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Singapore Context – Higher Education and Funding Philosophy

2

• No natural resources – human 
capital is key

• Strong government 
investment in education

• Funding philosophy: talent 
development, market 
alignment, meritocracy

• Policies build a skills pipeline 
for national priorities

• Presently six autonomous 
universities and five 
polytechnics



• SG spends less as 0.75% of GDP on tertiary education than many OECD1 peers.  
But strong university rankings, achieves high PISA2 scores and graduate employment.

• Efficiency is driven by centralised policymaking, teacher and curriculum quality, and tight alignment with 
economic strategy.

Global Education Spending
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1OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
2PISA = Programme for International Student Assessment

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)

Chart : Government expenditure on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP (%) 2021

https://databrowser.uis.unesco.org/browser/EDUCATION/UIS-EducationOPRI


Singapore Funding Model – Undergraduate Education

Funding 
mechanism

Description

Block Grants Core funding provided to universities, with 
accountability via performance

Per-Capita 
Funding

Funding per enrolled student, 
differentiated by economic need/discipline

Tuition Grant 
Scheme

Government subsidies to reduce tuition; 
used for local and foreign students

Disciplines can be funded differently.
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Source: MOE, Singapore

Provided by institutions, 
loans and govt schemes.

https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/edtalks/heading-for-higher-education-and-worried-about-the-cost
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If undergraduate education costs $100…

Govt subsidises: $75 (average) Singaporean Student Pays: $25 (average)

Singapore P.R. Pays: $35 (average)

Subsidised International Student 
Pays: $57 (average) 

Service obligation for IS: 3 years 

Full-fee Paying International Student Pays: $100 
(average)

Additional loans, bursaries, 
scholarships available 
(from government and 

from institutions)



Singapore’s RIE Funding Framework

• The Research, Innovation & Enterprise (RIE) plans are the cornerstone of Singapore’s national 
research strategy.

• These plans define the funding priorities and budget allocations for research and innovation across 
sectors, including public universities
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• Primary Goals:

• Drive economic transformation 
through R&D

• Promote investment in technology, 
sustainability, health, and other 
high-impact sectors

• Ensure alignment between 
national needs and research 
efforts

RIE 2021-2025

Four strategic 

domains:

o Manufacturing, 

trade and 

connectivity

o Human Health 

and Potential

o Urban Solutions 

and Sustainability

o Smart Nation and 

Digital Economy

Past cycles:

2016-2020

S$19bn

2011-2015

S$16bn



Singapore Funding Model – Research

Funding Type Administered 
by

Remarks

Allocated research 
grants

MOE Small-scale grants

Competitive 
research grants

MOE, NRF, 
A*STAR, govt, 
Ministries.

Largely applied research with 
some categories for 
fundamental research

Industry-funded 
grants 

I. NRF, or
II. Direct 
collaboration 
with industry

Applied research with 
commercial/industry targets

Philanthropic 
funding

Collaborative research 
initiatives addressing national 
policy priorities
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Signing Ceremony: SMU-A*STAR Joint Lab in 

Social and Human-Centred Computing



University Endowments and Financial Sustainability

Instrument Philosophy

Endowed Gift Endowments viewed as tools for long-
term sustainability and autonomy

Government 
Matching

The government uses matching 
schemes to incentivise donations

Tax Incentives Up to 2.5x tax deduction

Investments 
and utilisation

Funds and utilisation follow a fairly 
strict set of guidelines

SMU donor offering a gift to support students with financial need..



Aging Population
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Source: populationpyramid.net/



Implications for University Budgets
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• Declining size of undergraduate student intake

• Intensifying competition across the higher 
education landscape for undergraduates

• Need to diversify and grow alternative revenue 
streams

• Strong national emphasis on lifelong learning and 
upskilling → respond to funding opportunities

• LLL: Competition with local universities, private 
training providers, and industry certification 
bodies

• Growth in taught Masters programmes and 
professional doctorates

• Research overheads 

• Need to step up on advancement in an 
environment where philanthropic culture is 
not strong and economic conditions at best 
uncertain

--------------------------------------------------------------

• Cost structure review: productivity factor, 
digitalisation, streamlining and integration



Thank you!
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