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UNESCO - a global leader in education
Education is UNESCO's top priority because itis a
basic human right and the foundation for peace
and sustainable development. UNESCO is the
United Nations’ specialized agency for education,
providing global and regional leadership to drive
progress, strengthening the resilience and capacity
of national systems to serve all learners and
responding to contemporary global challenges
through transformative learning, with special focus
on gender equality and Africa across all actions.
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The Global Education 2030 Agenda

UNESCO, as the United Nations’ specialized agency for
education, is entrusted to lead and coordinate the
Education 2030 Agenda, which is part of a global
movement to eradicate poverty through 17 Sustainable
Development Goals by 2030. Education, essential to
achieve all of these goals, has its own dedicated Goal 4,
which aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong learning opportuni-
ties for all.” The Education 2030 Framework for Action
provides guidance for the implementation of this
ambitious goal and commitments.
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Higher education
Is at a turning point

Technological disruption, demographic change and shifting labour market expectations are
reshaping higher education globally. Although global enrolment more than doubled over
the last 20 years to reach nearly 269 million students in 2024, major inequalities persist

in access, completion, funding and mobility. Fewer than 3% of students participate in
international mobility, only 9% of refugees access higher education, and many institutions
face mounting financial pressure, growing threats to academic freedom, and the challenge

of adapting to digital transformation and artificial intelligence.

million students
are enrolled in higher
education, up from
100 million
in 2000

Drawing on data from the Higher Education
Policy Observatory and an extensive review
of key literature, this first UNESCO report on
global trends in higher education offers a timely
and evidence-based picture of a sector at a
crossroads. It maps the persistent challenges
and emerging opportunities reshaping higher
education today, across areas ranging from
participation, equity, governance and quality
assurance to financing, teaching personnel,
student mobility and the recognition of
qualifications.

As the world enters the final stretch to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal 4
on education, the report serves as a practical tool to inform policy, foster dialogue and
support more inclusive, equitable, resilient and future-ready higher education systems.

e “Since wars begin in the minds of men and women
ST U n e S Co itis in the minds of men and women that the

defenses of peace must be constructed”
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Foreword

Today, more than ever, higher education is at

an inflection point. Technological disruption,
demographic transitions, geopolitical realignments
and the enduring impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic have fundamentally reshaped the
landscape of tertiary education. It is in this context
that UNESCO International Institute for Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean
(UNESCO IESALC) presents this inaugural edition of
the Higher education global trends report.

| believe this comprehensive analysis will become
an indispensable reference to inform the actions
of policymakers, institutional leaders and higher
education stakeholders worldwide.

Where primary and secondary education have
benefited from systematic global monitoring
through the work of the UNESCO Institute for
Statistics (UIS) and the Global Education Monitoring
(GEM) report, higher education has fallen to the
wayside and lacks comparable comprehensive
analysis. This gap has constrained our collective
ability to make evidence-based decisions at a time
when higher education is increasingly recognized
as a crucial step towards sustainable development,
social mobility, international cooperation and
inclusive growth. Among the nearly 269 million
students enrolled worldwide in higher education,
there exist pressing concerns over completion
rates, equity gaps and quality that demand urgent
attention.

Moving forward without a clear map of the terrain
is no longer a viable option at this crucial moment
where higher education stands at a crossroads,
making the data and analysis presented in this
report indispensable. The report is distinctive in

its treatment of higher education as a complex,
interconnected system rather than a set of isolated
components. By integrating data from 146
countries through our Higher Education Policy

Observatory (HEPO) with in-depth policy analysis
across 10 thematic areas, the report has created an
unprecedented evidence base that moves beyond
simple statistics to reveal the deeper patterns
shaping this sector.

The report’s dual structure, examining both systemic
dimensions and the specific phenomenon of
student mobility this year, reflects our commitment
to providing both breadth and depth in our
analysis. In essence, this report goes beyond merely
compiling data to serve instead as an indispensable
strategic tool designed to illuminate pathways
toward more inclusive, equitable and better quality
higher education systems, acting as a guide to
shaping a global higher education landscape with
international cooperation and solidarity at its heart.

The Higher education global trends report represents
the culmination of UNESCQO's longstanding
commitment to higher education, building upon
the foundations laid by the 2022 World Higher
Education Conference and its roadmap as well

as the global and regional conventions on the
recognition of qualifications concerning higher
education. It operationalizes the principles for which
we have long advocated by providing the empirical
foundation necessary for their implementation. By
establishing the HEPO as a permanent platform

for data collection and analysis, we are not just
documenting the present state of higher education
— we are creating the necessary infrastructure for
continuous monitoring and improvement that will
serve the global community for years to come.

As you engage with the report, | invite you to see

it not as a static document but as a call to action.
The trends it identifies — from the crisis of teaching
personnel to the promise and peril of digital
transformation, from persistent equity gaps to the
urgent need for sustainable financing models —
demand our immediate attention and commitment




to implement solutions. The data reveal both how
far we have come and how far we have left to go to
realize the promise of higher education as a human
right and public good.

The challenges ahead while immense are not
insurmountable. The report highlights persistent
inequities in access to and participation in higher
education across regions. The global gross
enrolment ratio (GER) is at 43%, masking stark
regional disparities. While regions such as Europe
and North America have enrolment rates around
80%, sub-Saharan Africa has a rate as low as about
9%, far below the world average. International
student mobility has grown significantly — with
roughly 7.3 million students studying abroad in
2023, a number that has more than tripled since
2000 - yet is also unevenly distributed. Europe and
North America host the majority of mobile students
(54%), while the other regions absorb differing
shares of global outbound mobility.

Furthermore, only 9% of refugees access higher
education. Academic freedom has regressed to
levels not seen in 50 years. Fewer than 15% of
countries prioritize the well-being of their teaching
personnel. One-third of the global population
remains offline even as we herald an age of digital
transformation. These are not merely statistics; the
numbers represent millions of unrealized dreams
and untapped potential.

Yet, the report also shines a beacon of hope.
The emergence of new regional mobility hubs,

innovative financing models that strike a balance
between access and sustainability, and the growing
recognition of foreign qualifications all point toward
a more interconnected and inclusive future. The very
existence of this report demonstrates our collective
commitment to evidence-based transformation.

As we work towards achieving SDG 4 and fulfilling
our commitment to inclusive and equitable

quality education for all, the report provides both

a baseline to measure progress and a roadmap

for the journey ahead. | trust it will serve to inform
national strategies, inspire institutional innovations
and ultimately contribute to a world where quality
higher education is not a privilege for the few but
an opportunity for all who seek it.

Borhene Chakroun

Interim Director

UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education
in Latin America and the Caribbean
(UNESCO IESALC)
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Introduction

1.Snapshot of higher education today

In an era of unprecedented global interconnection
and technological transformation, higher education
stands at a critical juncture. The stakes have never
been higher as decisions made today that affect
access, quality and international cooperation

will shape not only individual futures but the
trajectory of entire societies and economies. Higher
education as a public good and an integral part

of the right to education is not only central to
achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG

4) on inclusive and equitable quality education

and lifelong learning for all, but also serves as a

key enabler across the entire 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. Yet, the right to quality
higher education is far from universally realized as
persistent structural inequalities continue to throw
up roadblocks that hinder progress.

The higher education landscape is a complex
tapestry of progress and challenges. The latest data
from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) shows
that global enrolment from ISCED level 5 (short-cycle
degree programmes) to 8 (doctoral degree) has
more than doubled, rising from 100 million in 2000
to nearly 269 million in 2024. However, this growth
masks stark regional disparities: enrollment rates
reached nearly 80% in Europe and North America
but remain as low as 9% in sub-Saharan Africa — well
below the global average of 43%.

The internationalization of higher education has
accelerated dramatically, with student mobility more
than tripling since 2000. In 2023, 7.3 million students
were studying abroad, reaching unprecedented
levels of global academic exchange and cultural
understanding. However, this positive trend belies
two significant challenges. First, an affordability
crisis threatens access as escalating tuition fees,
burgeoning student loan debts and rising living
costs create formidable barriers, particularly for
students from low-income backgrounds. Second,
growing geopolitical fragmentation threatens the

open exchange of knowledge and students that has
characterized the past two decades.

The challenge of equity remains acute. Despite some
progress, only a third of countries have implemented
affirmative action programmes to support
vulnerable groups’access to higher education.
Among these groups, refugees remain severely
underrepresented. Despite a nine-fold increase in
enrollment from 1% in 2019 to 9% in 2025 according
to UNHCR, their access to higher education still falls
far below global averages.

The rapid proliferation of higher education
institutions, programmes and delivery modalities
has expanded access while intensifying the need for
robust quality assurance systems. Ensuring academic
standards and relevance across diverse providers
and modalities — from traditional universities to
online platforms - requires sophisticated regulatory
frameworks and international cooperation.

Higher education personnel have been at the
forefront of this transformation, facing challenges
ranging from employment insecurity and threats

to academic freedom to demands for continuous
professional development, adoption of new
pedagogies and growing digital transformation and
Al. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated many of
these problems, fundamentally altering teaching
practices and highlighting both the potential and
limitations of digital education delivery.

To strengthen higher education systems and ensure
that they are inclusive, equitable and high quality,
evidence-based policymaking is critical. Decision-
makers require a comprehensive understanding

of how systems are structured and how they
perform. This requires access to robust, timely and
comparable data to diagnose systemic challenges,
identify equity gaps, design effective reforms and
monitor progress toward national, regional and
global goals.

16
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While substantial progress has been made in
monitoring primary and secondary education

- owing to consistent efforts by the UIS and the
GEM report — data on higher education remains
fragmented and inconsistent across many areas.
This, in turn, significantly constrains policy
formulation, implementation and evaluation.
To address this gap, UNESCO’s HEPO represents
a critical step towards building a better
understanding of higher education systems,
providing policymakers with systematic, clear and
reliable data to inform decision-making.

2. About the Higher Education Policy
Observatory (HEPO)

The HEPO, hosted by UNESCO IESALC, is a pioneering
global platform for the systematic analysis of

higher education systems and policies. It currently
integrates data from 146 countries, representing 75%
of UNESCO Member States, and concrete efforts are
underway to achieve universal coverage.

The platform integrates national profiles with global
and regional analytics, enabling users to examine
and compare how higher education systems are
structured, governed and perform. It contributes to a
more robust evidence base to inform policymaking,
support reform processes and enable coordinated
approaches across and within national higher
education systems.

The Observatory was launched in 2023 with 45
foundational indicators related to higher education
policies adopted at the national system level.

These focus on governance, legislative frameworks,
system planning, quality assurance, access to higher
education, the cost of public higher education,
admission pathways and the recognition of higher
education qualifications.

In 2025, it was expanded to include the full

range of higher education statistics collected

by the UIS on teaching personnel, student
enrollment, student graduation, funding and
expenditure, and international student mobility.
The latest enhancements also include advanced
visualizations and a Policy News section that tracks

real-time developments in higher education policy
globally.

The Observatory aims to develop partnerships

with countries and international organizations to
propose new indicators that address emerging
policy priorities, supporting, where relevant, the
work of the SDG 4 Education Data and Statistics
Commission. For the next phase of the Observatory,
UNESCO IESALC envisions expanded visualizations
of statistical indicators at the global level as well as
new features that allow users to explore the interplay
between key higher education statistics and higher
education system policies.

3. Purpose and scope of the report

This inaugural edition of Higher education global
trends report marks the launch of UNESCO IESALC's
flagship report series on the state of higher
education worldwide. This edition places a special
spotlight on student mobility — a topic of growing
importance across higher education agendas and
one that has witnessed a major surge since the turn
of the century.

The report aims to provide policymakers and
other higher education stakeholders with a
comprehensive evidence base of current trends
and developments in higher education and offers
insights to guide the development and reform of
national higher education systems and policies.
By identifying systemic trends and challenges, it
aims to enhance awareness and understanding of
higher education landscapes worldwide; inform
policymaking; foster dialogue among stakeholders;
and contribute to building more inclusive, resilient
and forward-looking higher education systems.

The report is split into two main parts and
concludes with a set of areas requiring further
action to drive higher education forward. Part

| examines key aspects of higher education,
including access, governance, digital transformation
and staff in academia. Part Il addresses student
mobility, focusing on qualification recognition and
the inclusion of refugees and displaced persons.
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4. Methodology

This report draws mainly on data from the HEPO,
using over 50 higher education related indicators. The
full list of indicators used in each chapter is provided
in the Appendix.

The indicators used in the report are grouped into
two main categories:

B Policy indicators are grouped into eight
thematic areas: governance, legislative
frameworks, system planning, quality assurance,
access to higher education, the cost of public
higher education, admission pathways and the
recognition of higher education qualifications.
Data on these indicators are collected by UNESCO
IESALC. It is based on official government sources,
in particular constitutions, (higher) education
policy documents, legislation and websites, as well
as databases, such as the UNESCO International
Institute for Educational Planning’s (UNESCO IIEP)
Planipolis Portal of Education Plans and Policies,
Global Education Monitoring (GEM) report’s
Profiles Enhancing Education Reviews (PEER) and
country profiles of States Parties to the Global
Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications
concerning Higher Education. In compiling this
information, UNESCO IESALC also relies on close
cooperation across UNESCO’s Education Sector,
including its field offices and specialized institutes,
National Commissions to UNESCO and the regional
networks of national information centres. Data in
the country profiles section is regularly updated
and shared with Member States for their validation
as an essential quality assurance check. The

policy indicator data used in this report is from
2024/2025. As data collection began in late 2023
with the launch of the HEPO, these indicators do
not yet support longitudinal analyses.

M Statistical indicators are sourced from the UIS
and are grouped into five categories: teaching
personnel, student enrollment, student graduation,

funding and expenditure, and international
student mobility. These indicators are integrated
from the UIS Data Browser, with the support of the
UIS, and based on Member States’ annual reporting
to the institute. A new data availability index
featured in the HEPO reveals that, on average,
countries report less than 50% of higher education
statistics to the UIS. The regional disparities in

data reporting are stark, with average reporting
rates ranging from 76% in Western Europe and
North America to 46% in Latin America and the
Caribbean, and a concerning 27% in sub-Saharan
Africa. The latest statistical indicators in this report
largely refer to 2023, as reported by Member
States to the UIS in 2024, and allow for longitudinal
analyses due to the UIS' data collection efforts
spanning over two decades. The most recent

year with available data is used in cases where
2023 data were not reported to the UIS or when
2023 data are insufficient for calculating regional
averages.

Unless otherwise indicated, the data presented for
the various policy and statistical indicators were
retrieved in November 2025.

As the main focus of the report is higher education,
analyses were conducted, to the extent possible, for
International Standard Classification for Education
(ISCED) levels 6-8 (Bachelor’s or equivalent level to
Doctoral or equivalent level). However, for certain
indicators, the finest level of disaggregation available
from the UIS covers ISCED levels 5-8, thus also
including short-cycle tertiary education, in which
case the analyses are based on this broader range.
The ISCED coverage applied is specified in each
chapter.

For regional analyses, the report follows the UIS
regional classification: Arab States, Central Asia,
Central and Eastern Europe, East Asia and the Pacific,
Latin America and the Caribbean, South and West
Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and Western Europe and
North America.
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Analyses in the report are also backed by an extensive
literature review of articles, statistical reports and
policy publications. It also draws on publications
produced within UNESCO, including the GEM report,
as well reports from other United Nations Common
System organizations, intergovernmental bodies

and non-governmental organizations. Insights from
reputable media outlets were also occasionally
considered to capture current developments and
emerging debates.

In some areas - such as digital transformation and
Al and the case of refugees and displaced persons —
international comparative data is not fully available
from the HEPO. However, given the importance

of these topics to the growth of global higher
education, the report incorporates supplementary
evidence from additional sources. Expanding the
indicator base to cover these and other emerging
areas is planned for the coming years to ensure a
more complete and representative picture of higher
education within the HEPO.
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International
data collection
and availability

by the UNESCO Institute
for Statistics (UIS)
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Perspectives from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics: International
data collection and availability in higher education’

Robust and timely data are the foundation of
effective higher education policy. Yet, despite
growing recognition of the importance of evidence-
based decision-making, the availability of higher
education data remains uneven across countries,
regions and thematic areas. This section presents
the findings from a global assessment of data
availability as well as its drivers. The analysis is based
on two sources of data. The first source is data
coverage of ten core higher education indicators
tracked by UIS, covering topics such as participation,
graduation, field of study, gender parity, staffing,
finance, and research and development (R&D). The
second source is data on governance, legislative
frameworks, system planning, quality assurance,
and other dimensions compiled by UNESCO IESALC
through the Higher Education Policy Observatory.
The current level of higher education data availability
is discussed in Sections 1 & 2. Section 3 presents how
data availability on the ten core indicators can be
explained by institutional factors. Section 4 shares
reflections on possible actions to address data gaps.

1. Data availability across thematic issues

From the perspective of UIS, international data
availability can be assessed using three metrics:

B Breadth, which is the number of indicators for
which data are available

B Timeliness, whether data is available from the
most recent five years

B Continuity, which can be measured through the
total number of years for which an indicator has
data.

The analysis showed that participation-related
indicators — such as the gross enrolment ratio (GER)
and its disaggregation by gender - are the most
widely reported indicators. Approximately 90% of
countries reported GER at least once during the last 10

years and 80% had a recent data point from 2019 or
later. These indicators also show strong continuity: the
median country has data for 8 to 9 years over the last
10 years, indicating that enrolment data and their sex
disaggregation are routinely produced by countries
and can support gender-equality monitoring.

Reporting on the shares of graduates by field-of-
study is more widespread than often assumed as
about 95% of countries have reported data on these
indicators at least once in the last 10 years, with an
average of 7 out of 13 fields reported annually. On the
other hand, availability of data on the share of female
graduates who studied in STEM programmes (i.e.
science, technology, engineering and mathematics)
is less comprehensive: countries that report on this
indicator generally have up-to-date data, but the
country coverage remains partial.

Indicators related to finances and funding sources
show the largest gaps. Government expenditure

on tertiary education is relatively well covered, the
median country reported data on this indicator for 7 of
the last 10 years, and around 90% of countries have at
least reported once on this indicator since it has been
collected by the UIS. However, indicators related to the
source of funding are scarce. Regarding the indicator
on government funding per higher education student,
the median country reported data for only three years
in the last 10 years. The situation is worse for funding
coming from households as the median country did
not report any data over the last decade. In the few
countries where these indicators are reported, updates
are generally recent, so the main constraint here seems
to be coverage, not timeliness.

2. Regional and income-based disparities

The disparities in data availability are huge across
regions and income groups. Countries in Europe
and Central Asia consistently achieve high coverage,
timeliness and continuity.

1 This section draws on Yang J, Zhang Y & Labe O (forthcoming). Bridging the gaps: Global patterns and institutional drivers of higher

education data availability. UNESCO Institute for Statistics.
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Latin America and the Caribbean also report a
considerable share of data, though with greater
variability. Some countries, such as Peru and Chile,
combine high coverage, timeliness and continuity,
while others face challenges in maintaining continuity.

In contrast, sub-Saharan Africa exhibits the widest
dispersion in data availability. While a few countries

- such as Rwanda - approach global averages in all
three metrics, many other countries report fewer than
40% of the indicators and have short or fragmented
time series, which limits continuity. Similar patterns
are observed in parts of South Asia and among small
island developing states (SIDS).

Income level is a strong predictor of data availability
as high-income countries consistently outperform
lower-income counterparts across all metrics.
However, notable exceptions - such as Bangladesh
and Sri Lanka - demonstrate that institutional factors,
rather than income alone, can play a decisive role in
building strong data systems and reporting capacities.

3. Key drivers of gaps in data availability

Several factors drive the gap in international data
availability. Within countries, beyond aspects
related to human resources and capacities, some
key institutional and systemic factors affect higher
education data reporting practices.

a. Legal mandates and regulatory frameworks

Countries with statutory requirements for data
reporting tend to have more complete and
consistent datasets. For example, in the United
States, participation in the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS) is compulsory for
institutions receiving federal aid. Similarly, Canada’s
Statistics Act authorizes compulsory data collection
from public institutions. In contrast, India’s All India
Survey on Higher Education (AISHE) relies largely
on voluntary submissions, which may undermine
completeness and timeliness.

b. National higher education management
information systems (HEMIS)

The integration of higher education into the national
EMIS - or the establishment of a dedicated HEMIS

- with a clearly designated agency to lead this
system, is strongly associated with improved data
availability. In Africa, initiatives led by the Association
of African Universities (AAU) and the Harmonization
of African Higher Education Quality Assurance and
Accreditation (HAQAA) programme have emphasized
the need for centralized systems and standardized
indicators to overcome fragmentation.

¢. Standards, methodologies and metadata

In addition to establishing national information
systems, adherence to internationally shared
methodologies and transparent metadata practices
- such as those promoted by the UNESCO-OECD-
Eurostat (UOE) — enhance comparability and reduce
incomplete reporting. Countries aligned with these
standards are better positioned to produce timely,
disaggregated and internationally comparable data.

d. Financing, interoperability and unique
identifiers

Sustained investment in data infrastructure,
including interoperable platforms and the use of
unique identifiers for students and staff, is critical
for improving data quality. Without these, systems
struggle with lags, inconsistencies and limited
disaggregation.

e. System structure and private provision

In systems with significant private sector
participation, robust reporting mandates and quality
assurance mechanisms are essential. Otherwise, data
on students, finance and staffing — particularly from
private institutions — often remain incomplete or
unreliable.

4. Implications and a call to action

While progress on participation indicators is evident,
significant gaps persist in finance, graduation

and disaggregated outcomes. These gaps reflect
institutional and policy constraints rather than mere
technical limitations.

To address them:

B Governments should strengthen legal mandates
for data reporting, invest in national HEMIS
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platforms, and ensure coverage of both public and
private providers.

B Higher education institutions, in exercising their
autonomy, must commit to timely, transparent and
high-quality reporting aligned with national and
international standards.

B Development partners should invest
in infrastructure, capacity-building and
interoperability of data systems to strengthen
and harmonize data collection approaches and
accelerate data use.

B The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) can
lead efforts to refine global indicator frameworks,
prioritize coverage in under-reported areas and
continue to provide technical guidance and
benchmarking, including through the HEPO.

Reliable and timely higher education data are
essential to capturing an accurate picture of the
higher education landscape. With coordinated action
by governments, institutions and partners, countries
can close the gaps and build stronger, evidence-
based systems that inform higher education policy.
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Introduction

Higher education is undergoing a profound
transformation. As societies adapt to rapid
technological change, including Al, demographic
shifts, economic uncertainty and global crises, the
role of higher education has never been more vital.
Higher education institutions are critical drivers

of research and innovation, social mobility and
individual empowerment. They play a central role
in tackling present and future challenges and in
shaping the human capital essential to sustainable
development.

However, higher education systems worldwide

face interconnected and evolving challenges.

The expansion of access has been uneven, with
persistent disparities in participation, completion
and post-graduation benefits across socio-economic
groups, geographic regions and demographic
segments. The relevance and quality of programmes,
financing models, governance structures and
academic working conditions are all under pressure
to adapt to changing labor market demands and
societal expectations. Meanwhile, the massification
of higher education - its transformation from an
elite to a mass system — combined with rapid digital
transformation is fundamentally redefining how
education is accessed, delivered, experienced and
credentialed.

Part | of this report — The changing face of higher
education - offers a comprehensive overview of key
trends and developments shaping higher education
systems globally. It examines seven critical areas,
primarily drawing on data from the HEPO, through
these corresponding seven dedicated chapters:

B Chapter 1 on Participation and completion
explores access trends, completion rates and
the factors influencing student progression and
success.

H Chapter 2 on Equity and inclusion investigates
disparities in access and outcomes, with particular
attention to gender, socio-economic background,
disability and marginalized communities.

B Chapter 3 on Governance and legislative
frameworks analyzes the evolving governance
models, policy and regulatory frameworks that
underpin higher education systems, including
institutional autonomy.

B Chapter 4 on External quality assurance
assesses national mechanisms and regional trends
to uphold and improve educational standards
in an increasingly diverse and competitive
landscape.

B Chapter 5 on Financing of higher education
reviews government funding and various
alternative financing models, and the implications
for access, equity and system sustainability.

B Chapter 6 on Digital transformation and
artificial intelligence looks at how technology
is reshaping higher education infrastructure,
teaching, learning and research, while raising
questions about access, quality and ethics.

H Chapter 7 on Higher education teaching
personnel examines the changing role and
conditions of academic staff, their working
conditions, development, equity and academic
freedom.

Together, these chapters provide a snapshot of the
dynamic forces at play in higher education today,
highlighting achievements, gaps and opportunities
for policy reform.
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Part I: The changing face of higher education

1. Participation and completion

Main takeaways:

B Access to higher education (focusing on ISCED levels 6 to 8, excluding ISCED 5) has expanded
globally, with a 33% increase in enrollment over the past decade, reaching close to 213 million
students in 2023.

B Fostering access is a key priority for policymakers, but priorities do not always align with
enrollment levels: many countries with high participation rates still emphasize access, while
some with lower enrollment do not.

B Women remain underrepresented at the doctoral level (ISCED level 8) even though most
students at ISCED levels 6 (Bachelor’s) and 7 (Master’s) are female.

B The share of higher education enrollment at ISCED level 6 and ISCED level 8 has grown over the
last decade. The share of students enrolled at ISCED level 7 declined slightly.

B Nearly one-third of all doctoral students are in North America and Western Europe. Yet, over the
last decade, the growth of doctoral students was the highest in South and West Asia (+185%)
and sub-Saharan Africa (+125%).

B Completion has lagged, with the global gross graduation ratio rising more modestly from 22%
in 2013 to 27% in 2023. The gross graduation ratio of the female population (30%) is higher
than that of the general population (27%).

B Student progression between access and completion is a critical but often overlooked
dimension of higher education systems. Although limited, available evidence suggests that
barriers during studies can lead to delayed completion or early departure for a substantial
share of students, highlighting the importance of strengthening support mechanisms and
improving data on student trajectories.
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Chapter 1. Participation and completion in higher education

Higher education has become increasingly
recognized as a fundamental driver of individual

opportunity, societal progress and economic growth.

More broadly, participation in and completion of
higher education are considered as essential to the
sustainable development of countries. They equip
individuals with advanced skills and capacities to
adapt to evolving job markets, foster innovation
and enable companies to remain agile in addressing
current and future challenges.

A highly educated population is also pivotal to
attracting foreign investments and strengthening
public revenues by expanding the taxpayer base
(UNESCO, 2017; OECD, 2019; World Bank, 2018). An
estimate among OECD countries highlighted that
each dollar invested by governments in tertiary
education generates a public benefit in terms of
tax revenues and social contributions of 2.9 USD for
males and 2 USD for females, with the difference
largely reflecting existing gender gaps in earnings
and labour market participation (OECD, 2021a).
These benefits only apply to governments while
private returns on higher education are generally
much higher. Notably, the benefits of higher
education to societies are not limited to economic
gains alone as it is known to foster stronger
democratic institutions and civic engagement
(Teixeira et al., 2021); improve public health (IHME-
CHAIN Collaborators, 2024); promote social cohesion
and stability (Boyadjieva and llieva-Trichkova, 2015);
and strengthen environmental awareness and
stewardship (Hnatyuk et al., 2024).

From a global perspective, access to higher
education is embedded in Sustainable Development
Goal 4 to “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all” and more specifically target 4.3
aiming to “ensure equal access for all women and
men to affordable and quality technical, vocational
and tertiary education, including university.” The

higher education component of this target is
monitored through the gross enrollment ratio,
disaggregated by sex.? Yet, this indicator does not
expand to reporting on other dimensions, including
progression in and completion of higher education.

Data from the Higher Education Policy Observatory
aids in conducting a more in-depth investigation
into these questions. Data show that only a minority
of countries recognize the right to higher education
in their legislation, particularly in regions where
higher education systems are massified. On the other
hand, this right is widely referenced in the national
legislations of regions where participation in higher
education is much lower (e.g. 63% of countries in
Central Asia). This apparent contradiction might be
explained by a combination of historical legacies
and political priorities. Most Central Asian countries
previously formed part of the Soviet Union, where
the right to higher education was embedded in

the constitution, and since the 1990s also adopted
expansion-driven policies, evidenced by the fact
that in most of the sub-region, the number of higher
education institutions has doubled since the 1990s
(Stanford University, n.d; Ambasz et. al, 2023).

This chapter examines global trends in participation
and completion of higher education over the

past decade. Its analysis focuses on ISCED levels

6 (Bachelor’s or equivalent), 7 (Master’s) and 8
(Doctoral), intentionally excluding ISCED level 5 to
allow for greater detail on advanced programmes.
While it differs in scope from the 2024 UNESCO Higher
Education: Figures at a Glance report, which provides
a broader statistical overview, it complements that
publication by offering a more in-depth perspective
on access, progression and graduation patterns.

The first section looks at participation through the
evolution of enrolment worldwide and the adoption
of policies to foster access to higher education. The
second section considers the question of completion

2 The gross enrollment ratio (GER) is a widely used global indicator in higher education. It represents the total number of students
enrolled in tertiary education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population within the official age group for that

education level (typically 18-24 years old).
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through trends in graduation. Finally, the third
section discusses the question of progress in higher
education. Gender disparities are explored as a
transversal theme across all sections.

1.1 Global trends in higher education
enrollment and access

Trends in access to higher education can be analyzed
through enrollment data collected internationally by
the UIS. The HEPO also contains indicators of national

policies adopted to foster access to higher education.

Access to higher education as a key policy
objective

Governments worldwide often place access and
participation at the forefront of higher education
policy agendas. The HEPO mapped the main
objectives of countries which adopted a plan to
steer their higher education systems according to a
list of 32 pre-defined objectives covering multiple
dimensions, such as fostering access and inclusion,
supporting internationalization, enhancing
instruction quality, improving research production,

developing campus infrastructure, reforming
governance, and strengthening knowledge transfers
and partnership with external stakeholders.

Across the 146 countries included in the Observatory,
9in 10 adopted a plan or strategy for higher
education. As Figure 1.1 illustrates, 84% of these
countries include the objective of fostering access

to higher education in their plans. Across the 32
objectives mapped by the HEPQ, increasing access
emerges as the most frequently adopted objective.

Some differences exist between world regions. Sub-
Saharan Africa is the region where the objective of
fostering access is most often included in higher
education plans, while Central Asia and the Arab
States are the regions where this objective is the
least frequently included.

This contrast partly reflects countries’ enrolment
levels: sub-Saharan Africa is the region where the
gross enrolment ratio is the lowest, while higher
education systems in other regions, such as North
America and Western Europe, have massified over
several decades.

Figure 1.1: Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of fostering access
to higher education and average gross enroliment rate per region
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the UNESCO Higher Education Policy Observatory
and UNESCO Institute for Statistics.
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In countries with the lowest enrolment rates, higher
education systems have often been limited to a

small elite due to scarce public resources (UNESCO
I[ESALC, 2020). In these contexts, governments tend

to prioritize expanding access to reduce social
inequalities, strengthen human capital, broaden the
tax base and ultimately, foster social and economic
development. By comparison, countries with higher
enrolment rates might aim to increase access to
reinforce national capacity in science, technology

and innovation, which are key drivers of industrial
development and competitiveness. Yet, since a

larger share of their population already holds higher
education qualifications, these countries are also more
likely to focus on the relevance of those qualifications,
aligning them with labour market needs and broader
socio-economic objectives (Bouckaert et al., 2024a).

Nevertheless, more than 90% of countries in regions
with a high average gross enrolment ratio still aim
to enhance access to higher education (e.g. Central
and Eastern Europe and Latin America and the
Caribbean). In contrast, this goal was adopted by a
lower share of countries in regions such as the Arab
States, Central Asia and South and West Asia, despite
lower gross enrollment ratios. Thus, the adoption

of formal objectives to foster access to higher
education seems to be driven not only by enrollment
levels, but also by economic, socio-cultural factors
and political priorities.

Higher education enrollment in the last decade

The gross enrollment ratio at the tertiary education
level (ISCED levels 5 to 8) is the indicator most used
to display evolution in enrollment around the world.
In this chapter, enrollment trends are analyzed
focusing on ISCED levels 6 (e.g. Bachelor’s), 7 (e.g.
Master’s) and 8 (e.g. Doctoral). ISCED 5 level (e.g.
short-cycle tertiary education programmes) is not
considered.

Globally, the number of students enrolled in higher
education (ISCED 6 to 8) has increased by a third

(33%) over the last decade to reach a total of 213
million students (see Figure 1.2). Consequently, the
gross enrollment ratio for the total population (both
sexes) grew from 27% to 35%.3

Two regions — Central Asia and East Asia and the
Pacific - both had gross enrolment ratios below the
world average in 2013. By 2023, however, they had
recorded the highest growth worldwide, with ratios
surpassing the global average.

The two regions with the highest gross enroliment
ratio in 2023 (over 65%) are Central and Eastern
Europe, and North America and Western Europe.
These are the regions that experienced the lowest
growth in higher education enroliment over the
last decade, suggesting a slowing down in the
massification of higher education.

Latin America and the Caribbean follows with a
gross enrollment ratio of 53% in 2023 (from 40% in
2013).The Arab States region stands just below the
world average (34% in 2023) and grew in similar
proportions to Latin America and the Caribbean over
the last decade. It is closely followed by South and
West Asia, which experienced a similar growth of

its gross enrollment ratio but still stands below the
world average in 2023 (30%).

Sub-Saharan Africa is the region with the lowest gross
enrollment ratio at 7% in 2021, which is the most
recent year with available data for this region. This
ratio corresponds to 7.8 million students and is well
below the global average. It is also the region where
this indicator grew the least over the last decade
(rising slightly from 6% in 2011). However, this limited
growth in the gross enrollment ratio is largely due

to rapid population growth in the age group eligible
for higher education. In absolute terms, because of
the rapid population growth and larger access to
secondary education, sub-Saharan Africa recorded
the largest increase in higher education student
enrollment worldwide over the past decade - up 62%
compared to a global increase of 33%.

3 These trends differ slightly from those most often highlighted internationally, and which considers tertiary education enrollment
across ISCED levels 5 to 8 (UNESCO, 2024a). With the inclusion of ISCED level 5 (short cycle programmes), the gross enrollment ratio
at these levels reached 43%, which represents around 269 million students. Over the last decade, the growth of enrollment in higher
education (ISCED levels 6 to 8) was slightly higher than that of tertiary education (ISCED levels 5 to 8).
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Figure 1.2: Evolution of the gross enrollment ratio in higher education (ISCED levels 6-8) over the last decade, both

sexes and female students
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Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics.

Looking at the evolution of the gross enrollment
ratio for the female population, a slightly different
picture emerges. Globally, the share of the female
population enrolled in higher education is markedly
higher compared to the total population. In 2023,
the gross enrolment ratio for the female population
was much higher than for the total population

in most world regions, including the Arab States,
Central and Eastern Europe, East Asia and the
Pacific, Latin America and the Caribbean, and North
and Western Europe. This was already the case in
2013 and, over the last decade, the enrollment gap
between female and male has only widened. This
trend is prevalent in several regions, most notably
East Asia and the Pacific, Latin America and the
Caribbean, North America and Western Europe, and
South and West Asia.

Sub-Saharan Africa is the only region where the
gross enrollment ratio for the total population is
higher than that for the female population, despite
female enrollment having grown more rapidly over
the past decade (78% compared to 63% for both
sexes combined). A similar pattern was observed in
South and West Asia in 2013, when the female gross
enrollment ratio stood at about 21% compared with
22% for both sexes combined. Over the last decade,
however, the female gross enrollment ratio rose to
30%, slightly surpassing that of the total population
(29.6%)).

Central and Eastern Europe is the only region where
female enrollment in higher education decreased
over the last decade by -14%. The number of
female students fell from over 9 million in 2013 to
7.8 million in 2023. Despite this decline, the gross
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enrollment ratio for women slightly increased, due to
a relatively larger decrease in the size of the female
population of typical higher education age in the
region. In keeping with the global trend, the gross
enrollment ratio for female students in this region
remains substantially higher than that of the total
population.

Enroliment by levels of higher education

Over the last decade, the growth in higher education
enrollment was not spread equally over the different
ISCED levels. The number of students enrolling at
ISCED 6 grew by 36% and by 15% at ISCED 7 (see
Figure 1.3). However, it's at ISCED 8 that enrollment
increased the most, by 37% between 2013 and
2023.This could indicate a double-sided trend with
countries expanding access to entry programmes in
higher education combined with the constitution of
a highly qualified workforce that can contribute to
research and innovation.

The varying evolution of enroliment at different
ISCED levels did not have a marked impact on the
relative weight each level represents in the global
higher education landscape. ISCED 6 remains, by
far, the level attracting the highest share of higher
education enrolment (85% in 2023). In contrast, the

share of students enrolled at ISCED 7 represented
13% of students in 2023. ISCED 8 programmes still
account for a small share of students, representing
1.8% of higher education enrollment worldwide in
2023 (i.e. close to 3.8 million students).

World regions show large variations compared to
the global trend. Across all regions but one, the
number of students at ISCED levels 6, 7 and 8 have
been growing over the last decade. The exception
being Central and Eastern Europe where enrollment
at ISCED levels 7 and 8 has been decreasing by 43%
and 9% respectively. The region also experienced
the lowest growth of enrolment at ISCED level 6 (6%
over the last decade). This resulted in a 12% decrease
of the total number of students enrolled in higher
education at all levels considered. Interestingly, the
gross enrolment ratio increased slightly over that
period. The reduction of the number of students is
thus essentially due to a reduction of the population
at the age of higher education enrolment, rather
than a potential loss of attractiveness in opting for
higher education studies.

Among the other world regions, the biggest
variations in enrollment over the last decade at ISCED
level 6 can be found in Central Asia (63% increase)

Figure 1.3: Weight of different ISCED levels in higher education enroliment in 2023
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and sub-Saharan Africa (61% increase).* The sub-
Saharan Africa region also experienced the highest
growth of enrollment at ISCED level 7 (59%) and the
second-highest growth at ISCED level 8 (125%). The
region that experienced the highest growth at ISCED
level 8 is South and West Asia, where the number of
students almost tripled in one decade (185%).

As a result, the distribution of higher education
students across the different ISCED levels varies
between regions. North America and Western
Europe, and Central and Eastern Europe have the
highest share of students enrolled at ISCED levels 7
and 8 compared to the other levels. North America
and Western Europe also comprises nearly a third of
all students enrolled at ISCED level 8 globally (31%)
closely followed by East Asia and the Pacific (28%).

Among the other world regions, a larger share of
students is enrolled at ISCED level 6. This proportion
is the highest in Latin America and the Caribbean

(93%). This region is also where the share of students
enrolled at ISCED level 8 is the lowest (0.9%).

Looking at the distribution of students by sex,
women represent the majority of students
worldwide at both ISCED level 6 (52% of enrollment)
and 7 (55%), but a minority at ISCED level 8 (47%)
(see Figure 1.4). These shares have evolved only
slightly over the last decade despite a small increase
at all levels.

In only two regions do women represent a minority
of student enrollment when all levels are considered:
South and West Asia (49%) and sub-Saharan Africa
(43%). In contrast, the share of female students

in higher education enrollment is the highest in
Latin America and the Caribbean (58%) and North
America and Western Europe (56%).

The data also shows that, while there are more
female than male students at ISCED level 6 and - to

Figure 1.4: Share of female students in total higher education enroliment, by ISCED levels, 2023
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4 The latest data on enrollment in higher education for sub-Saharan Africa is from 2021. The trend over the last decade is thus
calculated over the period 2011 to 2021. For the other regions, enrollment trends are analyzed over the 2013 to 2023 period.
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an even larger extent — ISCED level 7, their share in
student enrolment drops at ISCED level 8 across all
world regions except sub-Saharan Africa. Women
represented a minority of ISCED level 8 students in
all regions but two: Latin America and the Caribbean
(52%) and Central Asia (54%). They were also the
majority of ISCED level 8 students in Central and
Eastern Europe in 2020 and 2021, but this share has
dropped in 2022.

1.2 Global trends in higher education
completion

At the international level, trends in higher education
completion are often measured using the gross

graduation ratio for first-degree programmes

(ISCED levels 6 and 7). This indicator, like the gross
enrollment ratio, is a population-based indicator.

It should not be interpreted as a completion rate
among students who enter higher education. Rather,
it represents the number of graduates from these
programmes, expressed as a percentage of the
population at the typical age of graduation for a first
degree.

Globally, the gross graduation ratio from first degree
programmes in higher education has increased

over the last decade (Figure 1.5). The number of
graduates represented 22% of the population of
graduating age in 2013 and 27% in 2023. While this

Figure 1.5: Gross graduation ratio from 1st degree programmes (ISCED levels 6 and 7), both sexes and female

populations, 2013-2023*
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on aggregated data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics.

5 A higher gross enrollment ratio is thus likely to result in a higher gross graduation ratio, since a greater share of individuals entering
higher education increases the potential share of graduates in the population some years later.
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growth broadly parallels the increase in the gross
enrollment ratio, it was slightly slower.

The gross graduation ratio varies considerably across
world regions. In 2023, it was the highest in two
regions: Central and Eastern Europe (45%) and North
America and Western Europe (44%), followed by East
Asia and the Pacific (39%). In other world regions, the
gross graduation ratio was comparable to the world
average (between 23% and 31%) except for sub-
Saharan Africa where it was 4% in 2018 - the last year
with available data for that indicator in this region.

The evolution of this ratio also differed between
regions. It has increased over the last decade in all
world regions but two: Central and Eastern Europe
(from 46% to 45%), and South and West Asia (from
26% to 23%). This contrasts with the growth of the
gross enrollment ratio in these regions.

The increase of the gross graduation ratio was
particularly strong in East Asia and the Pacific -
going from 18% in 2013 to 39% in 2023 - and the
Arab States - rising from 19% to 27%. As for the
other regions, it grew by one percentage point in
sub-Saharan Africa (albeit over a shorter period),
three to four percentage points in Central Asia and
Latin America and the Caribbean, and six percentage
points in North America and Western Europe.

From a gender perspective, the female gross
graduation ratio measures the share of female
graduates as a percentage of the female population
at the typical graduation age. Globally, it exceeds
that of the total population and rose faster over the
last decade, from 23% in 2013 to 30% in 2023.

The ratio is significantly higher for the female
population than for the total population in East Asia
and the Pacific, North America, Eastern Europe, and
the Arab States, where the gap between female and
male graduates has widened.

In Central and Eastern Europe, the female ratio
remains above the total population’s but has
declined more sharply over the past decade. In all
other regions - except sub-Saharan Africa, where
data are insufficient to identify trends over time - it
also surpasses the male ratio.

1.3 Exploring student progression between
access and completion

Beyond access and completion, understanding how
students move through higher education is central
to assessing the effectiveness, equity and efficiency
of systems. Progression shapes whether expanded
participation in higher education ultimately
translates into successful graduation and meaningful
learning outcomes.

A large body of research highlights that students
can face different barriers at multiple stages of their
higher education journey. These include financial
constraints, insufficient academic preparation, weak
institutional support, or competing work and family
responsibilities (Lassibille, 2011; UNESCO GEM report,
2020; Bersoto et al., 2025). International evidence
points to the prevalence of delayed completion,
changes of programme and early departure from
higher education across a wide range of contexts
(IEG, 2017; OECD, 2019b; OECD, 2025; UNESCO GEM
Report, 2026).

At the global level in 2023, while higher education
students represented 37% of the population in age
of attending in higher education (typically 18-24
years, as per the gross enrolment ratio at ISCED

level 6 to 8), graduates from first degree higher
education programmes (ISCED 6 or 7) represented
only 27% of the total population in the theoretical
age of graduating from these programmes (gross
graduation ratio). Across regions, the magnitude of
this contrast can be even larger. In regions where the
average gross enrollment ratio at ISCED levels 6-8
was the highest, namely Central and Eastern Europe
(67%) and North America and Western Europe (65%),
the gross graduation ratio was substantively lower
(respectively 45% and 44%). This contrast was the
largest in Latin America and the Caribbean where
the gross enrollment ratio reached 53% in 2023
compared to 24% for the gross graduation ratio.

While these differences are striking, they are not
sufficient to identify trends in drop-out or delayed
study completion. Many other factors could lead
to such differences, notably higher education
expansion with higher share of the population

35




Higher education global trends report: Towards inclusive, equitable and quality higher education in an internationally mobile landscape

enrolling in higher education each year that
mechanically induces a higher gross enrollment

as compared to the gross graduation ratio that
concerns earlier student cohorts. Besides, these
indicators are not directly comparable as they refer
to different ISCED levels and age-group baselines.
Developing internationally comparable data that
follow students over time — capturing persistence,
interruption, transfer across programmes and time
to degree - remains critical to better understand
how higher education systems support students
from entry through to graduation. At the national
level, the development and consolidation of higher
education management information systems
capable of following learners over time will be key
to deepen understanding of progression patterns
across countries.

Barriers to student progression have important
implications for policy design. Expanding access
rarely automatically translates into equitable higher
education outcomes, and support mechanisms
throughout the higher education journey - such

as financial aid or academic mentoring - can

be necessary to grasp the full benefits of higher
education expansion. Without appropriate measures
to ensure study progression and completion, the
development of human capital through higher
education may not be fully realized.

Barriers to progression also raise concerns about the
cost-efficiency of higher education systems. Given
the substantial public and private resources devoted
to higher education, student drop-out and delayed
completion of higher education programmes might
imply that the expected personal and societal
returns on those investments are not fully realized.
This is however not always automatic as students

may decide to leave higher education for different
reasons, including changes in aspirations or early
job opportunities (OECD, 2025). Estimating the
magnitude of this potential loss would require
additional data, particularly on differences in
employment outcomes, earnings, civic engagement,
health and other long-term benefits between
graduates and students dropping out of higher
education.

Lastly, measures of enrollment, progression and
graduation capture only part of SDG target 4.3

and must be considered alongside the quality and
relevance of learning, as well as the extent to which
opportunities are inclusive. Understanding who
gains access to and progresses in higher education

- as well as the social, economic and learning
outcomes they achieve after graduation - is essential
to gaining a complete picture of progress toward
these global commitments.

In conclusion, participation and completion in
higher education have both increased globally over
the past decade, but not at the same pace and not
evenly across regions. Enrolment has expanded
significantly, reflecting strong policy attention

to access in many parts of the world. However,
completion remains a challenge, with slower growth
in graduation rates and wide variations between
regions and, most likely, levels. The differences
observed between enrollment and graduation are
consistent with the idea that barriers to student
progression persist, underlining the need for higher
education systems to support learners not only at
the point of entry, but throughout their academic
journey to graduation. This is critical to advancing
toward SDG target 4.3 and realizing the right to
higher education.

36



Higher education global trends report: Towards inclusive, equitable and quality higher education in an internationally mobile landscape

Part I: The changing face of higher education

2. Equity and inclusion

Main takeaways:

B Policies supporting participation, retention and completion are not always consistently
documented in national strategies. While data remain limited, available evidence suggests
that equity efforts tend to decline after initial access, leaving many students unsupported once
inside the system.

B While 84% of countries have access as an objective in their national plans, 79% include
inclusion, revealing a gap between general expansion and targeted equity measures. As few as
16% of countries have quota legislations and many use alternative tools (e.g. scholarships, free
tuition or mentorship) to address inequity.

B 62% of countries adopted legislation administering publicly funded scholarship programmes.
However, these often focus on merit rather than need and rarely address non-tuition costs,
which can disadvantage students from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

B Although 78% of countries with a national plan for higher education include graduate
employability objectives, few explicitly apply an equity lens. The lack of disaggregated data
by identity (gender, disability, geography, etc.) limits understanding of whether all students
benefit equally from post-graduation opportunities.

B Asia and the Pacific has the highest share of countries adopting general inclusion goals in their
national higher education plans, while countries in Latin America and the Caribbean show a
strong focus on gender and quotas.

B Students with disabilities, Indigenous communities and LGBTQ+ learners remain
underrepresented in education policy frameworks. While absence of evidence is not evidence
of absence, it may also signal a broader blind spot for these groups in national planning and
reporting.
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Chapter 2. Equity and inclusion

Higher education holds the potential to transform
lives and catalyze sustainable national and

global development. Yet it remains deeply

rooted in structural inequalities that limit access,
participation, retention, completion and success for
many. Who gets in, who stays and who ultimately
benefits are questions too often answered

by inherited advantage (Amaral, 2022). While
definitions of equity and who deserves support vary
across countries and regions, this chapter adopts
UNESCO IESALC's framing of equity-deserving
groups as “groups of people who have been
disproportionately impacted by higher-education
policies and structures that discriminate against
them in visible and less visible forms, with lasting
consequences in their academic, personal and
professional lives” (UNESCO IESALC, 2022).

In response to persistent inequalities, many
higher education systems have adopted equity
and inclusion strategies aimed at making higher
education more accessible and supportive
throughout the student journey. The journey
through higher education does not end at
graduation; it extends into the labour market

and broader society. True equity requires not just
equal access to education, but equal access to

the opportunities that education should provide.
Yet data on the policy attention given to post-
graduation equity remains limited, creating a
blind spot in our understanding of whether higher
education truly serves as an engine of social mobility
or merely reproduces existing inequalities.

This chapter draws primarily on data from the
UNESCO Higher Education Policy Observatory to
examine how equity and inclusion are reflected in
national higher education policy commitments and
legislations around the world. The chapter begins
with an analysis of common policy mechanisms
aimed at expanding access, such as quotas, targeted
scholarships and mentorship programmes. Moving
beyond access, the chapter broadens its focus to
inclusive participation, student retention and post-
graduate outcomes. Particular attention is paid to

regional disparities, intersecting forms of exclusion
and policy silences.

2.1 Objectives for inclusion as the first step

Adopting explicit policy goals for inclusion is widely
regarded as the first step towards achieving equity
in higher education. While expanding access is
essential, it does not automatically translate into
meaningful participation, retention or student
success. According to the Higher Education Policy
Observatory, 79% of countries that adopted

a national plan for higher education included
objectives to increase inclusion in the sector. Yet,
these general efforts often fall short, particularly
when long-standing structural inequalities continue
to exclude many from entering and thriving within
higher education systems.

This section examines how countries attempt

to increase inclusion in higher education by
implementing targeted policy tools designed to
support equity-deserving groups. These include,

in particular, quotas and affirmative action,
scholarships, mentorship programmes and targeted
outreach. Tuition-free higher education and other
financial support schemes are addressed in Chapter
5 on the financing of higher education. Taken
together, these strategies aim to ensure that higher
education access better reflect the full diversity of
society, cutting across the multitudes of identities,
geographies and lived experiences.

National quota legislation

Many countries aim to foster inclusion through
targeted policy mechanisms supporting equity-
deserving groups. Quotas, as a form of affirmative
action, can represent a strong legal commitment
to inclusion and serve as tools to increase
representation for specific equity-deserving
groups (Wang 2023; UNESCO-IESALC, 2024c). Yet
only 16% of countries represented in the Higher
Education Policy Observatory have enforceable
quota legislation. To put this in perspective, this
represents approximately 23 countries globally -
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a relatively small number given the widespread
recognition of equity challenges. In absolute
numbers, Latin America and the Caribbean has the
highest prevalence of national access quotas, with
five countries in the region having these in place,
followed by Central Asia and Central and Eastern
Europe, where four countries have these in place.
This can be partly explained by the significant
disconnect observed between those who design and
those who implement equity and inclusion policies
(UNESCO-IESALC, 2025).

Despite being politically sensitive, quotas represent
a rights-based approach to inclusion. Quota systems
allocate a fixed number of spots in higher education
to underrepresented populations. Quota policies
can target a range of marginalized groups, for
example persons with disabilities who represent

an estimated 16% of the world population and
therefore constitute a large minority group (WHO,
2022). Yet only 8% of countries refer to students
with disabilities in quota-related legislation. Other
commonly referenced populations include low-
income students, rural or geographically isolated
learners, women, racial and ethnic minorities,
orphans and refugees (UNESCO-IESALC, 2024a).

Some countries, such as Brazil and India, have long-
standing quota systems aimed at dismantling racial
or caste-based inclusion in higher education (Zeidan
et al., 2023). However, even these established
frameworks face significant threats. In India, legal
and political efforts have increasingly challenged the
country’s reservation policies (Garg and Upadhyay,
2024). Similarly, in the United States, the Supreme
Court recently struck down race-based affirmative
action policies in college admissions (Students for
Fair Admissions v. President and Fellows of Harvard
College, 2023). Middle-income countries are more
likely to implement national quota policies than low-
and high-income countries (UNESCO-IESALC, 2024a).
This may be because middle-income countries,
having expanded enrollment, are now shifting focus
to inclusion.

Quotas explicitly highlight some inequities that
are crucial to address to afford equity to those
who need it and address long-standing exclusion.

Without such measures in place, broadening access
without targets or objectives may instead reinforce
advantages.

Targeted scholarship programmes

Financial barriers play a significant role in shaping
decisions to pursue and complete higher education,
particularly for students from low-income families
who are less likely to have the resources to invest in
higher education (Fitzgerald et. al, 2024).

Globally, 62% of countries documented in the
Higher Education Policy Observatory were identified
as having established a national publicly funded
scholarship programme (UNESCO IESALC, 2022).
Yet financial support programmes often remain
narrowly conceived and fail to account for the
broader realities faced by marginalized students.
Scholarship programmes, primarily focus on
covering tuition fees and rarely address non-tuition
costs, such as housing, transportation, food and
childcare - expenses that often determine whether
a student can remain enrolled in higher education
(UNESCO GEM report, 2020). As a result, attending
university can still represent an opportunity cost
burden, particularly for students who must choose
between education and income-generating
activities to support themselves or their families.

A critical limitation of current scholarship systems is
their predominant focus on merit rather than need.
Most national scholarship programmes are merit-
based, with academic achievement as the primary
eligibility criterion. Even need-based scholarships
often require students to meet academic standards,
making academic performance a key factor in

most national scholarship awards (Firoozi, 2022;

Hu et al., 2024). This can disadvantage students
from lower socio-economic backgrounds, whose
access to quality pre-university education may be
more limited (Salmi and D'Addio, 2021). Moreover,
there are equity gaps within the design of these
programmes. For example, only 30% of countries
include students with disabilities as eligible
recipients of scholarship support (UNESCO IESALC,
2022), further reinforcing exclusion for one of the
most vulnerable and underserved populations.
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Mentoring, outreach and recruitment initiatives

In addition to quotas and scholarships, outreach

and mentorship initiatives can be key to promoting
the inclusion of equity-deserving groups in higher
education. Some countries include academic
preparation programmes or bridging programmes,
targeted recruitment campaigns for equity-deserving
groups and peer mentorship as part of their national
strategies. These initiatives can be useful, not only

to attract students from marginalized backgrounds
and identities, but also to support their transition and
sense of belonging within academic environments.
Yet, there is a lack of internationally comparable data
about these policies.

2.2 Participation, retention and completion

Entering higher education is only the beginning

of the journey. The true measure of an equitable
system lies not in who enters, but in who thrives,
persists and ultimately succeeds. At the international
level, there is a lack of comparative data on dropout
prevention and academic success strategies. This
makes it difficult to assess how policies support
those most likely to face barriers after admission.
Still, available evidence suggests that even when
access is granted, students from underrepresented
groups tend to have lower completion rates
(UNESCO GEM report, 2020).

Participation: Gender equity

Gender equity remains a frequently adopted inclusion
goal in the higher education plans of countries

that address equity beyond access. According to
Observatory data, 43% of countries aim to support
gender equity in higher education in their national
plans. There are notable regional differences in how
gender inequalities are addressed. For example,
some Latin American and South Asian countries
have implemented long-standing gender quotas in
university admissions and public employment, while
others - particularly in parts of Europe - focus more
on creating enabling environments and encouraging
participation through awareness campaigns. These
variations reflect both cultural attitudes and legal
frameworks related to gender equality.

Importantly, gender equity must be approached with
a critical lens. Efforts to improve the representation
of women in high-impact, male-dominated fields
such as STEM must be matched by strategies that
also support men’s participation in areas where they
are underrepresented, such as the social sciences,
education and healthcare. If the goal of higher
education is not solely economic development but
also social transformation and knowledge building,
then all fields must be valued and made inclusive.

Retention and completion gaps

Some countries have introduced specific policies
aimed at closing participation and completion
gaps. In the Philippines, state universities have
implemented bridging programmes that offer
academic preparation and financial support to low-
income students (Dela Cruz and Santos, 2020). In
Canada, institutions, such as the University of British
Columbia, offer Indigenous student pathways that
include academic mentorship and cultural support
(University of British Columbia, n.d.). Similarly, Chile
has developed comprehensive retention strategies
that combine psychosocial and academic support
for first-generation students (von Hippel and
Hofflinger, 2020).

These country-level examples show that tailored
interventions can help level the playing field once
students enter higher education. Other countries are
using financial mechanisms to improve participation,
such as selective fee exemptions. For example,
Canadian provinces New Brunswick and Ontario, as
well as Chile, Italy, Japan, and South Africa, direct
tuition waivers toward the poorest students (Usher
and Burroughs, 2018). These policies are further
discussed in Chapter 5 on the financing of higher
education. These financial strategies, while helpful,
must often be paired with wraparound supports to
ensure success throughout the academic journey

by addressing all types of structural barriers (e.g.
poverty, poor academic preparation, lack of a
support system, etc.).

Refugees - a vulnerable blind spot

Refugees remain one of the most underserved
groups in higher education, with less than 9%
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accessing tertiary education globally (UNHCR,
2025). Despite international commitments, such

as the Global Compact on Refugees and the SDGs,
national policies often fall short of meaningfully
addressing the educational rights of displaced
populations. Barriers to access for refugee students
go far beyond physical displacement. These include
the lack of legal status or residency, challenges in
recognizing prior academic qualifications, language
obstacles, psychosocial trauma, financial precarity
and unfamiliarity with host country admissions
processes. Even in countries that commit to refugee
inclusion, national policy frameworks tend to lack
enforceable measures or specific targets.

Little evidence is currently available on whether
national higher education policies explicitly target
refugees, let alone detail actionable strategies

to support them. UNESCO'’s system of global

and regional conventions on the recognition of
qualifications concerning higher education offers
an appropriate framework for more inclusive
recognition of refugees’ qualifications. The
recognition of qualifications for refugees and

displaced persons is further discussed in Chapter 10.

2.3 Graduate outcomes and employability

True equity requires not just equal access to higher
education, but equal access to the opportunities
that it provides. This principle is not only for
students to access and complete their studies, but
to leave higher education equipped to live full lives
including economic, civic and personal fulfillment.
While 78% of countries in the Observatory have
adopted objectives in national plans to improve
graduate employability or transitions into the
workforce, very little is known about the extent to
which equity-deserving groups are designated as
specific beneficiaries. The lack of disaggregated
data in national policies, plans and statistics by
ethnicity, gender, class, disability or geographic
region makes it difficult to assess whether higher
education truly delivers equitable post-graduation
outcomes.

Gender gaps in graduate outcomes

Although gender equity is a commonly mentioned
axis of inclusion across national policies, it remains
inconsistently translated into post-graduation
opportunities. For example, less than 1 in every 5
countries explicitly address women'’s participation
in STEM fields, according to the Higher Education
Policy Observatory data. This is despite persistent
gender disparities in workforce participation and
pay, especially in high-growth and high-income
STEM sectors. According to UIS data, women remain
underrepresented in STEM, accounting for just 31%
of the global R&D workforce in 2022. This is a clear
economic imbalance and one that continues even
for those who have successfully navigated structural
barriers to access and completion.

Bridging gender gaps in education alone is
insufficient. Without targeted policies that ensure
women’s inclusion in high-opportunity labour
markets, gender equity in higher education

remains a hollow promise. This is where SDG 4
(quality education) intersects with SDG 5 (gender
equality) and SDG 8 (decent work and economic
growth), positioning graduate outcomes as a critical
dimension of education as a human right.

Intersectionality and employability

Beyond gender, few national higher education
policies attend to the compound effects of multiple
marginalization factors on post-graduation
trajectories. At the international level, little is
known about the intersectional disaggregation

of employability outcomes (e.g. whether students
who are rural, disabled, or LGBTQ+ may face
compounded disadvantages in the labour market).
While individual countries may collect such data, it
is not systematically integrated into international
monitoring efforts.

Policies failing to name and track the most
marginalized communities risk reinforcing dominant
group success while obscuring gaps. In this vacuum,
the structural inequities of education systems may
simply be replicated in employment, leadership and
broader social participation.
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2.4 Limitations and regional inequalities

While internationally comparable data on equity
and inclusion in higher education is still limited,
the HEPO makes visible some gaps and blind spots,
offering a snapshot of which groups are routinely
overlooked in national frameworks. Some of these
patterns are clear and concerning. For example:

Students with disabilities: Despite progress

made through the adoption of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and the United Nations
International Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities, there is still a significant lack of
international data on the representation of persons
with disabilities in higher education. Yet evidence
from the HEPO shows that while 63% of countries
documented on the platform administer national
scholarship programmes, only 30% target students
with disabilities through these programmes.

Indigenous students: Historically excluded from
higher education, Indigenous students are not
frequently mentioned in policies to foster inclusion.
According to the data from the HEPO, a small
minority of countries (less than 9%) specifically
target this population as part of their national
scholarship programmes — most notably in Latin
America.

Students from other minority groups: While some
national policies may exist, there is a significant lack
of internationally comparable data on inclusion of
students from different minority groups (e.g. LGBTQ+
students, students with intersecting disadvantages,

etc.). This makes it difficult to assess their level of
inclusion in higher education and whether national
policies are responsive to their needs. While the
absence of evidence is not evidence of absence,
the lack of visibility itself can be a form of inequity,
reinforcing systems of exclusion in both policy and
practice.

Regional disparities in equity policy commitments
also reveal how unevenly inclusion is prioritized
across higher education systems. The Arab States
report the lowest levels of adoption of inclusion-
related objectives in national plans and related
policies, with only one country having established
a quota policy and three countries offering
national scholarships to marginalized groups,

such as low-income students, women or students
with disabilities. In sub-Saharan Africa, policies
targeting students with disabilities remain limited.
Countries from Latin America and the Caribbean
stand out for their strong focus on gender equality
and quota policies. Asia and the Pacific leads in the
number of countries with enforceable quota laws
and the presence of general inclusion objectives in
higher education plans. Europe and North America
show high levels of inclusion reporting overall,

but this is not always accompanied by identity-
specific measures, such as scholarships or quotas.
These variations demonstrate that while equity is
increasingly acknowledged in global discourse, its
operationalization in policy continues to be uneven
and shaped by national and regional priorities,
capacities and political will.
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Part I: The changing face of higher education

3. Governance and legislative frameworks

Main takeaways:

B Centralized governance remains dominant globally, with approximately 88% of countries
placing higher education under direct national control.

B 50% of countries manage higher education at the ministerial level or equivalent, sometimes
linking it with science and technology that in turn links to economic growth. Another 41% place
higher education at the vice-ministerial or equivalent level, while only 6% manage it at lower
levels.

B As enrollment rates increase, the proportion of countries placing higher education at the
ministerial level decreases significantly.

B 92% of countries have adopted higher education laws or acts that establish the legal
foundations for higher education, outlining the rights and obligations of higher education
institutions and other stakeholders. These laws vary in form - some are dedicated to the higher
education sector while others are embedded in broader education laws covering all levels.

B 67% of countries around the world recognize institutional autonomy by law, but legal
recognition does not always translate into practice.

B Over 90% of countries have enacted specific legislation permitting private higher education
providers. In many cases, however, regulations and licensing requirements for private providers
have become more stringent.

B Private providers account for a third of global enroliment - a share that has remained stable
in recent years. In countries such as Brazil, Chile, Japan and the Republic of Korea, the vast
majority of students attend private higher education institutions.
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Chapter 3. Governance and legislative frameworks

The governance of higher education is broadly
understood to include the relationships between
institutions and the state; the development

of system-level policies and the influence of
external stakeholders; and responsibility and
accountability as well as institutional decision-
making arrangements and structures. It involves
both multiple levels of power, agents and actors
and is marked by a necessary balance between the
fundamental principle of institutional autonomy
and governmental oversight. Good governance,
clear institutional mandates and robust legislative
frameworks are critical to ensure accountability,
transparency, quality and equity in light of the
expansion of higher education systems, the
diversification of provision, the adoption of new
delivery modes, and increasing enrollment and
internationalization (Shin, 2022; Mwiria 2022; Hénard
and Mitterle, 2008).

In the majority of countries tracked by the

HEPO, decision-making authority for higher
education systems lies primarily with the central
government, as opposed to sub-national authorities.
As a result, most countries have adopted national
legislation to regulate higher education, with
provisions varying in content. This chapter
examines the models of governance and legislative
frameworks of higher education, delving into

the different levels of authority assigned within
government structures as well as how institutional
autonomy and the right of private providers to
operate are reflected.

3.1 Models of higher education governance

The HEPO provides several indicators related to the
models of higher education governance. The first
one relates to the jurisdictional level at which higher
education systems are governed, distinguishing
between countries where higher education is
overseen at the national level from those

where oversight lies in the hands of, or is shared
with, subnational authorities (e.g. states, provinces or
regions).

Eighty-eight percent (88%) of cases fall within the
first category, with centralized national oversight.
This model is universal across the Arab States,
Central Asia and East Asia and the Pacific, and nearly
absolute in sub-Saharan Africa and in Central and
Eastern Europe. Shared decision-making models, in
which governance responsibilities are distributed
between the national government and subnational
entities, are more common in South and West Asia
(35%), Latin America and the Caribbean (23%)

and Western Europe and North America (20%). In

a few countries, mainly federal, such as Belgium,
Canada and the United Kingdom, higher education
governance is primarily a sub-national responsibility.

In addition, the HEPO provides a second indicator
related to the level of governmental administration
bestowed with direct responsibility to govern higher
education. It distinguishes between three levels of
authority — the ministerial level or equivalent, which
is the case in 50% of countries; the vice-ministerial
level or equivalent, prevalent in 41% of countries;
and lower administrative levels, found in only 6%

of countries. The ministerial level is the dominant
model in the Arab States and sub-Saharan Africa,
whereas the vice-ministerial level is more common
in other regions, particularly South and West Asia,
Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia (Figure
3.1). Interestingly, the prevalence of ministerial-
level governance of higher education is only slightly
higher in low- and lower-middle-income countries,
highlighting that centralization may be influenced
less by economic status and more by policy priorities
and governance culture.

While this indicator does not provide information
on the extent of governmental oversight over
higher education, several trends can be observed.
Countries that place higher education at the
ministerial level may aim to centralize regulation
and oversight, while those emphasizing institutional
autonomy may delegate authority to lower levels

to limit government intervention. At the regional
level, a correlation in this regard can particularly

be observed in the Arab States and sub-Saharan
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Figure 3.1: Highest national government unit with direct responsibility over higher education, 2024-2025
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the UNESCO Higher Education Policy Observatory.

Africa, which have the highest rates of centralization
but also the lowest rates of enshrining institutional
autonomy in their legislation (Figure 3.3). This
indicator also signals that as enrollment rates
increase, the proportion of countries placing

higher education at the ministerial level decreases
significantly. This may imply that countries with
lower enrollment rates may be more prone to
elevate higher education to the ministerial level as
strengthening or expanding the sector may be a key
policy goal.

Locating higher education below the first level

of government administration may also result
from practical or financial considerations, such as
limited financial resources or a desire to integrate
higher education with other educational levels

to streamline communication and ensure system
alignment. In some countries, higher education is
grouped with science, innovation or technology
portfolios, within dedicated ministries, such as
Portugal’s Ministry of Science, Technology and
Higher Education, Ecuador’s Secretariat of Higher
Education, Science, Technology and Innovation, or
South Africa’s Ministry of Higher Education, Science
and Innovation.

3.2. Legislative frameworks related to higher
education

Nearly all countries have adopted legislation to
regulate higher education (Figure 3.2). Aimost

half (45%) have a national law dedicated to higher
education and one-third (32%) regulate higher
education through both a dedicated national law
and a section of the broader national education law.
A minority of countries (12%) only have a section
on higher education in their general education law,
while no legislation on higher education could be
identified in 8% of cases.

These laws were adopted at different points in
history. In 20% of the countries, legislation is more
than 25 years old. The age of a law is not necessarily a
sign of obsolescence - it can also reflect the maturity
and stability of a country’s higher education system.
However, the timing and frequency of amendments
are critical to ensuring that these laws remain
relevant to contemporary needs and challenges.

Institutional autonomy

Institutional autonomy and academic freedom are
fundamental principles in the governance of higher
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Figure 3.2: Types of legislation adopted at the national level to regulate higher education, 2024-2025
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Figure 3.3: Share of countries recognizing institutional autonomy in their legislation, 2024-2025
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education. The 1997 UNESCO Recommendation education regarding their academic work, standards,
concerning the Status of Higher Education Teaching management and related activities consistent
Personnel defines institutional autonomy as with systems of public accountability, especially
“that degree of self-governance necessary for in respect of funding provided by the state, and
effective decision making by institutions of higher respect for academic freedom and human rights.”’
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At the same time, it recognizes that the nature of
institutional autonomy may differ according to the
type of establishment involved (UNESCO, 1997).

While not legally binding, the Recommendation
places Member States under an obligation to protect
higher education institutions from threats to their
autonomy coming from any source (UNESCO,

1997). This is echoed by the Global Convention

on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning
Higher Education, where one of the objectives

is to respect, uphold and protect the autonomy

and diversity of higher education institutions and
systems. While autonomy is essential for the free
exercise of teaching staff’s professional expertise
and the free pursuit of knowledge, it exists alongside
a responsibility to uphold the public purposes of
educational institutions, including the efficient and
effective use of public resources (Mwiria, 2022).

At the global level, 67% of states guarantee
institutional autonomy by law, with large disparities
between regions (Figure 3.3). South and West Asia,
sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia and the Pacific and the
Arab States far below the world average. This may
point to slower adoption of autonomy reforms or

a preference for stronger state oversight in higher
education governance. Moreover, the Observatory
data shows a slight correlation between a country’s
income level and its likelihood to enshrine
institutional autonomy in legislation.

However, this indicator from the HEPO is based on
national legislation only, and legal recognition alone
does not ensure institutional autonomy in practice.
Moreover, a 2021 report from the Joint ILO-UNESCO
Committee of Experts on the Application of the
Recommendations concerning Teaching Personnel
(CEART) concluded that there is no prescribed way of
implementing institutional autonomy and academic
freedom and that it is not mandatory to specifically
enshrine these in the legal framework, as long as no
legislative provision restricts them (CEART, 2021).

Similar trends are observed on academic freedom,
which has been under mounting threat, as discussed
in Chapter 7 on Higher Education Teaching
Personnel. The 2024 report of the United Nations

Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education
underscored that institutional autonomy should

be considered as being instrumental to academic
freedom. It pointed out that in many countries,
different tiers of educational institutions enjoy
varying degrees of autonomy and self-governance
and that many violations have been reported (United
Nations Human Rights Council, 2024).

Private providers

Many countries around the world introduced private
higher education often in the late 20™" century or
early 21° century. Expansion in Latin America had
begun in the 1960s, and the private sector was
dominant in several key East Asian nations (Levy,
2013). In the last quarter of the 20th century, private
higher education became the fastest-growing
segment of higher education worldwide, expanding
rapidly in almost all parts of the world, despite public
higher education exponentially growing in absolute
terms (Usher, 2025). Few countries today, such as
Cuba, Eritrea and Turkmenistan, have no private
higher education provision (Gaceta Oficial de la
Republica de Cuba, 2021; GEM report, n.d.b).

Globally, 91% of countries tracked by the HEPO have
adopted legislative provisions that allow private
higher education providers to operate in the system.
Countries form a continuum from those where the
government supervises and centrally coordinates
providers, assigning them variable roles, to those
allowing competition, choice and autonomy for
non-state providers, as in Chile, Colombia, Japan,
Malaysia, the Philippines and the Republic of Korea
(Ferreyra et al., 2017; Welch, 2021).

Globally, a third of higher education students (ISCED
5 - 8) are enrolled in private institutions, defined

by the UIS as those controlled and managed by a
non-governmental organization of whose governing
board consists mostly of members not selected by a
public agency. This proportion has remained stable
in recent years. More than one-quarter of countries
that reported data to the UIS in 2023 had over 50%
of their students enrolled in private institutions.

At the regional level, the trend is particularly
pronounced in Latin America and the Caribbean,

47




Higher education global trends report: Towards inclusive, equitable and quality higher education in an internationally mobile landscape

where nearly half of all students are enrolled in
private institutions, with countries like Chile (83.73%)
and Brazil (77.25%) reporting particularly high

rates. In Asia and the Pacific, more than a third of all
students attend private institutions, especially in the
Republic of Korea (79.71%) and Japan (79.13%).

Most countries have regulatory frameworks for

the establishment, operation and closure of non-
state tertiary education institutions, aimed at
ensuring minimum quality standards. The regulatory
frameworks are diverse, reflecting government views
of the sector and of private providers. However, in
some countries, the explosive growth in non-state
provision has posed a regulatory challenge when
resources and capacities to accredit and monitor
such institutions are lacking. Equity-promoting

regulations are also not common and usually exist
only for providers that receive public funding
(UNESCO GEM report, 2021/2022).

In many cases, regulations and licensing
requirements for private providers have become
tougher (Usher, 2025). Private providers are
sometimes placed under strict regulations, which
often favour public institutions. In Argentina, for
example, non-state universities need approval from
the accreditation agency before being established
and the authorization is probationary for up to six
years, while Azerbaijan's government controls the
types of programmes non-state institutions can offer
and even the number of students they can enroll
(Altbach et al., 2021; Salmi, 2017).
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Part I: The changing face of higher education

4, External quality assurance

Main takeaways:

B 88% of countries mandate the establishment of one or more national quality assurance
agencies by law. Countries with a large and diverse number of providers or high levels of
private enrolment tend to have multiple agencies, while those with moderate enrolment or a
predominantly public education sector typically rely on a single agency.

m Although 73% of countries guarantee agencies’ institutional autonomy by law, in practice,
many agencies operate with limited autonomy. Autonomy can span several dimensions,
including operational, financial and decision-making independence, and implementation
varies widely.

B For quality assurance agencies to function effectively, autonomy must be accompanied by
adequate financial and human resources as well as strong accountability mechanisms to avoid
inconsistent or biased assessments.

B While national quality assurance models can vary, agencies around the world generally look
to international or regional frameworks to ensure the comparability of programmes and
qualifications across countries, while striving to maintain sensitivity to local contexts.

B Broad regional trends on quality assurance can be observed, such as the focus on
internationalization and the development of regional networks in Latin America and the
Caribbean, regional harmonization, technology and qualification frameworks in Asia and the
Pacific, or capacity development and stakeholder engagement in the Arab States.

B In sub-Saharan Africa, the quality assurance movement has been slower than in other regions.
Many systems face resource and infrastructural constraints, but regional collaboration is
showing promise, particularly in capacity development and standardizing evaluation criteria.

B Quality assurance is the key factor that determines the value of the recognition of qualifications
in both domestic and cross-border contexts. It is a key principle of all UNESCO conventions on
the recognition of qualifications concerning higher education.
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Chapter 4. External quality assurance

Quality assurance is essential to building trust

in higher education and enhancing the quality

of systems, institutions and programmes. Since

the turn of the century, rising enrolment and
mobility, the massification and diversification of
provision, and ongoing digital transformation have
significantly increased the demand for quality
assurance. These developments have amplified the
role of quality assurance in upholding academic
standards, fostering a culture of accountability and
safeguarding the interests of students and society.
Quality assurance is also ultimately the key factor
that determines the recognition of qualifications in
both domestic and cross-border contexts.

While the primary responsibility for ensuring quality
lies with higher education institutions, quality
assurance agencies play a vital role in fostering

a culture of quality by establishing standards

and criteria, assessing academic programmes

and reviewing institutional quality assurance
mechanisms. These come in various forms — from
national regulators to private quality assurance
bodies and professional accreditors affiliated with
professional associations.

The number of countries that mandate the
establishment of quality assurance agencies by
law rose from around 40% in the early 2010s
(Kinser and Lane, 2017) to 88% today, based

on Observatory data. At the same time, global
and regional networks and standards have
expanded to promote trust, comparability and
the improvement of higher education across
borders. This chapter focuses on external quality
assurance, namely trends related to regulatory
frameworks; institutional arrangements including
quality assurance agencies; global and regional
quality assurance frameworks and dynamics; and
the role of quality assurance in the recognition of
qualifications process.

4.1 The establishment of quality assurance
agencies

Among the 146 countries included in the
Observatory, 128 or 88% mandate the
establishment of one of more quality assurance
agencies by law (Figure 4.1). Such agencies may
be commissioned by governments to ensure the
accountability of education providers or promote
the enhancement of teaching and learning, or a
combination of both (OECD, 2025a).

Legislation increasingly assigns quality assurance
(QA) responsibilities to multiple agencies. This
approach is especially common in countries with a
large and diverse number of providers or high levels
of private enrolment, where multiple agencies often
share responsibility for quality assurance, dividing
tasks either by function or institutional sector. This
structure allows for both flexibility and specialization
within the QA system while maintaining national
consistency. In contrast, smaller countries with
moderate enrolment or larger countries with a
predominantly public education sector typically
rely on a single national agency to oversee quality
assurance. (UNESCO GEM report, 2018).

Notably, the number and type of quality assurance
agencies are shaped by the strategic priorities of
each country. National quality assurance regulators
are primarily concerned with ensuring compliance,
exercising control and upholding accountability. By
comparison, professional accreditors — including
cross-border quality assurance bodies - are often
engaged when there is a need to demonstrate

the quality of provision or to show alignment with
international standards and the comparability of
educational offerings (Karakhanyan, 2025).

Three countries in the Observatory - Belgium,
Canada and the United Kingdom - regulate quality
assurance at the sub-national level. In Canada,

for example, education is under the exclusive
jurisdiction of the country’s ten provinces and
three territories. As such, each province or territory
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Figure 4.1: Regional distribution of countries mandating the establishment of one or more quality assurance
agencies by law, 2024-2025
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determines its own policies, where some manage
quality assurance within government itself; some
utilize external or arm’s-length agencies; and some
use a combination of oversight bodies based on
the specific type of provider (Canadian Information
Centre for International Credentials, n.d.).

In 10% of countries, no legislation on the
establishment of a quality assurance agency could
be found. This is more pronounced in sub-Saharan
Africa and the Arab States, where 19% and 16%

of countries tracked by the Observatory lack such
legislation. Low-income countries with expanding
tertiary education systems often struggle to
establish quality assurance agencies due to capacity
and resource constraints. Instead, higher education
institutions often carry out quality control at the
institution level (UNESCO GEM report, 2018).

The mere adoption of legislation, however, does
not always equate to the immediate establishment
of quality assurance agencies. In some instances,
although the creation of a quality assurance agency
is mandated by law, its actual implementation

has been delayed due to capacity and resource
constraints, administrative hurdles, changes in
government or shifting policy priorities. In Uruguay,
for example, the quality assurance agency was
officially established in 2024, five years after

the relevant legislation was passed (Centro de
Informacion Oficial - Uruguay, 2019).

In 86% of countries with a quality assurance
agency, legislation requires quality assurance
agencies to develop standards to evaluate higher
education institutions or programmes, highlighting
the broad legal support for their evaluative
functions. Furthermore, in nearly all cases, national
quality assurance agencies are listed as public
organizations.

In many cases — particularly in developing systems
- although the law mandates external quality
assurance, only a small percentage of higher
education institutions and programmes are covered
due to limited operational capacity. As a result,
many institutions and programmes operate outside
the established legal framework, even though they
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issue qualifications that are formally recognized
within the country (Karakhanyan, 2025).

4.2 The autonomy of quality assurance
agencies

The autonomy of quality assurance agencies in
higher education is essential to ensure objective
and credible evaluations of institutions and
programmes, free from undue political or
institutional influence. Among the 128 countries
that legally mandate the establishment of a quality
assurance agency, 73% also enshrine the autonomy
of these agencies in law (Figure 4.2).

All countries in Central and Eastern Europe, and
Western Europe and North America guarantee
autonomy to quality assurance agencies in their
legislation. High levels of autonomy are also
observed in Latin America and the Caribbean
(80%), East Asia and the Pacific (69%) and the Arab
States (69%). In absolute numbers, the largest
share of countries whose legislation mandates the
establishment of quality assurance agencies but
does not guarantee their autonomy is found in
Central Asia and South and West Asia.

Legal autonomy alone, however, is just a starting
point and many agencies suffer from the lack

of autonomy in practice. The legislation needs

to translate into actual autonomy in operation,
absent from political interference in the quality
assurance process. Furthermore, for quality
assurance agencies to function effectively,
autonomy must be accompanied by adequate
financial and human resources as well as strong
accountability mechanisms to avoid inconsistent
or biased assessments. This includes establishing
clear mandates, transparent procedures and
mechanisms for stakeholder oversight. Without
such safeguards, the absence of centralized control
can result in inconsistent or biased evaluations,
inefficiencies or even misconduct (Salmi, 2025;
Ricaute et al., 2024).

4.3 Global and regional trends on quality
assurance

While external quality assurance models are
developed within national systems and can
vary, quality assurance agencies often follow
international or regional frameworks to ensure
comparability of programmes and qualifications

Figure 4.2: Regional distribution of countries enshrining the autonomy of quality assurance agencies in their

legislation, 2024-2025
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across countries, while striving to maintain
sensitivity to local contexts (Jung, 2022).

It is estimated that by 2020, 75% of quality assurance
agencies were members of regional or international
quality assurance networks (Karakhanyan &
Stensaker, 2020; UNESCO, 2022a). The International
Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher
Education (INQAAHE) is the largest one, with over
300 members and a series of networks that operate
in all regions.

In the European Higher Education Area (EHEA),
which brings together 48 countries, the evolution
of quality assurance in higher education has been
driven by the Bologna Process and the European
Network of Quality Assurance in Higher Education
(ENQA). The Standards and Guidelines for Quality
Assurance in the EHEA set out principles and
accepted practices, regardless of place or of delivery,
while catering to national contexts (ENQA). The
European Quality Assurance Register (EQAR) has
also played a key role for the region, encouraging
agencies to meet common standards and gain
recognition within the broader system. However,
some countries — particularly in the Balkans and
former Soviet Union — grapple with resource
constraints and implementation challenges, and
many agencies have not yet been accepted as full
ENQA members (Pedrd, 2025; Salmi, 2023).

In Latin American and the Caribbean, quality
assurance frameworks increasingly focus on
internationalization and the development of regional
networks (Pedré, 2025). The Ibero-American Network
for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (RIACES)

is the largest of these in Latin America. The region
demonstrates a strong emphasis on stakeholder
engagement, evaluation and the adaptation of
quality assurance processes to local contexts while
maintaining international compatibility (Pedro,
2025). All countries in the region except Bolivia had
established a quality assurance agency at the time
this report was drafted.

Asia and the Pacific show a diversity of approaches,
with an increasing focus on regional harmonization
and qualification frameworks, and a rapid expansion

of professional accreditors (Pedré, 2025; Zvezdova

& Zhang, 2024). Technological integration is a
prominent component, with agencies embracing
digital tools to enhance the efficiency and
accessibility of quality assurance processes. A 2023
survey of 22 quality assurance agencies in the region
revealed an increasing focus of quality assurance
processes related to distance learning in particular as
well as cross-border or transnational education (Hou
et. al, 2024).

In the Arab States, where the first decade of the
new century saw the creation of quality assurance
systems in several countries, particular attention
is given to capacity development and stakeholder
engagement in quality assurance processes.
Cross-border quality assurance accreditors are
also popular in the region, with some countries
setting key performance indicators for their
higher education institutions on the number

of international accreditations acquired. The

Arab Network for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (ANQAHE), established in 2007, has
promoted harmonized standards and cross-country
cooperation (Pedré, 2025; Salmi, 2023).

In sub-Saharan Africa, the quality assurance
movement has been slower. Most agencies in the
region were created in the last 25 years, mainly in
response to the documented decline in the quality
of higher education in Africa during the 1980s

and the resulting proliferation of private higher
education (Materu, 2007). UNESCO estimates that by
2024, close to 40 countries had established or were
advanced in the process of establishing a quality
assurance agency.

African quality assurance systems are characterized
by growing regional collaboration and clustering.
The African and Malagasy Council for Higher
Education (CAMES) regulates quality in 19 French-
speaking countries in West and Central Africa,

in addition to the Réseau Africain Francophone
des Agences Nationales d’Assurance Qualité
(RAFANAQ). Similarly, the Inter-University Council
for East Africa (IUCEA) coordinates standards for
the countries of the East African Community,
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while the Southern African Quality Assurance
Network (SAQAN) brings together the countries

of the Southern African Cone. In general, resource
constraints and infrastructure challenges persistin a
number of countries, but innovative approaches to
regional cooperation show promise, with particular
emphasis on capacity development and the
standardization of evaluation criteria (Pedrg, 2025).

4.4 Quality assurance and the recognition of
qualifications across borders

The intricate interplay among national traditions,
international standards and innovative educational
practices has made quality assurance an
increasingly critical tool to ensure the credibility
and comparability of qualifications across borders.
At the same time, defining and assessing ‘quality’
has generated different perspectives as it varies by
educational model and national standards.

At a global scale, the key principle that has inspired
the UNESCO recognition conventions is that if the

corresponding national quality assurance body duly
accredits a higher education institution, then the
receiving country of the qualification holder would
have to recognize that qualification based on mutual
trust among quality assurance bodies. States Parties
to the conventions are asked to provide information
on their quality assurance systems.

Quiality assurance agencies across all regions
struggle to develop sufficiently standardized
frameworks to ensure consistency while remaining
flexible enough to accommodate diverse
institutional contexts and emerging educational
modalities, such as online learning and micro-
credentials. Cross-border or transnational education
poses additional challenges as there is an unknown
quantity of providers with unclear or absent
relationships to the quality assurance models of

the home country (Kinser and Lane, 2017). These
challenges, interlinking quality assurance and
recognition are elaborated in detail in Chapter 9 (The
recognition of foreign qualifications).
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Part I: The changing face of higher education

5. The financing of higher education

Main takeaways:

B Government expenditures on higher education averaged 0.8% of GDP in 2022, ranging from
1.11% in Western Europe and North America to 0.44% in Central Asia. However, year-to-year
fluctuations in investments at the national level are common.

B Income level influences government investment, with spending ranging from less than 0.3 % of
GDP in low-income countries to more than 1.5 % in high-income systems. Per-student spending
gaps persist, particularly in low-income contexts.

B A minority of countries provide data on average tuition fees or attendance costs and their
relation to student ability to pay, even among those with a constitutional or legal framework
guaranteeing affordability.

B While government expenditure per student remains higher than that of households in most
countries, governments are increasingly shifting some of the cost burden through introducing
or raising tuition fees and encouraging private providers.

B Tuition-free and subsidy reforms can improve access but face sustainability challenges.
Experiences in Chile, South Africa and the Philippines show gains for low-income students, but
also the need for strong governance, precise targeting and adequate funding.

B One-third of countries legally mandate tuition-free public higher education, mainly in Europe
and Latin America and the Caribbean. However, what countries consider as tuition-free differs
widely, pointing to a much lower rate in practice.

B Cost-sharing models carry equity risks. High tuition and limited aid have led to heavy debt
burdens and affordability concerns in countries like the United States and Japan.

m Performance-based funding (PBF) of higher education institutions is growing, particularly in
Europe, but remains uneven. Evidence suggests that without safeguards, PBF can disadvantage
institutions serving vulnerable or remote populations.

B The effectiveness of higher education financing depends not only on the amount invested but
also on the governance systems that determine how funds are allocated and monitored. Recent
reforms increasingly emphasize the ‘dual track’ of expanding institutional autonomy while
reinforcing accountability through external evaluation and reporting.
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Chapter 5. The financing of higher education

The financing of higher education is a foundational
policy issue that shapes not only institutional
viability but also the capacity of higher education
systems to deliver inclusive, high-quality

learning opportunities. Adequate, equitable and
sustainable financing constitutes a foundational
requirement to broaden access, enhance
completion outcomes, ensure the recruitment and
retention of qualified academic staff, foster digital
transformation, and sustain research capacity.

Over the past two decades, tertiary enrolments
(ISCED levels 5 to 8) have more than doubled
globally, rising from approximately 100 million
students in 2000 to nearly 269 million by 2024.
Much of this growth has occurred in middle-
income countries, where public systems were often
not designed to absorb learner populations at
such scale.

As higher education systems around the world
expand in size, diversify in structure and respond
to new social and economic demands, financing
becomes a strategic determinant of development.
The Transforming Higher Education roadmap in
follow-up to the 2022 World Higher Education
Conference (WHEC) points out that higher
education is dependent on multiple sources of
funding - a combination of public funding and
cost sharing in most systems, performance-

based funding and ‘excellence frameworks’ aimed
at enhancing institutional prestige (UNESCO,
2026). Even in high-income contexts, discussion over
tuition, subsidies and performance-based

funding points to tensions between massification
and sustainability. Affordability has become a key
element in delivering on SDG 4.3 (UNESCO IESALC,
2020; UNESCO GEM report, n.d.).

This chapter examines global and regional
investment patterns in higher education, tuition
and private financing combined with equity
implications and the role of governance structures
and institutional oversight.

5.1 Global and regional investment patterns
in higher education

In 2022, the average public expenditure on higher
education (ISCED levels 5-8) as a percentage of GDP
across countries stood at approximately 0.8% at the
global level. This average conceals contrasts across
regions, as Figure 5.1 shows. Moreover, income
level also plays a role, with public spending ranging
from below 0.3% of GDP in low-income countries
to over 1.5% in high-income systems (UNESCO GEM
report, 2024).

Governments in countries in Western Europe and
North America invest around 1.11% of GDP on
average, sustaining robust public systems. Finland
and Norway, for example, allocate around 1.5% of
their GDP to higher education, combining tuition-
free models with broad student support measures
(OECD, 2022). Germany maintains a system of
tuition-free undergraduate education across its
federal states, supported by national and subnational
public resources as well as sustained investments in
quality assurance and internationalization (UNESCO
GEM report, 2024). Performance-based funding is
increasingly common in the region, as seen in the
Netherlands and Denmark, where graduation and
labour market indicators guide part of the funding
(European Commission, 2023).

In East Asia and the Pacific, government
expenditures on tertiary education average

0.78% of GDP. Countries such as China and

the Republic of Korea invest above the global
average. China’s Double First Class policy, for
example, allocates resources to globally competitive
universities (MOE, 2022b), whereas the Republic of
Korea'’s ‘Brain Korea 21 programme has combined
public grants with private engagement to
strengthen postgraduate education and innovation
capacity (OECD, 2023b).

In Latin America and the Caribbean, government
expenditures on tertiary education average 0.74%
of GDP. Countries such as Costa Rica, Chile and
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Figure 5.1. Government expenditures on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP, by region, 2022 (ISCED 5 - 8)
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South and West Asia

North America and Western Europe
Latin America and the Caribbean
East Asia and the Pacific

Central Asia

Central and Eastern Europe
Arab-States

World
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Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics.

Notes:

(1) Because substantially more countries reported on this indicator to the UIS in 2022 (105) than in 2023 (74), the 2022 data

were used to calculate regional averages.

(2) Regional averages should be interpreted with caution. In some regions (e.g. Arab States and sub-Saharan Africa), country
coverage is limited, reducing representativeness. If reporting is more prevalent among countries with more developed
tertiary education systems, regional averages may be biased upward.

(3) Regional averages are simple (unweighted) averages of reporting countries.

Uruguay invest well above the global average, while
most countries in the Insular Caribbean and parts
of Central America spend below 0.5% of GDP on
tertiary education. A report by the Caribbean Policy
Research Institute (CAPRI) explains that although
governments have historically subsidized tuition
extensively to ensure access for nationals, rising
costs and constrained fiscal space have driven
debates over adopting cost-recovery models and
implementing alternative revenue sources, including
modest student contributions (CAPRI, 2022).

In sub-Saharan Africa, government expenditures

on tertiary education also average 0.74% of GDP.
Countries such as Namibia, Senegal and South Africa,
invest heavily in their higher education systems, with
allocations well above the world average. Studies
also point to significant sub-regional variations in
expenditure per student across the continent: in

2019, Southern African countries spent USD 3,079
per student, while West African countries spent
only USD 648 per student at the same level (Aikins
and Cilliers, 2024). In many countries, government
funding is complemented by donor support in the
form of aid.

In the Arab States, government expenditures

on tertiary education average 0.62% of

GDP. Expenditure levels vary widely, from 0.25% of
GDP in Egypt to 1.58% in Saudi Arabia. By contrast,
low-income Arab States struggle with limited
budgets and lower enrolment ratios (UNESCO
IESALC, 2023). As in all regions, year-to-year
fluctuations are also common, reflecting specific
capital investments or major programmes. For
instance, Mauritania’s expenditure rose from 0.35%
of GDP in 2022 to 1.2% in 2023, while Oman’s fell
from 2.1% in 2020 to 1.3% in 2022.
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As a region, South and West Asia has a low rate of
government expenditures in higher education,
averaging 0.54% of GDP. Expenditure levels vary
significantly, ranging from 1.28% in India to 0.21% in
Nepal. India, for example, has seen a rapid expansion
of its higher education system, however, there

are concerns over funding levels and equity. While
elite central institutions often receive substantial
support, many state-level colleges and private
providers are operating under budgetary constraints
(Ravi, Gupta and Nagaraj, 2019). Overall, Pakistan
has witnessed among the largest year-to-year
fluctuations in expenditures — from 0.10% in 2022 to
1.07% in 2023.

Among all regions, Central Asia has the lowest rate of
government expenditures, with an average of 0.44%
of GDP. Based on available data, this share ranges
from 0.95% in Kyrgyzstan to 0.48% in Uzbekistan
and goes as low as 0.09% in Mongolia. These trends
have not changed significantly over the past decade,
with expenditures as a percentage of GDP even
decreasing over time in some cases. Government
funding constitutes only a small portion of
university budgets, prompting higher education
institutions to seek additional revenue through the
commercialization of educational services, with
tuition fees making up the majority of university
funding (Ambasz et. al.,, 2023).

5.2 Private financing and equity

Private financing, particularly household
contributions and tuition fees, has become a central
pillar of higher education funding in many countries.
As public resources are stretched thin in the face

of growing enrollment demands, countries have
increasingly turned to cost-sharing mechanisms

to sustain operations and improve infrastructure
(Teferra et. al, 2022). Only a minority of countries
provide data on average tuition fees or attendance
costs and their relation to student ability to pay,
even among those with a constitutional or legal
framework guaranteeing affordability (UNESCO GEM
report, 2018).

Household contributions

While government expenditure per student remains
higher than that of households in most countries,
governments are increasingly shifting some of

the cost burden (Teferra et. al, 2022). The global
trend favours reduced public spending and greater
privatization and cost-sharing. Tuition fees are
introduced or raised, sometimes allowing tuition
income to offset government budget allocations to
universities. In many cases, private providers are also
encouraged to offer degree programmes, expanding
options and allowing governments to focus on
public institutions (UNESCO GEM report, 2018).

Comparable data on household contributions are
scarce, as a minority of countries report on this
indicator to the UIS. Findings from the OECD show
that in countries such as Japan and the Republic of
Korea, household spending accounts for over 40%
of higher education financing, with high tuition
fees even in public universities. While the private
university sector in these countries is large and
well-established, equity remains a concern due to
the limited public subsidies available for low-income
students (OECD, 2022).

Systems that rely too heavily on household
contributions risk creating exclusionary dynamics
by introducing financial barriers to access higher
education unless accompanied by robust financial
aid or public subsidies targeted toward lower-
income population groups. Yet only a minority

of countries have implemented equity-sensitive
funding formulas or income-contingent loan
schemes that address the structural barriers
marginalized groups face. For example, Ireland
complements core institutional funding with
dedicated access allocations and performance
compacts that reward institutions for widening
participation among under-represented socio-
economic groups (OECD, 2022b). In South Africa,
formula-driven allocations to institutions are
combined with need-based student aid to channel
resources toward students from historically
disadvantaged communities and low-income
households (Mbhalati, 2025). On the student-
support side, income-contingent loan systems
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such as Australia’s HECS-HELP allow students to
defer tuition payments until their earnings reach
a given threshold, thereby reducing upfront cost
barriers (Australian Government Department of
Education, 2025).

Tuition-free higher education

Tuition-free higher education has been another
approach to affordability. Around one-third of
countries (31%) featured in the Higher Education
Policy Observatory (HEPO) legally mandate
tuition-free public higher education. While these
cases are more prevalent in Latin America and the
Caribbean and North America and Western Europe,
they highlight an alternative pathway to reducing
household cost-sharing. A handful of countries also
combine tuition-free models and regular fees or
increased differential fees and regular fees, while the
majority rely on full tuition.

Targeted free tuition schemes often aim to balance
two objectives: expanding access for low-income
or vulnerable students and maintaining fiscal
sustainability by requiring wealthier students to
contribute, while fully subsidizing those from the
lowest income quintiles (Teferra et al., 2022).

However, what countries consider as tuition-free
higher education differs widely in practice. A study
published by Williams and Usher (2022) looked at a
sample of 54 countries around the world and found
that public provision can be considered fully free in
only six of these. However, tuition-free models alone
do not ensure equitable access to quality higher
education. In some cases, they may undermine
equity, with the wealthiest benefiting most, or
compromise on quality due to underfunded public
universities (Johnstone and Marucci, 2013; OECD,
2022). To prevent these issues, governments could
consider relying on a combination of low tuition fees,
adequate institutional funding as well as scholarships
and loans based on income (Davis et al., 2023).

International experience suggests that the equity
and quality risks of fee abolition are often addressed
not by a single instrument but through policy
layering. In Chile, free tuition for eligible students
coexists with institutional public funding, targeted

grants and continuing loan schemes (Ruff et al.,
2023). South Africa couples extensive state subsidies
with means-tested aid that effectively removes

fees for poorer students (Mbhalati, 2024), while
Brazil combines tuition-free public institutions

with large-scale scholarship and loan programmes
for students in the private sector (OECD, 2021b).

The Netherlands similarly maintains regulated low
tuition while pairing it with substantial core public
funding, income-related loan arrangements and
means-tested grants (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice Network, 2025).

Equity-driven reforms

Several countries have implemented equity-driven
reforms to expand access to higher education
through targeted public subsidies. Countries,

such as Chile, Italy, Japan, South Africa, Mauritius,
Mexico, the Philippines and the Republic of Korea,
have reduced or abolished fees for targeted groups,
often as a response to growing concerns over
affordability and student debt (S. Baker et al., 2021;
Motala et al.,, 2023).

In Chile, the tuition-free policy introduced in 2016
guarantees full tuition subsidies for students

from the bottom 60% of the income distribution
attending eligible institutions. However, Chile’s
system remains highly privatized, with private
providers accounting for a large share of enrolment
and financing, requiring continued cost-sharing
from households and students outside the targeted
groups (Johnson, 2023).

In the Philippines, the Universal Access to

Quiality Tertiary Education Act (2017) made
tuition-free education available in all state
universities and colleges for eligible students,

with additional subsidies for living expenses covered
under the Tertiary Education Subsidy programme
(Republic of the Philippines, 2017). Recent
evaluations conclude that this policy has likely
improved affordability and access — 95% of
surveyed beneficiaries said the grant made them
more likely to continue their studies - although
implementation challenges and budget constraints
persist (Bayudan-Dacuycuy et al., 2024).
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South Africa’s National Student Financial Aid
Scheme (NSFAS) provides full-cost funding

for students from households with an income
below a defined threshold, accompanied by a
shift from loans to grants for the lowest income
groups (Sefoka, 2022). Since 2018, tuition and
accommodation costs have been covered

for qualifying students. While the policy has
significantly expanded participation, scholars also
highlight the persistent financial sustainability
challenges and administrative hurdles (Ramasu &
Kanakana-Katumba, 2024).

Conversely, systems with high cost-sharing

levels, such as the United States and Japan, face
growing concerns over affordability and long-term
student debt burdens. According to the Federal
Reserve, student loan debt in the United States
surpassed USD 1.8 trillion in 2025 (Fed, 2025a),
disproportionately affecting students from low-
income and minority backgrounds (Fed, 2025b).
Japan’s tuition-based system, despite offering low-
interest loans, has seen a growing call for greater
public support to address demographic decline and
equity gaps (Kakuchi, 2025).

The balance between public and private
contributions has a direct impact on equity and
social mobility. Students from rural, low-income,
displaced, or minority backgrounds face structural
barriers even in tuition-free systems, including
hidden costs. As discussed in Chapter 2, while
62% of countries represented in HEPO administer
national publicly funded scholarship programmes,
only a minority apply equity-sensitive funding
formulas (UNESCO IESALC, 2022). Scholarship
programmes often do not take into account non-
tuition costs and predominantly focus on merit
rather than need (UNESCO GEM report, 2020).

5.3 Shifting allocation models and
performance-based funding

Public financing models for higher education

are undergoing significant transformation

in many countries. Historically, most

institutions operated under line-item or incremental

budgeting, where annual allocations were based on
historical costs with limited performance incentives
(Teferra et. al, 2022). However, a growing number
of countries have introduced performance-based
funding (PBF) mechanisms aimed at promoting
efficiency, quality and responsiveness (Arnhold

and Bassett, 2021). These systems link a portion of
the financing to institutional outcomes, such as
student enrolment, retention, graduation rates,
research output or labour market relevance, rather
than merely covering fixed operational expenses.

In Europe, 27 higher education systems currently
employ some form of PBF to allocate public
resources to universities. In Denmark, around 80% of
core funding is distributed via the 'taximeter' model,
which allocates resources based on completed
student credits, degree completions and other
weighted indicators aligned with national policy
priorities. The Netherlands combines formula
funding with performance agreements, linking
allocations to degree outputs, graduation rates and
strategic objectives agreements between institutions
and the government (European Commission, 2023;
Kivistd and Suprun, 2024).

In the wider Asia and the Pacific region, several
governments have begun integrating performance
targets into block grants or formula-based

funding, using indicators, such as enrolment

in underserved areas, graduate outcomes or
institutional accreditation results, to guide resource
allocation. Malaysia and Indonesia have, for example,
introduced employability and research-based
metrics (UNESCO, Teferra et. al, 2022).

In sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America and the
Caribbean, PBF initiatives remain modest but
growing. In sub-Saharan Africa in the last decades,
governments in countries, such as Ethiopia,
Ghana, Mozambique and South Africa, introduced
funding reforms, supplementing the core
allocations to universities with competitive funds
to stimulate qualitative improvements, research or
partnerships (World Bank, 2010). In Chile in 2018,
the government adopted a law linking institutional
funding to multiple variables, including
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institutional performance, the status and years
of accreditation, and accountability mechanisms
(Brunner et al., 2025).

Effective PBF requires transparent data, stakeholder
consultation and safeguards for institutions serving
disadvantaged populations. Hybrid models that
combine formula funding with negotiated compacts
can strike a balance between accountability and
diversity.

5.4 Governance structures and institutional
oversight

The effectiveness of higher education financing
depends not only on the amount invested but

also on governance systems that determine how
funds are allocated and monitored. Strong
frameworks based on clear mandates, autonomy and
accountability enable alignment between financing
and national goals (Arnhold & Bassett, 2021).

As discussed in Chapter 3, centralized

governance remains dominant globally, with 88%
of countries having a dedicated higher education
authority. When such authorities possess regulatory
power and coordinating capacity, they can
effectively integrate funding mechanisms with
performance monitoring and quality assurance
frameworks, resulting in greater policy coherence
and more efficient resource utilization (European
Commission, 2023).

However, the degree of institutional autonomy
varies significantly. In some systems,

ministries maintain detailed control over budgets,
staffing decisions and even curricula, leaving
universities with limited room to innovate or
respond to emerging economic and social needs
(UNESCO, 2022b; Teferra et. al, 2022). Autonomy
must be balanced with accountability. Systems
granting universities flexibility in budgeting and
staffing while maintaining external oversight tend
to perform better (UNESCO GEM report, 2024).

Indonesia has restructured its governance model
to enhance the financial and managerial autonomy
of universities, accompanied by performance

contracts and outcome-based funding. South Africa
has strengthened university councils — the statutory
governing bodies at each public institution - and
introduced more robust performance reporting

as part of its block grant system. In Morocco,
reforms are underway to grant universities greater
budgetary flexibility while expanding the role of
the national quality assurance agency to ensure
that standards are maintained (UNESCO GEM
report, 2024; Teferra et. al, 2022). In Central Asia,

a World Bank analysis highlights the need for
regional integration and shared quality assurance
frameworks to improve governance efficiency
(Ambasz et al., 2023).

While over-centralization can slow decision
making and reduce institutional agility, unchecked
decentralization can also cause inefficiencies. The
challenge is to design multi-level governance

that promotes responsiveness, transparency

and accountability. The most effective systems
implement a‘dual track’ that expands institutional
autonomy while simultaneously reinforcing
accountability through external evaluation, fiscal
oversight and performance agreements.
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Part I: The changing face of higher education

6. Digital transformation and
artificial intelligence

Main takeaways:

m Digitalization features prominently in countries’ higher education plans, with nearly 77%
including dimensions related to digital education services, Al, and online and remote learning.
These trends are slightly less prevalent among high-income countries.

B As of 2024, 56 countries had adopted national Al strategies, a majority of which underscore the
critical role of higher education in Al education, driving research and innovation.

B Al's potential in higher education is substantial, but regulatory frameworks are insufficient. In
2025, 19% of institutions have adopted a formal Al policy, while another 42% were developing
guiding frameworks.

B Digital divides persist. Socio-economic background plays an important role in students’ access
to technology and around a third of the global population remains offline.

B Only a handful of countries possess sufficient capacity to process and analyze the vast amounts
of data generated by learning analytics, with a lack of digital literacy among relevant personnel
serving as a major limiting factor. The diversity of approaches and technologies to developing
digital platforms is making interoperability issues increasingly prominent.

B Flexible learning pathways - such as online and blended instruction, as well as micro-
credentials - offer opportunities to expand access to lifelong learning and employment,
including for marginalized groups. However, without robust regulatory frameworks and
equitable access to digital infrastructure, these flexible pathways risk reinforcing existing
inequalities.

B English dominates digital educational content, both on major platforms and within open
educational resources (OER), raising concerns over linguistic equity, cultural relevance and
systemic dependencies.
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Chapter 6. Digital transformation and artificial intelligence

Technology plays a significant role in higher
education, transforming how students learn, faculty
teach and institutions operate. Higher education

is the education sub-sector with the highest rate

of digital technology adoption (UNESCO GEM
report, 2023). It encompasses multiple dimensions,
including connectivity and infrastructure; content
and solutions; capacity and culture; and data and
evidence, among others (UNESCO, 2024d). With

the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, higher
education institutions rapidly transferred instruction
to online platforms, albeit to different capacities,
which greatly accelerated this transformation. At
the same time, the rapid development of emerging
technologies, such as Al in recent years has made

it a central issue to explore how higher education
can better adopt and leverage new technologies to
promote equity, quality and efficiency (OECD, 2023a).

According to the latest data from HEPO, close to 77%
of countries worldwide have included digitalization
as one of their higher education development goals
in national policy frameworks. When it comes to Al in
particular, as of 2024, 56 countries around the world
have adopted national Al strategies, with an additional
13 in the process of adoption. These strategies often
favour the role of higher education in advancing Al
research and development. Canada and the United
States are global leaders in this area, supported by
strong government backing and robust technology
sectors. They are followed by European nations, 65%
of which have formal Al strategies in place, often
accompanied by significant investment in research
and development. One of the most influential levers
in national Al policy is the strategic engagement of
higher education institutions to produce specialized
talent, drive cutting-edge research and inform policy
decisions (Pedré and Mendigutxia, 2025).

While digitalization has revolutionized higher
education, facilitated greater access and spurred
innovation, it has also given rise to growing concerns
over digital divides and ethical use. This chapter
examines digitalization and Al in national plans and
strategies; access to digital infrastructure; the growing

role of digital tools and software; the rise of flexible
learning and opportunities; and the challenges of Al.

6.1 Digitalization and Al in national
education plans and strategies

Countries around the world began transitioning

to digital economies even before the onset of
COVID-19. However, the pandemic significantly
accelerated this shift, highlighting the essential role
of digital technologies in times of crisis (UNESCO,
2022d). Approximately 77% of countries featured

in the Observatory that have adopted a national
plan for higher education integrate objectives for
the digitalization of higher education (Figure 6.1a),
focusing on areas such as digital education services,
Al, and online and remote learning. Although this
trend is evident across all regions with the exception
of South and West Asia, countries on the upper

end of the income scale tend to place slightly less
emphasis on digitalization (Figure 6.1b) - likely
because many already possess well-established
digital infrastructures.

In contrast to broader digitalization efforts, the
development of dedicated national strategies

on Al is more pronounced among upper middle-
income and high-income countries. In particular,
countries are adopting a range of strategies to
address potential workforce skill shortages in the

Al era, including promoting interdisciplinary Al
training, developing Al-related degree programmes,
strengthening Al literacy and expanding basic
digital literacy training. Among countries that have
adopted national Al strategies, 55% have already
launched 'next-generation Al graduate programmes
to cultivate highly skilled professionals in the field of
Al (Pedré & Mendigutxia, 2025).

’

6.2 Access to digital infrastructure

Connectivity has greatly improved around the
world in the last five years (Figure 6.2a). However,
significant digital divides persist, particularly among
rural and marginalized communities. Despite the
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Figure 6.1a: Countries that include digitalization in their national higher education plans by region, 2024-2025
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Figure 6.1b: Countries that include digitalization in their national higher education plans by income group, 2024-2025
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improvements in internet coverage in recent years,
data from the International Telecommunication
Union (ITU) shows that about one-third of the
global population remains offline as of 2024.

The level of national development greatly affects
internet penetration rates — 93% in high-income
countries compared to 27% in low-income countries
(Figure 6.2b). In sub-Saharan Africa alone, internet

penetration has grown by an average annual rate

of 16.7% since 2005, compared to 8% globally (ITU,
2025a). However, the average mobile download
speed in the region is more than three times slower
than in the rest of the world (Astou Diouf et al.,
2024). Access to devices is also uneven, with the cost
burdens weighing disproportionately on low-income
populations (ITU, 2025b).
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Figure 6.2a: Percentage of individuals using the internet by region, 2019 and 2024
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Figure 6.2b: Percentage of individuals using the internet by income group, 2019 and 2024
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There is also a pronounced gap in internet usage
between urban and rural areas (83% vs. 48%), with
less economically developed regions tending to
exhibit even greater disparities. Although gender
parity in global internet use is improving, a gap
remains (70% males vs. 65% females) (ITU, 2024).

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit and universities
were forced to transition online, the higher
education sector was relatively better prepared than
lower levels of education — although it still faced
significant challenges in ensuring equitable access
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and maintaining educational quality. According to
the Global Survey carried out by the International
Association of Universities (IAU) across 576 higher
education institutions in 109 countries, 85% of
European higher education institutions were able to
transition to online learning, compared to just 29%
in Africa. Many faced difficulties in the transition due
to infrastructure, but also because many students
did not have internet access at home, particularly

in low- and middle-income countries (International
Association of Universities, 2024).
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In response, countries around the world have
introduced policies to optimize internet access and
connectivity in higher education. In Latin America
and the Caribbean, the governments of Argentina,
Peru, Bolivia, Brazil and Chile have undertaken
substantial investments in digital infrastructure -
Peru, for instance, has invested up to 358 million USD
(UNESCO IESALC & ICHEI, 2024). Ethiopia, through

its Digital Education Strategy and Implementation
Plan (2023-2028), aims to expand the coverage and
capacity of the Ethiopian Education and Research
Network to connect all higher education institutions
nationwide and improve Wi-Fi coverage in student
dormitories (Ministry of Education of Ethiopia, 2023).

Uneven digital access could give rise to new forms
of inequality in higher education. These persistent
disparities highlight the urgent need for targeted
interventions. However, the lack of comprehensive
data on connectivity and internet coverage,
particularly at the higher education level, poses
additional challenges to design effective solutions.

6.3 The growing role of digital tools and
software

The digital infrastructure of higher education
encompasses a variety of platforms, software, digital
tools and system services that collectively support
core activities, such as teaching, administration,
student interaction and assessment (OECD, 2023a).
The development of integrated systems on collecting,

accessing and analysing data are also fundamental to
evidence-based policymaking in higher education.
Learning management systems (LMS) and education
management information systems (EMIS) are two of
the most notable digital systems.

LMS as a centralized platform enhances the
accessibility of course materials and resources,
facilitating personalized learning for students.
Moreover, the widespread use of these systems
generates large amounts of real-time data, enabling
higher education institutions (HEIs) to conduct
analyses and develop more effective policies based
on these (UNESCO, 2025a). LMS has long been a
standard component for HEIs (Dahlstrom et al., 2014).

EMIS assigns each student a unique permanent
identifier to track their progress throughout the
educational system over time, also providing a
rich source of data for learning analytics (OECD,
2023a). EMIS can ensure data accessibility through
interactive dashboards and APIs that promote
transparency and stakeholder participation (Pedré
et al, 2025). The integration of higher education
into the national EMIS - or the establishment of a
dedicated HEMIS - with a clearly designated agency
to lead this system, is also strongly associated with
improved data availability.

The proliferation of digital tools in higher education
has led to a wide range of new applications that can
benefit both students and faculty. A few examples
are outlined below.

Table 6.1: Application of digital tools in higher education

Learning management &
administration

University admissions

Employment data tracking tracking and alumni networking.

& career guidance

skills gaps/mismatches.

The European Union established the European Graduate Tracking Network to
collect graduate data and inform policies on learning outcomes, employability and

Yonsei University and Hanyang University in Korea developed LMS platforms
(LearnUs and HY-ON) that automate and synchronize attendance, grade
management, and course scheduling, reducing administrative burdens on faculty.

UNESCO, 2025a

Brazil’s SISU and France’s Parcoursup serve as nationwide online application
systems, enabling students to access information and receive admission
notifications, improving transparency and efficiency.

OECD, 2023a

University of Science and Technology of Masuku in Africa launched the ‘Career Path’
digital platform in July 2024 as its first platform dedicated to graduate employment

UNESCO, 2025b

European
Commission, 2021
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The massive volume of data generated by digital
platforms — especially when leveraged by emerging
technologies such as Al — holds great potential to
inform educational decision-making, personalized
learning and quality improvement. However, there
are numerous challenges to using these data
effectively. At present, only a handful of countries
possess sufficient capacity to process and analyse
the vast amounts of data generated by learning
analytics, with a lack of digital literacy among
relevant personnel serving as a major limiting factor
(UIS, 2023; UNESCO GEM report, 2023).

In addition, the diversity of digital platform
development approaches, technologies and
standards means that issues of interoperability

are becoming increasingly prominent. In OECD
countries, less than half of these systems are
interoperable at either the system or institutional
level. Furthermore, many institutions rely on large
technology firms to provide digital solutions. One
study found that 59% of public higher education
institution domains in Africa and 76% in Latin
America are related to Google or Microsoft, raising
concerns about over-reliance on specific technology
platforms, as well as privacy and cybersecurity risks
for educational institutions (Cruz et al., 2024).

The adoption of emerging technologies requires
ethical considerations and a human-centered
approach. Rooted in this context, UNESCQO's

2021 Recommendation on the Ethics of Al - the

first global normative instrument in this field -
establishes key principles such as proportionality,
fairness and human oversight that are directly
applicable to educational contexts. In the field of
education, in particular, the recommendations
emphasize promoting equity and inclusion;
encouraging the sustainable development of Al;
strengthening Al literacy and ethics education; and
ensuring data security and privacy (UNESCO, 2021a).
In tandem, UNESCO'’s Guidance for Generative Al

in Education and Research (Miao & Holmes, 2023)
supports countries to implement immediate actions,
plan long-term policies and develop the necessary
human capacity to ensure a human-centred vision of
these new technologies.

Moreover, although aimed at primary and
secondary school level, UNESCO’s Al competency
framework for students (UNESCO, 2024b) and

the Al competency framework for teachers
(UNESCO, 2024a) provide valuable insights on the
competencies required in education systems to
keep pace with the rapid advances in Al and lay the
groundwork for the ongoing development of such
competency frameworks at the higher education
level. The policy and governance challenge is to
ensure that Al and digital technologies promote

the sustainable development agenda and are
employed to remedy rather than exacerbate existing
inequalities and global asymmetries in higher
education access and quality (UNESCO, 2026).

The governance of digital technologies in higher
education raises important questions about data use,
accountability and the protection of learners’rights.

6.4 The rise of flexible learning

Digitalization has spurred new forms of learning

in higher education, such as online and blended
education and micro-credentials, and led to a surge
in open educational resources (OER). The flexibility
and affordability of online education have opened
it up to a wider and more diverse group of learners,
but this access comes with its share of challenges.

While there were approximately 429 million people
using online learning platforms in 2019, this
number reached around 783 million worldwide in
2024. Meanwhile, users who accessed university
education programmes offered on online platforms
increased from 12.9 million to 31.4 million in 2024
(Statista, 2024). Even after the pandemic ended,
growth in this sector of online providers has
remained relatively stable. According to the Statista
Global Consumer Survey (2022-2023) with over
180,000 respondents, the main factor influencing
students’ choice of online learning is economic
(Statista, 2024).

India’s Indira Gandhi National Open University,

for example, uses a variety of multimedia tools to
provide access to higher education for marginalized
students. Rural students account for close to 50%
of enrollments, and the university also actively
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enrolls people with disabilities, those in detention
and individuals from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds (IGNOU, 2023). The University of the
People in the United States is also a fully online
higher education institution that charges only
minimal examination fees and does not require
traditional tuition. This model makes it accessible
globally, especially for disadvantaged and low-
income groups (Rajasekaran et. al, 2024).

Micro-credentials have emerged as a vital
innovation, offering flexible and accessible pathways
for learners to acquire targeted skills and knowledge
swiftly. These come in various formats - they
complement degree programmes, act as standalone
units of learning or are structured in a sequence of
courses that can eventually be embedded within

or accumulated into a larger credential or degree.
Micro-credentials have the potential to increase
participation from under-represented groups. In
Latin America and the Caribbean, for example,

short courses such as micro-credentials tend to
enroll older students, women, non-urban residents,
employed individuals and those from low- to
middle-income backgrounds (Ferreyra et al., 2021).

Higher education institutions and digital learning
platforms dominate micro-credential offerings,
often in cooperation. According to a 2024 Coursera
survey of more than 1,000 higher education

leaders representing over 850 institutions across 89
countries, 51% of higher education institutions offer
micro-credentials and among those that do not,
68% plan to do so within the next five years (Baker
Stein, 2024). As more providers enter the field, the
micro-credential landscape becomes increasingly
diversified and complex, creating challenges for
employers and learners in assessing credibility and
value. Further muddying the waters is the frequent
lack of clarity on the varying qualification levels of
micro-credentials or their positioning on national
qualifications frameworks (NQFs) where these exist,
which can range from post-secondary and vocational
training to undergraduate and postgraduate
education. Without strong standards as well as
regulatory and quality assurance frameworks, the
quality and credibility of these credentials can vary
widely (Gutovi¢ & Xia, 2025).

Despite their potential for inclusivity, flexible
learning modes still harbour significant structural
inequalities. Digital divides continue to undermine
social inclusion and learning outcomes, especially for
marginalized populations. Hidden costs (e.g. access
to devices, internet and digital literacy) continue

to disproportionately affect low-income learners,
threatening to undermine the very equity goals
flexible learning pathways are meant to advance
(Drees-Gross and Zhang, 2021).

Cultural relevance and systemic dependencies pose
additional hurdles. For instance, some 90% of OERs
are produced in Europe and North America and
mainly in the English language (UNESCO GEM report,
2023). Similarly, while global digital platforms feature
providers from around the world, English is often the
primary language of instruction. As such, learners
from other regions with different linguistic needs
may find that their access to relevant educational
resources is limited and that the knowledge acquired
from such platforms may not always fully align with
cultural and local contexts. Studies suggest that
localized platforms can achieve higher completion
rates among local students compared to global
platforms (Reich et al., 2019).

6.5 Artificial intelligence: Emerging practices
and challenges

Since OpenAl released ChatGPT in November 2022,
Al use has generated significant impacts across
multiple sectors. Most employers consider Al to be

a useful transformative technology, fundamentally
changing their business operations (World Economic
Forum, 2025). As of 2025, ChatGPT ranks as the fifth
most visited website globally (Semrush, 2024).

In the field of higher education, Al is increasingly
regarded as a key driver of digital transformation,
with the potential to enhance administrative
management, teaching and academic research as
well as to improve inclusivity, accessibility, quality
and efficiency (Liu et al., 2023). At the same time,
Al use also generates numerous challenges, such
as concerns over academic integrity, data privacy,
algorithmic bias, and the need for upskilling both
faculty and students.
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Currently, various Al-enabled practices have
already emerged in the field of higher education. In
teaching and assessment, Al is believed to enhance
personalized learning, improve learning outcomes,
reduce teaching burdens, increase inclusivity and
accessibility, and help prevent student dropout
(Table 6.2).

Al is also regarded as a potential tool to improve
institutional management efficiency and service
quality through virtual assistants; the optimization
of admissions and academic assessments; enhancing
financial management; and promoting research
innovation, while also serving as an important
academic tool in scholarly research (UNESCO-
ICHEI, 2024). However, there are few reports of the
widespread use of Al technologies at the system

or institutional level. In OECD countries, the actual
application of Al in higher education remains in its
early stages, and its technological potential has yet
to be fully realized (OECD, 2023a).

Despite its profound potential, Al as an emerging
technology faces multiple challenges. There are
frequent cases of students excessively relying on
large language models (LLMs) such as generative
pre-trained transformers (GPTs) to complete entire
assignments or even to cheat (Cotton et al., 2024).
Al tools also involve large amounts of student

data, raising ongoing concerns regarding privacy
breaches and cybersecurity, which require further
regulatory exploration. At the same time, as products
of human society’s algorithms and training data,
they can easily reinforce or even worsen existing
social biases if fairness is not considered from the
start. Furthermore, training teachers and instructing
students to develop Al-related digital skills to

avoid widening the digital divide is also of critical
importance (UNESCO-ICHEI, 2024).

Against this backdrop, higher education institutions
are accelerating efforts to develop Al-related
policies, though much remains to be done. A 2023

Table 6.2: Al applications and effects in teaching and assessment

Automatically adjust learning content and difficulty level according to each
student’s progress and characteristics, creating personalized learning paths.
Best results in data-rich and specialized fields, such as mathematics and
computer science.

Intelligent tutoring
systems using Al

Chatbots to support Respond to students’inquiries and direct them to the appropriate content and
Learning support learning resources, reducing repetitive administrative work and supporting students.
Chatbots to support Act as virtual mentors or teaching assistants, reducing the administrative
teaching workload of professors and, in some studies, improving student performance.
. Provide more personalized, practical, interactive and immersive learning
Virtual and

experiences; potential to improve remote learning and learning outcomes.

augmented realit
9 y *Not yet widely adopted due to equipment investment requirements.

Provide real-time subtitles or speech recognition and narration, enhancing

Accessibility features . . . . . . .
y inclusivity for students with hearing, visual or speech impairments.

Improving inclusion and Multilingual . . S -
. ; Provide local language translation, enhancing linguistic inclusivity.
equity of access translation
Chatbots to offer Identify or track users’emotional states and refer them to professional help,

emotional support offering emotional and practical support.

Predict students’academic development and identify patterns of stagnation
using standard digital tools, allowing for personalized support and even
dropout prevention.

Learning analytics

Learning analytics tools

and assessment
Assessment analytics Automated or assisted grading platforms, record student data and help

tools personalize learning.

Source: Liu et al., 2023.
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UNESCO survey showed that less than 10% of
schools and universities had developed institutional
policies and/or formal guidelines regarding the use
of generative Al. By 2025, progress was evident.

A UNESCO survey of 400 responses from UNESCO
Chairs and UNITWIN Networks in 90 countries found
that 19% of institutions had adopted a formal Al
policy, while another 42% were developing guiding
frameworks. However, significant regional gaps
persist, with about 70% of institutions in Europe
and North America already having or in the process
of developing guidance, compared to 45% in Latin
America and the Caribbean (UNESCO, 2025¢). It is
critical for higher education systems and institutions
to develop policies that adequately balance
innovation with academic integrity. Without such
frameworks, higher education sectors risk either
stifling innovation through ad hoc restrictions or
enabling practices that undermine educational
quality and equity.
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Part I: The changing face of higher education

7. Higher education teaching personnel

Main takeaways:

B Employment insecurity — from low salaries to precarious contracts and working conditions
- continues to be a major source of job dissatisfaction among higher education teaching
personnel. Enhancing teaching personnel’s well-being is not yet widely integrated as a specific
objective in national higher education plans.

B 69% of countries include objectives on increasing faculty teaching skills, through initial training
or professional development, in their national higher education plans. South and West Asia,
North America and Western Europe and sub-Saharan Africa exhibit the highest rates.

m Diversity within the workforce remains insufficient. Minority groups, Indigenous peoples,
persons with disabilities and refugees are underrepresented in academic positions.

B Women account for 44% of higher education teaching personnel worldwide but hold only
about one-fourth of senior leadership positions. Representation is strongly correlated with
income level: a much higher share of women in academia can be found in high- and upper-
middle-income countries.

B Gender disparities persist in STEM fields, with women comprising just one-third of researchers.
The underrepresentation of women among higher education teaching personnel may partly be
traced back to the low share of female STEM graduates, which has remained stagnant at 35%
globally for the past decade.

B A recent survey highlights that more than 60% of faculty report using Al in their professional
practice, but 80% consider that their institution lacked adequate Al guidance. This regulatory
gap raises several ethical concerns, such as transparency, academic fraud, privacy, cybersecurity
and social bias.

B Globally, the portion of countries with legal guarantees for academic freedom rests at 65%.
The Arab States, South and West Asia and sub-Saharan Africa fare below the world average.
However, legal protections are not always fully implemented in practice and academic freedom
continues to face mounting threat in several countries.
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Chapter 7. Higher education teaching personnel

Teaching personnel are a key determinant of the
quality of higher education, shaping not only
individuals but also institutions and societies at
large. The capacity of higher education institutions
to deliver teaching, research and innovation is
closely tied to how well teaching personnel are
supported in their professional development and to
the conditions that underpin their motivation and
commitment. Nearly two-thirds of countries tracked
by the HEPO prioritize the career and professional
development (CPD) of higher education teaching
personnel in their national higher education plans,
while a minority explicitly refer to their well-being.
While data on teaching personnel at the higher
education level remains limited, especially in
comparison to primary and secondary education,
several important trends can be observed.

The massification of higher education, rising
enrollment and mobility, digital transformation,
austerity measures, and shifting political dynamics
have all increased pressure on the profession. There
is a growing need to ensure adequate working
conditions and fair remuneration for personnel;
promote equity and inclusion both within the
workforce and teaching models; and adapt to

the rapid pace of digitalization and Al. Academic
freedom — a cornerstone of the profession - is

also facing a mounting threat, compromising the
ability of higher education teaching personnel to
exercise their function without undue interference.
These developments have contributed to a
growing momentum to revise the 1997 UNESCO
Recommendation on the Status of Higher
Education Teaching Personnel (UNESCO, 2024qg).

This chapter looks at global developments related
to higher education teaching personnel —in
particular their working conditions and well-
being; equity and inclusion in the profession;
gender considerations; and the impact of digital
transformation and Al.

7.1 Working conditions and well-being

An inclusive higher education system should secure
decent working conditions for teaching staff across
diverse employment types (UNESCO, 2020b). Salaries
remain a significant challenge, particularly in the
Global South. Unpaid or poorly paid academic
positions are still widespread, creating substantial
barriers for those who join the profession without
additional financial resources. In addition, this
contributes to a negative feedback loop, leading to
higher attrition rates and exacerbating brain drain
(Sagintayeva et al.,, 2023; Moshtari & Safarpour,

2024) When vacancies go unfilled, the workload

and mental pressure on remaining staff intensify,
further discouraging talent retention and weakening
a country’s ability to build its human capital (Bolaji,
2024; Sagintayeva et al., 2023).

Precarious employment in academia is a global
phenomenon, with higher education institutions
increasingly relying on temporary staff to boost
flexibility and reduce costs (OECD, 2024; Roser-
Chinchilla et al., 2024). In the United States, over
two-thirds (68%) of faculty members in colleges and
universities held non-permanent or non-tenure-
track positions in the fall of 2022, and nearly half
(48%) were employed part-time (Colby, 2023). The
‘DocEnhance’ survey of doctorate holders in Europe
showed that while 87% of doctorate holders were
employed on permanent full-time contracts in
industry and about 70% in government, the figure
dropped to 56% in academia and 57% in research
organizations (Boman et al., 2021).

According to the Changing Academic Profession
(CAP) survey — a comparative survey across 19
countries in the world - the intention of faculty

to leave their institutions was often related to

job satisfaction, which in turn was mediated by
job stability, as well as the existence of adequate
working conditions (Padilla-Gonzalez et al., 2015).
Similar findings emerge from a survey of academic
researchers working in large international research
organizations. Relatively younger academic staff
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members and individuals experiencing high
levels of job insecurity and lack of recognition
were significantly more likely to consider leaving
academia (Janssens & Ueda, 2023).

Enhancing the overall well-being of teaching staff
is critical to retaining high-quality talent; however,
this objective is not yet widely integrated into
national higher education plans, according to data
in the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO).
More frequently, countries include objectives on
increasing faculty teaching skills, through initial
training or professional development, in their
national higher education plans. This is the case for
69% of countries tracked by the Observatory that
adopted a higher education plan with South and
West Asia, North America and Western Europe and
sub-Saharan Africa, exhibiting the highest rates
(Figure 7.1).

7.2 Equity and inclusion in the profession

Equity and inclusion stand as core issues impacting
higher education teaching personnel. A diverse
academic workforce enriches research and teaching
by integrating a wide range of perspectives,

knowledge and languages, thus fostering greater
openness (Wilson et al., 2022). The question of
inclusion in academia is inherently complex, as

it encompasses a wide range of groups facing
distinct barriers shaped by historical, structural
and sociocultural factors. In addition, the available
data to assess their representation and experiences
remain limited in most contexts. This subsection
examines equity and inclusion across three types
of population groups: ethnic minorities, persons
with disabilities and refugees. Gender inequality
is addressed separately in the next dedicated
subsection.

Several researchers have shown that ethnic
minorities, for example Indigenous communities
and other disadvantaged populations, are generally
underrepresented among higher education teaching
personnel (Lindsay and Fuentes, 2022; Wilson et

al., 2022). Countries have been taking steps to
address these challenges. In India, for example,
reserved quotas for marginalized groups aim to
address historical inequities, yet the 2023 University
Grants Commission report found that nearly 30%
of these reserved positions at central universities
and premier institutions remain vacant, particularly

Figure 7.1. Share of countries that include objectives on enhancing faculty teaching skills, through initial training

or professional development, 2024-2025
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the UNESCO Higher Education Policy Observatory.
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at senior levels (Wankhede, 2025). In Australia, the
Universities Australia Indigenous Strategy has led
to an increase in the representation of Indigenous
positions among staff in higher education, though
mainly in professional rather than academic roles.
Additionally, based on the 2023 summary report
of 36 Australian universities, more than a fifth of
responding institutions still had no Indigenous
people occupying a Pro-Vice Chancellor or senior
Indigenous leadership position despite the
Strategy’s explicit commitment that every university
should have one (Universities Australia, 2024).

A review synthesizing findings from 33 studies found
that academic staff with disabilities are significantly
underrepresented in higher education as compared
to the size of this group in the population (Lindsay &
Fuentes, 2022). In the United Kingdom, only around
7.2% of university staff have disclosed a health
condition, compared with 24% of the working-

age adult population (Advance HE, 2024; Powell,
2024). Similarly, in Australia, it is estimated that

only 1-6% of academics report having a disability,
whereas the figure stands at approximately 18%

in the general population (Mellifont et al., 2019).
Ultimately, evidence on the representation of people
with disabilities remains limited as in many contexts,
academic staff might refrain from disclosing their
condition due to concerns over job insecurity and
potential discrimination (Lindsay & Fuentes, 2022).

The case of refugee populations is singular as, in
several contexts, governments and higher education
institutions might not have traditionally considered
them in the design of higher education policies.
More specifically, refugees often face difficulties

in having their qualifications recognized in host
communities (Roser-Chinchilla et al., 2024). Several
international initiatives have emerged to address
the specific situation of displaced and threatened
academics. For example, since 2002, the Institute

of International Education’s Scholar Rescue Fund
(IIE-SRF), a global programme that arranges and
funds fellowships for threatened and displaced
scholars, has supported 1,185 scholars from 62
countries at 529 host institutions in 60 countries (IIE
Scholar Rescue Fund, n.d.). The situation of refugees

and displaced populations in higher education is
discussed further in Chapter 10.

7.3 Gender considerations in higher
education personnel

Although the representation of women in academic
positions has increased over the last decade, they
are still a minority. In 2023, the global average of
women among higher education teaching personnel
was 44% (Figure 7.2a). Except for Central Asia, and
Central and Eastern Europe — where the proportion
of women exceeded 50% - all other regions still lag
behind. The disparity is the largest in sub-Saharan
Africa, where the latest data available from 2021
indicate that women accounted for merely 25% of
teaching staff at the higher education level.

This trend also seems to correlate with income
levels despite a lack of recent data from low-income
countries. High and upper-middle-income countries
have a significantly higher share of female higher
education teaching personnel than low and lower-
middle-income countries (Figure 7.2b). Among

the 146 countries documented in the HEPO, only a
minority set explicit objectives to improve gender
equality among higher education personnel in their
national higher education plans.

Another striking concern is the gender imbalance

at higher and leadership positions - the higher the
academic position, the lower the representation of
women (HolonlQ, 2024; Galan-Muros et al., 2023). In
2023, only 48 women served as presidents among
the top 200 universities ranked by Times Higher
Education globally, accounting for one-fourth of
these leadership positions (Times Higher Education,
2024). In Africa, fewer than three female presidents
were elected among around 100 universities (Wauru,
2023). In Latin America and the Caribbean, less than
a quarter of universities are led by female presidents
(UNESCO GEM report, 2024).

The gender pay gap among higher education
teaching personnel also remains significant. In
Canada, female professors earn on average 10%
less than men for the same work (Penner and
Smith-Carrier, 2022). In the United Kingdom, the
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Figure 7.2a: Representation of women among higher education teaching personnel by region, 2015 - 2024
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Figure 7.2b: Representation of women among higher education teaching personnel by income level, 2015-2023
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median gender pay gap for all staff in higher Compared to men, women more often face systemic
education was 9% in the 2022/23 academic year barriers, such as workplace discrimination; lack of
(Advance HE, 2024). According to the American mentorship and networking opportunities; gender
Association of University Professors, in 2023, full- stereotypes; sociocultural expectations; and unequal
time female professors earned 82% of the salary of access to career advancement and professional

their male counterparts (HolonlQ, 2024). development - all of which contribute to persistent
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gender pay gaps (Education Sub-Saharan Africa,
2021; Spoon et al., 2023).

Moreover, gender disparities persist in scientific
fields. In 2022, women accounted for just 31%

of researchers globally. In higher education, the
proportion of female researchers in 74 countries fall
below the gender parity standard (UNESCO, 2025d).
In Ireland, only 27% of university professors in STEM
fields were women in 2020 (Walshe, 2023). The
underrepresentation of women in academic staff
can partly be traced back to the low share of female
STEM graduates, which has remained stagnant at
35% globally for the past decade (UNESCO GEM
report, 2024).

While important policy efforts are needed to

improve representation or women in academia,

some countries have introduced more systematic
gender mainstreaming frameworks to address

these challenges. For example, in Sweden, higher
education institutions have been formally required
since 2016 to integrate gender equality into all areas
of their activities. At Stockholm University, gender
mainstreaming is overseen by the Vice-Chancellor’s
Interdisciplinary Council, which covers teaching,
research, admissions, recruitment and resource
allocation, with a focus on equal career opportunities
(Stockholm University, 2024). Another example comes
from India where, since 2002, the Women Scientist
Scheme (WoS) provides fellowships to women
scientists who have taken a break in their career due
to family responsibilities and are seeking to re-enter
the scientific profession. Over 2,200 women benefited
from this scheme over two decades (Baruah, 2022).

7.4 Adopting inclusive teaching approaches

Amid growing enrollments and mobility, higher
education teaching personnel are increasingly
called on to continuously develop more inclusive
and equitable pedagogical approaches to meet the
diverse needs of student populations. The learner
population has become more diverse, encompassing
students from different countries, cultures, genders,
sexual orientations, socio-economic backgrounds,
abilities and ethnicities.

According to 2020 data from the UNESCO Global
Education Monitoring report, out of 168 countries,
61% reported offering inclusive teacher training
(across all education levels), with countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean being the most likely to
provide such training, followed by Europe and North
America (UNESCO GEM report, 2020). However, there
remains a lack of data specifically focused on higher
education, highlighting the urgent need for more
efforts in this area.

Around 80% of students with disabilities are
dissatisfied with the inclusive measures at their
higher education institutions and despite some
improvements in infrastructure, these students often
report a lack of genuine inclusion from both peers
and teachers (UNESCO, 2024e). Globally, only 9%

of refugees have access to higher education and
those who are enrolled in higher education continue
to face prejudice from both students and staff
(Abamosa, 2021; UNHCR, 2025). Within the European
Union, just 33% of LGBTQ+ individuals aged 18-

24 feel that their rights are always or frequently
supported, protected or respected in higher
education settings (UNESCO, 2021b).

Some countries are striving to rectify this imbalance
by integrating new models of inclusive teaching.
For example, Ireland’s Programme for Access to
Higher Education specifically aims to develop the
higher education sector’s capacity for inclusive
teaching and learning, enabling greater participation
by all students, including those with intellectual
disabilities and autism (Higher Education Authority
Ireland, n.d.). In Mexico, the federal government
created a subsystem of Intercultural Universities to
address longstanding inequities in access to higher
education for Indigenous and marginalized groups,
promoting culturally relevant curricula and closer
links between universities and local communities
(Tapia, 2016).

7.5 Digital transformation and Al

The digitalization of teaching and learning has also
demanded that academic staff acquire new skills and
competencies.
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According to the Digital Education Council Global
Al Faculty Survey, in which faculty members from
52 higher education institutions in 28 countries
participated, 65% of faculty agree on Al’s large
potential for their activities, and 61% are already
using this technology in their professional practice
(Digital Education Council, 2025). However, up to
80% report that the Al-related guidance provided
by their institutions remains insufficient. As noted in
Chapter 6, higher education institutions worldwide
are accelerating the development of relevant
policies, but less than 1 in 5 had already done so in
2025. The absence of appropriate and up-to-date
institutional guidelines in many institutions creates
an environment of uncertainty and risk that points
to the urgent need for higher education institutions
to develop comprehensive Al policies to address
issues, such as assessment authenticity, data privacy,
algorithmic bias and the digital divide.

The implementation of new pedagogical
approaches, such as blended learning, online
interactive teaching, flipped classrooms and
personalized learning are also gaining pace.
Research indicates that these new pedagogical
models can support improvements in learning
outcomes and student motivation, provided

that they are underpinned by thoughtful design,
sufficient guidance for learners and alignment with
assessment practices. (UNESCO GEM report, 2023).

The effectiveness and sustainability of innovative
teaching methods largely depend on the digital
competence of teachers. At present, the digital
literacy level of higher education teaching
personnel remains generally low to moderate in
many countries (Basilotta-Gémez-Pablos et al.,
2022; Zhao et al.,, 2021). According to UNESCO's ICT
Competency Framework for Teachers at all levels of
education, digital competence covers six main areas:
1) understanding policies related to the application
of ICT in education; 2) curriculum and assessment;
3) pedagogical methods; 4) application of digital
skills; 5) organization and management; and 6)
professional learning for teachers (UNESCO, 2018).
The main challenges reported by teachers include
lack of training (the most commonly cited barrier)

as well as lack of motivation, insufficient planning
and evaluation, technophobia, the generational gap,
lack of relevant knowledge and infrastructure, and
limited time and energy (Althubyani, 2024; Mercader
and Gairin, 2020).

Several countries are taking measures to upgrade
the skills of their higher education teaching
personnel. Most OECD countries report that

they have set national (or central) regulations

or guidelines to strengthen teachers’ digital
competencies through pre-service or in-service
training (or both) — only five countries lack such
provisions. Most of these requirements, however,
focus on initial training (OECD, 2023a).

7.6 The threat facing academic freedom

In her 2025 report on academic freedom, the
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right

to Education reaffirmed that academic freedom
includes four interdependent pillars: (a) the right

to teach; (b) the right to engage in discussions and
debates with persons and groups inside (including in
classrooms) and outside the academic community;
(c) the right to conduct research; and (d) the right
to disseminate opinions and results of research
both intramurally and extramurally. However, the
constitutional protections and domestic regulations
of academic freedom worldwide show significant
differences in approach, with notable gaps in
protection (United Nations Human Rights Council,
2024).

Although legal protections are not always fully
implemented in practice, they remain a crucial
foundation. Globally, the share of countries that
adopted legal guarantees for academic freedom is
at 65%, according to data from the HEPO, with large
disparities across regions (Figure 7.3). Embedding
academic freedom in legislation is only a first step
and does not in itself guarantee its support or
protection in practice.

The Arab States as well as South and West Asia report
the lowest levels of legal recognition of academic
freedom. Sub-Saharan Africa also falls below the
world average, with just 53% of countries having
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Figure 7.3: The proportion of countries with legal recognition of academic freedom, 2024-2025
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legally recognized this right. On the other hand,
Central and Eastern Europe report a high level of
legal recognition of academic freedom, followed by
Central Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, North
America and Western Europe and East Asia and the
Pacific. This legal recognition can also be correlated
to income level: academic freedom is slightly more
often recognized in legislation among high income
and upper-middle income countries than low
income and lower-middle income countries.

Restrictions on academic freedom and freedom

of expression in academic settings are on the rise.

In some countries, the situation is described in

the most serious terms, with civil society groups
denouncing a“systematic persecution of educators,’
“an unfavorable and threatening school atmosphere

for educators” and the targeting of teachers as part
of “hate campaigns,”including on social media
(United Nations Human Rights Council, 2024).

According to the 2025 Academic Freedom report,
there has been a significant decline in academic
freedom in 34 countries and territories over the
past decade, while only eight countries have seen
improvement (Kinzelbach et al., 2025). Overall,
the level of academic freedom has regressed
back to that of 50 years ago. The global rollback
of academic freedom means that scholars and
higher education institutions are now facing
unprecedented pressures and constraints on
independent thinking, critical research and
knowledge dissemination.
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In an increasingly interconnected world, student
mobility has emerged as one of the most visible
manifestations of globalization in higher education.
Every year, millions of students cross borders

in pursuit of knowledge, carrying with them

not just personal aspirations but the potential

for transformative cultural exchange, research
collaboration and societal bridge-building. The
cross-border movement of students enriches
academic communities, fosters intercultural
understanding, advances collaborative research and
builds lasting connections between societies.

The number of internationally mobile students

has tripled since the turn of the century to reach

7.3 million in 2023 - a figure expected to climb

to 9 million by 2030. However, large regional
disparities exist and often mask differences between
countries. Governments are increasingly developing
internationalization strategies and policies to facilitate
mobility flows and the recognition of qualifications
across borders. Notably, this trend is expanding
beyond traditional Global North destinations, with
several other countries emerging as both senders and
receivers of international students.

Despite its promise, student mobility remains
marked by deep inequities. Opportunities to study
abroad are not evenly distributed and access is
shaped by a complex interplay of socio-economic,
political, institutional and personal factors. Barriers
related to visa policies, tuition costs, recognition
of qualifications and geopolitical trends continue
to limit mobility for many - especially students
from low-income countries and those displaced by
conflict and crisis.

Part Il of this report — Spotlight on student

mobility — examines the latest developments

and challenges shaping the global mobility
landscape. Drawing primarily on data from the
HEPQ, it provides a multidimensional view of how
student mobility is evolving and how countries and
institutions are responding. This segment is divided
into three chapters:

Chapter 8 on Inbound and outbound mobility
trends outlines long-term trends and shifting
patterns in the distribution of internationally
mobile students, highlighting emerging
destinations and sending regions as well as
changing bilateral and regional dynamics.

Chapter 9 on the Recognition of foreign
qualifications reviews how countries are
recognizing foreign qualifications, looking at
national policies, international recognition
conventions and other arrangements, and
emerging challenges in the field.

Chapter 10 on The case for refugees and
displaced persons examines trends and best
practices in as well as barriers to developing
recognition policies and tailored support for
refugee and displaced students whose access to
higher education remains limited.
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Part ll: Spotlight on student mobility

8. Inbound and outbound mobility trends

Main takeaways:

B International student mobility is expanding rapidly. Approximately 7.3 million students
worldwide are now studying abroad - close to triple the 2.5 million recorded in 2002. This
number is projected to reach 9 million by 2030.

B Not all are benefitting equally. Internationally mobile students comprise just under 3% of
global higher education enrolment, with significant regional disparities.

B The top sending regions are East Asia and the Pacific (26%), particularly China and India,
followed by South and West Asia (21%) and Western Europe and North America (14%). South
and West Asia experienced a seven-fold increase in the number of students going abroad in the
last two decades.

B While accounting for only 6% of the total number of inbound students worldwide, Central Asia
had the highest outbound mobility rate in 2023 (14.9%). Conversely, in sub-Saharan Africa, the
rate declined from 7% in 2003 to 4.8% in 2021 as domestic higher education enrolment grew
even faster, reducing the share of outbound students in relative terms.

B Many of the top host countries have remained unchanged over the past two decades - the
United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Germany, Canada, the Russian Federation and France.

m Several countries - such as Argentina, China, Egypt, Japan, Malaysia, Republic of Korea, Tiirkiye
and the United Arab Emirates — are gaining popularity as destinations. Tiirkiye witnessed a sixfold
increase and the United Arab Emirates a fivefold increase in student mobility in the last decade.

B Intra-regional mobility in East Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean and the Arab States
is on the rise. South-South mobility is also gaining momentum, owing partly to concerted
internationalization strategies.

m Nearly one in every five countries sets explicit objectives in their national higher education
plans on increasing student mobility. A higher share (35%) of countries include explicit
objectives on outbound mobility than on inbound mobility (25%).

B Women represent nearly 49% of the internationally mobile student population. Women from
Central and Eastern Europe, East Asia and the Pacific, Latin America and the Caribbean and
Q 0 North America and Western Europe are more likely to study abroad than men.




International student mobility has become a topic of
growing importance in the field of higher education,

with mobility flows increasing around the world,

leading to unprecedented levels of global exchange.

Although not a new phenomenon, such changing
trends and dynamic evolution make it essential for
policymakers, governments and institutions alike
to provide the foresight and planning needed by
their higher education systems, institutions and
research. Despite a dip during 2020-2021 due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, student mobility has
continued to grow. The number of internationally
mobile students has nearly tripled in the last two
decades, from 2.5 million in 2002 to 7.3 million

in 2023 (ISCED 5 - 8) according to the UNESCO
Institute for Statistics (UIS). This figure is projected
to reach up to 9 million by 2030 (UNESCO IESALC,
2024b).

Despite growth expectations, the proportion

of higher education students benefiting from
academic mobility remains low, just under 3%,
underscoring the elitist nature of mobility as still
only a privileged few individuals gain access to
higher education opportunities abroad (UNESCO
IESALC, 2024b). Global mobility trends also reveal
stark disparities between regions and countries.
While the volume of incoming internationally
mobile students has increased across all regions,
the largest share remains hosted in Europe and
North America. At the same time, South and West
Asia and East Asia and the Pacific remain the main
regions that send students abroad. Nevertheless,
recent data reveal nuances in these trends as well as
the emergence of several new countries that have

joined the dialogue when it comes to mobility flows.

Governments around the world actively promote
the mobility of higher education students. Thirty-
five percent (35%) of countries featured in the
Observatory set explicit objectives to increase
outbound student mobility and 25% do so for
inbound mobility. This chapter examines where
international students are coming from, where
they are going, the growth in higher educational

mobility, policies to foster mobility, the drivers of
student mobility and trends based on academic
level, subject area and gender.

Figure 8.1 shows that the number of students
enrolled in higher education who move outside
their home country to pursue higher education
opportunities has increased across all regions over
the last two decades, albeit at varying rates. In
most cases, this has also been matched by growing
enrolment rates as discussed in Chapter 1. Evenin
regions where participation rates remained stable
or decreased, international mobility may still have
increased, driven by individual goals or improved
access to mobility opportunities.

The top 3 sending regions in 2023 included East
Asia and the Pacific, accounting for 26% of the total
number of outbound students, followed by South
and West Asia with 21%. and Western Europe and
North America with 14%. South and West Asia, in
particular, experienced more than a seven-fold
increase over the past two decades in the absolute
number of students enrolled in higher education
who move outside their home countries to access
a higher education opportunity abroad, rising from
176,495 students in 2002 to 1,322,221 in 2023.

While accounting for only 6% of the total number
of outbound students worldwide, Central Asia
experienced the highest outbound mobility rate in
2023 (14.9%), with nearly 1 in every 6 students in
the region participating in international mobility.
The number of outbound students in the region
also rose sharply between 2002 and 2023, more
than five-fold. Demand for study abroad is being
driven by a combination of factors: in several
Central Asian countries, domestic higher education
systems cannot keep pace with rising demand

and concerns persist about programme quality;

a growing middle class has greater capacity

to finance overseas study; the prospects of
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Figure 8.1: Evolution in the outbound mobility of students by region, 2002-2023
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Note: At the global level, outbound and inbound mobility numbers should be the same. Yet, as fewer countries report data on
outbound mobility, the total number of outbound students worldwide was estimated around 6.4 million in 2023, compared

to 7.3 million inbound students.

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2002-2023).

employment opportunities abroad increase the
perceived returns to obtaining an international
degree after studying; and in some cases,
government policies actively encourage outbound
mobility - such as in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan (Alimukhamedov, 2020; UNESCO Office
in Almaty, 2021; Ambasz et al.,, 2023). Turkmenistan
has one of the highest outbound mobility rates
globally, with close to 65% of students studying
abroad. The Russian Federation remains the primary
destination for Central Asian students, which can
be attributed to historical and linguistic ties as well
as the prestige of higher education institutions
(Alimukhamedov, 2020).

The growth in the Arab States, Latin America and
the Caribbean and Central and Eastern Europe
largely followed global trends over the past two
decades — more than tripling in the Arab States
and almost tripling in the other two regions. By
comparison, Western Europe and North America

experienced a more modest growth during this
period. However, the region already had the second
largest number of outbound mobile students in
2002.

In sub-Saharan Africa, the outbound mobility rate
declined sharply, from 7% in 2003 to 4.8% in 2021
(the last year of data availability for the region)

— despite a doubling of the absolute number

of students studying abroad over this period.

The decline occurred because domestic higher
education enrolment grew even faster, reducing the
share of outbound students in relative terms. This
trend reflects a complex interplay of factors, such

as improved domestic capacity in some countries,
economic constraints limiting a given family’s ability
to fund an overseas education and visa restrictions
in traditional destination countries. Understanding
mobility thus requires looking beyond simple
growth metrics to examine structural barriers and
changing opportunity structures.
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Looking at countries more specifically, Figure 8.2
shows that nearly half of all internationally mobile
students in 2023 came from ten countries. China
and India represent the highest share of outbound
students internationally, a trend projected to
persist at least until 2030 (British Council, 2024b).

A complex interplay of factors influences the
patterns and volume of outbound mobility

from any given country. These typically include
macroeconomic conditions, the institutional
capacity and prestige of domestic higher
education systems, governmental policies on
internationalization, visa regulations in destination
countries, and work opportunities following
graduation. These elements create shifting trends
that are profoundly influenced by geopolitical
developments and evolving economic climates
(UNESCO IESALC, 2022b).

8.2 Inbound mobility - Where are
international students going?

Over the past two decades, all regions have
experienced a growth in inbound student mobility,
albeit at different rates as Figure 8.3 shows.
Western Europe and North America continued to
host the largest share of internationally mobile
students, accounting for 49% of the world’s 7.3

million in 2023. This is followed by East Asia and
the Pacific, accounting for 19%, and Central and
Eastern Europe with 14%.

The Arab States host approximately 8% of all
internationally mobile students, around half of
whom study in the United Arab Emirates. Other
regions show slow lower rates relative to the
overall rate of internationally mobile students at
the global level - 4% in Latin America and the
Caribbean, primarily concentrated in Argentina,
Mexico and Cuba; 3% in sub-Saharan Africa and
2% in Central Asia. South and West Asia, which was
highlighted above as the second largest region in
terms of outbound student mobility, hosts only 1%
of the world'’s internationally mobile students.

Despite a recent trend towards the diversification
of regions and countries as destinations for
international students, many of the top host
countries for international students have remained
unchanged over the past two decades. As of 2023,
the leading host countries include the United
States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Germany,
Canada, the Russian Federation, and France.
Together, they host around half of the world’s 7.3
million internationally mobile students, as shown in
Figure 8.4.

Figure 8.2: Top 10 countries for outbound student mobility, 2023
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics.
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Figure 8.3: Evolution in the inbound mobility of students by region, 2002-2023
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Figure 8.4: Top 7 countries hosting inbound student mobility, 2023
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Beyond the traditional destinations, several Emirates. In Tirkiye alone, the number of students
other countries have grown in popularity, such surged within 10 years by more than six-fold, from
as Argentina, China, Egypt, Japan, Malaysia, the 38,590in 2012 to 244,027 in 2022 (the last year of
Republic of Korea, Turkiye and the United Arab data availability). Similar trends are observed in the
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United Arab Emirates, where the figure grew five-
fold to reach 237,034 in 2023, compared to 54,162
in 2012 (no data is available from 2013 to 2016). To
put the numbers in context, both Tiirkiye and the
United Arab Emirates now closely trail France in
student mobility numbers. France hosted 276,217
international students in 2023 but recorded a
significantly lower growth rate over the past decade
— just 20% over the ten-year period.

Intraregional mobility is also on the rise. Within
Europe, it is already well-established. Of the 1.76
million students studying in the European Union

in 2023, more than 43% were from Europe, with
Germany, France and the Netherlands being the
leading host countries (Eurostat, 2023). Similar
tendencies are occurring in other parts of the world,
particularly in East Asia, Latin America and the
Caribbean and the Arab States, where intraregional
mobility is gaining momentum.

In East Asia, the number of international students
travelling to study within the region is growing

at a faster rate than those travelling outside the
region. China plays a dual and dominant role in this
trend. Not only is it the world’s primary source of
outbound international students, but it also serves
as the main host country within East Asia and the
Pacific. China attracts a growing number of students,
predominantly from neighbouring countries, as well
as from other parts of the world (British Council,
2024a). Other countries, such as Japan, Malaysia and
the Republic of Korea, also welcome an increasing
share of intra-regional student mobility.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the proportion
of students choosing to study in other countries
within the region nearly doubled between 2000

and 2022, climbing from 24% to 43% (UNESCO
IESALC, 2024b). Argentina emerged as the leading
recipient in 2023, welcoming 126,566 international
students in total, which represents close to 5% of the
country’s total enrolment in higher education. Most
of these students originate from within the region,
in particular from Brazil, Peru, Colombia, Bolivia

and Paraguay (Ministerio de Capital Humano de la
Republica Argentina, 2024).

In the Arab States, despite that only half of the
countries report data on inbound mobility to UIS, the
available evidence highlights a clear pattern: intra-
regional mobility is the dominant trend. In most
reporting countries, the majority of international
students come from within the Arab States region.
This is particularly pronounced in Jordan (82% of
inbound students), Bahrain (76%), Oman (67%),
Qatar (65%), Saudi Arabia (57%), Mauritania (54%)
and Algeria (52%).

In addition to intraregional mobility, there is also

a growing phenomenon of South-South mobility,
wherein students travel between Global South
countries. Emergent examples include Egypt,

whose scholarship programmes and package of
initiatives under the Study in Egypt programme
make it a top choice for students from Africa and

the Arab States, and Malaysia, where low costs and
expanding degree options attract students from

East Asia and the Pacific (Kondakci et al., 2018). In
India, students from sub-Saharan Africa are the
second largest population group behind those from
South and West Asia, which may be explained by the
English-language programmes offered and cultural
initiatives on the part of the Indian government,
such as the Study in India programme which seeks to
motivate students primarily from the Global South to
undertake higher education in the country (Ministry
of Education of India, 2023).

Governments around the world actively promote
the international mobility of students. Nearly one

in every five countries (19%) tracked by the HEPO
sets objectives in its national higher education plan
to increase both inbound and outbound student
mobility. When looking at outbound and inbound
mobility separately, a higher share of countries (35%)
set explicit objectives to increase outbound mobility
than inbound mobility (25%).

The highest proportion of countries that include
inbound mobility objectives is found in Western



Europe and North America — the main destination
region for international students - followed by

the Arab States and Central and Eastern Europe.
Similarly, the largest number of countries
incorporating outbound mobility objectives
appears in Western Europe and North America -
currently the third most active region for outbound
mobility — and in Latin America and the Caribbean,
which has experienced growing inter-regional
mobility. Several other regions follow closely
behind.

At the same time, in many leading host country
destinations, governments are taking actions

to restrict internationalization. Examples of this
include recent proposed changes to the student
visa policy in the United Kingdom that would
limit graduate visa duration and imposes stricter
language requirements, among other changes
(House of Commons Library, 2025). Similarly,

the Higher Education Enrollment Cap in Canada
restricts the number of foreign students admitted
into the country’s education system while a series
of visa restriction policies for international students
was introduced in the United States in 2025
(Government of Canada, 2025; U.S. Department of
Homeland Security, 2025)

Beyond mobility, nearly one-third of countries
(27%) aim to enhance the international visibility
and reputation of their higher education systems,
and nearly one-fifth (16%) seek to use higher
education as a driver of intercultural dialogue.
These trends are particularly strong in Western
Europe and North America as well as the Arab
States.

Bilateral and multilateral agreements also promote
internationalization through mobility schemes,
such as the Fulbright and Erasmus+ programmes.
The Fulbright Program operates through bilateral
postgraduate exchanges with partner countries
worldwide, supporting inbound mobility to the
United States. Erasmus+, administered by the

EU Programme for Education, Training, Youth

and Sport, is best known for mobility within the
European Union, but initiatives such as the Erasmus
Mundus Joint Master’s also foster mobility beyond

the European Union by offering scholarships to
students globally.

Trends in international student mobility are
influenced by what is commonly referred to as
‘push and pull factors, related to both the national
characteristics of the country of origin that motivate
students to study abroad and the destination
country characteristics that lend appeal and

justify the investment (McMahon, 1992). The most
frequently cited ‘push and pull factors’ are economic:
students are driven to study internationally as they
expect it would lead to higher earnings and better
job opportunities, either in their country of origin

or destination country. These factors can provide
some explanation for the historical dominance of
Western destinations, as these countries host most
of the highest-ranked universities in the world, and
often have visa policies in place that allow students
to remain in their destination country and work for
some time after graduation.

However, as the market expands and becomes more
complex, the pull factors that influence trends also
evolve. Students are influenced not only by expected
economic rewards but also by language accessibility,
geographic proximity to their home country and
scholarship availability. Colonial history and political
relations can also act as a motivation, explaining the
flow of students from West Africa to France, or from
former-Soviet countries to the Russian Federation.

Push factors generally refer to unfavourable
conditions within a home country, such as high
competition or a dearth of opportunities, that
motivate students to study abroad. It is worth
mentioning that push factors are not always
negative as countries may encourage their students
to study overseas to gain i intercultural skills.

In most regions of the world, females comprise the
majority of higher education students. However,
this advantage does not translate to international
mobility, where females comprise just under 49%
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of internationally mobile students. The pattern also
varies by region. For example, Central and Eastern
Europe, East Asia and the Pacific, Latin America and
the Caribbean and North America and Western
Europe send more women than men abroad.

In other regions, however, male student mobility

is still the dominant trend. This is particularly
pronounced in Central Asia, which exhibits a gender
parity index of 0.31 and where men are three times
more likely to study abroad than women. Among
the leading destination countries, the United States,
Canada, Australia and Germany have historically
shown a slight majority of male international
students. This gender disparity could be explained in
part by the social conditions in the students’ origin
countries or by the field of study as many students
come to these countries to undertake studies in
STEM, which often feature an overrepresentation of
male students (UNESCO, 2025e).
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Part ll: Spotlight on student mobility

9. Recognition of foreign qualifications

Main takeaways:

B 75% of countries monitored by the Higher Education Policy Observatory have adopted
policies to recognize foreign qualifications, opening the gateway for the mobility of students,
graduates, teachers and other highly skilled workers across borders, and higher education
cooperation overall.

B A correlation can be observed between a country’s participation in a (sub-) regional higher
education cooperation area and its likelihood of having a recognition policy in place.

B As of March 2026, 93 countries have ratified one or more UNESCO conventions on the
recognition of qualifications concerning higher education. Notably, two-thirds of these are
European nations. This figure likely reflects the early adoption and near-universal ratification
of the Council of Europe and UNESCO Lisbon Recognition Convention, which predates all other
UNESCO conventions by at least 14 years.

B In South Asia or West Asia, while 67% of countries have policies to recognize foreign
qualification, none have ratified a UNESCO recognition convention to date, signaling a need for
greater outreach, capacity development and cooperation.

B The regional conventions, while tailored to their specific regions, share common objectives to
promote academic mobility and higher education cooperation within their respective regions.
The Global Convention complements these by promoting the same at the global level.

B Networks of information centres, established as operational arms of the regional conventions,
exist in four UNESCO regions to date, serving as mechanisms for promoting mutual exchange,
trust and capacity development among recognition authorities.

B Implementation of recognition processes remains uneven. Recognition authorities and
quality assurance agencies face mounting challenges related to online, hybrid and micro-
credential programmes, the use of digital tools, transnational education, and the recognition of
qualifications for refugees and displaced persons.
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The recognition of qualifications is a vital process
that allows individuals to have their academic
credentials validated and accepted across borders,
thereby facilitating equitable access to further
study and employment. Its significance has grown
considerably in recent years due to the rapid
expansion of student mobility, the rise in cross-
border partnerships in higher education and
evolving international labour market demands,
underscoring the need for reliable and consistent
mechanisms to evaluate and validate academic
credentials earned within diverse national
educational systems (Pedro, 2025). Student mobility
alone has surged since the turn of the century,
reaching 7.3 million in 2023 - a trend that is
expected to continue.

The majority of countries featured in the
Observatory have dedicated national policies or
sub-national regulations governing the recognition
of foreign qualifications. At the global and regional
levels, UNESCO's system of recognition conventions
provide international frameworks designed to
promote fair, transparent and non-discriminatory
recognition of qualifications for both academic and
professional purposes. As of March 2026, 93 different
countries have ratified these conventions — some
adhering to multiple.

Many countries also participate in other, sometimes
complementary, recognition mechanisms, such

as mutual recognition agreements or schemes

for automatic recognition. As the demand for

the recognition of qualifications across borders
continues to evolve, several emerging and persistent
challenges face both recognition authorities and
quality assurance agencies. These particularly relate
to the integration of digital tools, non-traditional
learning modes, transnational education, and

the recognition of qualifications for refugees and
displaced persons.

Rising rates of academic mobility, coupled with
varying recognition practices across countries, has
created a growing demand for the establishment

of international frameworks that can promote
cooperation in higher education and facilitate the
movement of students, researchers and professionals
across borders. To this end, UNESCO Member States
adopted a series of updated recognition conventions
at the regional level, known as “second-generation
conventions”and the Global Convention on the
Recognition of Qualifications concerning Higher
Education (Figure 9.1). These instruments facilitate
the recognition of qualifications among States
Parties, subject to national legislation.

The original, “first-generation’, regional conventions
were mainly adopted in the 1970s and 1980s and
subsequently revised between the late 1990s and
early 2020s to reflect evolving higher education
landscapes. These conventions, while tailored to
their specific regions, share common objectives

to promote academic mobility and cooperation,

and reduce barriers to the mobility of students,
graduates, teachers and other highly skilled workers.

The first of the revised, or‘second-generation,
regional recognition conventions was the Council

of Europe-UNESCO Lisbon Convention for Europe,
adopted in 1997. Inspired by its principles, four more
UNESCO ‘second-generation’ regional conventions
emerged in subsequent decades. These include

the Tokyo Convention for the Asia-Pacific region,
adopted in 2011, the Addis Convention for Africa,
adopted in 2014, the Buenos Aires Convention for
Latin America and the Caribbean, adopted in 2019,
and the Convention for the Arab States, adopted in
2022. All of these conventions have come into effect,
except for the latter, making their provisions legally
binding for their States Parties.

The Global Convention, adopted in 2019, is the
first United Nations treaty in higher education on a
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Figure 9.1: UNESCO conventions on the recognition of qualifications concerning higher education
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global scale. It shares common principles with the
regional conventions — namely, promoting the fair,
transparent and non-discriminatory recognition
of qualifications, emphasizing quality assurance
and information provision while introducing the
concept of substantial difference and supporting
the recognition of qualifications for refugees and
displaced persons. Designed to complement
regional conventions, the Global Convention aims
to strengthen global mobility and higher education
cooperation.

The principle of precedence is also introduced in the
Global Convention. In other words, in cases where
there is a discrepancy between a provision in the
Global Convention and a regional convention, the
provision that is more favourable to the applicant
should take precedence. Importantly, ratifying a
regional convention is not a prerequisite for ratifying
the Global Convention, nor is ratifying the Global
Convention a prerequisite for ratifying a regional
convention. Additionally, the Global Convention
does not modify the rights and obligations of States
Parties concerning a regional convention. To define

Tokyo
Convention

the relationship between the Global Convention
and regional conventions, a recommendation

is being developed under the auspices of the
Intergovernmental Conference of the States Parties
to the Global Convention.

Furthermore, the establishment of national
information centres or national implementation
structures is a key feature of all regional recognition
conventions. These also form part of regional
networks, which serve as operational arms of the
conventions, building trust between education
systems, facilitating information exchange and
fostering regional communities of practice in

the recognition of qualifications. Most regional
networks are open to all countries in their respective
regions — beyond just States Parties. The European
Network of Information Centres/ National Academic
Recognition Information Centres (ENIC-NARIC) is
the oldest, bringing together national information
centers from 56 countries. The Asia-Pacific Network
of National Information Centres (APNNIC) and
Network of Information Centres for Latin America
and the Caribbean (CINALC) have also become
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well-established in recent years, while the African
Network of National Implementation Structures

is currently undergoing its structuring. The Global
Convention also aims to strengthen the cooperation
among networks to support implementation at the
global level.

To keep pace with evolving challenges and support
effective implementation, several conventions have
moved in the direction of subsidiary texts. The Global
Convention and Lisbon Convention have operational
guidelines or explanatory texts, respectively, offering
a broader interpretation of their provisions. Several
other subsidiary texts have also been adopted under
the Lisbon Convention, such as on joint degrees,

the recognition of qualifications for refugees and
persons in a refugee-like situation, the Diploma
Supplement, and national information systems.

The Buenos Aires Convention, though more recent,
has also introduced guidelines, including those on
the recognition of Venezuelan qualifications, and
the feasibility of the Diploma Supplement for Latin
America and the Caribbean.

Of the 146 countries featured in the Observatory,
75% have a national policy in place for the
recognition of foreign qualifications. In contrast,
less than 1% have regulations at the sub-national
level (Australia, Belgium, Canada, United States).
Some general trends can be observed across
regions and income groups, with countries in
the Global North being more likely to have such
policies in place, especially in regions that have

a long tradition of higher education cooperation
or serve as major sources of inbound and/or
outbound mobility. The likelihood of having
dedicated policies is also more common among
countries that have ratified one or more UNESCO
recognition conventions and vice versa.

All countries in Central and Eastern Europe and
Western Europe and North America have dedicated

policies on the recognition of foreign qualifications
or regulations at the sub-national level. This may be
partly attributed to three factors. The first concerns
the early adoption of the Lisbon Convention in
1997, which all have ratified but the United States.
Second, the launch of the Bologna Process and
establishment of the European Higher Education
Area (EHEA) in 1999 advanced the harmonization
of higher education systems across Europe. Third,
many countries, particularly in Western Europe

and North America, are major sources of outbound
and inbound mobility, making such policies and
procedures key to attracting international students
and professionals.

Similar patterns are observed in Latin America and
the Caribbean and the Arab States. In Latin America
and the Caribbean, 19 of the 22 countries (90%)
featured in the Observatory adopted recognition
policies. This trend likely reflects the region’s long-
standing cooperation in higher education. For
example, the countries of the Mercosur established
the Education Sector (SEM) in 1991, which includes
initiatives such as the Regional Accreditation System
for University Degrees (ARCU-SUR). Meanwhile,
Central American countries participate in the SICA/
CECC-SE accreditation system, which promotes
recognition and academic mobility within the
sub-region. Regional platforms such as the

Latin American and Caribbean Space in Higher
Education (ENLACES) and Iberoamerican Network
for the Quality Assurance of Higher Education
(RIACES) have also contributed to higher education
harmonization in the region.

In the Arab States, 16 of the 19 countries (79%)
included in the Observatory have policies on the
recognition of foreign qualifications. The Arabian
Higher Education Area (AHEA) initiative was
unveiled in March 2024, and welcomed by Arab
League States (Sawahel, 2024). This initiative aims
to harmonize higher education systems and create
mechanisms for mutual recognition of credits and
degrees, drawing inspiration from the EHEA model
while adapting to Arab cultural contexts. As in Latin
America and the Caribbean, while the majority of
Arab States have dedicated policies in place for the



recognition of foreign qualifications, only a handful
have ratified UNESCO’s recognition conventions.

Among the countries in the Observatory, just

over half of those in East Asia and the Pacific

have established policies to recognize foreign
qualifications. This is the case for countries, such as
Australia, China, Japan, New Zealand, the Repubilic
of Korea and Malaysia, which have high rates of
mobility. All the aforementioned countries, except
Malaysia, have also joined at least one UNESCO
recognition convention.

In contrast, the proportion of countries with
recognition policies is lower in South and West Asia
(4 out of 6 or 67%) and sub-Saharan Africa (23 out of
42 or 56%). This may be attributed to a combination
of socio-economic constraints, challenges at the
institutional level and differing policy priorities.
Many countries in these regions also record lower
levels of academic mobility. However, significant
intraregional variations exist. In sub-Saharan Africa,
for example, countries in Southern and Eastern
Africa are more likely to have recognition policies in
place. The South African Development Community
(SADC) has been engaged in mechanisms to
facilitate the recognition of qualifications and in
2011, adopted a regional qualifications framework
to which all member countries should align their
national frameworks, thereby also facilitating the
recognition of qualifications among them.

As of March 2026, 93 different countries have ratified
a UNESCO recognition convention, with several
being States Parties to multiple conventions. Among
the 40 States Parties to the Global Convention,

36 are also States Parties to one or more regional
recognition conventions, with the exceptions of
Cote d'Ivoire, Nicaragua, Tunisia and Uzbekistan.
Countries such as Armenia, Australia, the Russian
Federation and Tirkiye, for example, have also
ratified both the Lisbon Convention and Tokyo
Convention, while the Holy See is a State Party to

all UNESCO recognition conventions except for the
Arab States Convention.

It is important to note that the regional groupings
of the recognition conventions are based on

a resolution adopted by the UNESCO General
Conference on the “definition of regions with a view
to the execution by the Organization of regional
activities” (UNESCO, 2025f). According to this
classification, some countries fall into more than one
region, such as Armenia, the Russian Federation and
Turkiye, which belong to both Europe and Asia-
Pacific, or North African states that are included in
both the Africa and Arab States regions.

The Observatory includes data on 72 out of 93
countries that have ratified at least one UNESCO
convention, whether at the regional or global level
(Figure 9.2). Among these 72 countries, 91% have
dedicated policies on the recognition of foreign
qualifications or regulate this at the sub-national
level (Australia, Belgium, Canada, the United States).
The remaining 9% largely comprise countries from
sub-Saharan Africa who have joined a UNESCO
convention over the past five years and may still be
in the early stages of implementation.

Trends from the Observatory suggest a correlation
between higher ratification rates among countries in
the Global North, which may be better resourced to
meet the administrative, financial and institutional
requirements of UNESCO conventions (Bouckaert

et al.,, 2024b). However, this may also be shaped by
other factors, such as the age of the convention and
the extent of regional higher education integration.
For instance, the Lisbon Convention, adopted in
1997, predates all other‘second-generation’ regional
conventions by over a decade, and has garnered
significantly more ratifications. Nevertheless, 54 of
its 57 Member States are classified as high-income or
upper-middle-income economies.

The rate of ratifications for other, newer regional
recognition conventions has been lower. The 2011
Tokyo Convention counts 12 States Parties, while

the 2014 Addis Convention for Africa has 14. Both
conventions have witnessed a plateau in ratification in
recent years. Meanwhile, seven countries have ratified
the 2019 Buenos Aires Convention for Latin America
and the Caribbean, with Colombia being the latest
to join in 2026. The 2022 Arab States Convention
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Figure 9.2: Regional distribution of countries having a national policy on the recognition of foreign qualifications
and the ratification of a UNESCO recognition convention, 2024-2026
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entered into force with the 2026 ratifications by
Egypt and Lebanon, comprising five States Parties.
Importantly, no countries in South and West Asia
have ratified any of the UNESCO recognition
conventions to date, signaling a need for greater
outreach, capacity development and cooperation.

Along with competing priorities, misconceptions
exist in many countries regarding the implications of
ratifying or implementing the UNESCO recognition
conventions. Ratification processes often vary
significantly across national contexts. They may
involve multiple ministries, parliamentary approval
or inter-agency coordination, which can be delayed
or disrupted by government changes and shifting
political landscapes. Some countries, particularly

in Asia and the Pacific and Latin America and the
Caribbean, have also voiced concerns that ratifying

a recognition convention could lead to an influx of
skilled workers, potentially contributing to labour
market saturation. Additionally, some express
political or socio-economic reservations regarding
provisions related to the recognition of qualifications

held by refugees and displaced persons. One
recurring misconception is that the conventions
require or promote automatic recognition of foreign
qualifications. In reality, the conventions emphasize
the principle of recognition unless a substantial
difference can be demonstrated, placing the burden
of proof on recognition authorities rather than
requiring automatic acceptance (UNESCO Internal
Oversight Service, 2016).

Many countries also pursue mutual recognition
agreements — regardless of whether they are States
Parties to a recognition convention — as a means

to streamline the recognition process based on
reciprocity and mutual trust. China, for example, a
State Party to the 2011 Tokyo Convention, concluded
58 bilateral agreements between 2012 and 2022,
according to a press release from its Ministry of
Education (Ministry of Education of the People’s
Republic of China, 2022a).

In parallel, automatic recognition has gained
increasing traction in recent years, enabling an
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applicant holding a qualification of a certain

level to be automatically considered for entry

into further study or employment. This trend is
particularly pronounced in Europe, with schemes
such as the 2021 Benelux-Baltic Treaty on Automatic
Recognition, the recent recommendation on
automatic recognition issued by the Council of the
European Union, and the launch by the Council of
Europe of the drafting of a new Convention on the
conditions of transparency and quality assurance
for automatic recognition of higher education
qualifications. However, such mechanisms also exist
in other regions, with one of the earliest examples
being a bilateral agreement between Chile and
Uruguay in 1916.

The growing demand for higher education and
mobility, coupled with evolving technological
and geopolitical landscapes, presents significant
challenges for recognition authorities and

quality assurance agencies in assessing foreign
qualifications. These challenges are especially
evident with qualifications earned through non-
traditional learning modes, such as online, hybrid
or micro-credential programmes; the use of
digital tools to support recognition; the growth of
transnational education; and the recognition of
qualifications for refugees and displaced persons.
Although the Higher Education Policy Observatory
currently lacks specific data on how countries
address these issues in their recognition policies,
they are a prominent topic of discussion among
the recognition community and on the agenda of
several UNESCO recognition conventions.

The emergence of new forms of non-traditional
learning modes in higher education, such as
online and blended learning or micro-credentials,
challenges traditional notions of recognition

and quality assurance, resulting in an increasing
complexity in evaluating such qualifications.

The Global Convention, for example, stipulates that
States Parties should treat qualifications obtained
through traditional or non-traditional learning
modes or the validation of prior or partial learning
equally, provided that they have been subject to
quality assurance mechanisms comparable to those
acquired through traditional learning modes. This
opens the door to the recognition of qualifications
obtained through digital or hybrid means. However,
when it comes to such credentials, provision can
vary greatly in quality from one provider to another
(UNESCO, 2020a).

The case of micro-credentials is particularly complex,
as discussed in Chapter 6. While micro-credentials
offer flexible, accessible and often more affordable
lifelong learning pathways, confidence in their
value, by learners, employers and institutions alike,
is frequently impacted by the lack of regulations,
standards and common definitions. Many countries
around the world still lack the necessary policy and
regulatory frameworks to make decisions about
recognition that would convert small volumes

of competencies into certified micro-credentials
(Martin, 2023). Nevertheless, some have made
notable progress in this regard, such as Australia,
Canada, Italy, Jamaica, Malaysia, New Zealand and
South Africa. The Council of the European Union
also issued a Recommendation on a European
approach to micro-credentials for lifelong learning
and employability in 2022, intending to establish

a common framework across EU Member States
(Council of the European Union, 2022).

Recognition authorities and institutions worldwide
are increasingly turning to digital solutions to

verify academic qualifications and enhance the
efficiency and transparency of the recognition
process. This includes digital verification systems,
virtual evaluation procedures and automated
documentation processes, and these can all serve to
expedite recognition and combat fraud (Pedro, 2025).

Conventional credential verification methods,
which often depend on physical documents,



manual verification and intermediary institutions,
are frequently inefficient and prone to error.
Persistent issues, such as credential fraud,
administrative delays and a lack of transparency
in international recognition processes can

pose significant barriers for both students

and professionals. Digital credentials, such as
blockchain-verified diplomas, may offer a more
secure, efficient and transparent alternative to
traditional paper-based systems.

However, disparities in technological capacity and
resources, both across countries and institutions,
raise equity concerns. In the Asia-Pacific region,
virtual audits and online evaluations have become
standard practice following the COVID-19 pandemic
(Pedro, 2025). Digital solutions are also prevalent in
Europe and North America. According to the 2022
monitoring report on the Lisbon Convention, for
example, 79% of national information centres in
the region implemented different types of digital
solutions for recognition and assessment services
(Lantero et al., 2022).

Transnational education (TNE), often known as cross-
border education, has become a central component
of internationalization. It enables students to pursue
their studies at foreign institutions at home, without
the need for physical relocation abroad. While the
exact number of TNE providers is often unknown,
the number of international branch campuses alone
has grown from less than 50 in 2000 to over 300 in
2023 (C-BERT, 2023). Major TNE exporting countries
include the United States, United Kingdom, the
Russian Federation, France and Australia, with the
top receiving countries being China, the United Arab
Emirates, Singapore, Malaysia and Qatar (Cirlean et
al., 2025; C-BERT, 2023).

A key challenge to recognizing qualifications earned
through TNE is the comparability of standards -
particularly as not all TNE providers are subject to
the same quality assurance standards as institutions
in the host country. As such, it can be challenging
to determine the ‘home country’ of the awarding

institution and the competent authority responsible
for quality assurance of the institution and/or the
programme (UNESCO, 2020a), which can undermine
the value of the qualification earned and also lead to
fraudulent practices like diploma mills.

Several tools on TNE exist at the international level,
such as the 2005 OECD-UNESCO Guidelines for
Quiality Provision in Cross-Border Higher Education
or the Quality Assurance of Cross-Border Higher
Education toolkit between Europe, Asia-Pacific

and the Gulf States. A recommendation on quality
assurance, including that of TNE, is foreseen as a
subsidiary text to the Global Convention by 2027,
while the Committee of the Lisbon Convention
adopted a revised Code of Good Practice on TNE in
2025. However, critics argue that the challenge does
not appear to be in the lack of tools but rather in the
lack of transparent implementation by most‘sending
countries’to protect the interests of students (Gover
and Blackstock, 2023).

The significant rise in the number of refugees

and displaced persons moving across and within
countries underscores the growing need for
transparent and inclusive recognition practices.
According to UNHCR, only 9% of refugees had access
to higher education in 2025, compared to 43%
globally (UNHCR, 2025).

All UNESCO conventions on the recognition of
qualifications concerning higher education include
articles specifically addressing the recognition of
qualifications for refugees and displaced persons,
even in cases where documentary evidence

may be lacking — however, implementation is
uneven. Key barriers to recognition include the
absence of established procedures to assess
undocumented or incomplete qualifications, limited
transparency regarding recognition processes

and legal frameworks, financial and language-
related obstacles, and the capacity and resources
of countries. These issues are further discussed in
Chapter 10.
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Part ll: Spotlight on student mobility

10. The case for refugees and displaced persons

Main takeaways:

B Refugees remain severely underrepresented in higher education: despite a nine-fold increase in
enrollment from 1% in 2019 to 9% in 2025, their access to higher education still falls far behind
the global average of 43%.

B Recognition of qualifications remains one of the biggest barriers to re-entry into higher
education and the labour market. Many refugees and displaced persons lack complete or
verifiable documentation, and face complex administrative procedures, limited information,
and fragmented institutional systems.

B UNESCO's recognition conventions call for fair, transparent and non-discriminatory recognition,
including cases where documents are missing. However, implementation remains uneven
— typically stronger in the Global North and weaker in countries hosting the largest refugee
populations.

B Alternative and adaptive mechanisms - such as background documents, competency
assessments, self-declarations and temporary certificates — are among the key mechanisms
for assessing missing or incomplete documentation. Tools like the European Qualifications
Passport (EQPR) and UNESCO Qualifications Passport (UQP) are also used to provide
standardized documentation summarizing a refugee’s likely qualifications based on available
evidence.

B Several major refugee-hosting countries have adopted innovative and flexible approaches.
In Tiirkiye, university commissions assess candidates’ backgrounds and knowledge through
written or oral exams. In Colombia, the Permiso por Proteccion Temporal (PPT) streamlines
qualification recognition for Venezuelan migrants.

B Effective recognition systems are inclusive, coordinated and embedded within national
frameworks, enabling refugees to rebuild their lives, contribute to host communities, and
access sustainable education and employment opportunities.
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Forced displacement has reached historically
unprecedented levels, reshaping education systems
around the world. By the end of 2024, more than 123
million people were displaced worldwide, including
42.7 million refugees, 73.5 million internally
displaced persons and 8.4 million asylum-seekers
(UNHCR, n.d.). Yet, while global participation in
higher education stands at 43%, only 9% of refugee
youth are enrolled in higher education; a striking
disparity that underscores the urgency of inclusive
policies (UNHCR, 2025). The 15by30 Roadmap,
championed by UNHCR, sets an ambitious target to
ensure that 15% of refugees gain access to higher
education by 2030 (UNHCR, 2023). Meeting this goal
requires removing systemic barriers.

The recognition of qualifications, particularly

in cases of lacking documentary evidence, is

one of the biggest barriers preventing refugees
and displaced persons from re-entering higher
education and the labour market. The 2019 Global
Education Monitoring (GEM) report highlights that
the lack of recognition mechanisms, combined
with legal restrictions and bureaucratic inertia,
often “squanders a great deal of human potential”
(UNESCO GEM report, 2019). For refugee and
displaced youth, a single missing document

can mean the loss of years of prior learning. The
recognition of qualifications is, therefore, not only
a technical issue but a question of dignity, social
cohesion and economic recovery.

Few countries featured in the Higher Education
Policy Observatory (HEPO) make explicit provisions
regarding refugees and displaced persons in their
higher education policies and legislation. While
HEPO currently does not include specific indicators
on the recognition of qualifications for these groups,
several trends, developments and challenges

can be observed in practice. This chapter looks at
normative frameworks, barriers to recognition as
well as global patterns and promising practices with
regard to the recognition of these qualifications.

The right to education for all is firmly anchored

in various international treaties, starting with the
1948 Universal Declaration on Human Rights and
1960 UNESCO Convention against Discrimination

in Education. The 1951 Convention relating to the
Status of Refugees explicitly calls on States Parties to
accord refugees treatment as favourable as possible
with respect to higher education and the recognition
of foreign qualifications. Other international
instruments, such as the Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly, and Regular Migration (2018), call upon
states to ensure the right to education for displaced
persons generally, while the Global Compact on
Refugees refers to facilitating access to tertiary
education and mentions the recognition of
qualifications and skills explicitly (UNESCO, 2022¢;
UNHCR, 2018).

The UNESCO Global Convention on the Recognition
of Qualifications concerning Higher Education,
adopted in 2019, is the first legally binding
instrument at the global level to explicitly mandate
that States Parties develop assessment procedures
for the recognition of qualifications for refugees
and displaced persons, even in the absence of
documentary evidence. UNESCO's five regional
recognition conventions, also discussed in Chapter
9, reinforce these commitments, calling for the same
within their respective regions.

This principle, sometimes enshrined in Article VIl of
the different recognition conventions, represents

a turning point for inclusive higher education. It
aims to facilitate the recognition process without
affecting the sovereign right of States Parties to
determine the status of refugees or displaced
persons. Nonetheless, it has sometimes been cited
as obstacles to ratification by certain countries
(UNESCO Internal Oversight Service, 2016).



Despite formal commitments, not all States Parties
to the different UNESCO recognition conventions
have implemented the necessary legislation or
established operational pathways to process
refugees and displaced persons with partial or

no documentation. Even when such systems or
practices exist, a lack of visibility, transparency or
coordination across institutions can hamper their
effectiveness.

In practice, the recognition of qualifications for
refugees and displaced persons remains fraught
with obstacles that cut across legal, institutional,
linguistic and socio-economic dimensions. These
barriers are rarely isolated but instead intersect to
create what scholars and policy advocates have
termed a’‘super-disadvantage’ (Martin and Stulgaitis,
2022), especially acute in the Global South and in
protracted displacement contexts.

Documentation and verification remain the

most pervasive challenges. Many refugee and
displaced learners are unable to provide complete
documentation of their academic history, including
transcripts, diplomas and course descriptions. This is
particularly acute in situations of armed conflict or
state collapse, where educational institutions have
ceased to function or have been severely damaged
or destroyed. Moreover, even when documents are
available, they are often not recognized due to a
lack of standardization, non-alignment with national
qualifications frameworks or the inability of host
country evaluators to verify them with the issuing
institutions (UNESCO GEM report, 2019).

Legal and institutional fragmentation further
exacerbates the problem. Recognition
responsibilities are often scattered across ministries
of education, immigration services, professional
licensing boards and higher education institutions,
which often operate without adequate coordination
(McAuliffe and Oucho, 2024). Many national

legal frameworks do not yet include exceptional
recognition procedures for refugees and asylum
seekers, especially for those with pending or
irregular status. Legislation may even explicitly

require authenticated original documentation,
effectively excluding displaced individuals who lack
access to such materials (UNESCO GEM report, 2019).
This regulatory rigidity also fails to accommodate
alternative mechanismes, such as interview-based
assessments or recognition of prior learning.

Language and procedural barriers pose especially
significant challenges. Many refugees are unfamiliar
with the host country’s administrative systems, not
proficient in the local language and may lack digital
literacy, particularly when it comes to online-only
recognition platforms. Host systems often require
form submissions, translations, notarizations and
other bureaucratic procedures that are both costly
and linguistically complex. As McAuliffe and Oucho
(2024) observe, linguistic distance and unfamiliarity
with digital interfaces disproportionately exclude
those with limited formal education or from rural
displacement settings. Furthermore, information
about recognition procedures is often unavailable
or inaccessible, particularly to individuals without
access to legal counsel or community-based
guidance.

Socio-economic and geographic barriers are

also evident. Refugees in low-income countries

often reside in remote areas or camps far from
recognition agencies, testing centers or higher
education institutions. Digital exclusion, due to

a lack of devices, internet connectivity, or digital
skills, further isolates them from online credential
evaluation systems. Even in higher-income countries,
discretionary decisions by autonomous institutions
may act as gatekeeping mechanisms that produce
inconsistent outcomes or reinforce exclusion. In
some cases, there is evidence of implicit bias or
mistrust of foreign credentials, particularly when
issued by institutions in countries affected by conflict
or political instability (Baroni Boces, 2025).

Lastly, psychosocial barriers often go
unacknowledged. Displacement is a profoundly
traumatic experience, often accompanied by
poverty, legal insecurity and exposure to violence

or discrimination. These experiences can result in
diminished self-confidence, reluctance to approach
authorities or withdrawal from education altogether.



In recognition contexts, this may manifest as failure
to apply, incomplete applications or dropping out
of recognition pathways due to discouragement
(Martin and Stulgaitis, 2022).

In summary, while global and regional frameworks
emphasize flexibility and equity in the recognition
of qualifications, theirimplementation is hindered
by structural constraints and systemic inertia.
Addressing these barriers requires not only
legislative reform and inter-agency coordination
but also the design of tailored, trauma-sensitive and
linguistically inclusive procedures that account for
the realities of displacement.

The global landscape of qualification recognition

for refugees and displaced persons is characterized
by pronounced regional disparities and significant
gaps in institutional readiness across different
country and income levels. National implementation
remains highly uneven and heavily influenced by
historical migration patterns, administrative capacity
and political will. Despite the many barriers, a
growing number of countries and institutions have
developed innovative and inclusive mechanisms.
These initiatives span a wide range of socio-
economic and regional contexts, showing that
meaningful solutions are possible even in complex
governance environments.

A 2022 consultation with UNESCO Member
States revealed that only 23 (or 37%) of the 63
participating countries had national recognition
procedures in place for refugees and displaced
persons, and just 16 (or 25%) had developed
specific processes through competent recognition
authorities (UNESCO, 2024f). These countries are
disproportionately located in the Global North,
which may suggest that countries that host some
of the largest displaced populations display lower
levels of such procedures or processes.

For instance, while countries such as Kenya and
Uganda host hundreds of thousands of refugees,
the presence of formal recognition bodies remains
limited and access to credential evaluation often

relies on ad hoc university-level discretion (Martin
and Stulgaitis, 2022). Both have, however, begun
to pilot the UNESCO Qualifications Passport
(UQP) which serves as universal tool to facilitate
recognition for these groups, drawing on the
methodology of the European Qualifications
Passport (EQPR) (UNESCO, 2024h).

The influence of the UNESCO recognition
conventions also contributes to shaping patterns

of recognition. The Lisbon Recognition Convention
and its subsidiary text (Recommendation on

the Qualifications held by Refugees, Displaced
Persons, and Persons in a Refugee-like Situation)
have spurred a more standardized approach to
recognizing qualifications, including through the
EQPR. According to the 2019 monitoring report on
implementation of the convention, 41% of its States
Parties had national procedures for the recognition
of undocumented qualifications held by refugees
and displaced persons. The report also noted that
countries without regulations may have practical
arrangements serving the same purpose (Council of
Europe and UNESCO, 2019).

Norway, which piloted the methodology applied
in the EQPR and UQP, offers an interview-based
procedure targeted at refugees with insufficient
documentation and individuals in a refugee-

like situation who are unable to meet the
documentation requirements for the Directorate
for Higher Education and Skills' regular procedure
for recognition (Norwegian Directorate for Higher
Education and skills). Similarly, Italy’s Academic
Equivalence Mobility Information Center (CIMEA)
evaluates alternative documents such as affidavits
or partial records, ensuring flexible yet rigorous
assessments (Guéye et al.,, 2024).

In 2022, South Africa’s Qualifications Authority
(SAQA) piloted an initiative on recognizing
qualifications for refugees and asylum seekers

with incomplete documentation, as part of its
commitments under the Addis Recognition
Convention for Africa (SAQA, n.d.). This builds on the
Policy and Criteria for Evaluating Foreign Qualifications
within the South African National Qualifications
Framework, including the 2019 addendum on the



recognition of qualifications for refugees and asylum
seekers (SAQA, 2019).

The direction of refugee flows also impacts
recognition priorities. In regions like Latin America,
governments have been compelled to adapt
procedures rapidly, often urging higher education
institutions to apply a flexible approach. Colombia’s
use of the Permiso por Proteccién Temporal (PPT)
aims to facilitate access to qualification recognition
procedures for Venezuelan migrants illustrates

a proactive model driven by policy necessity
(Republica de Colombia, 2021). Brazil has also
recognized that refugees and asylum seekers have
the right to differentiated evaluation procedures,
including the acceptance of partial or alternative
documentation, and empowered public universities
through various frameworks to autonomously
recognize these. One such framework is the Sérgio
Vieira de Mello Chair, a UNHCR-supported initiative
that fosters university-led support for displaced
populations (Baroni Boces, 2025).

Similarly, Tiirkiye’s approach has been evolving
since 2012, particularly in the wake of the Syrian
refugee crisis. In 2017, a policy was adopted

on the recognition of qualifications for those

from countries affected by “war, annexation or
invasion”, facilitating recognition in cases of missing
documentary evidence. For each field of study,
commissions are established at selected universities
to assess candidates’ background, degree and

level of knowledge through written or verbal

exam (Gardi, 2021). In Jordan, national recognition
bodies issue temporary certificates renewable
annually, based on proactive communication with
institutions in countries of origin, even when official
records are missing or difficult to obtain (UNESCO,
2024e). Meanwhile, countries that serve more as
transit corridors than final destinations often lack
comprehensive systems and processes.

In Asia and the Pacific, countries like Japan stand out
in terms of flexible procedures. For refugees who

do not hold a graduation certificate and are unable
to obtain it, the competent recognition authority
substitutes their application (a self-declaration of
one’s educational background) for such a certificate,

unless there is evidence to the contrary, in light of
the purpose of the Convention Relating to the Status
of Refugees (UNESCO, 2024f).

Beyond geographic variation and the volume

of migratory flows, the economic capacity of
countries plays a central role in shaping recognition
systems. High-income countries are more likely to
have centralized agencies, national qualifications
frameworks, and established appeal processes.
They also demonstrate greater adoption of digital
tools, such as automated verification systems

or blockchain-supported credential storage.
Conversely, low-income and lower-middle-income
countries struggle to develop consistent recognition
frameworks due to a lack of funding, limited
digitization, and institutional fragmentation.

However, higher income does not always
guarantee inclusive outcomes. Some high-income
countries display restrictive practices due to highly
autonomous higher education systems or rigid legal
frameworks that exclude non-standard applicants.
In such systems, discretionary power is often vested
in universities or professional associations, resulting
in variations in recognition outcomes depending
on the institution or region. Some countries
continue to treat refugees as “exceptional cases,’
thereby reinforcing marginalization rather than
mainstreaming inclusion (UNESCO GEM report,
2019).

In summary, global patterns in refugee qualification
recognition are shaped by intersecting factors,
including geography, income, governance models,
migration flows, and legal commitments. While there
is evidence of innovation and progress, particularly
in high-capacity states and regions with strong

legal frameworks, significant disparities persist.
Bridging these gaps will require not only technical
cooperation and digital innovation but also renewed
political attention to equitable access and human
rights in higher education.
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Conclusions and the future outlook

Higher education stands at a crossroads. As the
world enters the final five years to achieve SDG 4,
the sector faces converging challenges: meeting
an unprecedented demand despite constrained
resources, technological disruption reshaping
traditional models and persistent inequities on the
cusp of widening rather than narrowing. The data
presented in this report reveal both remarkable
progress and sobering gaps. With close to 269
million students enrolled in higher education
globally (ISCED levels 5-8) and yet only a sobering
9% of refugees accessing higher education, the
promise of inclusive, quality tertiary education
remains unfulfilled for millions.

Most countries have adopted national plans to steer
higher education and generally prioritize access
and quality in higher education. Meanwhile, areas,
such as relevance, internationalization, research and
innovation, receive varying degrees of attention
despite their crucial role in achieving sustainable
development.

As the landscape of higher education continues to
evolve in response to demographic shifts, increased
demand, technological advancements and changing
labour market needs, policymakers must remain
proactive and adaptive. Strategic investment,
informed by reliable data and guided by the
principles of inclusion and quality, will be essential to
ensuring that systems are accessible, sustainable and
aligned with the needs of the 21 century.

The trends outlined in this report highlight both
challenges and opportunities that the future holds
for higher education. Drawing on these findings, this
final section highlights areas where policy attention
is most urgently required as the world enters the final
five years to achieve SDG 4 and fulfil the commitment
to deliver inclusive and equitable quality education
and lifelong learning opportunities for all.

While derived from an empirical analysis of policies
and trends noted here in the Higher education global
trends report, the priorities summarized below also
closely resonate with the directions for change

articulated in the recent UNESCO’s Transforming
Higher Education roadmap, which was based on
the outcomes of and subsequent consultations
for the 2022 World Higher Education Conference
(WHEC2022) (UNESCO, 2026). Read together, both
publications reveal a strong convergence between
observed challenges and the ambitions emerging
from global dialogue on the future of higher

education.

1) While expanding access to higher education
should remain a priority, progression and
completion should garner closer attention.

The analysis of global trends suggests that widening
participation in higher education has been, and
remains, a top priority in national public policies.
Sustained commitment to expansion is essential

to ensure the right to higher education and quality
lifelong learning for all. Yet expansion alone does
not guarantee progression. Persistent barriers to
student advancement in many systems point to the
need for stronger support to learners throughout
their academic journey. Closing completion gaps is
crucial to ensuring that individuals are able to realize
the benefits of higher education, while reducing
dropouts and improving systems efficiency.

Addressing this challenge will require policies

that extend beyond admission and place greater
emphasis on flexible pathways; academic and social
support; recognition of diverse learner profiles; as
well as quality assurance and funding approaches
that encourage successful completion.

These priorities align closely with the Transforming
Higher Education roadmap’s call under Guiding
Principle 1 to frame equity not only in terms of
opportunities for entry, but also in relation to
outcomes. Student retention and programme
completion must be treated as core responsibilities
of higher education systems. At the same time, the
right to higher education can only be fulfilled when
programmes are meaningful and responsive to
evolving global and local realities, underscoring the
need to strengthen the quality, relevance and value
of qualifications.
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2) Despite a strong commitment to foster
inclusion in higher education, further
measures are needed to make this a reality for
disadvantaged groups.

The trends identified in this report indicate that,
despite the widespread recognition of inclusion as
a policy objective, many higher education systems
continue to struggle to translate commitments
into realities for learners from disadvantaged and
marginalized backgrounds. Structural barriers
linked to income, geography, gender, disability,
displacement and other factors continue to shape
who can enter, progress and succeed in higher
education. Policies fostering expansion without
addressing entry barriers for different population
groups risk reproducing inequalities within
systems — even when these policies are intended to
advance social mobility, cohesion and sustainable
development. Ensuring fairness therefore requires
moving beyond formal commitments toward
sustained efforts to capture and address the
conditions that prevent equal participation and
success for all.

Surmounting this challenge hinges on embedding
inclusion across governance, financing, admissions,
student support and institutional cultures. Financial
aid must consider the full cost of study, while
complementary bridging programmes, academic
support and psychosocial measures are also often
necessary to create environments in which diverse
learners can thrive.

These implications strongly resonate with the
Transforming Higher Education roadmap’s Guiding
Principle 1, which calls on higher education systems
to eliminate discrimination in all their operations and
to remove barriers that marginalize individuals and
communities. Inclusion cannot be attained without
adequate public commitment and resources, and
equity policies must be twinned with concrete
investments to ensure that disadvantaged learners
truly go the distance.

3) As higher education systems expand and
diversify, effective coordination and steering
become increasingly important.

In recent decades, higher education landscapes
have evolved rapidly, marked by massification,
institutional diversification, new delivery modalities
and a growing range of public and private actors.
While many countries have developed planning
instruments and strengthened legislative
frameworks, maintaining coherence across
expanding systems remains a persistent challenge.
Responsibilities are frequently spread across
multiple authorities and regulatory arrangements do
not always adapt at the same pace as new forms of
provision.

In this environment, steering increasingly

depends on the ability of public authorities to
clarify mandates, align incentives and ensure

that institutions operate within transparent and
commonly understood frameworks. External quality
assurance has become a central mechanism to

help translate national objectives into institutional
practice, strengthening accountability and building
confidence among learners, employers and
international partners. Building governance capacity
therefore involves reinforcing coordination across
levels of government, improving links between
higher education and related policy areas, such

as labour markets and social development, and
creating favourable conditions that encourage
cooperation among institutions while respecting
their different roles and missions.

These orientations are clearly expressed in the
Transforming Higher Education roadmap, notably

in Guiding Principle 5, which calls for greater
collaboration and solidarity as well as promotes
more flexible and harmonized forms of system
integration to ease the transfer of learners,
knowledge and qualifications across institutions and
contexts.
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4) Institutional autonomy and academic
freedom underpin higher education, yet their
recognition and implementation remains
uneven.

Across higher education systems, autonomy and
academic freedom are broadly acknowledged as
foundational conditions for teaching, learning

and research. Yet formal recognition does not
always translate into lived reality. Legal guarantees
frequently coexist with administrative, political and
economic pressures that can restrict the ability of
institutions and individuals to make independent
decisions, pursue inquiry and contribute freely to
public debate. Evidence from multiple regions points
to the intensification of these pressures.

As higher education systems expand, diversify

and assume greater societal responsibilities,
safeguarding autonomy and academic freedom
becomes ever more critical to maintain credibility,
foster innovation and sustain international
cooperation. Without such protections, the integrity
of knowledge creation and dissemination is

placed at risk. Advancing the effective realization

of these key tenets therefore entails clear and
reliable legal protections, transparent decision-
making procedures and safeguards against undue
political or administrative interference. It also calls
for accountability arrangements developed in
dialogue with the higher education community to
ensure that oversight strengthens public trust while
preserving the conditions necessary for independent
teaching, learning and research.

These considerations are in step with the
Transforming Higher Education roadmap, notably
Guiding Principle 2, which reaffirms the centrality of
the freedom to learn, teach, research and cooperate
internationally, and underscores the responsibility
of states and institutions to create environments

in which critical inquiry and open exchange can
flourish.

5) Securing sustainable and equitable financing
is essential to meet the growing demand for
higher education.

The expansion and diversification of higher
education have profound implications for

how systems are resourced. In many contexts,
available funding remains insufficient to meet

rising enrolment rates, infrastructure needs and
expectations regarding quality and student support.
Persistent disparities in per-student investment,
particularly in lower-income settings, continue to
create unequal learning conditions. At the same
time, increasing reliance on tuition fees and indirect
costs can create new barriers for those the system
seeks to include.

Ensuring that higher education can fulfil its

public mission thus depends both on mobilizing
adequate levels of funding and on distributing
resources in ways that uphold fairness and advance
effectiveness. Strengthening fiscal capacity,
improving the efficiency and transparency of
spending, and ensuring that learners can meet the
full costs of study through appropriate and well-
targeted support are central dimensions of this
effort. Many systems are also exploring innovative
approaches to complement public budgets. Cost-
sharing arrangements, targeted aid, partnerships
and performance-oriented mechanisms may
expand possibilities, but their impact depends on
careful design, broad consultation and sensitivity
to national circumstances. The Transforming Higher
Education roadmap, particularly Guiding Principle
1, likewise emphasizes that commitments to equity
and inclusion must be matched by adequate public
investment and that financial considerations should
not prevent learners from accessing and benefiting
from higher education.
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6) Digital transformation and Al offer
unprecedented opportunities but also risk
exacerbating existing inequalities.

Digital technologies are profoundly reshaping higher
education across teaching, research, governance

and engagement with society. They open new
possibilities for teaching and learning, flexible
provision, innovation and expanded participation.
Yet unequal access to connectivity, infrastructure,
digital skills and culturally relevant resources means
that these advances can reproduce or intensify
disparities among learners, institutions and
countries.

The rapid integration of Al further amplifies both
promises and risks. While it can enhance learning,
research capacity and system management, its
development and deployment influence whose
knowledge is represented, which languages and
contexts are prioritized, and how educational
choices are made. Without vigilant commitment to
uphold inclusion, fairness, ethical considerations and
a human-centered approach, digital transformation
may deepen asymmetries rather than help overcome
them. Maximizing benefits therefore rests on
sustained investments in access and capacity,
strengthened digital literacy and governance
frameworks that ensure ethical use, transparency
and accountability, while keeping educational
purposes at the forefront.

These imperatives are also clearly reflected in the
Transforming Higher Education roadmap, notably
Guiding Principle 4, which emphasizes that digital
technologies and Al must be harnessed within

a human-centred vision of higher education to
advance human development and help reduce,
rather than exacerbate, existing inequalities, while
safeguarding the fundamental values of higher
education.

7) Teaching personnel are at the forefront of
quality and inclusive higher education, yet
growing challenges threaten the profession’s
growth and retention capacity.

The capacity of higher education systems to
provide quality learning, advance research and
serve society ultimately rests on the shoulders of
the people who work within them. Yet the teaching
profession faces mounting challenges related to
employment insecurity, uncertain career prospects,
excessive workloads, evolving skill requirements
and the need to respond to increasingly diverse
student populations. In many contexts, these
pressures affect morale, attractiveness of the
profession and long-term retention of staff. At

the same time, expectations placed on teaching
personnel continue to expand. Digital innovation,
new pedagogical approaches, research demands
and broader social engagement require continuous
opportunities for professional growth, adequate
resources and supportive working environments.
Improving well-being, equity and recognition in
the profession is therefore essential to maintaining
institutional capacity and educational quality in the
long run.

Strengthening the academic profession thus
involves reinforcing employment stability,
providing clearer career pathways, expanding
opportunities for continuous professional
development and ensuring that working
environments support well-being and inclusion.

It also requires enabling teaching personnel to
engage meaningfully in institutional governance
and providing clear pathways to adapt to evolving
pedagogical, technological and societal demands.
These responsibilities are strongly reflected in
Guiding Principle 2 of the Transforming Higher
Education roadmap, which underscores the central
role of the academic community and the need to
ensure good working conditions - including the
provision of professional support, opportunities
for development, recognition for contributions
and ways to participate in institutional life — that
enable those who teach and research to contribute
fully to society. In parallel, UNESCO has initiated a
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revision of the 1997 Recommendation on the Status
of Higher Education Teaching Personnel to provide
policymakers worldwide with updated guidance to
address the evolving realities of the profession.

8) Ensuring the fair, transparent and non-
discriminatory recognition of higher
education qualifications is essential to making
mobility more equitable.

Studying across borders offers learners opportunities
to broaden their knowledge, develop intercultural
competencies, enhance their employability and
build lasting academic and professional networks.
More broadly, mobility supports knowledge
circulation, international cooperation and mutual
understanding among societies. Over the last
decade, the international movement of students
and scholars has become an increasingly prominent
feature of higher education across regions. Yet
participation remains limited for the majority
worldwide. Access to mobility is strongly influenced
by financial capacity, regulatory frameworks

and the availability of support measures, while
choices of destination are shaped by factors, such
as institutional reputation, historical ties and
geographical proximity.

Broadening the benefits of internationalization will
require multiple and coordinated actions, including
enacting inclusive funding policies, diversifying
partnerships and providing more flexible learning
pathways. However, these measures are often mired
by administrative procedures, migration regulations
and limited funding capacity. In addition, the fair,
transparent and non-discriminatory recognition

of qualifications is a key enabling condition for
mobility. Many countries have demonstrated
commitment by adhering to UNESCO's regional

and global conventions on the recognition of
qualifications, and by establishing national
procedures. However, implementation remains
uneven. Persistent obstacles particularly plague
refugees and displaced persons who often lack
complete documentation as well as holders of
qualifications from digital or other non-traditional

forms of provision. Rectifying these situations
requires not only political will but also administrative
capacity, clear and transparent procedures

and sustained cooperation among competent
authorities. Strong and credible quality assurance
arrangements are also fundamental to solving the
problem as they underpin quality, comparability and
enable mutual recognition across systems.

Guiding Principle 5 elaborated in the Transforming
Higher Education roadmap emphasizes that studying,
teaching and researching across borders contributes
to dialogue and peace, and that such cooperation
depends on the smooth and effective functioning of
recognition processes. Lending continued support to
the development of national and regional capacities
to implement these commitments is critical to
ensuring that mobility opportunities can be realized
more widely.

9) Strengthening higher education ultimately
depends on more robust data systems and
international cooperation to inform policy and
practice.

The capacity of governments and institutions to
expand access, promote inclusion, safeguard quality,
finance expansion, manage digital transformation
and support mobility relies fundamentally on the
availability of reliable and comparable information.
Yet significant gaps persist in many contexts, limiting
the ability to monitor progress, identify disparities
and assess the effects of higher education reforms.
Rapidly evolving areas, such as new learning
pathways, cross-border provision and emerging
technologies, places further strain on existing
statistical and administrative arrangements.

Addressing these limitations calls for sustained
investment in higher education management
information systems (HEMIS), clearer institutional
responsibilities and stronger analytical capacities
at both institutional and system levels. At the same
time, improving comparability and mutual learning
requires enhanced collaboration across countries
and regions, so that experience gained in one
context can inform progress in others.
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Strong data systems and knowledge sharing

within and across higher education systems will
prove essential to achieving target 4.3 of SDG 4

and moving the Transforming Higher Education
roadmap from concept to reality. To this end,
UNESCO supports Member States in strengthening
their information ecosystems through initiatives
that foster capacity development, policy dialogue
and nationally owned solutions. These include

the Education Management Information Systems

— Progress Assessment Tool for Transformation
(EMIS-PATT) and its dedicated higher education
module, which provide a practical and participatory
framework to help countries assess the state of their
data systems, set priorities and design sequenced,
costed pathways for improvement.
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Appendix

List of indicators

The list includes the main indicators used in this
report — the policy indicators from the Higher
Education Policy Observatory (HEPO) and the
statistical indicators integrated from the UNESCO
Institute for Statistics (UIS).

All policy indicators from HEPO are based on

a systematic review of national constitutional
provisions, legislation and policy documents using
predefined classification criteria. The statistical
indicators come from the UIS Data Browser.

Regional and income group averages presented

in this report are derived either directly from the
UIS Data Browser (for statistical indicators) or
calculated by the authors as simple (unweighted)
averages. Author-calculated averages are based on
country-level data from the UIS Data Browser (for

statistical indicators where aggregate values were
not available) and from the Higher Education Policy
Observatory (for policy indicators). The source of
each indicator and the method of calculation are
specified in the report and indicated again in the lists
below.

Calculated averages rely on the regional and income
group classifications of Higher Education Policy
Observatory, following the classifications of UIS.
These are available at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.
org/pc/static/countrydocs/cp/zz_Disclaimers/
Country%?20classifications%20by%20regions%20
and%20income%20groups 06-2025.pdf.

For calculated statistical averages, country

coverage in some regions may be limited and affect
representativeness. Where applicable, limitations are
indicated in the notes accompanying the figures, as
well as in the following lists.
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Chapter 1: Participation and completion

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO)

Share of countries whose national legal framework for higher education explicitly recognizes the right to higher

education

Description: Share of countries that explicitly mention the right
to higher education in either the national constitution, the
education law or the higher education law, where applicable.

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international organization
repositories (e.g. ILO, Eurydice, etc.)

Year:
2024-2025

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of increasing student access to

higher education

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan
for higher education - either a sector-specific plan or a section

Data sources: Official government

Year:
on higher education in a multi-sectoral plan - that include websites and/or international organization 222;_2025
explicit objectives for the general increase of enrollment repositories (e.g. UNESCO IIEP Planipolis)
(without targeting specific population groups).
More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)
Gross enrollment ratio at ISCED 6-8, both sexes and disaggregated by sex (%)
Description: Total enrolment in higher education at ISCED Data sources..: uis I?ata Browsgr.
- Enrolment in tertiary education, ISCED
levels 6 to 8, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage 6-8 broarammes. both sexes and female Year: 2013-
of the eligible official school-age population corresponding Prog ! 2023 (2011~

to the same level of education. Indicator computed for the
total population (both sexes) and the female population.
Calculations made by authors.

(number)

- School age population, tertiary
education, both sexes and female
(number)

2021 for Sub-
Saharan Africa)

Distribution of higher education enroliment by ISCED level (6, 7 and 8), both sexes (%)

Description: Total enrolment in higher education at each ISCED
level (6, 7 and 8), regardless of age, expressed as a percentage
of total enrolment at ISCED levels 6 to 8 combined. Indicator
computed for the total population (both sexes). Calculations
made by authors.

Data sources: UIS Data Browser.

- Enrolment in tertiary education, ISCED
6, 7 and 8 programmes, both sexes
(number)

Year: 2013-
2023 (2011-
2021 for Sub-
Saharan Africa)

Percentage of female enrolment in higher education, by ISCED level (6, 7 and 8) (%)

Description: Female enrolment in higher education at each
ISCED level (6, 7 and 8), regardless of age, expressed as a
percentage of total enrolment at the corresponding ISCED
level. Indicator computed separately for ISCED levels 6, 7 and 8.
Calculations made by authors.

Data sources: UIS Data Browser.

- Enrolment in tertiary education, ISCED
6-8 programmes, both sexes and female
(number)

Year: 2013-
2023 (2011~
2021 for Sub-
Saharan Africa)

Gross graduation ratio from 1st degree programs (ISCED 6 and 7), both sexes and disaggregated by sex (%)

Description: Number of graduates from first degree tertiary
programmes (at ISCED level 6 and 7) expressed as a percentage
of the population of the theoretical graduation age of the

most common first degree programme. Indicator for the total
population (both sexes) and the female population. Aggregated
data provided by UIS.

Data sources: UIS Data Browser.

- Gross graduation ratio from first degrees
programme (ISCED 6 and 7) in tertiary
education

Year: 2012,
2013, 2016,
2018, 2022,
2023

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org
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Chapter 2: Equity and inclusion

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO)

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of improving the employability

of higher education graduates

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in
a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives for the improvement
of graduate employability (e.g. increased programme relevance, skills for the
job market, career services).

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international
organization repositories (e.g.
UNESCO IIEP Planipolis)

Year:
2024-
2025

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the
to higher education

objective of increasing student access

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher

Data sources: Official government

. . . . < Lo . . . Year:
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher educationina | websites and/or international 2024-
multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives for the general increase organization repositories (e.g.

. . . . A 2025
of enrollment (without targeting specific population groups). UNESCO IIEP Planipolis)
Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of increasing student inclusion
to higher education
. . . . ) Data sources: Official government
Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher . . 9 .

. . . . ) . websites and/or international Year:
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in - o
a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to increase enrollment organization repositories (€.g. 2024-

P P J UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, GEM 2025

for specific population group(s).

report PEER)

Share of countries with national minimum admission quotas for specific population groups in higher education

Description: Share of countries that have established nationally defined

Data sources: Official government

Year:

minimum admission quotas for specific population groups in higher websites and/or international 2262';_
education, globally and by region. Quotas refer to legally or administratively | organization repositories (e.g. GEM

e . . ) 2025
defined minimum admission shares for designated groups. report PEER, ILO, Eurydice, etc.)
Population groups covered by national minimum admission quotas in higher education

iption: Populati licitl ionall lish
Deisc.rlptlon opu'atlon groups exp ICIt[ y coyered by nat|<.)na' y e'stak') ished Data sources: Official government
minimum admission quotas for entry into higher education institutions. . . . Year:
. . websites and/or international

Quotas refer to legally or administratively defined reserved places organization repositories (.g. GEM 2024-
or minimum shares of available seats allocated to specified groups. 9 P 9 2025

Classification based on national legislation and official policy documents.

report PEER, ILO, Eurydice, etc.)

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of increasing gender equality

among students

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in
a multi-sectoral plan - (N=132) that include explicit objectives to increase
gender equality among students (e.g. reducing gender disparities in access
participation or completion; addressing gender-based discrimination or
violence; promoting equal representation across fields of study).

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international
organization repositories (e.g.
UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, GEM
report PEER)

Year:
2024-
2025
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Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of increasing gender equality

for students in STEM fields

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education
in a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to increase gender
equality and/or support the representation of women among students in
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields.

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international
organization repositories (e.g.
UNESCO IIEP Planipolis)

Year:
2024-
2025

Share of countries whose national legal framework for higher education explicitly includes equity and inclusion

among its stated purposes

Description: Share of countries whose national constitution, education law

and/or higher education law, where applicable, explicitly includes equity, .

. / . 9 S PP p y N 9 . Y Data sources: Official government

inclusion or related principles (e.g. equal opportunity, non-discrimination, . . . Year:
e . . websites and/or international

social justice) among the stated purposes of higher education. Based on a - o 2024-

. - e P L organization repositories (e.g. ILO,

structured review of national legislation identifying mission statements and . 2025
. . S . . . . Eurydice, etc.)

coding their main dimensions according to a predefined classification of

higher education purposes.

Population groups targeted by national scholarship programmes in higher education

Description: Population groups explicitly identified in national legislation or

olicy as eligible or prioritized beneficiaries of government-administered .

potcy . 9 P . 9 . . . Data sources: Official government

scholarship or grant programmes to study in national higher education . . . Year:

T . . . . websites and/or international

institutions. Targeting may involve exclusive support for specific groups or - o 2024-

L . . . S organization repositories (e.g. GEM

priority allocation. Based on a structured review of national legislation and . 2025
- . . ) . Report PEE, ILO, Eurydice, etc.)

policies using a predefined set of beneficiary categories to classify targeted

population groups.

More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

Percentage of female researchers (in headcounts - HC)

Description: Female researchers as a percentage of total

researchers (measured in headcounts). The headcount (HC) of

R&D personnel is defined as the total number of individuals

contributing to intramural R&D, at the level of a statistical unit Data sources: UIS Data Browser.

9 ! « Researchers (HC) - % Female Year: 2022

or at an aggregate level, during a specific reference period
(usually a calendar year). That means headcount data reflect the
total number of persons who are mainly or partially employed
in R&D.

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.une

5C0.0rg
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Chapter 3: Governance and legislative frameworks

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO)

Jurisdictional level of legislative authority over higher education systems

Description: Jurisdictional level at which legislative authority over higher

Data sources: Official

. . ) . . S . overnment websites and Year:
education systems is exercised. Classified into three categories: (i) national 9 . . . ./
. . . or international organization 2024-
level; (i) sub-national level (e.g. federal states or provinces); or (iii) shared o .
o . . . repositories (e.g. ILO, Eurydice, 2025
legislative authority between national and sub-national levels. etc)
Administrative level of government with direct responsibility for higher education
Description: Level of the governmental administrative unit with direct
responsibility for higher education. Classified into three categories: (i) Data sources: Official government Year:
ministerial level or equivalent (Level 1); (ii) vice-ministerial level or equivalent websites and/or international 2024_
(Level 2); or (iii) lower administrative levels (Level 3 or below). Identification organization repositories (e.g. 2025
based on the highest governmental unit whose official title explicitly includes ILO, Eurydice, etc.)
higher education, tertiary education, universities or equivalent terminology.
Share of countries whose legislation recognizes the autonomy of higher education institutions
Description: Share of countries whose national legislation explicitly recognizes )
the autonomy of higher education institutions. Recognition refers to formal Data sources: OfﬁC{aI
legal provisions affirming institutional autonomy in one or more domains (e.g. goyernmerjt web5|tes'and./ Year.
academic, administrative, financial or organizational matters). or international organization 2024-
repositories (e.g. ILO, Eurydice, 2025
This indicator captures legal recognition and does not assess the extent to etc)
which autonomy is implemented in practice.
Share of countries with legislation to regulate higher education
Description: Share of countries with an overarching legislative framework .
. . . ) . . Data sources: Official
regulating the higher education sector. Countries are classified into three .
LT . ) . . N government websites and/ Year:
categories: (i) existence of a dedicated national higher education law; (ii) . . o
. . . . . or international organization 2024-
regulation of higher education within a general education law; or (iii) no o .
. . . - . . . repositories (e.g. ILO, Eurydice, 2025
identifiable overarching legislative framework regulating the higher education etc)
sector. ’
Share of countries whose legislation allows private higher education providers to operate in the system
Data sources: Official
Description: Share of countries whose national legislation permits the government websites and/ Year:
establishment and operation of private higher education institutions within or international organization 2024-
the higher education system. repositories (e.g. UNESCO GEM 2025
PEER, ILO, Eurydice, etc.)
More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)
Percentage of enrollment in tertiary education in private institutions, both sexes (%)
L A . Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
Description: Enrollment in private educational . . L
N . . « Percentage of enrollment in tertiary education in private
institutions at the tertiary education level (ISCED 5-8), . .~
" | institutions, both sexes (%). Year:
expressed as a percentage of total enrollment (public . . .
Note: Regional averages are simple (unweighted) average 2022

and private) at the same level. Regional averages
calculated by authors based on available data.

based on available data and should be interpreted with
caution as country coverage can be limited in some regions.

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org
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Chapter 4: External quality assurance

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO)

Share of countries whose legislation mandates the establishment of one or more higher education quality

assurance agencies

Description: Share of countries whose national legislation mandates the
establishment of one or more agencies with responsibility for quality
assurance in higher education.

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international
organization repositories (e.g. ILO,
Eurydice, etc.,, UNESCO country
profiles of States Parties to the
Global Convention)

Year:
2024-
2025

Share of countries whose legislation requires quality assurance agencies to establish standards for evaluating

higher education institutions and/or programmes

Description: Share of countries whose national legislation requires quality
assurance agencies to establish standards for the evaluation or accreditation

Data sources: Official government

of higher education institutions and/or programmes. This refers to legal . . . Year:
s oo . . . websites and/or international
provisions assigning to quality assurance bodies the responsibility to define - o 2024-
. - o . organization repositories (e.g. ILO,
evaluation or accreditation criteria, as opposed to standards determined . 2025
. -, . ) . L Eurydice, etc.)
directly by government authorities. Based on identified national legislation
regulating higher education quality assurance.
Share of countries whose legislation recognizes the autonomy of the quality assurance agency
Description: Share of countries whose national legislation explicitly
recognizes the autonomy of the higher education quality assurance agency Data sources: Official government vear:
higher education. Autonomy refers to formal legal provisions granting the websites and/or international 2024_
agency independence in one or more domains (e.g. governance, decision- organization repositories (e.g. ILO, 2025

making, administrative or financial matters). Based on identified national
legislation regulating higher education quality assurance.

Eurydice, etc.)

More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
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Chapter 5: Financing of higher education

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO)

Share of countries whose national legal framework for higher education requires public higher education to be
tuition-free

Description: Share of countries whose constitution, education law and/
or higher education law, where applicable, establishes that public higher .

g L N . .I W . PPl ! pu .I. '9 Data sources: Official government
education is tuition-free. Tuition-free refers to the absence of tuition or . . . Year:

. . . . . . L websites and/or international
mandatory instructional fees as stipulated in the identified legislation and - o 2024-
. . . . . organization repositories (e.g. ILO,

does not necessarily exclude registration, administrative or other non- . 2025
. . . . Eurydice, etc.)
instructional fees. This indicator captures formal legal provisions and does
not assess implementation in practice
Jurisdictional level of legislative authority over higher education systems
Description: Jurisdictional level at which legislative authority over higher Data sources: Official government Year:
education systems is exercised. Classified into three categories: (i) national websites and/or international 202"‘_
level; (i) sub-national level (e.g. federal states or provinces); or (iii) shared organization repositories (e.g. ILO, 2025
legislative authority between national and sub-national levels. Eurydice, etc.)

More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.orq/

B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

Enrolment in tertiary education, ISCED 5-8 programmes, both sexes (humber)

. - . ; . . Dat : UIS Data B .
Description: Number of Individuals officially registered in a tertiary ata sources.. .a @ rowse.r Year:
education programme (ISCED 5-8), regardless of age  Enrolmentin tertiary education, all 2023
prog 119 9e. programmes, both sexes (number)
Government expenditure on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP
Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
Description: Government expenditure on tertiary education (current and ’ Government expenditure on tertiary
. . education as a percentage of GDP (%).
capital) expressed as a percentage of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) . .
. . . . . Note: Regional averages are simple Year:
in a given financial year (2022). Country data provided by UIS, regional .
averages calculated by authors based on available data (N=105) (unweighted) averages based on 2022
9 y B ’ available data and should be interpreted
with caution as country coverage can be
limited in some regions.
Initial government funding per tertiary student, constant PPP$
Description: Total initial funding from government (central, regional, local)
for tertiary education per student enrolled at that level in a given year. The | Data sources: UIS Data Browser. Year:
results are expressed in PPPS (constant). This indicator considers funding | - Initial government funding per tertiary | 2022,
for public and private institutions together. Initial funding is estimated student, constant PPP$ 2023
including transfers paid but excluding transfers received.
Initial household funding per tertiary student, constant PPP$
Description: Total initial funding fi h hol f i
eSCI‘Ip.l'IOI’l otal initial funding from house .o ds/.students or tertiary Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
education per student enrolled at that level in a given year. The results are o . . Year:
. . - . . - Initial household funding per tertiary
expressed in PPP$ (constant). This indicator considers funding for public student, constant PPP$ 2022,
and private institutions together. Initial funding is estimated including ' 2023
transfers paid but excluding transfers received.

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org
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Chapter 6: Digital transformation and artificial intelligence

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO):

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of increasing the digitalization
of education

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher Data sources: Official

education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in a government websites and/ Year:
multi-sectoral plan —that include explicit objectives to increase the digitalization | or international organization 2024-
of education (e.g. development of digital learning, expansion of online or remote | repositories (e.g. UNESCO IIEP 2025
education, integration of digital technologies in teaching and learning). Planipolis, etc.)

More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
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Chapter 7: Higher education teaching personnel

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO):

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of strengthening faculty
teaching skills

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher .

. . . . - . Data sources: Official government
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education . . . Year:
. . . e websites and/or international
in a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to enhance 2024-

. - S . . organization repositories (e.g.
faculty Feachlng skills (e.g., through initial teacher training or continuous UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc) 2025
professional development).

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of improving the well-being of
staff in higher education

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in
a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to improve the well-
being of staff in higher education (e.g. working conditions, mental health,
work-life balance).

Data sources: Official government Year:
websites and/or international 2024-
organization repositories (e.g. 2025
UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc.)

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of improving gender equality
among staff in higher education

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher .

. . . . ) . Data sources: Official government
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education . . ) Year:
. . . e . websites and/or international
in a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to improve gender - o 2024-

. - . ) L2 organization repositories (e.g.
equality among staff in higher education (e.g. reducing gender disparities S 2025
. . . . . UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc.)
in recruitment, career progression or leadership; addressing gender-based
discrimination or harassment).

Share of countries whose national legal framework for higher education explicitly recognizes academic freedom

Description: Share of countries whose national legislation explicitly
recognizes academic freedom. Recognition refers to formal legal provisions Data sources: Official government Year:
affirming academic freedom or equivalent principles (e.g. freedom of websites and/or international 2024-
teaching and research, academic independence). This indicator captures organization repositories (e.g. ILO, | 2025
legal recognition and does not assess the extent to which academic freedom = etc.)
is implemented in practice.

More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/

B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

Representation of women among higher education teaching personnel

Year: 2015-2024 (2015-
2022 for sub-Saharan
Description: The number of female teachers in tertiary Data sources: UIS Data Browser. Africa; no available data
education expressed as a percentage of the total number - Percentage of teachers in for East Asia and the
of teachers (male and female) at the same level in a given tertiary education (ISCED 5 to 8) Pacific; 2015-2023 for
academic year. Aggregated averages provided by UIS. who are female (%) income groups, 2017-
2023 for low-income
countries).

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org
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Chapter 8: Inbound and outbound mobility trends

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory (HEPO)

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of increasing outbound student

mobility

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in
a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to increase outbound
student mobility (i.e. students from the country studying abroad).

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international
organization repositories (e.g.
UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc.)

Year:
2024-
2025

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the
mobility

objective of increasing inbound stu

dent

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in
a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to increase inbound
student mobility (i.e. international students coming to the country to study).

Data sources: Official government
websites and/or international
organization repositories (e.g.
UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc.)

Year:
2024-
2025

Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the
visibility and reputation of higher education

objective of enhancing the internat

ional

Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education

Data sources: Official government

. . . L. s . . . Year:
in a multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to enhance the websites and/or international 2024-
international visibility and reputation of their higher education system and/ organization repositories (e.g. 2025
or institutions (e.g. improving positions in international rankings, increasing UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc.)
attractiveness to international students and researchers).
Share of countries with a national higher education plan that includes the objective of enhancing intercultural
dialogue
Description: Share of countries which adopted a national plan for higher .
. . . . ) L Data sources: Official government
education - either a sector-specific plan or a section on higher education in a . . . Year:
. . L . websites and/or international

multi-sectoral plan - that include explicit objectives to enhance intercultural - o 2024-

. . . . . organization repositories (e.g.
dialogue (e.g. promoting cross-cultural exchange, international collaboration, 2025

or diversity in learning environments).

UNESCO IIEP Planipolis, etc.)

More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
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B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

Total outbound internationally mobile tertiary students studying

abroad, both sexes (number)

Description: Total number of outbound internationally mobile
students from a given country enrolled in tertiary education

Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
- Total outbound internationally

abroad, regardless of age and sex. Internationally mobile students mobile tertiary students studying 5332_2023
are individuals who have physically crossed an international border | abroad, all countries, both sexes (UIS
to study in a country different from their country of origin. estimate) (number)
Outbound mobility ratio, both sexes (%)

Year: 2003-
Description: Number of students from a given country studying Data sources: UIS Data Browser. 2023 (2003-
abroad, expressed as a percentage of total tertiary enrolment in - Outbound mobility ratio, all regions, = 2021 for

that country. Aggregated averages provided by UIS.

both sexes (UIS estimate) (%)

Sub-Saharan
Africa)

Total inbound internationally mobile students, both sexes (number)

Description: Total number of inbound internationally mobile
students enrolled in tertiary education in a given country,

Data sources: UIS Data Browser.

. . - - . . Year:
regardless of age and sex. Internationally mobile students are - Total inbound internationally mobile 2002-2023
individuals who have physically crossed an international borderto | students, both sexes (number)
study in a country different from their country of origin.
Share of females among outbound internationally mobile students (%)
Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
- Total outbound internationally
Description: Number of female outbound internationally mobile mobile tertiary students studying
students expressed as a percentage of the total number of abroad, all countries, female (UIS
outbound internationally mobile students from a given country, estimate) (number) Year: 2023
regardless of age. Calculated by authors based on estimated - Total outbound internationally
regional aggregates provided by UIS. mobile tertiary students studying
abroad, all countries, both sexes (UIS
estimate) (number)
Adjusted Gender Parity Index (GPIA) for outbound internationally mobile tertiary students
Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
Description: Ratio of female to male outbound internationally - Total outbound internationally Year: 2023
mobile tertiary students, adjusted to account for gender mobile tertiary students studying '
imbalances in the overall tertiary enrolment population. abroad, all countries, adjusted gender
parity index (GPIA)
Share of females among inbound internationally mobile students
Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
Description: Number of female inbound internationally mobile . u . . W .
students expressed as a percentage of the total number of - Total inbound internationally mobile
P P 9 students, female (number) Year: 2023

inbound internationally mobile students in a given country,
regardless of age.

- Total inbound internationally mobile
students, both sexes (humber)

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org
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Chapter 9: Recognition of foreign qualifications

B From the Higher Education Policy Observatory:

Share of countries that have adopted a legislation or policy to recognize foreign qualification related to higher

education

Description: Share of countries whose national legislation or
policy provides for the recognition of foreign higher education

Data sources: Official government

qualifications (including degrees, diplomas or other credentials =~ websites and/or international organization )2/232_2025
obtained abroad), regardless of the foreign education system repositories (e.g. ILO, etc.)
or type of programme covered.
Share of countries that have ratified at least one UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications
Description: Share of countries that have ratified at least one
UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications Data sources: UNESCO, official ratification
concerning Higher Education, including both regional status of the Global and regional vear:
conventions and the Global Convention. Among the 93 conventions on the recognition of 2024.1-2026
countries that have ratified at least one UNESCO recognition qualifications concerning higher
convention (as of March 2026), 72 are currently covered in the education.
Observatory.
More information on indicators can be found at: https://hepo.iesalc.unesco.org/
B From the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)
Total outbound internationally mobile tertiary students studying abroad, both sexes (humber)
Description: Total pumber of outbound |.nterna-1t|onally mc.>b|Ie Data sources: UIS Data Browser.
students from a given country enrolled in tertiary education . 3 .
. . - Total outbound internationally mobile
abroad, regardless of age and sex. Internationally mobile tertiary students studving abroad. all Year:
students are individuals who have physically crossed an y ying ' 2003, 2023

international border to study in a country different from their
country of origin.

countries, both sexes (UIS estimate)
(number)

More information on indicators can be found at: https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org

Chapter 10: The case for refugees and displaced person

The Higher Education Policy Observatory and UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) currently do not have

indicators related to refugees and displaced persons.
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The report draws on the data of the Higher Education Policy Observatory—
which includes over 40 policy indicators and the full range of higher
education statistics compiled by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)—and
complementary literature. By integrating data from 146 countries through the
Higher Education Policy Observatory, with in-depth policy analysis across 10
thematic areas, the report has created an evidence base that moves beyond
simple statistics to reveal the deeper patterns shaping this sector. It examines
the changing face of higher education, mapping policies and trends related to
participation and completion, equity and inclusion, governance and legislative
frameworks, external quality assurance, financing, digital transformation and
Al, and higher education teaching personnel. Through a special spotlight on
student mobility, it also looks at inbound and outbound mobility flows, the
recognition of foreign qualifications and the case of refugees and displaced
persons. The report aims to enhance awareness and understanding of higher
education landscapes worldwide, inform policymaking, foster dialogue among
stakeholders, and contribute to building more inclusive, resilient and forward-
looking higher education systems.
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