
  The ford foundation International fellowships Program 
(IfP) is dedicated to selecting leaders who are committed 
to fighting injustice in their own countries and communi-
ties. The idea is to provide potential leaders from the world’s 
poorest communities with higher education, so that they 
can help develop their own country. Today, almost 900 fel-
lows are studying in over 300 universities in 40 countries. 
fellows are selected from countries and territories in asia, 
africa, the Middle east, latin america, and russia.

The Ford Foundation has committed its biggest grant ever 
to the IFP – $280 million in 2000 and additional $75 
million in 2006. Why such a big investment in educating 
potential leaders?

“The ford foundation believes that an investment in 
higher education, aimed at transformative leaders from 
poor and marginalised communities, is the best long-
term investment for addressing major health issues and 
other pressing needs. Training people will allow them to 
determine which issues – health, environment, educa-
tion, economic opportunity, etc. – are most urgent in their 
communities. socially committed and morally responsible 
leaders with knowledge and skills are the most important 
resources for long-term, sustainable development.”

How does IFP influence social justice and social change? 
“By directing fellowships to members of disadvan-

taged groups within developing countries, IfP promotes 
greater access and equity in higher education – a major 
contribution to social justice and social change. at the 
individual level, IfP graduates are bringing their new 
knowledge and skills to social justice issues in their own 
communities.”

What does this mean in actual practice?
“In India, for instance, a number of IfP graduates, 

themselves from tribal areas or traditionally stigmatised 

castes, are working with vulnerable populations like 
women and children to protect land rights and promote 
economic development. 

In Brazil, the first indigenous person ever to earn a 
doctoral degree in that country has shown Brazil and the 
world that indigenous people can succeed at the highest 
educational levels. 

elsewhere in latin america, indigenous fellows from 
the Mapuche people in chile, Quechua and aymara 
speakers from Peru and dozens of ethnically distinct 
indigenous fellows from guatemala and Mexico have 
established rural health clinics, are working on bilingual 
education programs and on improving agricultural pro-
ductivity for the region’s indigenous communities. 

In Brazil, several IfP alumni currently occupy posi-
tions in government agencies related to the improve-
ment of life conditions of blacks, indigenous people and 
the disadvantaged. others work in public universities, 
dealing with social justice issues. Their research, address-
ing emerging issues in the human rights agenda and de-
velopment with social justice, contribute to the widen-
ing and deepening of the Brazilian agenda pro-equality.”

Who can become a Fellow?
“a fellow must possess academic curiosity, talent, 

leadership potential and ability, and a commitment to 
improve conditions in his or her home community and 
country. leadership potential means having the dem-
onstrated ability to analyse issues, envision solutions and 
inspire others to action. They must also have the drive 
to study, to continue their graduate education, and to 
consider knowledge as a useful tool for social action.”

How do you ensure that the IFP Fellows move back to their 
home country when they have finished their studies – so that 
the IFP does not facilitate ‘brain drain’?

“fellows are selected on the basis of their commitment 
to their home countries and communities in addition to 
their academic credentials. our experience shows that the 
commitment is strengthened by the fellows’ post-gradu-
ate studies. also, about 35% of IfP fellows remain in 
their home countries – and regions – for their studies, so 
they do not face the same kind of return issues as those 
studying internationally. finally, IfP provides resources for 
those fellows who do study abroad to remain connected 
to their home countries during their study, as well as in-
centives for them to return home and become involved in 
alumni activities and participate in the program.”

Can IFP reduce the global ‘brain drain’?
“approximately 80% of nearly 1,800 IfP graduates live 

and work in their home countries and regions. nearly all 
graduates remaining abroad are still studying, either com-
pleting doctoral degrees or enrolling in doctoral programs. 
These data show that IfP’s focus on members of disad-
vantaged and excluded communities who have leadership 
capacity and a strong commitment to promote transfor-
mational change in their home countries is a strong anti-
dote to ‘brain drain’. for these individuals, an international 
fellowship is not primarily a path to individual career 
enhancement; rather it is the beginning of a new stage in 
their work on behalf of their home countries.” n
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tHE EDUcAtioN ALLiANcE QUArtErLy 
HAS ASKED JoAN DASSiN, EXEcUtiVE 
DirEctor oF tHE iFP, AND FULViA 
roSEMBErG, iFP BrAZiL’S ProGrAM 
coorDiNAtor, ABoUt tHE MAKiNG oF 
MorAL LEADErS.


