Coordinator of the 
Committee of Ten African Heads of State and Government 
championing higher education to strengthen science and 
technology’s role in development.

This article makes a contribution to the debate on the glo-
balization of philanthropy and how regional characteristics 
echo or contradict global trends. The challenges experienced 
and opportunities created through the formation of a public 
university foundation such as FUCAD is an understudied area 
of research. In the Francophone African context, university 
foundations are still in their infancy, while fundraising strate-
gies in Anglophone African universities have echoed global 
philanthropic trends for a longer period, due partially to ca-
pacity building initiatives undertaken by major U.S. founda-
tions, particularly those in the Partnership for Higher Educa-
tion in Africa (Jaumont, 2016a). Since the 1970s, endowments 
and university foundations have played a significant role in 
the development of U.S. universities (Donner & Huang, 2017). 
In France, there have been efforts to create them for over 10 
years (De Bissy et. al., 2008, Rieunier, S. 2019), and French 
authorities have released extensive frameworks to encourage 
their development (CGE, 2017; DGESIP, 2019). 

Critics of university foundations in the USA argue that they 
often lack transparency and call for governing agencies to 
ensure that university foundations utilize endowments con-
scientiously (Contarino, 2017). Some critics argue that they 
enable fraud and abuse (Robinson & Warta, 2018) or are influ-
enced by ill-intentioned donors (Schaeffer, 2015). Initiatives 
and research projects aimed at encouraging good practice 
and information exchange have multiplied in recent years 
(Cady, 2005; Gibbs & Kennedy Byrne, 2017). In France, uni-
versity foundations struggle to raise funds from their alumni, 
partly because this practice is not normalized in French 
culture(Joannides de Lautour, 2019; Loiseau, 2019).

In Africa, university foundations are not yet part of the culture 
among administrators, but many more institutions are imple-
menting them. For Damtew Teferra, founding director of the 
International Network for Higher Education in Africa, these 
fundraising tools have a future in Africa: “It is true that Africa 
does not pursue economic and financial incentives that nur-
ture such a culture, but the practice of establishing endow-
ments and foundations could be effectively developed in light 
of increasing economic growth and business opportunities.” 
(2013. pp. 359-360). A university foundation is a fundraising 

vehicle that can benefit a university by encouraging self-sus-
tainability, reducing dependency on international giving, and 
encouraging the growth of African philanthropy. 

Strengthening African fundraising and alumni relations can 
help universities break out of their historical reliance on 
government funding and international donors. While several 
major U.S. foundations addressed this issue through the 
Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, some progress was 
made but a lot still needs to be done. The challenge is that 
African institutions need to take and spearhead ownership of 
projects for success. For example, some of the partnership's 
major accomplishments, like the Bandwidth Consortium, were 
achieved because it responded to African university leaders’ 
articulated priorities. (Jaumont, 2014, 2016a, 2018a). These 
complex power dynamics between international donors, par-
ticularly U.S.-based foundations, and African universities re-
defined some of the recipient universities’ key priorities. (Jau-
mont, 2016b; Jaumont & Moja, 2019). There are indications 
that American foundations and universities must listen more, 
be more responsive to the needs of scholars in Africa and build 
on what African institutions are already doing rather than im-
posing perceived priorities shaped by funding agencies’ own 
agendas. Drezner (2019) also argues that universities should 
develop cultures of giving among alumni and supporters, “not 
simply borrow from the U.S.”, and establish practices that can 
function within their culture. Could this approach help Franco-
phone African universities support their own transformation 
and encourage the growth of African philanthropy? It is not 
only universities that are exploring other income sources for 
support. Governments in Africa such as Ghana have realized 
that they could tap resources from their diaspora living in 
the Northern countries and have established mechanisms to 
encourage them to contribute skills and finances to support 
development agendas (IOM Ghana, n.d.)

A key initiative undertaken by the Partnership for Higher Edu-
cation in Africa (PHEA), which included Carnegie Corporation, 
Ford, Rockefeller, MacArthur, Hewlett, Mellon, and Kresge 
(Jaumont, 2016) focused on helping African institutions de-
velop services and skills such as administrative capabilities, 
financial management, and development offices to assist in 
fundraising and building alumni relations. Although limited 
to English-speaking institutions on the continent (Jaumont 
& Klempay, 2015), it was a valuable attempt at increasing 
capacity building among selected universities. According to 
Kole Shettima, director of the MacArthur Foundation's office 
in Abuja, Nigeria: "Ordinarily, universities are more concerned 
about academic exchanges and programs. It would be helpful 
to extend this to other aspects of university life.” (Wilhelm, 
2011). As part of PHEA, MacArthur worked closely with four 
institutions in Nigeria and one in Madagascar to help improve 
management and raise money.
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University foundations in developing nations can be alterna-
tives for generating more funding to research and training, 
encouraging innovation, improving student life, increasing 
access to higher education, and enhancing the host univer-
sity’s international influence through students and teacher-
researcher mobility, the reception and support of foreign 
students or researchers, and the granting of scholarships. 
Other state funded institutions in countries such as India are 
realizing the potential of alumni-sourced funding streams. For 
example, the Indian Institute of Technology has initiated pro-
grams to raise funds from alumni and received large donations 
in response. (Niazi, 2019). Through these activities, university 
foundations can contribute to the development and influence 
of their host universities while improving the living and study-
ing conditions of the academic community. As such, they act 
against social inequalities by increasing the collective chances 
of success. This approach would also meet the African Union’s 
targets of creating leaders in development management and 
enhancing effective governance. (ACBF, 2019).

Several interesting cases of university foundations exist in 
Africa, such as Ashesi University Foundation in Ghana, Univer-
sity of Witwatersrand Foundation in South Africa, University 
of Cape Town’s US & UK funds, the African Academy of Sci-
ence Fund in Kenya, and Makerere University Endowment 
Fund in Uganda. Other examples, like Africa Science and 
Technology Endowment Fund, established by African-based 
multilateral agencies in 2010, offer compelling insight. Fran-
cophone universities are also experimenting with these fund-
raising platforms as is the case with Fondation de l'Université 
d'Abomey-Calavi in Benin (FUAC, 2015) or Fondation Univer-
sité Cheikh Anta Diop in Senegal. Borrowing from Drezner 
(2019), their emergence can be justified by either a functional 
need for philanthropic support of higher education, as a form 
of isomorphism with institutions striving for prestige, or as a 
function of borrowing and lending perceived best practices.

Benefits and Challenges Encountered by 
Fondation UCAD
Fondation UCAD was created to cultivate a spirit of solidarity 
within the university community and foster good relation-
ships with the rest of society. It strives to raise the influence 
of UCAD internationally while encouraging a peaceful envi-
ronment on campus, particularly in light of recent protests 
against electricity price hikes and unpaid student stipends 
and the violent clashes that ensued between students and 
police (Sarr, 2019). Fondation UCAD has also established 
objectives to encourage excellence in research, contribute to 
student success, and reduce inequalities. Additionally, the 
foundation endeavors to nurture feelings of belonging to 
UCAD and organizes alumni and homecoming events remi-
niscent of those practiced on American campuses. (FUCAD, 
2015). It raises and invests donations, legacies, and other 
resources to achieve university objectives in the educational, 

scientific, and cultural fields, as well as public services. As 
Fondation UCAD lies at the heart of the university’s new fund-
ing strategy, it is responsible for finding additional resources 
that UCAD requires to become a university of excellence. With 
the value of solidarity being well anchored in Senegalese 
culture, Fondation UCAD can lean on this cultural base and 
involve the university’s greater community in fundraising.

Over the years, Fondation UCAD has proven to be an effec-
tive method for strengthening the university’s public service 
mission and increasing its influence by including faculty in 
funding strategy designs. However, the foundation needs 
to be self-sustainable to take on greater challenges. For this 
purpose, a paradigm change is necessary to obtain contribu-
tions from a larger pool of institutional and individual donors, 
particularly by encouraging graduates to develop a feeling of 
belonging to an institution, form strong networks, and ex-
press concrete solidarity with their alma mater. Furthermore, 
the community (teachers, researchers, staff, students) must 
support the foundation’s efforts to become a development 
tool at the service of the university. Finally, friends of the 
university must contribute alongside the foundation to the 
financing of its activities. Through their civic engagement, 
expertise, and generosity, graduates and friends of the uni-
versity will contribute to the foundation’s endeavors focused 
on the well-being and success of all stakeholders. 

When one looks at the globalization of philanthropy and the 
recent discourses and practices of higher education institu-
tions and networks in developing countries it is clear that 
there is a need to examine the creation and development of 
university foundations in Francophone African universities, as 
well as analyze new opportunities and challenges associated 
with this new philanthropic model. The model’s Western ori-
gin, the context of its implementation in Francophone African 
countries, and the limits of its transferability in environments 
where giving to one’s university is understood differently, are 
topics for which more research is required. Recommenda-
tions must also be issued for Francophone universities in 
Africa and various roadmaps presented for implementing 
foundations and fundraising strategies based on African mod-
els and traditions. Finally, it is important to evaluate whether 
this fundraising vehicle can generate increased funding from 
individuals, government, business, diaspora, and interna-
tional donors. 
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Recent estimates suggest that 53% of children in low- and 
middle-income countries are in “learning poverty”, or unable 
to read and understand a simple text by age 10 (World Bank, 
2019). However, a quarter of countries are not meeting either 
of two key education financing goals – to spend at least 4% of 
GDP and 15% of their budget on education (UNESCO, 2019). 
The amount of donor finance allocated to education has 
largely remained constant in recent years, while education 
shrank from 10% of total development assistance in 2010 to 
7% in 2017 (UNESCO, 2019). 

With an urgent need to improve both access and quality, 
and limited resources to do so, the global education sector 
is looking towards both new sources of financing and new 
mechanisms through which to fund education. New sources 
of funding include philanthropic actors, whose role in tackling 
intractable global social challenges has changed dramatically 
in the last decade. In a recent study of global philanthropy ex-
amining 30,000 foundations, 35 percent reported dedicating at 
least some resources to the education sector (Johnson, 2018). 

A growing trend in the mechanisms through which education 
is funded is results-based financing (RBF). RBF has the po-
tential to direct funding towards interventions and providers 
who are able to demonstrate measurable impact. In addition 
to focusing attention on results, RBF has the potential to 
improve collaboration – bringing actors together around the 
agreed metrics, and to build better systems of data collection 
and use, driving performance management through feedback 
loops of real-time data. 

Summary
This article outlines some challenges in 
international education that results-based 
financing (RBF) can potentially address. The 
paper outlines some of the key types of RBF 
in education, including results-based aid, 
social and development impact bonds and 
teacher performance pay, and then looks in 
more depth at the potential and limitations 
of impact bonds. Special attention is paid to 
the role of data and issues around scale and 
equity.
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Results-based financing
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RBF instrument category Who is incentivized?

Results/Performance-based aid National government

Performance-based transfer Local government

Performance-based contract Service providers

Impact bonds Investors

Conditional cash transfers Households and individuals

Table 1: Types of Results-Based Financing

Source: Instiglio, 2018 with authors’ adaptations
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However, while all types of RBF share the characteristic that 
payments are contingent on the achievement of results, there 
is considerable variation between models – depending on 
which actor is incentivized or holding the financial risk (Table 
1). Within education, one of the most well-known types of 
RBF is performance-based pay for teachers, but contingency 
can also rest on service providers, as with performance-based 
contracts.

Social and development impact bonds (SIBs and DIBs), have 
attracted considerable interest within recent years. Unlike 
more traditional RBF, where service providers or governments 
bear the financial risk, impact bonds transfer this risk to im-
pact investors (usually with strong philanthropic ethos). This 
opportunity to achieve both a financial and a social return 
while bearing the delivery risk that philanthropic funders are 
more willing to take, could represent a significant shift in the 
education financing landscape. Furthermore, the risk and 
return potential faced by impact investors often leads to an 
investment in performance management activities giving rise 
to significant capacity building of service providers in data 
collection and adaptive management.

Impact Bonds for Education: What Do We Know?
Since the first impact bond launched in the UK in 2010, the 
market has grown steadily, with 185 impact bonds contracted 
across 6 sectors and 32 countries as of February 2020. In edu-
cation just 22 impact bonds have been contracted thus far 
– mostly in high-income countries. Of the three impact bonds 
contracted in developing countries, there have been two in 
India, and one in South Africa (Table 2). While the average 
number of beneficiaries targeted in education impact bonds 
is under 20,000, and the median is just 2000, some impact 
bonds have operated at much larger scale – for example the 
Quality Education India (QEI) DIB. Relative to the Educate 
Girls DIB – India’s first – in which just one service provider 
targeted 7,300 students in 166 treatment schools in Rajast-
han, in the QEI DIB four service providers are delivering five2 
interventions, and targeting 200,000 students in grades 1-8 
in Gujarat, Maharashtra, North Delhi and Uttar Pradesh (Gus-
tafsson-Wright & Boggild-Jones, 2019a).3 In South Africa, the 
only education impact bond for early childhood development 
(ECD) in a developing country targets home visiting services 
to 2,000 children aged 3-5 who are likely to attend schools in 
the poorest communities.

Name Country Targeted population Outcome metric(s) Intervention(s)

Educate Girls 
DIB

India
Students in Grades 3-5 in 166 treatment 
schools (7,318 students in Grades 1-5 at 

baseline)

Student enrollment and improvement 
in learning outcomes in Hindi, math and 

English

Engagement with households, delivery of 
child-centric curriculum

Quality 
Education India 

DIB
India 200,000 students in Grades 1-8

Improvement in literacy and numeracy 
outcomes

Operation of learning centers, 
remedial education, school leadership 

development, adaptive learning software.

Education Bond 
SIB

South 
Africa

2000 children aged 3-5
Recruitment and retention; attendance; 

Early Learning Outcomes Measure (ELOM)
Home visiting program

Source: Brookings Institution Global Impact

Table 2: Education impact bonds in developing countriesBonds Database

With only 10 years of experience, and many of the impact-
bond funded interventions still ongoing, evidence on the 
success of impact bonds is still limited. Of 48 impact bonds 
where service delivery has ended, the majority (25) have re-
paid investors their principal plus a positive return, and just 
two have made no repayment4. In our recent paper on paying 
for education outcomes at scale in India (Gustafsson-Wright 
& Boggild-Jones, 2019a), we explore how the 10 common 
claims about impact bonds stand up to the emerging evi-
dence base, finding evidence for five out of the 10. Of these 
five, there are two that stand out in particular – these have 
been highlighted repeatedly in our consultations with mul-
tiple impact bond stakeholders around the globe – the poten-
tial for impact bonds to drive performance management and 
to build a culture of monitoring and evaluation. 

Given the need to achieve pre-determined metrics, the mech-
anism encourages service providers, often with the assistance 
of a performance manager, to collect data on their perfor-
mance, analyze progress, and use this information to feed 
back into program adaptations and improvements. Real-time 
performance data allows service providers to track progress 
and adjust accordingly, but this is just one of the four types of 
data needed to pay for outcomes: data on the cost of delivery, 
the cost of inaction, as well as on the achievement of results, 
are also crucial (Gustafsson-Wright & Boggild-Jones, 2019b). 
From our perspective, the elevated role of data, and the op-
portunities for wider data ecosystem change, are the most 
promising effects of the impact bond mechanism. 
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In terms of evidence specific to education impact bonds, the 
existing knowledge base is even more limited – just 4 educa-
tion impact bonds are complete, and only one of these is in 
a low- or middle-income country, the Educate Girls DIB in 
India, which closed in 2018. The Educate Girls intervention 
delivered successful results in both school enrollment and 
learning outcomes, with 92% of eligible out-of-school girls 
enrolled and learning gains equivalent to 160% of the target 
(IDinsight, 2018).

One of the key concerns with the engagement of investors 
(even if they have a philanthropic ethos) and with outcome-
based financing more broadly is the potential for perverse 
incentives; for example, setting pre-determined metrics could 
encourage undesirable behavior, such as targeting the easiest 
to reach beneficiaries, or those who are most likely to achieve 
a particular outcome, while excluding those most in need. 
Avoiding this means ensuring that impact bond interven-
tions are targeted and delivered equitably, without excluding 
children and young people who may be more challenging to 
reach or need more intensive interventions. Thinking care-
fully about the design of the impact bond can mediate some 
of this challenge: first, this means carefully considering the 
target population for the intervention, and the criteria used 
to identify beneficiaries, to focus service provision on the 
beneficiary group most in need. Across the 22 education 
impact bonds globally, targeted beneficiary populations 
have included children from low-income families, children 
attending schools in disadvantaged areas, and children from 
migrant families. Despite the potential for impact bonds in 
ECD (Gustafsson-Wright & Gardiner, 2016), just three educa-
tion projects target young children, although an additional 
13 impact bonds in other sectors – predominantly child and 
family welfare – include beneficiaries in early childhood. 

A further consideration relates to the framing of the payment 
metrics, and the behavior that these design choices incentiv-
ize. With a fixed threshold, providers may decide to work with 
those already close to the outcome, who likely require less 
intensive interventions. However, if providers are rewarded 
for distance travelled, then all progress is valuable – not just 
progress for those already near the target. In education, a 
threshold approach could tie payment to students’ achieve-
ment of a particular learning outcome, while distance trav-
elled would reward improvements in learning outcomes. Both 
the Educate Girls and QEI DIBs fit into the latter category, with 
metrics tied to learning improvements.

Conclusion
Despite high levels of interest in the application of impact 
bonds and outcome-based financing to international devel-
opment, the evidence base on the effectiveness of these tools 
is still limited, and even less is known about their application 
to particular sectors. As further learnings emerge from the SIB 
for early childhood development (ECD) in South Africa, and 
the QEI DIB, stakeholders will have more information to in-
form decisions about where this instrument has the most val-
ue-add. Additional projects in the pipeline, such as a SIB for 
preschool in Uzbekistan, and the Education Outcomes Fund 
for Africa and the Middle East, will also add to this knowledge 
base. Key questions that will need to be answered by future 
research include whether the design and implementation of 
these mechanisms are as efficient as they could be and what 
role philanthropy could play in improving their efficiency and 
effectiveness as well as the sustainability of outcomes. 

Endnotes

1.  We would like to thank the research assistance of Onyeka Nwabunnia, 
Project Coordinator at the Center for Universal Education at Brookings.

2.  An additional intervention was discontinued after year 1 of implementation.

3.  The Center for Universal Education (CUE) at Brookings receives research 
support from the UBS Optimus Foundation which is an investor in both 
education impact bonds in India. CUE is a knowledge partner for the QEI DIB 
with support from the British Asian Trust. All research is strictly independent, 
and views expressed are of the researchers alone.

4.  In 1 case the principal was repaid, a further 6 have made some repayment, 
there are 9 impact bonds for which the returns are not yet public, and 5 
where the evaluation is ongoing.
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Introduction 

Results-Based Financing Mechanisms (RBFs) are an itera-
tion of the New Public Management transformation that put 
performance at the centre of social development sector pro-
gramming. RBFs in essence, focus on resolving the mismatch 
in priorities of the principal- agent dynamic; here, principals 
(funders) ensure the alignment of interests with agents (im-
plementing agencies) in the achievement of results by with-
holding project payments, in case results the principals seek 
are not attained (Pearson, 2011; Mitnick, 2006). RBFs have 
special relevance to the educational sector, as by minimizing 
risks to investors, they promise to incentivize the achieve-
ment of programme results while spurring non-traditional 
funding resources. The latter is being increasingly are touted 
as one of the means to overcome the financing challenges 
affecting the educational sector of the Global South (Schäfer-
hoff & Burnett, 2016).

Impact Bonds and the World Bank’s Performance for Results 
(PforR) tool are two of the most recent iterations of Results-
based Financing Mechanisms (RBFs). DIBs are especially 
relevant, as they have further integrated the role of the 
philanthropic sector in the role of investors (see Section 2). 
Together, these two models highlight new frontiers between 
the public and the private. The DIB model specifically demon-
strates how conflicting aims – public goods vs profit-making 
– are being negotiated and addressed in practice (Case Con-
sortium @ Columbia, (n.d); Liner, 2016). 

This paper seeks to address a key question related to the 
prioritization of efficiency in RBF operations. Can equity, un-
derstood as the inclusion of marginalized populations – as 
defined by their gender, ethnicity and/or poverty status – be 
adequately mainstreamed in impact bonds and PforR tool 
by design, and in practice? (UNICEF, n.d.). To assess this, I 
discuss the extent of equity integration in the structure of the 
two analysed models, before delving into the adverse effects 
directly caused by these approaches to discuss the inherent 
implications of RBFs on equity. The focus of the analysis is on 
PforR tool and DIB application in developing countries. 

Summary
With the growing interest and use of results-
based financing mechanisms (RBFs) for 
development and education, Bajwa analyses 
if, and how, equity is addressed in the design 
of such mechanisms. She examines two types 
of RBFs: social impact bonds (SIBs) and the 
World Bank’s Performance for Results (PforR) 
tool. While the latter addresses this issue, the 
former depends on the group of stakeholders 
in each specific case. Thus, Bajwa also 
discusses some inherent adverse effects of 
RBFs and possible ways forward.

Keywords
Education
Results-based financing mechanisms
Development impact bonds
Impact bonds
Equity

Mainstreaming Equity in Results-
Based Financing Mechanisms: An 
Exploratory Analysis 

   Wajeeha Bajwa, Advisor, NORRAG
   bajwa.wajeeha@gmail.com 



135

Equity in the Structure of Impact Bonds
While Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) originated in developed 
countries, in the context of educational development, the first 
effort in the form of an educational development impact bond 
was only initiated in 2015 (Boggild-Jones & Gustafsson-Wright, 
2018; Floyd, 2017). As of 2017, there were only four educa-
tional DIBs, two of which were implemented in India and Co-
lombia (Boggild-Jones, Gustafsson-Wright, Segell & Durland, 
2017; UBS Optimus Foundation, (n.d). In the high- and middle-
income country context in comparison, as of 2016 there were 
five impact bonds for education. Twenty-one impact bonds 
across the UK and Europe additionally had a cross-sectoral 
focus that included education (Gustafsson-Wright & Gardiner, 
2016). These figures indicate that amongst other reasons, the 
contextual complexities of operationalizing impact bonds in 
developing countries, may be slowing their uptake. 

As a rather new field, there is no one static impact bond 
model (See Figure 1). A simplistic version contains a tri-nodal 
structure in which an investor funds an educational initiative, 
an outcome funder commits to repaying the original investor 
the total program amount and interest (if targets that were 
mutually agreed upon in the planning phase are achieved 
during implementation), an evaluation agency verifies pro-
gram results and an implementing agency delivers an initia-
tive (Mulgan et al., 2011). However, in developing country 
contexts, in order to navigate complex political environments 
and/or to ensure that parties to the impact bond meet their 
obligations, several layers of intermediaries (legal, advisory, 
evaluation and consulting firms) must be added to minimize 
risks to the bond’s completion and earnings by investors 
(Boggild-Jones et al., 2017; Bloomgarden et al., 2014).

A review of selected DIBs indicates that there are no uniform 
guidelines to prioritize equity in the delivery of projects. Rath-

er, interventions must be moulded to meet the constraints 
imposed by the structure of these bonds. For example, vo-
cational education, while successfully pursued in developed 
country contexts, is problematic as an avenue for DIB pursuit. 
This is because social welfare programs that are necessary as 
a benchmark to articulate public agency savings to justify the 
setup of the bond are largely missing in developing country 
contexts. Due to this, the monetary savings that could be 
provided in such a context are absent (Bloomgarden et al., 
2014). Furthermore, due to the need to demonstrate results, 
it is generally educational initiatives that have the potential 
for tangible outcomes and outputs that may be funded, at the 
expense of projects that may be more responsive to equity 
concerns (The World Bank, 2017a; Bloomgarden et al., 2014). 
This could include for instance, radio programs developed 
to change community attitudes regarding girl’s education 
in areas with low female enrolment rates. Furthermore, due 
to stringent Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) requirements, 
costly evaluation techniques, generally Randomized Con-
trolled Trials (RCTs) and quasi-experimental methods must be 
applied. These in turn raise ethical issues, for example, in the 
form of increasing overheads and control populations that do 
not receive support for the duration of the program (Boggild-
Jones et al.2017; Cássio et al., 2018).

Equity in the Structure of PforR Tools
I now discuss the PforR tool’s structure and responsiveness to 
equity in comparison to DIBs. As a tool that has been opera-
tionalized by the World Bank, this case additionally serves to 
demonstrate how efficiency-oriented approaches are being 
integrated by multilateral organisations. According to the 
World Bank, the PforR tool is an outcome of a decade long ef-
fort to pilot models under its lending portfolios for the Global 
South (2011; 2015). It was introduced in response to increas-
ing demand by national governments working with the World 
Bank for assistance in funding and implementing programs 
within pre-existing infrastructures (Saadah, 2015). There are 
only two actors involved in this model – the national govern-
ment and the World Bank. 

While this overtly seems to have simplified delivery since 
implementation and funding flows are institutionalized, like 
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impact bonds, the operationalization of the PforR tool is quite 
complex and involves multiple layers of compliance with 
Bank procedures related to accountability, corruption and 
evaluation (See Figure 2). Due to this, the design stage of the 
PforR tool on average, requires between a year and a maxi-
mum of twenty-nine months. This is parallel to the average 
time required for the setup of impact bonds, indicating the 
complexities (and costs) of rolling out the PforR mechanism 
(and arguably impact bonds) despite its relatively uncompli-
cated structure (The World Bank, 2015; Boggild-Jones et al., 
2017; Willits-King et al., 2019). These challenges may explain, 
why, in line with impact bonds, uptake in the educational 
sector remains low. In 2015, only 4% of PforR initiatives were 
directed towards the educational sector (Saadah, 2015; The 
World Bank, 2011, 2015). In 2019, out of one hundred and four 
ongoing projects, only ten were in the educational sector (The 
World Bank, n.d.). 

The PforR model, in line with impact bonds, retains a strong 
focus on evaluation. Payments are dependent on the achieve-
ment of Disbursement Linked Indicators (DLIs) that are relat-
ed to monitoring and evaluation, but can also include project 
implementation/administrative milestones (for instance, the 
establishment of a monitoring system). While this leads to 
the same challenges faced in the operationalization of impact 
bonds in terms of pursuing equity , the Bank explicitly inte-
grates equity in PforR through the Environmental and Social 
Systems Assessment (ESSA). ESSAs analyse the status of the 
integration of equity in programs and institute measures to 
ensure and maintain equity during the funding cycle (The 
World Bank, 2019). In educational projects, this is not only 
limited to ensuring the needs of girls or disabled students are 
met in programming, but across projects, an environmental 
component is also instituted. This for example, can relate to 
assessing and mitigating the impact of the projects on gener-
ating pollution (The World Bank, 2016, 2017c). 

As part of the ESSA, consultations are held with federal, inter-
national organizational and non-governmental organizational 
representatives as well as beneficiaries during the proposal 
design stage to rank the extent to which the government is able 
to promote equity in line with the World Bank standards, and to 
institute rules and procedures to maintain or fill gaps (The World 
Bank, 2016, 2017c). Governments are further bound to adhere 
to the mechanism/ recommendations instituted to maintain or 
enhance equity concerns of community members across various 
lines including gender and disability (The World Bank, 2017c, 
2019). The analysis thus far indicates that while equity is explic-
itly incorporated procedures related to the implementation of 
the PforR tool, it is not formally integrated in DIBs. Yet there are 
inherent challenges related to the design of both models that 
limit equity in practice. These are the adverse effects of RBFs.

Adverse Effects of RBFs
RBF modalities by design are at the risk of adverse effects. 
This is due the inherent mismatch between the aims of edu-
cational initiatives that are delivered by the social sector 
(public good) and private sector goals (profit-making) which 
are amalgamated in impact bonds (Gustafsson-Wright et al., 
2015; Case Consortium @ Columbia, (n.d); Liner, 2016). Key 
adverse effects of RBFs are driven by the monitoring and 
evaluation functions are related to gaming, the pushing out of 
programming that is responsive to the needs of marginalized 
populations or focuses on impactful but intangible program-
matic effects and cream skimming. Additional adverse effects 
relate to high overheads and corruption as an outcome of an 
increasing focus on testing to justify program payments. It is 
important to note that the adverse effects discussed herein 
pertain to the direct adverse effects of RBfs that may manifest 
in the short to medium-term. 

M&E Driven Adverse Effects: When payments are pinned on 
results, gaming can occur as implementers and investors 
have an incentive to influence monitoring and evaluation, 
for instance, by developing and tracking indicators that are 
likely to be achieved, at the expense of programing that as 
discussed earlier, may be more impactful, but difficult to 
track (Bloomgarden et al., 2014; Norwegian Center for Health 
Services, 2008). This was found in an early childhood educa-
tion impact bond implemented in Utah, where an assump-
tion made in the evaluation was that all beneficiaries, due to 
participation in the program, had been prevented from need-
ing special education in their formal education to justify the 
bond’s success (Sanchez, 2016). Ensuring equity, for instance 
through the targeting of marginalized children, may lead to 
the goals of an educational program not being achieved, or 
the time needed to complete a project, or cost to increase 
(Verger & Moschetti, 2016). Due to this, impact bonds may 
push development programming focus towards ventures for 
which outcomes can be aptly quantified, and push out need-
ed projects that do not fit aptly in the impact bond model 
– because results will be intangible or problematic to track in 
the short or medium-run (Warner, 2013; Gustafsson-Wright, 
Putcha & Atinc, 2014). Additionally, reliance on test results 
as an indicator of program achievement, will in itself lead 
to cream-skimming, incentivizing the creation of programs 
that target students who promise to perform well. This will 
come at the expense of equity integration as the inclusion of 
marginalized populations such as girls and disabled children, 
may increase the cost and time required to complete the 
project (Verger & Moschetti, 2016).

High Overheads: As discussed, additional limitations inherent 
in both the PforR tool and DIBs is relatively high overheads, as 
these can be avoided through the use of traditional financing 
mechanisms. For instance, on average, “10% of total outcome 
payments” (Willits-King et al., 2019, p.19) in impact bonds are 
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directed towards overheads. A 2-year review of the PforR tool 
revealed that overheads stood at $555,724 whereas average 
funding for projects stood at $203 million (The World Bank, 
2015). In the case of DIBs, this directly ties into the challenge 
of reaping profits from providing a service that can be con-
sidered a human right; each dollar directed in overheads or 
costly evaluations such as RCTs, is arguably funding that is 
not being directed towards the educational needs of mar-
ginalized students (Liner, 2016; Gustafsson-Wright, et al., 
2014). Furthermore, there are concerns that impact bonds 
are merely another problematic initiative that seek to cut the 
costs of programming without resolving systemic issues that 
contribute to educational inequalities (Saltman, 2017). 

Corruption: As discussed, the focus on efficiency in RBF mo-
dalities has already manifested itself in the form of increased 
testing. Stephen Ball (2003) further discusses the imposition 
of a culture of performativity being imposed on teachers. 
Under this culture, teachers are under increasing pressure to 
ensure children have excellent grades on standardized tests, 
negatively impacting educational delivery. An extreme ad-
verse effect of this culture is corruption. The United States for 
example, in 2018, over 2000 teachers were found to have cor-
rected wrong answers students listed on standardized tests 
before submitting them to the testing agency for final assess-
ment. By inflating grades, they ensured bonus pays tied to 
student performance (Perraudin, 2018). It is not illogical to 
predict, or assume, such practices are equally likely to occur 
in developing country contexts in the implementation of RBF 
mechanisms, to ensure targets are met; here, the stakes are 
even higher due to the tying of results to large amounts of 
project financing. 

Conclusion

The analysis indicates that by design, DIBs do not explicitly in-
tegrate equity in educational programs in the drive for results 
and returns on investments. The only avenue for integration 
then seems to be the targeting of diverse populations or the 
pursuit of sector specific projects. This is problematic as equi-
ty integration will depend on the priorities of outcome funders 
and investors. On the other hand, the PfoR tool has an explicit 

equity integration policy – the ESSA; if we take ESSA applica-
tion as an indication of equity integration, then the PforR tool 
further indicates equity in practice (The World Bank, 2017c; 
The World Bank, 2016). Yet, as discussed, adverse effects are 
prevalent in both approaches. Both models further require 
lengthy set-up stages and significant overheads, although the 
PforR fares better with regards to the latter. Additionally, while 
DIBs are still in the early stages of implementation, as more 
models are piloted and standardized guidelines are developed 
and shared amongst stakeholders, cost-effectiveness may oc-
cur (Center for Global Development, 2013, p.7).

Furthermore, potential avenues for equity to be integrated 
in DIBs are emerging. As Boggild-Jones & Gustaffson-Wright 
(2018b) note, this includes the targeting of marginalized pop-
ulations in the emerging field of refugee education in conflict 
zones. Currently, a $21 million humanitarian impact bond is 
being considered for implementation by an American NGO, 
the Near East Foundation, which specializes in education 
and economic development in the Middle East. This initiative 
maintains a cross-sectoral focus that includes an educational 
component for refugees (Parker, 2019). If successfully opera-
tionalized, this may not only lead to an expansion of the DIB 
landscape, but through its beneficiary focus, will invariably 
promote equity (See Bloomgarden et al., 2014). While promis-
ing, a key challenge that continues is related to the ethics of 
reaping returns on an investment from providing a service 
that may be considered a basic human right (Gustafsson-
Wright et al., 2014) or a public good (Liner, 2016).

Equity Integration – Impact Bonds vs PforR Tool

RBF Mechanism
Equity mainstreamed 

by design
Equity Mainstreamed in 

Practice

Impact Bonds No

Only through target 
populations – 

dependent on investor 
and stakeholder 

priorities

PforR Tool
Yes, through the ESSA 
and formulated DLIs

Through the 
application of the ESSA

Table 1: Equity Integration – Impact Bonds vs the PforR Tool
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If you can measure what does not get measured, you can 
measure a great deal. This statement may strike some as 
a nonsensical riddle. But to analysts of social policy- from 
public and occupational safety to health care and education- 
this statement should bear little mystery: metrics chosen to 
determine job evaluations and contract renewals get far more 
attention than metrics that do not, yet the latter may for that 
very reason convey more telling information. The challenge is 
getting the data that policymakers ignore.

In the realm of education, the mushrooming role of public-
private partnerships (PPPs) and social impact bonds (SIBs) in 
both the developing and developed world makes measuring 
what does not get measured imperative. These partnerships 
and financial instruments hinge on service providers achiev-
ing specific outcomes. The fixation of service providers on 
such outcomes thus, quite predictably, often comes at the ex-
pense of other outcomes, whose value may be considerable.

In theoretical terms, Donald Campbell in 1975 famously 
framed the problem of fixating on specific outcomes in what 
has come to be called Campbell’s Law: “The more any quanti-
tative social indicator is used for social decision-making, the 
more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more 
apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is 
intended to monitor” (Campbell 1975, 35).

In empirical terms, Brian Jacob a generation later illustrated 
the impact of such pressure in the Chicago Public Schools 
(CPS). In 1997, CPS implemented a policy stipulating, one, 
that students in grades three, six, and eight failing to achieve 
basic proficiency in reading and math on the Iowa Test of 
Basic Skills (ITBS) would have to repeat the grade; two, that 
schools where under 15 percent of students scored at or 
above the national ITBS average in reading would be put on 
probation; and, three, that schools on probation failing to 
post satisfactory progress would be reconstituted, involving 
the dismissal of teachers and administrators. In analyzing the 
consequences of this policy from 1997 to 2000, Jacob found 
that scores in reading and math went up considerably and 
that achievement gains in these two subjects “were roughly 
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two to four times larger than gains in science and social 
studies.” Jacob moreover found that schools- particularly 
low-achieving schools- increased the proportion of students 
classified for special education, thereby exempting them from 
taking the high-stakes exams, and preemptively held back 
weaker students entering grades three, six, and eight, thereby 
giving them another of year of schooling before they took the 
high-stakes exams (Jacob, 2005, 787).

With passage of the No Child Left Behind Act, signed into 
law by President George W. Bush in 2002, students in grades 
three through eight in public schools across the United States 
had to take annual high-stakes exams in reading and math. 
These exams had severe consequences: schools failing for 
two consecutive years to exhibit Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP), meaning annual improvement at each grade level and 
for each cohort of students (designated by race, ethnicity, 
income, disability, and degree of English proficiency), were 
marked for “school improvement,” allowing students to 
transfer to better schools in the district; schools failing for 
a third consecutive year to make AYP had to forfeit federal 
funds to external providers of supplementary educational 
services; schools failing for a fourth consecutive year to make 
AYP could be reconstituted according to the formula devised 
in Chicago; and schools failing for a fifth consecutive year to 
make AYP could be slated for “restructuring” and turned over 
to an external management organization or taken over by the 
state (NCLB, 2002).

The perverse consequences of such high-stakes testing were 
numerous. Given that states were allowed to administer their 
own exams in reading and math and given that schools would 
lose federal funds if they failed to make AYP, states lowered 
the bar for proficiency. Given that principals and teachers 
could lose their jobs if their students did not post satisfactory 
scores in reading and math, they focused instruction on read-
ing and math, crowding out time for history, science, art, mu-
sic, physical education, and recess. And given that external 
managers- as for-profit educational management organiza-
tions (EMOs) or nonprofit charter management organizations 
(CMOs)- could easily lose contracts from school districts for 
failing to post satisfactory reading and math scores, the pres-
sure on EMOs and CMOs was especially heavy.

There were no EMOs or CMOs operating in Chicago during the 
period studied by Jacob. EMOs and CMOs grew slowly in a few 
cities in the 1990s and then rapidly spread across the country 
over the next two decades. As privately run but publicly fund-
ed organizations serving a public purpose, EMOs and CMOs 
constitute classic PPPs with profound lessons for educational 
contracting across the developing world.

In the largest educational privatization experiment in the 
United States, Philadelphia in 2002 outsourced the manage-

ment of 45 of its 264 public schools. Contracts for 20 schools 
went to an EMO based in New York called Edison Schools. 
In this regard, Philadelphia stands as a potentially revealing 
precedent for the path taken by Liberia. The Liberian Ministry 
of Education in 2016 outsourced the management of 93 pub-
lic schools, with 23 going to Bridge International Academies, 
a for-profit network managed by Americans and based in 
Nairobi (Klees, 2018).

What happened with Edison in Philadelphia is not only a case 
study of the perverse consequences of high-stakes testing. 
It is also a lesson in what may be learned from measuring 
what does not get measured. What Gita Steiner-Khamsi has 
called “the façade of precision” must be challenged not only 
on account of how critical metrics are computed but also on 
account of what metrics in the process get obscured (Steiner-
Khamsi, 2013). To retain its contract with the school district, 
Edison was under intense pressure to get its students’ scores 
in reading and math up. Such pressure was felt at all public 
schools in Philadelphia, much as Jacob documented was the 
case in Chicago a decade earlier. But the pressure on a com-
pany like Edison and any subcontractor acting at the pleasure 
of a school district is magnified. Under NCLB, school leaders, 
as explained, got a few years to get their students’ scores up 
before they faced dismissal. Edison and similar subcontrac-
tors typically operated on annual contracts.

Scholars from RAND, Johns Hopkins, Harvard, and Research 
for Action dueled for years in a series of reports about whether 
Edison did or did not boost reading and math scores for its 
students in Philadelphia. But what these scholars overlooked 
is how Edison’s students did on exams that did not count 
toward AYP- that is, the measures that did not get measured. 
Until 2006, Pennsylvania administered only exams in reading 
and math. But in 2006, the state started administering annual 
exams in writing to students in fifth and eighth grades. In 2008, 
the state added annual tests in science for students in fourth 
and eighth grades. While Edison had lost some of its contracts 
in Philadelphia by 2006, it did run sixteen schools through 
2009 and four of those schools through 2011, when Edison’s 
time in Philadelphia ended. There are thus six years of writing 
scores and four years of science scores to factor into an analy-
sis of the company’s effectiveness (Abrams, 2016).  

A comparative examination of reading and writing as well as 
math and science scores in eighth grade for Edison’s schools 
and similar schools in Philadelphia does indicate that Edison 
succumbed to the pressure to concentrate on measures that 
got measured. Reading and writing scores for Philadelphia as 
a whole were tight in 2006 and 2007 and then diverged. Over 
the next three years, from 2008 through 2010, the divergence 
in proficiency in reading and writing for eighth-graders was 
pronounced, particularly for Edison (see Table 1). The results 
for math and science from 2008 through 2011 tell a similar 
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though less accentuated story (see Table 2). Scores in science 
start and end low for Edison’s schools as well as the district’s 
schools while math scores in both cases climb far less than 
reading scores. These low scores may be a consequence of 
insufficient resources to teach science properly and to recruit 

theless abides. Scores in writing and science, after all, played 
no role in determining AYP. The press, in fact, rarely, if ever, 
brought attention to results in any subject but reading and 
math. This was well understood by Edison’s leadership. When 
asked about Edison’s vow to provide a world-class holistic 
education and this incongruous divergence in results, the 
company’s regional supervisor said Edison’s curricula for 
writing and science as well as social studies had been shelved 
in the name of prepping students for the annual reading and 
math exams. “Reading and math scores had become the com-
pany’s currency,” he said (Abrams, 2016, p. 157).

With PPPs as well as SIBs winning greater favor from educa-
tion policymakers around the world, scholars, journalists, 
and concerned citizens must accordingly be vigilant about 
the perils of outsourcing: subcontractors are indeed under 
immense pressure to focus on conspicuous metrics alone. 
And quite often, in the language of principal-agent theory, 
there is too much latitude for the agent as school operator to 
cut corners in defiance of the interests of the principal as par-
ent, taxpayer, or policymaker. 

and retain talented math teachers, who have far more earn-
ing potential at banks, accounting firms, and insurance com-
panies. Insufficient resources, however, would not explain 
depressed scores in writing.
The lesson of measuring what does not get measured never-
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2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 Mean

Edison Grade 8 Reading 32.5 35.0 48.8 53.1 65.5 51.0 47.7

Edison Grade 8 Writing 28.5 34.4 26.1 30.2 36.6 32.1 31.3

Reading – Writing 4 0.6 22.7 22.9 28.9 18.9 16.4

Philadelphia Grade 8 R 41.8 47.4 54.1 60.0 64.2 59.2 54.5

Philadelphia Grade 8 W 39.1 44.2 39.4 44.6 50.1 46.9 44.1

Reading – Writing 2.7 3.2 14.4 15.4 14.1 12.3 10.4

Table 1: Percentage of students graded proficient on the PSSA reading and writing exams; and differences in proficiency in these subjects. Students in 
all cohorts are classified as economically disadvantaged.

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2005-2006 through 2010-2011 PSSA and AYP Results.

2008 2009 2010 2011 Mean

Edison Grade 8 Math Mean 54.8 48.2 49.4

Edison Grade 8 Science 13.5 9.9 18.8 14.7 14.2

Math – Science 33.9 37.4 36.0 33.5 35.2

Philadelphia Grade 8 Math 46.2 47.6 57.6 53.5 51.2

Philadelphia Grade 8 Science 18.8 18.7 21.4 21.7 20.2

Math – Science 27.4 28.9 36.2 31.8 31.0

Table 2: Percentage of students graded proficient on the PSSA math and science exams; and differences in proficiency in these subjects. Students in 
all cohorts are classified as economically disadvantaged

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2007-2008 through 2010-2011 PSSA and AYP Results.
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The movement for experimentation and dissemination of 
Social Impact Bonds (SIB) in Brazil is recent and has been gain-
ing increased support among some of the largest local public 
budgets, in addition to the Federal Government. To date, three 
SIBs have been attempted in Brazil: the first aimed at reducing 
public school dropout of vulnerable adolescents in the State 
of São Paulo (Cássio et al., 2018); the second focused on in-
creasing the scale of a preventive medicine program to reduce 
hospitalization rates in the State of Ceará; and the third aimed 
at qualifying young people for the job market, the first of the 
type launched by the Federal Government. None of the case 
of local initiatives has been effectively implemented, and the 
federal proposal is in the process of public call for hiring the 
responsible company. Furthermore, there are other six pro-
posals under development, which were selected by a public 
call announced by the organization SITAWI Finanças do Bem 
(or SITAWI Good Finances, responsible for the SIB in the State 
of Ceará), in partnership with the Rio de Janeiro Research 
Foundation (Faperj). Amongst the six selected proposals, the 
state governments of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo propose 
SIBs in popular housing and socio-educational reintegra-
tion of young offenders. Municipalities in these states and in 
Pernambuco, in turn, propose projects focused on increasing 
employability and reducing alcoholism. The city of São Paulo, 
the largest in the country, is among the proponents.

Nonetheless, unlike other Latin American countries1, there are 
still no structured and operating SIBs in Brazil. A group of ad-
vocates for SIBs describes three “challenges” that explain why 
this is the case in this country, which need to “be overcome”: 
(1) the lack of a legal figure, that is, of a regulatory framework 
for SIBs in Brazil, and of a legal authorization for the distribu-
tion of the profits obtained from such contracts; (2) the non-
dissemination of SIBs among Brazilian public managers and 
authorities; (3) the low incentive for innovation in the public 
sector in Brazil (Adib et al., 2019). In this short article, we will 
analyze some actions that have been taken to promote SIBs 
in Brazil, specially concerning the creation of policies and a 
regulatory framework that is conducive to “impact invest-
ing”. We also discuss the issues that are not being – and that 
probably will not be – addressed if this type of public-private 
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the context of Brazil and discuss how legal 
frameworks are being changed to allow for 
this kind of PPP/investment. However, such 
changes do not tackle the perverse incentives, 
adverse effects of SIBs and risks they pose to 
the right to education, but instead are focused 
on promoting an “ecosystem of impact 
investing” that is crafted to recruit investors 
and allow for profit.

Keywords
Social Impact bonds
Adverse effects
Profit
Equity
Right to education

The Advance of Social Impact Bonds 
in Brazil

   Fernando Cássio, Professor, Federal University of ABC, Brazil 
   flcassio@gmail.com 

 
   Salomão Ximenes, Professor, Federal University of ABC, Brazil 
   salomaoximenes@gmail.com



144 

partnership comes to expand in the country, namely, ethical 
concerns and issues related to the violation of the right to 
education. To illustrate that, we draw from one specific case: 
the SIB attempt in São Paulo’s State public school system.

The Creation of A Brazilian Social Finance 
“Ecosystem”
The background for the advancement of SIBs in Brazil is the 
broader effort to create a social finance “ecosystem” in the 
country. The Social Finance Task Force (FTFS) was one of the 
most relevant movements in this regard, created in 2014 and 
directed by the Institute for Corporate Citizenship (ICE) and 
SITAWI. It is financed by the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IADB), Fomin (the Multilateral Investment Fund of the 
IADB Group), Banco Itaú, ICE, Telefonica Foundation and 
Lew’Lara. Like its British analogue (Social Finance Taskforce), 
created in 2000, the Brazilian Taskforce produced a manual 
that provides a kind of roadmap for the implementation of 
SIBs in the country. In 2018, FTFS changed its name to Alli-
ance for Impact Investing & Business, expanding the scope of 
“social finance” to impact business. The initiative maps, con-
nects and supports organizations and strategic agendas to 
strengthen investments and businesses that combine social 
or environmental impact with financial return. The reposi-
tioning of FTFS has to do with the greater appeal of “impact 
investing and business” to Brazilian investors, whose vora-
cious appetite for high and short-term rates of return makes 
them less likely to accept the ethical and moral claims of 
“good finances”.

Moving from the private sector into policy, after the ques-
tionable impeachment that removed Dilma Rousseff from 
the presidency, in 2016, the Brazilian government has been 
carrying out a National Strategy for Business and Impact 
Investing (Enimpacto). Its main purpose is to create regula-
tory frameworks and a business environment that will allow 
the transformation of social policies – in the Brazilian case, 
the constitutional obligations of the State – into “impact busi-
nesses” that can be profitably exploited by private agents. In 
this context, President Michel Temer, Rousseff’s successor, 
published the Decree No. 9244, in December 2017, formalizing 
Enimpacto and establishing its central concepts and objec-
tives. It designated a 10-year Business and Impact Investing 
Committee, responsible for the implementation of Enimpacto 
and composed by 16 public bodies, entities and banks, to-
gether with ten representatives from the private sector and 
civil society organizations2. Enimpacto has been working on a 
number of fronts:

1) regulate SIBs within the legal framework of public-private 
partnerships in Brazil (Senate Bill No. 338/2018, not yet 
approved);

2) regulate the constitution of private equity funds (endow-
ments) for actions of public interest (Bill No. 13800/2019);

3) institute a regulatory environment that allows philan-
thropic organizations to also make money from social 
finances.

Enimpacto was supported as much by the government of 
Temer as it is by the government of Jair Bolsonaro, initiated 
in 2019, which assigned the presidency of Enimpacto to the 
Ministry of Economy3. In 2020, Enimpacto intends to create a 
Parliamentary Front for Business and Impact Investing, with 
the priority of accelerating the process of Senate Bill No. 338 
and other changes in Brazilian commercial and tax legisla-
tion.

The Senate Bill No. 338/2018 comes to attend to one of the 
biggest requests of the advocates for SIBs: to give legal cer-
tainty to this public-private contracting model, dispelling 
uncertainties about its legal security in the Brazilian legal 
context, which, according to its defenders, have discouraged 
potential investors. It addresses one of the greatest legal 
obstacles to SIBs: the restriction of the eligible civil society 
organizations to establish partnerships with the State to the 
non-profit field (Bill No. 13019/2014). This arrangement is 
considered as “if does not exclude SIB completely, certainly 
restricts its application substantially. The use of the capital 
market to finance SIBs, for example, could be read as a fraud 
against the prohibition of profitable purposes provided by 
law” (Brasil & Senado Federal, 2019, p. 5).

In this sense, the Senate Bill opens the possibility of creat-
ing a specific commercial company for the execution of SIBs, 
with the co-participation of investors and contractors; in 
addition to the express provision regarding the possibility of 
subcontracting services and issuing bonds to be traded on 
the capital market by the contracted entity. It also allows for a 
series of tax benefits related to the fundraising for SIBs and to 
the financial distribution of its results. Besides that, the text 
of the Senate Bill No. 338/2018 makes explicit that financial, 
labor and other risks are exclusive to the contracted entity 
and its eventual external financiers, exempting the public au-
thority from any obligation other than payment for the results 
achieved, according to the contract.

The SIB in São Paulo’s State Public School 
System: Problems Not Addressed
The attempt to implement a SIB in the São Paulo’s State 
public school system, in 2017, was marked by a top-down 
implementation and a purpose of social experimentation 
without major ethical and democratic concerns. Isabel Opice, 
an economist who served in the São Paulo State Government 
Department until May 2017, confirms the project’s intentions 
by stating that the “main innovation of a SIB is to create 
space for experimentation within the public sector, running 
on the opposite way of the model of implementing large scale 
standardized public policies”, and that, “aligned with the 
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experimental character of a SIB, this first experience in Brazil 
tries a new contracting mechanism by results” (Opice, 2017).

In this first Brazilian SIB experience, a pilot project, 122 
schools in the Metropolitan Region of São Paulo would be 
selected in areas of social vulnerability. These would be 
divided in two groups: 61 schools would receive the contrac-
tor’s resources and interventions, the so-called “treatment 
group”; and 61 others would compose the “control group”. 
The existence of the latter, according to the technical guide-
lines of the project, was “an essential condition to verify the 
effect of the interventions, as it allows to know what would 
have happened without its implementation in the schools of 
the treatment group” (São Paulo & Department of Education, 
2017, p. 107).

The schools were chosen in the selection contest of the part-
ner responsible for the SIB, but, before the publication of the 
Contracting Notice, the experiment failed. The deliberative 
councils of the schools discovered that they had been de-
ceived to approve their participation in the SIB, as they did so 
without knowledge of the nature and the ethical and politi-
cal-pedagogical implications of this new form of contracting. 
Therefore, after a more informed round of debates, dozens 
of schools decided to withdraw from the proposal, making it 
unfeasible from the beginning. The ethical problems in that 
SIB revolved around, at least, two aspects: (1) the careless 
data collection and use of sensitive information related to 
children and adolescents; and (2) the perverse effects of the 
method imposed onto the control group, which deliberately 
prevented schools to receive other public interventions, in 
spite of these schools being equally underprivileged, thus 
contradicting the expectations of school communities that 
decided to join a “project” that promised to (desirably) re-
duce school dropout rates.

Thus, despite their needs and rights, the schools had to com-
mit to not having any other interventions from other pro-
grams with similar aims to reduce dropout rates, even those 
that were already underway in schools. The rationale was to 
“isolate” the causal effect of the SIB interventions in treat-
ment schools (Cássio et al., 2018). Indeed, in a Draft Notice 
prepared for the São Paulo SIB, we could identify that among 
the contractor’s (the State Government) responsibilities was 
to “ensure that no relevant initiatives are implemented during 
the SIB period that might differentially affect control groups 
and treatment groups or the efficacy of the interventions de-
fined to the SIB” (São Paulo; Department of Education, 2017, 
pp. 252–253). There was, however, no guarantee that the pro-
posed initiative would be capable to solve the problem of the 
“statistical strength” of the method. Additionally,

the private agent is not embarrassed to suggest that the 
State signs a contract and commits to not implement 
any relevant programs in the schools managed by it, 

something that runs against [the Brazilian] constitutional 
obligation to ensure the social right to education with a 
quality standard. In fact, the strictest way of isolating the 
effects of interventions in the treatment group would be 
the cancellation of any other State program in control 
schools. Nonetheless, this would probably be the least 
ethical way of conceiving the design of public education 
policies. (Cássio et al., 2018, p. 12)

Despite the aggravating ethical implications of adopting SIBs 
to address social issues in areas of great need and vulnerabil-
ity, the debates about the implications of adopting control 
groups are typically underestimated among SIB enthusiasts4. 
A gray paper published by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), for example, states 
that the control group methodology is a “more challenging” 
measurement process (Galitopoulou; Noya, 2016, p. 17). 
Along the same lines, a UK investment fund points out that 
randomized controlled trials (RCT) are generally considered 
as the “gold standard”, although not always feasible, for rea-
sons of cost and “practicality” (Bridges Ventures LLP; Bank 
of America, 2014, p. 17). The OECD also welcomes the use of 
control groups, but points out its disadvantages: (1) technical 
complexity; (2) identification of an appropriate control group; 
and (3) difficulty in knowing whether the control group is 
receiving other services (OECD, 2015, p. 11).

However, such problems are not mere “side effects” of SIBs, 
but inherent to any form of social vulnerability commodifica-
tion. Despite this, under the primacy of efficacy in the provi-
sion of public services, a much larger number of authors have 
preferred to celebrate SIBs as unquestionably innovative 
mechanisms to finance social policies than to problematize its 
potentially perverse effects, especially from concrete cases.5 

A Brief Conclusion
The failure of the controversial SIB in São Paulo’s State public 
school system does not prevent enthusiasts from using this 
experience as a successful case and omitting, in the legisla-
tive debate of Senate Bill No. 338/2018, the resistance the 
project faced during its implementation and other several 
unanswered questions. In the enchanted world of SIBs ad-
vocates, the model is an undoubted “win-win game”, that, in 
Brazil, advances by the hands of decision-makers without any 
critical voices being heard (Brasil; Senado Federal, 2019). The 
stakes are high. While they mobilize potential SIBs’ entrepre-
neurs across the country, disseminate the idea and diversify 
the social finance “ecosystem”, they expect legal barriers 
to be removed in order to ensure both the predictability of 
investments and the formal possibility of profiting from the 
commodification of social vulnerability.

In this context, influential senators of the Brazilian Social 
Democracy Party (PSDB) – whose most illustrious member is 
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the former Brazilian president Fernando Henrique Cardoso 
–, like the former governors of the states of Ceará and Minas 
Gerais, are, respectively, the proponent and the rapporteur 
of the Senate Bill No. 338/2018, and its greatest enthusiasts 
in the National Congress. There is, ergo, a dramatically fa-
vorable confluence for SIBs in Brazil. On the one hand, the 
interests of the financial market in expanding the modalities 
of privatization and commodification of public services, now 
coupled with venture philanthropy that sees in such services 
an opportunity to achieve high profit rates betting against 
State-funded public policies. On the other hand, supporting 
the advancement of this model, we have seen, since 2016, the 
progressive emptying of the Brazilian democratic space and, 
with the current government of Bolsonaro, a deliberate inten-
tion of institutional degradation of the State and of the public 
policies that it is obligated to implement.

Endnotes

1.  There are currently three SIBs in development in Latin America: one in 
Argentina, focused on the employability of vulnerable young people; one in 
Colombia, also involving vulnerable unemployed populations; and one in 
Peru, aimed at supporting sustainable production and international trade 
of cocoa and coffee by the Asháninka indigenous people, from the Peruvian 
Amazon. Data from the Impact Bond Global Database. https://sibdatabase.
socialfinance.org.uk. 

2.  The Committee comprised the following private institutions: Group of 
Institutes, Foundations and Enterprises (GIFE); Brazilian Association of 
Science Parks and Business Incubators (Anprotec); Brazilian Private Equity 
and Venture Capital Association (ABVCAP); United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP); Inter-American Development Bank (IDB); Instituto Anjos 
do Brasil [Brazilian Angels’ Institute]; National Confederation of Industry 
(CNI); Social Finance Task Force (FTFS); System B; and Pipe Social.

3.  The Decree No. 9977/2019, signed by Jair Bolsonaro at the time of the 
ministerial reform carried out at the beginning of his government, kept the 
Business and Impact Investing Committee with the same structure.

4.  Although Friedman (2011), in an online publication of the World Bank, 
already drew attention to the need to develop specific ethical guidelines for 
social impact assessments. 

5.  Some critical works: Roy et al. (2017), Maier and Meyer (2017), Saltman 
(2017), Cássio et al. (2018), and Morley (2019).

https://sibdatabase.socialfinance.org.uk
https://sibdatabase.socialfinance.org.uk
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