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1. Executive overview 

University students have a reputation for effecting change, and one of the most significant developments ever 

seen among tertiary students is underway right now. It is happening with the support of the financial technology 

(fintech) sector. 

 

Across the globe, soaring numbers of students are looking beyond the campuses of their own nation to secure a 

quality education. More importantly, many of these students are departing developing nations in search of 

qualifications from a top-ranking university. 

 

As a measure of their swelling numbers, in 2015/16 the United States played host to 1.043 million international 

students, up from 565,039 in 2004/051. Over 127,000 non-European Union students are currently attending 

university in the United Kingdom – 91,215 of these students come from China alone2.  

 

A range of factors are driving these students to bid farewell to the familiarity of home turf in pursuit of international 

study.  

 

The emergence of a growing middle class, particularly in the world’s most populous nations of India and China, is 

a major driver of international student numbers. Increasing awareness of the prestige attached to the world’s top 

universities is another aspect coupled with continuing globalisation that sees 60 per cent of employers actively 

seek, or attribute value to, international study experience when recruiting3. 

 

On the other side of the ledger, universities are marketing their services to foreign students to enhance diversity on 

campus. 

 

Their sheer weight of numbers is seeing international students become a catalyst for change, not just in 

universities, but in global credit markets.  

 

In this paper, we look at why global credit mobility is so critical for international students. We shine a spotlight on 

how the fintech sector is giving students, especially those from developing nations, a real opportunity to access 

high quality education with the potential to transform their lives. 

  

                                                      
1 Institute of International Education 2016 Open Doors Report, http://www.iie.org/Who-We-Are/News-and-Events/Press-Center/Press-

Releases/2016/2016-11-14-Open-Doors-Data#.WLdYJzG7rIU 

2 Higher Education Statistics Analysis, Higher education student enrolments, 2015-16 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/12-01-2017/sfr242-

student-enrolments-and-qualifications 

3 QS Global, Employer Survey Report 2011: How Employers Value an International Study Experience. p6. QS Intelligence Unit.  

http://content.qs.com/qs/qs-global-employer-survey-2011.pdf 
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2. Crossing borders in pursuit of education 

Look at the vanguard of change, and it is likely 

university students will be there. As the global 

village becomes more connected, tertiary students 

are embracing opportunities to combine 

experiences of other cultures with a quality 

education.   

 

Some embrace this option more than others. As 

Figure 1 confirms, students from China, India, 

Germany, Korea, and Saudi Arabia have the 

highest rate of outbound mobility, and comprise the 

majority of those who choose to study outside their 

home country.4  

 

Highlighting the exponential growth of international 

student numbers, in 2000 141,695 Chinese citizens 

were undertaking tertiary studies outside of China. 

By 2015 that figure had risen to 790,8505.  

 

International students typically head to the United 

States, United Kingdom, France, Australia and 

Germany, which are home to some of the world’s 

top ranking universities6.   

  

Figure 1 Outbound mobility of students1 

 

 

  

                                                      
4 Unesco uis stat as viewed on February 17 2017, http://data.uis.unesco.org/ 

5 Unesco outbound internationally mobile tertiary students by host region http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?Queryid=172# 

6 Unesco outbound internationally mobile tertiary students by host region http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?Queryid=172# 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1
9
9
9

2
0
0
1

2
0
0
3

2
0
0
5

2
0
0
7

2
0
0
9

2
0
1
1

2
0
1
3

2
0
1
5

T
h
o
u
s
a

n
d

s

Outward mobility of 
students

China India

Germany Republic of Korea

Saudi Arabia France

http://data.uis.unesco.org/Index.aspx?queryid=172


    

 

 

 

 

 

Finance that transforms lives  |  Page 5 

 

3. The financial challenge  

All tertiary students face a raft of factors in choosing their preferred domestic academic institution; these factors 

increase when considering an international institution. The final decision can hinge on personal factors such as 

language or cultural preferences. It can also come down to practical issues including whether or not a particular 

school offers appropriate postgraduate courses.  

 

However, all these students share a common thread – overcoming the financial challenge of studying 

internationally.  

3.1. Annual costs can exceed US$100,000 

A quality education does not come cheap, particularly for students opting to study outside their home country, and 

more so for those hailing from developing nations. 

  

In China – a key source of international students, most of the top universities including Tsinghua, Beijing University 

and Fudan University are public. Consequently, student debt is virtually unheard of. This is in stark contrast to the 

US where the cost (including tuition and living expenses) of postgraduate study can exceed US$100,000 annually. 

However, growth rates at the top universities highlight the fact that students place value in higher education.  

TABLE 1 - ANNUAL COST OF ATTENDANCE AT SELECT UNIVERSITIES 

University Degree Cost of attendance (1-year), US$ 

Harvard History $81,704 

Columbia Any Master’s $76,365 

Duke Master’s $76,170 

MIT General Master’s $74,390 

Carnegie Mellon Computer Science $65,421 

Yale History $62,242 

Average for Master’s Degree $76,269 

London Business School MBA $112,665 

Harvard Business School MBA $102,100 

MIT MBA $100,514 

UCLA Anderson MBA $93,494 

Yale MBA $91,400 

Rice (Jones) MBA $82,895 
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ANNUAL COST OF ATTENDANCE SELECT UNIVERSITIES (CONT.) 

University Degree Cost of attendance (1-year), US$ 

Average for MBA  $97,178 

Average for MBA plus Master’s 

degree 

 $86,723 

Source: universities as noted. 

3.2. The need for funding 

The annual costs of attending a high-ranking school far exceed average disposable incomes in many developing 

nations especially India and China – two countries with the highest outbound student rate.  

 

It could be argued that average disposable incomes for the top one per cent of households in China and India 

better reflect those who are likely to embrace global mobility for study purposes. Even among these households 

however, the average savings of a person with three years of work experience represents less than 40 per cent of 

the total cost of attendance7. Clearly, this funding gap represents a significant hurdle.  

TABLE 2 - ANNUAL DISPOSABLE INCOME BY COUNTRY OF STUDENT ORIGIN 

Country of origin  Annual disposable income US$8 

India $5,424  

China $8,772  

Saudi Arabia $21,432  

Korea $26,088  

Germany $34,212  

US $39,096  

  

                                                      
7 Average work experience for business school is four years; average work experience for other master’s programs is 
less than two years. 

8 NationMaster’s  2014, http://www.nationmaster’s .com/country-info/stats/Cost-of-living/Average-monthly-disposable-
salary/After-tax 

 

http://www.nationmaster.com/country-info/stats/Cost-of-living/Average-monthly-disposable-salary/After-tax
http://www.nationmaster.com/country-info/stats/Cost-of-living/Average-monthly-disposable-salary/After-tax
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4. Finding the solutions 

Plans to study internationally can only be realised with suitable funding. Beyond the financial support of friends or 

family, there a number of options available. 

4.1. Scholarships – limited availability for postgraduate students 

Most universities offer scholarships or fellowships though these tend to be pitched at undergraduate rather than 

postgraduate students. This likely reflects the view that graduate students will have saved sufficient funds from a 

period in the workforce coupled with a high likelihood of earning from internships while completing their studies.  

 

No student can confidently enrol in postgraduate studies purely on the assumption that financial support will be 

forthcoming. Indeed, this support may only be available after the student has completed at least one-year of study. 

 

Financial aid can also hinge on the program of study. As Table 3 highlights, scholarships are offered by a number 

of the top ranked US business schools. However, selection criterion is largely merit-based and at times does not 

fully consider the limited financial means of international postgraduate students.  

TABLE 3 - SUPPORT FOR BUSINESS SCHOOL STUDENTS AT SELECT US 

UNIVERSITIES 

School9 
Total scholarships  

($US millions) 
% of Gross tuition  

Average grant 

($US)  

Harvard Business School  $31.5 28.60% $32,000 

Penn (Wharton) $16.9 14.80% $30,500 

Chicago (Booth) $16.3 22.60% $30,000 

Stanford GSB  $15.7 31.00% $35,830 

Michigan (Ross) $15.4 27.50% $22,360 

New York (Stern)  $12.8 26.80% $26,400 

UCLA (Anderson)  $12.1 22.40% $25,860 

Northwestern (Kellogg)  $11.8 27.90% $22,800 

Columbia Business School $10.1 12.50% $20,500 

Virginia (Darden) $8.4 23.40% $30,800 

MIT (Sloan) $8.1 15.60% $28,220 

                                                      
9 Poets and Quants, “MBA scholarships at top business schools”, November 20, 2014, 
http://poetsandquants.com/2014/11/20/mba-scholarships-at-top-business-schools/2/ 

http://poetsandquants.com/2014/11/20/mba-scholarships-at-top-business-schools/2/
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Duke (Fuqua)  $7.1 14.20% $20,950 

 

5. Student loans – lenders in country of 
education are preferred 

Loan finance represents a significant funding option for international postgraduate students especially those 

undertaking a Master’s degree, which isn’t accompanied by the research grants or stipends normally provided to 

PhD students.  

 

An important decision is whether to choose a loan from a provider based in their home country, or a provider 

based in the country of education. The latter is typically the preferred option for students from developing nations. 

Several key factors underpin this:  

5.1. Availability  

Lenders in developing nations typically impose tight thresholds on student loans. Almost all India’s nationalised 

banks will not provide funds for even 50 per cent of the total cost of attendance. Unions like Credila Financial 

Services (backed by the Housing Development and Finance Corporation) may offer up to 100 per cent of the cost 

of attendance, but the application and approval process is arduous.  

 

In the US, eligibility for low rate federal student loans hinges on having a US resident co-sponsor or a Social 

Security Number (SSN). In the UK, government and bank-sourced loans are only available to UK or European 

Union (EU) citizens.  

 

Fintech firms are playing a valuable role here. Independent providers such as Prodigy Finance, are a viable 

funding option while also providing additional community benefits. Unlike traditional financiers, they use metrics 

other than a student’s credit history to determine eligibility.  

 

 

 

Less than one-third of China’s citizens currently have a personal credit  

history compared to 89 per cent coverage in the USA10. 

  

 
 
 
 
  

                                                      
10 The Economist, Just Spend, 17 November 2016 http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-
economics/21710292-chinas-consumer-credit-rating-culture-evolving-fastand-unconventionally-just 
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5.2. Cost 

Interest rates in developed economies tend to be significantly lower than in many developing nations. As Table 4 

shows a loan in India can come with a rate of 12 per cent – almost double the cost of finance provided by a US-

based lender11 12.  

 

5.3. Ease of process 

The process for a domestic student applying for loan finance is highly streamlined in western countries. 

International students sourcing a loan from their home country may face a cumbersome application and approval 

process that can extend for up to two months. 

 

5.4. Eligibility for finance 

Eligibility requirements in a student’s country of origin can be rigorous, often calling for an income-earning co-

applicant and/or collateral. Most international students’ parents and are unable to be put forward as suitable co-

applicants. Married couples on the other hand may have an earning co-applicant but acceptable salary baselines, 

and the need to provide collateral, still act as obstacles.  

 

5.5. Currency movements 

There is also the potential for unfavourable foreign exchange movements coupled with high international transfer 

fees. 

 

 

  

                                                      
11 Private Axis Bank Education Loan Interest rate, website as of 6 March 2017, 
https://www.axisbank.com/retail/loans/education-loan/interest-rates-charges 

12 Public State Bank of India, website as of 6 March 2017, https://www.axisbank.com/retail/loans/education-loan/interest-
rates-charges 

https://www.axisbank.com/retail/loans/education-loan/interest-rates-charges
https://www.axisbank.com/retail/loans/education-loan/interest-rates-charges
https://www.axisbank.com/retail/loans/education-loan/interest-rates-charges
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TABLE 4 - NATURE OF LOAN FINANCE BY COUNTRY OF EDUCATION AND 

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Comparison 

dimension 

Country of education Country of origin 

USA UK India China 

Loan source Federal Loans or  

loans from external 

communities like Prodigy 

Finance/ Credit Unions 

Community lending like 

Prodigy Finance; other 

sources are available 

only to UK/EU citizens 

National banks or 

Credila 

Banks 

Loan amount 

(approximate) 

80% of cost of attendance 80% of the cost of 

attendance 

National Banks: 

US$30,000 

Credila Financial 

Services: no limit 

80-90% of the cost of 

attendance  

Interest rates 

(approximate) 

Federal: 5% 

Private: 7% 

7% 12% 5% 

Restrictive 

eligibility 

Federal Loans: SSN or co-

sponsor. 

Others: limited application 

requirements (do not 

require a co-sponsor) 

Limited application 

requirements (does not 

require a co-sponsor) 

Earning co-

applicant with 

collateral 

supporting the loan 

Guarantee in various 

forms such as 

mortgage or pledge. 

May also require co-

applicant depending on 

the application and 

scale of borrowings 

 
 

 

                                                      
13 Prodigy Finance Loan for Student to Yale SOM, Class of 2018 

14 State Bank of India Loan Scheme, website as of 6 March 2017, https://www.sbi.co.in/portal/web/student-
platform/student-loan 

15 Credila loan application process, website as of 6 March 2017, http://www.credila.com/usa/education-loan-application-
process.html 

16 Bank of China Maximum Loan Amount, website as of 6 March 2017, 
http://www.boc.cn/en/pbservice/pb2/200907/t20090723_1324014.html 

17 Discover education loan for students with good credit standing, website as of 6 March 2017, 
https://www.discover.com/student-loans/graduate.html 

18 Prodigy Finance Loan for Student to Yale SOM, Class of 2018; assuming similar rates for similar schools in UK 

19 Industrial and Commercial Bank of China Education Loan Scheme, website as of 6 March 2017, 
http://www.icbc.com.cn/ICBC/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E9%87%91%E8%9E%8D/%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%
E6%B6%88%E8%B4%B9%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E7%95%99%E5%AD%A6%E8%
B4%B7%E6%AC%BE.htm 

20 Prodigy Finance, website as of 6 March 2017, https://prodigyfinance.com/ 

https://www.sbi.co.in/portal/web/student-platform/student-loan
https://www.sbi.co.in/portal/web/student-platform/student-loan
http://www.credila.com/usa/education-loan-application-process.html
http://www.credila.com/usa/education-loan-application-process.html
http://www.boc.cn/en/pbservice/pb2/200907/t20090723_1324014.html
https://www.discover.com/student-loans/graduate.html
http://www.icbc.com.cn/ICBC/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E9%87%91%E8%9E%8D/%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E6%B6%88%E8%B4%B9%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E7%95%99%E5%AD%A6%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE.htm
http://www.icbc.com.cn/ICBC/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E9%87%91%E8%9E%8D/%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E6%B6%88%E8%B4%B9%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E7%95%99%E5%AD%A6%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE.htm
http://www.icbc.com.cn/ICBC/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E9%87%91%E8%9E%8D/%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E6%B6%88%E8%B4%B9%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE/%E4%B8%AA%E4%BA%BA%E7%95%99%E5%AD%A6%E8%B4%B7%E6%AC%BE.htm
https://prodigyfinance.com/
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6. Nature of banking systems in country of origin 
versus destination 

In pursuing their education, international students typically use a variety of financial products including savings 

accounts, cheque/current accounts, credit cards and loans to fund their experience.  

 

Part of the transition from residing in a developing nation to another country, involves adjusting to different banking 

systems. To understand why global credit mobility is so critical to the needs of international students, it is worth 

comparing banking systems across a number of jurisdictions.  

 

7. United States 

The process of opening a savings or cheque account in the US is simple, often taking less than a day. Some 

banks do not even require the presence of the applicant if they are a US citizen. An international student, however, 

does not fit any category set by US banks and their presence is required to open an account. Most universities 

have relationships with a bank, and this can streamline the process of account opening.  

TABLE 5 - ACCOUNT OPENING REQUIREMENTS FOR US CITIZENS COMPARED TO 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

US citizen 21 International student 22 

SSN 

Identity proof 

 

Passport 

Visa 

I-20 

Enrolment letter 

7.1. Credit cards and loans 

Applying for either a credit card, or loan in the US, calls for a number of required documents including an SSN, 

plus proof of identity and income. International students are ineligible for a loan unless they have an SSN (and in 

order to have an SSN, students must first have a job). Even after meeting this requirement, most student 

applications are rejected because they are not US residents and do not have a credit history23. International 

students may be able to secure credit cards with a low limit (approximately US$1,000) through banks that have a 

relationship to their university. 

                                                      
21 Bank of America, website as of 6 March 2017, https://www.bankofamerica.com/ 

22 International Student Loan, website as of 6 March 2017, http://www.internationalstudentloan.com/resources/how-to-
open-us-bank-account.php 

23 There are three credit reporting agencies in US: Experian, Equifax, and TransUnion 

https://www.bankofamerica.com/
http://www.internationalstudentloan.com/resources/how-to-open-us-bank-account.php
http://www.internationalstudentloan.com/resources/how-to-open-us-bank-account.php
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8. United Kingdom 

International students studying in the UK are restricted to basic current accounts with no overdraft and credit 

facilities. Proof of enrolment plus a visa and passport are essential paperwork to open an account.  

TABLE 6 - ACCOUNT OPENING REQUIREMENTS FOR UK CITIZENS COMPARED TO 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

UK citizen 24 International student 25 

Proof of identity 

Proof of address 

Passport 

Visa 

Enrolment letter 

8.1. Credit cards and loans 

UK banks do not offer loans to students who are not residents of the UK or EU. Students can apply for a credit card 
though the likelihood of approval is negligible without a credit history26. Students with a credit history or proof of a 
credit card from the student’s home country may secure approval for a credit card with a bank that has ties to the 
student’s UK university. 
 

  

                                                      
24 Barclays, website as of 6 March 2017, http://www.barclays.co.uk/basic-current-account 

25 BBA bank, website as of 6 March 2017, https://www.bba.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/01/AE249_BBA_International_Students_Oct12.pdf 

26 There are three credit reporting agencies in UK: Experian, Equifax, and Call Credit 

http://www.barclays.co.uk/basic-current-account
https://www.bba.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/AE249_BBA_International_Students_Oct12.pdf
https://www.bba.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/AE249_BBA_International_Students_Oct12.pdf
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9. India 

Most universities in India have relationships with one or more banks, which streamlines the process of opening a 

bank account (savings or current). Proof of identity and a university admission letter are needed to open an 

account though the process can be slow, sometimes taking several days. Online applications are not generally 

supported. 

9.1. Credit cards and loans 

In India’s largely cash-based economy, credit card penetration is relatively low27. Banks do not offer credit cards 

tailored to the student community, and students applying for a credit card are likely to have their application 

rejected because of a lack of a regular salary and the absence of a credit history28. Credit cards offered to the 

working population tend to have far higher interest rates compared to developed nations. 

 

Education loans are available through India’s national banks as well through Credila Financial Services. 

Documentation requirements can be significant, encompassing proof of identity, bank statements, income tax 

returns, an enrolment letter and mark sheets. A co-applicant is also required, and application processing times can 

extend up to 30 days. 

 

10. China 

The process of opening a savings or current account in China is quick, requiring only a National Registration 

Identity Card or driver’s licence. Applicants typically have to apply in person. 

10.1. Credit cards and loans 

China does not have an entrenched credit card culture. The Chinese tend to be highly debt averse and credit 

cards attract negative sentiment. Further, the absence of infrastructure to support credit card transactions outside 

the major cities doesn’t encourage their use. This has led to the emergence of mobile payments, and students 

often use debit cards via mobile applications. 

 

As education is among the Chinese government’s top priorities, securing a student loan can be easy. Valid 

personal identity and citizenship documents are normally all that is required particularly as China does not have 

well-defined credit history structure.  

                                                      
27 The Hindu BusinessLine, “Credit card penetration remains dismally low”, 21 million credit cards for a population of 
1,300 million, http://www.thehindubusinessline.com/money-and-banking/credit-card-penetration-remains-dismally-
low/article7318930.ece 

28 There is only one credit reporting agency in India: TransUnion CIBIL 

http://www.thehindubusinessline.com/money-and-banking/credit-card-penetration-remains-dismally-low/article7318930.ece
http://www.thehindubusinessline.com/money-and-banking/credit-card-penetration-remains-dismally-low/article7318930.ece
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The number of foreign tertiary students enrolled worldwide increased  

by 50% between 2005 and 2012. As many as 4.5 million students were enrolled  

outside of their home countries in 2012 and the total number is estimated to have 

surpassed 5 million in 201529. 

  

 

11. The role of fintech firms 

 
The rising global mobility of students has not (yet) changed traditional banking systems. It has however, fuelled 

innovations in the fintech sector that have allowed students, especially those from developing nations, to markedly 

expand their choice of university. Big data and data analytics are critical to many fintech firms. This allows 

predictions of the risk each consumer presents, and in turn the delivery of customised products based on that risk.  

 

Below is an overview of emerging fintech start-ups targeted towards international students, and how they are 

making global study options more accessible.  

 

11.1. Student lending 

Companies like Prodigy Finance, Future Finance, MPower and UniFi offer loans to international students studying 

at top ranked universities. Loan applications are processed online, and as applicants may not have a relevant 

credit history, credit worthiness is based on alternate factors notably previous work experience, income, other 

assets, and even Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT) scores. 

11.2. Loan consolidation or refinancing 

Following graduation, international students normally look for options to refinance their student loans into a lower 

rate product. Some require a co-applicant or credit history however the chief appeal for graduates is highly 

competitive interest rates.  

11.3. Banking and credit cards 

Fintech firms such as SelfScore support international students aiming to develop a credit history. SelfScore offers 

credit cards using non-traditional data such as course of study undertaken, course major and future employability 

to determine credit worthiness. The interest rates applicable to these credit cards are comparable to, or lower than, 

card products offered by traditional banks. 

 

 

                                                      
29 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Education at a Glance 2015 
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11.4. Global fund transfers 

The fintech space is developing platforms that make it easier and cheaper for international students to transfer 

funds across borders.  

 

Providers such as Payoneer and Buyforexonline offer international transfers using a virtual account or travel card. 

The foreign transfer fees are lower compared to traditional banks, and students typically use them to direct funds 

to, or from, their home country both during and after their studies. 

 
Fintech firm Flywire provides international students a channel to send tuition fees directly to universities in order to 

speed up transfers, benefit from favourable exchange rates, and track the movement of funds. 

 

11.5. Digital banks 

Internet penetration coupled with developments in fintech have facilitated the expansion of digital banks. While not 

primarily focused on international students, digital banks such as US-based Ally Bank, Bank5Connect and 

GoBank, are able to avoid the costs of a bricks and mortar network, and as such are able to offer relatively high 

returns on customer deposits, and low borrowing rates which has further accelerated their adoption.  

 

12. Conclusion: Changing lives  

Tertiary graduation rates reflect a nation’s ability to empower its workforce with the skills and knowledge needed to 

enjoy higher incomes and improved employment prospects.   

 

Recent decades have seen access to tertiary education expand remarkably through new types of institutions and 

new modes of course delivery.  

 

In parallel, students are becoming more likely to seek a tertiary degree outside their country of origin.  

 

The ballooning demand for tertiary education worldwide and the perceived value of studying at prestigious 

schools, continue to see governments and institutions take steps to attract students from outside their national 

borders. 

 

But without funding, the dream of graduating from a top-ranking university can remain just that. 

 

Fintech firms are filling the gap, empowering more students – many from developing nations, to achieve their goal 

of studying internationally. These firms represent more than a good investment to their stakeholders, they are 

changing the face of education, and playing a role in reshaping equality of education globally.   

 


