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Financing Higher Education 

Introduction 
Higher education (HE) worldwide is facing major challenges while trying to provide 

quality and relevant education and services to youth, widen the access and secure 

necessary resources, in particular financial ones. These challenges are even more acute 

in the Arab HE where demand on HE has drastically increased in the past 

years/decades1. Unfortunately, this increase in demand does not match with the 

demands from the labour market. Moreover, this is accompanied with a serious 

economic (and socio-political) crisis. The socio-economic facts augmented by the limited 

demand from the labour market limits the possible sources of funding and amplifies the 

public demand for higher quality and more productive HE. In this context, extreme 

pressures are put on the HE sector to satisfy the need for a massive, quality and 

productive HE while looking for possible sources of funding, which remain scarce. In 

order to respond to those challenges, the Arab HE sector has developed through the 

establishment of new universities, the most of them being private2. 

In this regional context, the Lebanese Higher Education (LHE) is not an exception. The 

number of universities has more than tripled in the past two decades, with the 

establishment of private institutions that map the whole territory with their campuses. 

While the Lebanese University, the unique public one, has fixed its number of enrolled 

students, we have witnessed a shift in the ratio of students enrolled in public versus 

private HE to the benefit of private higher education. This also shifts the finance by 

reducing the share of public funds in the resources put under the disposal of the HE 

institutions (HEIs). 

Financing the LHE is increasingly challenging the sector and is impacting its 

effectiveness and its required role in the development of the knowledge based society. In 

this context, the Erasmus+ Lebanese Higher Education Reform Experts (HEREs) 

organise a roundtable on December 2, 2016 to debate the problem with different 

stakeholders and try to come out with some recommendations. The present document 

has been prepared as a background reader to prepare this roundtable. It provides some 

facts and figures that aim at clarifying the dynamics and challenges related to the sector. 

It also introduces the three sections of the roundtable and sets some questions to debate. 

 

                                                        
1 The enrollments in tertiary education have tripled between 1995 and 2009.  
2 The number of Arab universities stood at 971 today while this number was only 175 in 1996 and 
10 in 1950. 
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Facts and Figures from Lebanese Higher Education 
Only few studies are dedicated to the financial dimension of the Lebanese Higher 

Education [20] [19] . One can also refer to reports produced by international institutions 

like the World Bank or UNESCO [1] [10] . This section provides recent indicators about 

the Lebanese Higher Education with a focus on the financial aspects. 

Dynamics of the Lebanese higher education 
The evolution of the number of students in both the private and public sectors have been 

provided in [8] . Table 1 updates the table provided in [8]  by extending it till the 

academic year 2014-2015. The same information (with the exception of the gender 

balance that seems to be unchanging with the years) is also plotted in Figure 1. On this 

figure two estimated regressions are added to help measuring the average increase in the 

number of students. The first one is a regression on the whole data while the second is 

the concatenation of two regressions concatenated at the academic year 2010-2011. The 

data shows that there has been a significant yearly increase in the total number of 

students by about 4.4% till the academic year 2010-2011. After that year, the total 

number of students tends to decrease by around 0.4% yearly till 2014-2015. It is also 

clear that the number of students at the Lebanese University has been nearly constant 

while a significant increase in the private higher education has taken place. It is worth 

noting that the increase in the number of students in the private sector was essentially 

concentrated in a few universities. 

Year Total 

Number of 

Students 

Enrolled in the 

Lebanese 

University 

Enrolled in 

the private 

universities 

Number of 

Female Students 

Number of 

Male 

Students 

2006-2007 160364 72961 (45.5%) 87403 87126 (54.3%) 73238 

2007-2008 167165 74176 (44.4%) 92989 91276 (54.6%) 75889 

2008-2009 NA NA NA NA NA 

2009-2010 180850 72813 (40.3%) 108037 96202 (53.2%) 84648 

2010-2011 192138 72507 (37.7%) 119631 100682 (52.4%) 91456 

2011-2012 192522 73698 (38.3%) 118824 103933 (54.0%) 88589 

2012-2013 191788 71440 (37.2%) 120348 104213 (54.3%) 87575 

2013-2014 NA NA NA NA NA 

2014-2015 190157 69994 (36.8%) 120163 96239 (50.6%) 93918 
Table 1. Total number of students, their gender and their distributions between the private 
and public higher education institutions by academic year since 2006-2007. (The numbers are 
obtained from the CRDP website) 

The Lebanese Higher Education has mainly developed 

through private universities till 2011 with fixed number of 

students at the public Lebanese University 

After 2011, the number of students remains unchanged 

which puts pressure on the sector, including at financial 

level 

The increase in the number of students occurred mainly in 

few institutions 
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 Figure 1. Total number of students and their distributions between the private and public 
higher education institutions by academic year since 2006-2007. (The numbers are obtained from 
the CRDP website) 

The total number of professors varied from 13556 during the academic year 2006-2007 

to 20082 during the academic year 2012-2013, among which 4577 and 6650 are in the 

Lebanese University respectively. This shows a global increase of the academic staff by 

48% in 6 years among which an increase in the number of professors at the Lebanese 

University by about 45% for the same period. Based on the previous numbers, the 

number of students per professor during the academic year 2012-2013 was 9.55 in 

average and 10.9 in the Lebanese University. The variation of this ratio is large among 

the private Higher Education Institutions. 

The number of administrative and technical staff in the Lebanese universities was 6455 

during the academic year 2012-2013, among them 2035 were in the Lebanese University. 

This gives an average of one administrative/technical staff for about three academic 

members. 

 

The academic staff has been increasing in the past years to 

reach a good average number of students per faculty 

member 

The number of academic staff per administrative/technical 

member is also acceptable 

The variation of the previous numbers is large in the private 

Higher Education Institutions 
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Figure 2. The unemployment rate by range of age and by gender in the Lebanese society as 
estimated in 2011 (reproduced from [26] ). 

It is important to cross the dynamics of higher education with that of the labour market. 

Figure 2 provides the unemployment rate in Lebanon by range of age and by gender as 

estimated in 2011. This figure shows a severe youth unemployment rate, and more 

particularly for young women. Figure 3 shows the unemployment rate by level of 

education. The data provided on this figure tend to show that the unemployment rate 

increases with the level of education, in contrary to what is observed in developed 

countries. This indicates that the labour market in Lebanon tends to not demand high 

skilled graduates with specific competences. This would explain partly the stagnation in 

the number of students enrolling in tertiary education starting 2011. Emigration is 

another consequence of the limited labour market size for tertiary educated persons. In 

[20] it is stated that in the first half of the previous decade 40% of university male 

graduates and 20% of female graduates would have emigrated after five years of 

graduation. According to [16] the share of tertiary graduates in Lebanese migration is 

amongst the highest in the region. It exceeds the 40% in several references. Besides, the 

recent events in the region have largely disturbed both the labour market and the 

Lebanese migration characteristics. Actually, the access to some regional labour markets 

has shrunk. The migration flow which was mainly outgoing till few years ago has been 

largely compensated by the incoming of refugees making the country one of the top 

immigration destination worldwide3. The immigration of Lebanese and especially skilled 

                                                        
3 According to [6] Lebanon is the 22th immigration country in 2013 with 35.3% of the population 
being emigrants/refugees.  
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graduates brings necessary resources to balance the Lebanese economy. The remittances 

received in 2015 summed up to USD 7.5 billion (14.7% of the GDP) [6] . This has been a 

major strength of the Lebanese economy. It is worth noting that this strength has been 

lately reduced by another factor related to the incoming of refugees that made Lebanon a 

top remittances sending country with USD 5.6 billion in 2014 [6] . This clearly shows the 

negative impact of the regional events on Lebanon. Highly skilled Lebanese migrate and 

refugees arrive to the country while a large share of received remittances is compensated 

by sent remittances. This endangers the development of the knowledge based society and 

limits the financial resources needed for the development of the Lebanese Higher 

Education. 

 

Figure 3. Unemployment rate by level of education and by gender as measured in 2011. 
(reproduced from [26] ) 

 

High youth unemployment rates especially among those 

with tertiary education which partly explains the 

stagnation in the number of students since 2011 

Unemployment of graduates is partly responsible for the 

large outgoing migration 

Highly skilled Lebanese migrate and refugees arrive while a 

large share of received remittances is compensated by sent 

remittances 

This endangers the development of the knowledge based 

society and limits the financial resources needed for the 

development of the Lebanese Higher Education 
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The research activities in Lebanon are mainly conducted in the higher education 

institutions. Possible indicators are the number of publications, the number of 

publications per professor and the impact of those publications. Table 2 provides the 

number of publications with Lebanon as affiliation country as referred to by Scopus. The 

five universities with highest number of publications according to Scopus with their 

university hospitals produce alone almost all the Lebanese publications according to 

Scopus. The top university publications wide, produces alone the third of the country 

publications. According to QS Ranking of Arab universities the top Lebanese universities 

have a number of papers per faculty member that varies between 8 and 55, while the 

number citations per paper varies from 45 to 95. These numbers indicate that research 

activities need to be further developed, and that most of those activities are conducted in 

few institutions. 

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

1450 1697 1899 2025 2103 
Table 2. Total number of publications with Lebanon as affiliation country as measured by 
Scopus. 

 

Research activities and productivity need to be further 

developed 

Most of research activities are conducted in few HEIs 

 

Financial facts and figures  
According to the Lebanese “Public Finance Annual Review” report [7] , the public 

expenditure on education and higher education was LBP 1,765 billion (USD 1.17 billion) 

in 2015 which represents 2.3% of the GDP estimated to be at LBP 76,523 billion (USD 51 

billion). This ratio was at 3.5 % and 3.1% in 2005 and 2007 respectively [20] . The 

relative decrease in public investment in education (in the broad sense) seems to be a 

constant trend. This indicates that public investment in education at large does not 

increase at the same rate as the increase in GDP. 

According to [7] the State transferred to the Lebanese University the amounts of LBP 277 

billion (USD 184.67 millions) and LBP 347 billion (USD 231.33 millions) in 2014 and 

2015 respectively. The substantial increase is due to the hiring of a significant number of 

professors that year. Given the number of students (Table 1) the average cost by student 

in the Lebanese University is around USD 3,300 per year. 

The private higher education in Lebanon is mainly financed by the tuition fees. The 

ranges of tuition fees per credit hour for different Lebanese private Higher Education 
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Institutions are provided on Figure 44. The figure shows that the tuition fees vary largely 

between institutions but also between the different faculties and programmes within one 

institution. The variation within the same institution is mainly due to the difference fees 

depending on the programme of study (the most expensive being the programmes 

leading to professional degrees like medicine, pharmacy or engineering). Inter HEIs the 

variation of tuition fees per credit hour is not necessarily due to the programme of 

studies. For similar study programmes the cost of one credit hour can vary more than 

four times when going from one institution to another. It is worth noting that the 

institutions with the largest research activities seem to have the highest tuition fees. 

Figure 5 shows the average yearly tuitions range per institution. In accordance with the 

tuition fees per credit hour, the average yearly tuitions variations are important both 

across programmes and faculties within a university and inter universities. It is worth 

noting that the cost of one student in the private can be the double or, three or more 

times higher than the one in the public university. Finally it is worth noting that recently 

some Lebanese banks start proposing special long-duration loans to students to help 

them finance their tertiary education costs. 

 

Figure 4. The ranges of tuition fees per credit hour for different Lebanese Higher Education 
Institutions. (Data are collected from the websites of those institutions). 

 

                                                        
4 It is worth noting that a large amount of Lebanese private HEIs provide transparent information 
about the fees on their web sites 
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The investment of the State in the higher education is 

mainly through the financing of the Lebanese University 

Salaries and infrastructure costs are dominant in the 

universities budget 

The cost per student per year in the Lebanese University is 

about USD3,300 

 

Figure 5. The ranges of average yearly fees for different Lebanese Higher Education 
Institutions. (Data are collected from the websites of those institutions). 

 

The private higher education is mainly financed by the 

tuition fees which largely vary among universities 

The cost per student per year in private higher education is 

much larger than in the public university, which opens 

questions about efficiency and scale economy 

Bank long-duration loans are recently proposed to support 

students in financing their higher education studies 

Disparity in tuitions that can go beyond four times between 

institutions opens the debate about:  
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 Equity of access 

 Campus life 

 Civic engagement 

 Relevance and readability of qualifications 

 

Regarding Research, the State supports the activities and projects through programmes 

managed by the Lebanese National Council for Scientific Research (LNCSR). The budget 

of the LNCSR is provided from public funds and the State has provided LBP 13 billion in 

2015 while the amount allocated to the LNCSR was LBP 7 billion in 2014 [7] . In 2015, 

the State has also funded the National Agriculture Research Institute with LBP 13 billion, 

while no funds have been provided to the same institute in 2014 [7] . 

In order to compensate the limited amount dedicated to research by the Lebanese public 

authorities, the Lebanese HEIs turn towards international granting agencies. Europe has 

been a major supporter to the development of education and research. The EU allocation 

for EU-Lebanon cooperation for 2014-2016 amounts to EUR132 million, i.e. EUR44 

million per year. The sum of the EU Tempus projects from which Lebanese partners have 

profited in 2002-2011 is EUR23 million. It is worth noting that Lebanon participated in 

42 FP6 projects, 37 FP7 projects and 7 H2020 projects so far. 

 

The public funding of research is very limited and is 

organised through programmes managed by the Lebanese 

National Council for Scientific Research 

The limited funds explain the slow development of research 

activities and their productivity 

To compensate the Lebanese researchers participate to 

international research programmes like the ones offered by 

the EU 

 

Financial Models in Higher Education 
This section provides an overview of the existing financial models from the perspective of 

the LHE. It is good to start with a quote from [4] : 

“... investment in higher education may be expected to promote the growth of national 
income, providing public funds that can, in turn, be used to finance better quality higher 
education. But this investment has a long gestation period, far exceeding the patience of 
financially strapped governments. The lack of sustainable financing therefore continues 



Erasmus+ HEREs 

Financing Higher Education 
December 2, 2016 Page 10 
 

to limit enrollment growth and to skew higher education toward low-cost, low-quality 
programs.” 
 

Higher education institutions and systems may be classified depending on the source of 

funds. In [4] three classes are distinguished based on the level of finance provided by the 

State: 

 Public: where universities rely on public funds to cover operating and capital 

expenditures 

 Private: where the universities rely on tuition fees and other incomes such as 

grants, industry contracts and privately generated endowment to cover operating 

and capital expenditures 

 Shared Public-Private: where government pays a preset amount to private 

institutions depending on the students attend 

The public financing model is the traditional model that relies completely on public 

funds. This model is facing serious challenges with the shrinking public financial 

resources. If well managed, the shared public-private model could lead to a higher 

quality delivery and to an improved productivity. Private models reduce the burden on 

governments’ budgets. Hence the model is attractive but often accused in the region of 

leading to a lower quality education. The autonomy in the case of private higher 

education is crucial. However, quality control and quality assurance mechanisms are to 

be established in order to inhibit any deviation due to financial pressure. 

Public funds available to higher education are being increasingly shrinking. Cost-sharing 

is being confirmed as the common trend to different systems. In [11]  different other than 

public revenues are enumerated: 

 Parents and students through tuitions 

 Government or externally-funded research grants 

 Instructional entrepreneurship through specific and highly demanded courses 

and short programmes 

 Philanthropy 

 Donor countries 

In Lebanon, a specific cost-sharing model has been developing where, from one side one 

public university operates according to the traditional model and, from another side a 

large and diverse set of higher education institutions operates according to the private 

model. In the Lebanese private higher education the financial models of the institutions 

vary largely depending on the history of the institution and its ownership among other 

factors.  
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A specific cost-sharing model has been developing in 

Lebanon 

The disparity in the financial models in the private higher 

education needs to be further studied 

Financing, Efficiency, and Effectiveness 
Universities worldwide are not only looking to cost-sharing approaches and new 

financial sources to compensate the reduction of the State support. They are also seeking 

greater efficiencies in order to reduce their costs. Multiple solutions are being adopted in 

this direction; increasing class sizes, better exploitation of infrastructure, sharing 

laboratory equipments, deferring maintenances, and/or more difficult solutions such as 

dropping low priority programmes or substituting lower cost part-time faculty for higher 

cost full-time faculty. Such solutions are often not popular and face large resistance. 

While cost-side solutions are very unpopular, stakeholders often understand the 

limitations of the public and cost-sharing funds and deeply approve the policies leading 

to an improved effectiveness. It is important to quote here a section from [11] : 

“Politicians, university leaders and even the larger citizenry in most countries are 
accepting the fundamental limitation of higher educational revenues and seeking to use 
available resources more wisely—that is, strategically—in pursuit of the mix of goals that 
include such aims as increasing academic quality, capacity, social equity, and 
responsiveness to the needs of students, employers, and society alike.” 
 
An extreme cost-side solution consists in adopting instructional technology and the 
internet in the form of massive open on-line courses (MOOCs). This represents a serious 
threat to conventional instructional paradigm. 
 
There exists room to improve the effectiveness within the Lebanese higher education 
sector. However, this requires a trust environment that could be fostered by the 
reduction of the existing disparity or the formal readability of its results. The 
establishment of a national quality assurance system would also help in this regard. 
 

The effectiveness within the Lebanese HE can be improved 

 Models need to be developed to serve this purpose 

The trust environment is to be enhanced in order to allow 

the implementation of procedures that improve 

effectiveness 

A national quality assurance system would serve this 

objective 
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Financing, Competitiveness and Revenue Diversification 
As mentioned throughout the present document higher education institutions, at the 

very global level, seek an increased financial support mainly through different cost-

sharing mechanisms.  

One source of funding results from engaging the university research units in industrial 

contracts or in projects supported by funding agencies and selected on a competitive 

basis. Such competitive activities reinforce the strengths of the institutions’ units and 

build up on existing strengths. Moreover, the higher education may also profit from the 

result of conducted research through patents or the licensing of technological 

achievements. This requires the establishment of a clear technology transfer policy. More 

details can be found in [3] . 

Philanthropy and fundraising are another important source of funding. Those sources 

are to be managed carefully. It is obvious that the institutions can become increasingly 

dependent on resources from outside sources (e.g. State, professions, donors, …). This 

concept is known as Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) [21] . The major risk resides in 

the temptation fund raisers could have to give up power within external environment 

with the hope of securing necessary resources to an organization. In [13]  it is argued that 

fund raising is based on social exchange processes and is carried on within twelve 

enumerated forces, grouped into four types: 

 Personal forces 

 Institutional forces 

 Environmental forces 

 Role forces 

Among the twelve forces three are worth mentioning;  
6. Prestige/reputation/image (perceived quality and strength of academic 

programs), 
7. History/age/maturity/consistency/ tradition of both the institution and the 

advancement program and, 
12. Tax policy (federal and state laws encouraging or discouraging philanthropy) 

 

In 2012, a taskforce has performed a review of Philanthropy in UK higher education [21]  

that resulted in fourteen recommendations. Some of those recommendations are 

provided hereafter: 

1. All universities should develop institutional advancement plans 

2. Universities have a responsibility to engage actively with external supporters 

3. Universities should work with donors to create imaginative local opportunities 

for challenge funding 
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4. A stable and predictable fiscal framework is a requirement for high level of giving 

5. Stakeholders should support a public information campaign promoting the value 

of universities 

6. Government shall honor and celebrate the value of philanthropy 

7. Universities should have clear processes and governance mechanisms for 

acceptance of gifts 

8. Sharing good practices 

9. University governing bodies should strengthen their own competence and 

understanding of institutional advancement 

10. Institutions should consider how best to embed fundraising within their 

infrastructure 

11. The university sector and individual HEIs should make better use of the data and 

benchmarking analysis 

The funds allocated to R&D in Lebanon are limited. It seems crucial to allocate more 

funds and to develop and diversify mechanisms that permit a competitive access to those 

funds. It is also crucial to encourage and support the Lebanese HEIs to engage in 

international competitive funds allocated to research.  

It is clear from the above that successful philanthropy depends on the history and 

reputation of the higher education institutions. It is therefore important to take all 

possible measures that permit to assure the best possible reputations both at the 

institutional and system levels. In this context, the recent law governing private higher 

education requires the institutions to establish internal quality assurance systems and to 

undergo external evaluation5. The draft law on establishing a national quality assurance 

agency is still in the parliament waiting to be voted. 

There is a clear need to encourage and support Lebanese 

researchers to engage in research competitive funding 

programmes 

New mechanisms need to be found in order to enhance the 

competitive access to national funds allocated to research 

Reputation is an essential triggering factor to Philanthropy. 

A national quality assurance system would serve this 

objective  

 

                                                        
5 Law n. 285, May 2014 
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Final thoughts 
The solution adopted so far in the Lebanese higher education, i.e. relying on private HE, 

does not solve the constrained equation of developing a massive, quality, productive and 

relevant Lebanese HE with a limited and constantly decreasing financial resources6. The 

R&D financing is not better in Lebanon7. In this context, the Erasmus+ HEREs in 

Lebanon organise the present event under the title of Financing Higher Education. The 

problem is extremely complex and has no simple solution. Nevertheless, the roundtable 

aims at well identifying the challenges facing the LHE financing wise and the possible 

opportunities that may exist and that might allow to reverse the current trend. 

The present reader highlights some facts and figures of the LHE related to financing. It 

also introduces the three major sections of the roundtable. The main comments and 

questions that remain at this stage are: 

 In the past years the private LHE sector has been largely developed while the 

public sector has maintained a constant volume 

 Significant disparity in financing between private and public LHEs and between 

the private HEIs. Several questions are associated: 

o How to assure the quality in the different institutions? 

o How to assure the equity of access? Is a national scholarship mechanism 

needed? 

o Readability of qualifications: Shall the qualifications be distinguished 

between programmes in different institutions? 

o How to improve the campus life? 

o How to enhance civic engagement? 

 Is the system developed so far efficient enough to remain sustainable? What cost-

side solutions could be found? 

 Reputation is a major triggering factor for successful fund raising. The 

establishment of a quality assurance system is crucial in this regard. 

 How to encourage HE units and researchers to participate in competitive funding 

programmes? 

  

                                                        
6 The public expenditure per student and per in Lebanon was 2,323USD in 2010, while it was 
12,336 in average in the OECD countries and 8,564 in Korea. 
7 The UNESCO report on Arab states in 2010 indicates that Lebanon spent in 2006 less than 0.3% 
of its GDP on R&D. 
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The roundtable shall tackle the following aspects: 

 Financing Models in HE: A overview of the existing models worldwide and in  the 

ones adopted in the LHE shall be performed. The opportunities and threats 

related to each model shall be analysed. 

 Financing and Autonomy/Accountability: The relation between financing from 

one side and autonomy versus accountability is critical. How to draw the line 

between the autonomy of a HE institution (HEI) and its accountability towards 

the financing body whether it is public authority, general public or a particular 

community. 

 Financing and governance: The complex relationship between the governance of 

a HEI and the financial model and body shall be clarified.  

 Financing and competitiveness: In a limited resources context is there a room for 

competitive funding? In both cases, the roundtable shall discuss the possible 

approaches to nurture a competitive productive environment. 

 Financial plans and strategic planning:  Not all strategic plans in Lebanese 

Higher Education connect to financial realities. The unclear relation between the 

financial realities and the goals might transform them to become more like 

wishes rather than achievable objectives. The roundtable shall also tackle this 

issue. 

 Fund raising models: The different fund raising models shall be presented and 

discussed. 

 Economy to save resources: The roundtable shall discuss the possible economies 

that would perm it to save resources and how to guarantee that the saved 

resources shall be reinvested in a more productive direction. 

 

The roundtable shall ends with a set of recommendations. 
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