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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to study the types
and delivery methods of crossborder education
providers and to raise questions about potential
implications for financing higher education par-
ticularly at the system or sector level. When
analysing crossborder education, it is important
to recognize that perspectives differ between
receiving and sending countries and between
countries with a relatively well-developed higher
education system and those countries where the
higher education sector is still growing in terms
of capacity, coverage and regulation.

INTRODUCTION

There is ample evidence that demand for higher
education in the next twenty years will outstrip
the capacity of some countries to meet the
domestic need. The Global Student Mobility
2025 Report (IDP 2002) prepared by IDP Edu-
cation Australia predicts that the demand for
international education will increase from 1.8
million international students in 2000 to 7.2 mil-
lion international students in 2025. By all
accounts these are staggering figures and pres-
ent enormous challenges and opportunities. Stu-
dents moving to other countries to pursue their
studies will continue and remain an important
part of the international dimension of the higher
education landscape. But student mobility will
not be able to satisfy the enormous appetite for
higher education, especially from densely pop-
ulated countries. Hence the emergence and
growing importance of crossborder education
programmes and providers. New types of
providers, new forms of delivery and new mod-
els of collaboration are being developed in order
to take education programmes to students in
their home countries, in order to meet the
demand for international education qualifica-
tions and, more importantly, to increase overall
domestic access to higher education.

The purpose of this paper is to study the types
and delivery methods of crossborder education
providers and to raise questions about potential
implications for financing higher education par-
ticularly at the system or sector level. When
analysing crossborder education, it is important

to recognize that perspectives differ between
receiving and sending countries and between
countries with a relatively well-developed higher
education system and those countries where the
higher education sector is still growing in terms
of capacity, coverage and regulation 

One of the biggest limitations in studying
the international mobility of academic pro-
grammes and institutions/companies is the lack
of data. Australia, New Zealand and the United
Kingdom are the only sending (exporting)
countries that have collected statistics on cross-
border programmes in the past five years. In
terms of receiving countries, Hong Kong, Sin-
gapore, China and Malaysia have tried to sys-
tematically track the number and type of
incoming programmes and providers. How-
ever, each country uses different criteria and
definitions in the collection of information and
it is difficult to have confidence in a compara-
tive analysis of countries or to have an accurate
macro picture of the volume and worth of
crossborder education.1

A few words about terminology are neces-
sary, as it is important to be clear at the outset
how key concepts are interpreted and used. Tra-
ditional higher education institutions are no
longer the only deliverers of academic courses
and programmes. Multinational enterprises,
media and IT companies, and new partnerships
of private and public bodies are increasingly
engaged in the provision of education both
domestically and internationally. The term edu-
cation providers is now becoming more com-
mon as it includes both traditional higher
education institutions and organizations and
companies. This paper uses the term providers
to mean all types of entities that are offering
education programmes and services. There is
some criticism directed towards the use of the
term ‘providers’ as it seems to be buying into
the ‘marketization and corporatization’agenda.
This is a sign of the times and indeed, every
attempt is made not to adopt the trade and com-
mercial language of ‘suppliers, consumption
abroad, commercial presence’and so on. There
is great confusion in the sector about the mean-
ing and use of the three terms ‘transnational,
crossborder, and borderless’ education (Com-



mittee of Vice Chancellors and Principals of the UK Uni-
versities 2000). The preferred term for this discussion is
crossborder education, as it is the presence of national
borders which is central to many of the regulatory, qual-
ity, and financial issues related to the new mobility of pro-
grammes and providers. This paper focuses primarily on
the higher education sector but reference to the tertiary
sector is often made due to the blurring of boundaries of
different levels of education.

WHAT IS CROSSBORDER EDUCATION?

Crossborder education is a term that refers to the move-
ment of education (students, researchers, professors,
learning materials, programmes, providers, knowledge
and so on) across national/regional jurisdictional or geo-
graphic borders. Table I.6.1 presents a framework for
crossborder education based on two elements: 1)
‘who/what’ moves – people, programmes, providers and
projects/services; and 2) ‘how’ education moves and
under what conditions – development cooperation, aca-
demic exchange, and commercial initiatives.

Table I.6.1 illustrates two significant trends in cross-
border education. The first trend is the vertical shift down-
wards from student mobility to programme and provider
mobility. It is important to note that numbers of students

seeking education in foreign countries are still increas-
ing; however, more emphasis is currently being placed on
delivering foreign academic courses and programmes to
students in their home country. The second shift is from
left to right signifying substantial change in orientation
from development cooperation to competitive commerce,
or in other words, from aid to trade.2 This paper focuses
on the mobility of programmes and providers for com-
mercial purposes. However, it must be noted that there is
significant growth in volume and innovation in academic
exchanges/linkages (Column 2) where mutual benefits
and understanding are key motives and also in develop-
ment cooperation (Column 1) where there is a discernible
trend for increased south to south academic cooperation.

WHO ARE THE CROSSBORDER PROVIDERS?

The increase in worldwide demand for higher education
has resulted in a diversity of new providers delivering
education across borders (OECD 2004). The new
providers include publicly traded companies such as
Apollo (USA), Informatics (Singapore) and Aptech
(India), corporate universities such as those run by
Motorola and Toyota, and networks of universities, pro-
fessional associations and organizations. However, it is
not just the new providers that are increasingly interested
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TABLE I.6.1

Framework for crossborder education

Category Modes Conditions of crossborder activity 

Examples 1 2 3
Development Exchanges/ Commercial/
cooperation linkages for-profit

People – semester/year abroad

– students – full degrees

– professors/scholars – field/research work

– researchers – internships

– experts/consultants – sabbaticals

– consulting

Programmes – twinning

– franchised

– articulated/validated

– joint/double award

– online/distance

Providers – branch campus

– virtual university

Institutions, organizations and companies – merger/acquisition

– independent institutions

Projects – research

– curriculum 

– capacity building

– educational services

Source: Knight 2005/CBIE. Used with permission.



in commercial crossborder initiatives. Conventional
higher education institutions, both private and public, are
also seeking opportunities for commercial delivery of
education programmes to other countries. The majority
of these universities are bona fide institutions that comply
with domestic and foreign regulations (where they exist).
But, there is also an increase in rogue or low-quality
providers who are not recognized by bona fide accredita-
tion/licensing bodies in either the sending or receiving
countries. In addition, there is a worrisome increase in the
number of ‘degree mills’ operating around the world.
These are often no more than web-based companies that
are selling certificates based on ‘life experiences’and are
not delivering any education programmes. This paper
acknowledges the existence of low-quality rogue
providers but focuses on the serious and more trustwor-
thy providers of higher education.

The expansion in numbers and types of entities that
are providing education programmes across borders and
the different modes of delivery are creating confusion.
This general state of flux may well indicate innovation
but it also begs for some kind of classification system in
order to make sense of the new ‘playing field’ of cross-
border education.

TYPOLOGY OF PROVIDERS

Table I.6.2 presents a typology of crossborder education
providers. It is an attempt to conceptually map the diver-
sity of actors and to separate the type of provider from the
mode of crossborder delivery. Table I.6.2 classifies the
providers into two categories: 
l the traditional higher education institutions (public

and private) which are normally oriented to teaching,
research and service/commitment to society, and 

l the ‘new or alternative providers’. The new providers
are diverse in nature, but are typically characterized
by being companies or organizations that provide
education programmes and/or services for profit pur-
poses. They are more oriented to delivering education
and training programmes and services than to under-
taking research and scholarly activities.

It is noteworthy that the key differentiating factor within
the traditional higher education institution category is the
element of recognition by the home or sending country
rather than the more traditional factor of public or private.
There is a definite blurring of boundaries between pub-
licly and privately funded institutions and between non-
profit and for-profit status. This is due to the fact that many
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TABLE I.6.2

Typology of traditional and new or alternative providers

Category of provider Status Profit or Non-profit Comments

Traditional higher education institutions: oriented to teaching, research, service to society

Recognized HEIs Includes public non-profit, private Can be non-profit or Many countries have a mixed system of
non-profit and private for-profit for-profit oriented as an publicly and privately funded HEIs but there
institutions. institution. is a definite blurring of the boundary

separating or distinguishing one type from
Usually part of home national education another.
system and recognized by national bona
fide licensing/accrediting body. 

Non-recognized HEIs Usually private and not formally part of Usually profit-oriented ‘Diploma mills’ sell degrees but do not
a national education system. Includes domestically and provide programmes of study and are related
HEIs that are not recognized by national internationally. to crossborder education but are not true
bona fide licensing/accreditation body. providers.

If the non-recognized HEIs are of low ‘Rogue providers’ are often accredited by self-
quality they are often referred to as accrediting groups or companies or by
‘rogue’ providers. agencies that sell accreditation (accreditation 

mills).

New or alternative providers: oriented to teaching and/or commercial services

Commercial company HEIs Can be publicly traded or privately Profit-oriented. Can include variety of companies (that is,
owned and include: media, IT, publishing) who provide education
1. Companies that establish HEIs that programmes and support services. Can
may or may not be ‘recognized’ by bona complement, cooperate, compete or co-
fide licensing/accrediting bodies, and exist with more traditional HEIs.
2. Companies that focus more on the 
provision of services. Companies that provide academic

programmes and are publicly traded on a
Usually not part of ‘home’ national stock exchange are part of the Global
education system. Education Index developed by the

Observatory on Borderless Education (Garrett
2004).



public non-profit HEIs receive funding from private
sources and engage in some for-profit activities in order
to diversify the source of funding and increase income.
This is especially evident in countries where government
funding is status quo and not able to increase to meet
growing demand and costs. At the same time, in many
countries privately funded institutions are receiving some
public funds or subsidies and may be engaged in social
non-profit activities. Therefore, not only is there a mixed
private/public higher education sector; there are also many
institutions that engage in both for-profit and non-profit
activities especially in relation to crossborder activities. 

The category of ‘new and alternative providers’
includes a diversity of companies, organizations and insti-
tutions delivering education programmes and courses in

foreign countries. These new types of crossborder
providers can be brick and mortar institutions or virtual
universities and can complement, compete, collaborate
or simply co-exist with domestic higher providers (and
other crossborder providers). The commercial companies
and especially those that are publicly traded on the stock
exchange are of particular interest to this paper.

TYPOLOGIES FOR FORMS OF MOBILITY OF
PROGRAMMES AND PROVIDERS

Tables I.6.3 and I.6.4 present typologies for how educa-
tion providers deliver their programmes to other countries.
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TABLE I.6.2

cont’d

Category of provider Status Profit or Non-profit Comments

Corporate HEIs Usually part of major international Not relevant. The corporations who run their own
corporation and outside of national education/training institutes provide
education system. Not usually programmes for their employees only and
recognized by national bona fide are crossborder providers by virtue of being
licensing/accreditation body. large multinational companies.

Not part of home national education They often collaborate with traditional HEIs
system. especially for degree awarding power.

Professional, governmental Can be combination of public/public or Usually profit-oriented The organizations/networks may or may not
and non-governmental public/private or private/private in purpose. be part of home national education system;
organizations and organizations and HEIs. and they may or may not be recognized by 
networks national bona fide licensing/accreditation

body. However some of the individual
partners may be.

Virtual HEIs Includes HEIs that are 100 per cent Usually profit-oriented if Difficult for receiving national education
virtual. delivering crossborder. system to monitor or regulate international

virtual HEIs due to distance delivery methods.
May or may not be part of home 
national education system and may or 
may not be recognized by national bona 
fide licensing/accrediting body.

Note: Home country denotes sending country and host country means receiving country.

Source: Knight 2005/CBIE. Used with permission..

TABLE I.6.3

Typology of forms of crossborder programme mobility

Category Description of form/types of mobility

Franchise An arrangement whereby a provider in source country A authorizes a provider located in country B to deliver their
course/programme/service in country B or other countries. The qualification is awarded by the provider in country A.
This is usually a for-profit commercial arrangement.

Twinning A situation whereby a provider in source country A collaborates with a provider located in country B to develop an
articulation system allowing students to take course credits in country B and/or source country A. Only one qualification
is awarded by the provider in source country A. This may or may not be on a commercial basis.

Double/Joint degree An arrangement whereby providers in different countries collaborate to offer a programme for which a student receives
a qualification from each provider or a joint award from the collaborating providers. Normally this is based on academic
exchange.

Articulation Various types of articulation arrangements between providers in different countries permit students to gain credit for
courses/programmes offered/delivered by collaborating providers. 



These typologies raise key issues about registration and
accreditation of programmes and providers by the receiv-
ing countries; but they also raise questions related to the
financing of higher education in terms of public/private
partnerships and profit orientation.

COMPANIES OF THE GLOBAL EDUCATION INDEX

The Observatory for Borderless Higher Education (Gar-
rett 2004) has developed a global higher education index
(GEI) of companies that offer education programmes and

services which are publicly traded on a stock exchange.
The Index (Garrett and MacLean 2004) categorizes the
49 companies into five groups – bricks and mortar insti-
tutions, e-learning, IT training, publishers, and software
and consultancy firms – and provides information on their
revenue and net income. Table I.6.5 includes the 41 com-
panies that fall into one of the first three categories and
can be seen as direct or indirect competitors with the trad-
itional non-profit-oriented institutions. The net income/
profit for 2003 is expressed in US 2002 $ millions, and as
a percentage of 2003 annual revenues.
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TABLE I.6.3

cont’d

Category Description of form/types of mobility

Validation Validation arrangements between providers in different countries which allow provider B in receiving country to award
the qualification of provider A in source country.

Virtual distance Arrangements where providers deliver courses/programme to students in different countries through distance and online
modes. May include some face to face support for students through domestic study or support centres.

Source: Knight 2005/CBIE. Used with permission..

TABLE I.6.4

Typology of forms/types of crossborder provider mobility

Category Description of form/types of mobility

Branch campus Provider in country A establishes a satellite campus in country B to deliver courses and programmes to students in
country B (may also include country A students taking a semester/courses abroad). The qualification awarded is from
provider in country A.

Independent Foreign provider A (a traditional university, a commercial company or alliance/network) establishes in country B a stand-
institution alone HEI to offer courses/programmes and awards. 

Acquisition/merger Foreign provider A purchases a part of or 100 per cent of local HEI in country B. 

Study centre/ Foreign provider A establishes study centres in country B to support students taking their courses/programmes. Study
Teaching site centres can be independent or in collaboration with local providers in country B. 

Affiliation/Networks Different types of ‘public and private’, ‘traditional and new’ providers from various countries collaborate through
innovative types of partnerships to establish networks/institutions to deliver courses and programmes in local and
foreign countries through distance or face to face modes.

Virtual university Provider that delivers credit courses and degree programmes to students in different countries through distance
education modes and that generally does not have face to face support services for students.

Source: Knight 2005/CBIE. Used with permission..

TABLE I.6.5

Global education index (GEI) of companies 2003

Country Company Category Net Profit* % Profit**

Africa

South Africa Advtech Bricks and mortar 5.6 10.47

Primeserv Bricks and mortar 0.4 0.80

Asia-Pacific

Australia Garratt’s Limited Bricks and mortar –0.7 –11.67

India Aptech IT training 2.3 2.70

NIIT IT training 0.9 0.56

Tata Infotech e-learning 6.1 6.60

Malaysia FSBM Holdings Bricks and mortar –1.5 –10.14

Hartford Holdings Bricks and mortar 0.5 13.89

Inti Universal Holdings Bricks and mortar 8.5 20.05

SEG International Bricks and mortar 3.7 15.16

Stamford College Holdings Bricks and mortar 0.6 6.19



These companies are involved in offering education
programmes and services on an international basis and fall
into the category of new and alternative commercial cross-
border providers as proposed in Table I.6.3. An analysis
of these 41 companies reveals that 23 operate bricks and
mortar institutions, 13 offer e-learning and 5 provide IT
training at subdegree or degree levels. Furthermore, the
bricks and mortar ones are the most profitable with 87 per
cent (20 of the 23) showing a profit, followed by IT train-
ing companies of which 80 per cent (4 out of 5) are prof-
itable, while only 30 per cent (4 out of 13) e-learning
companies showed a profit in 2003. Unfortunately, no
information is available on the size of the capital invest-
ment and how it has changed over the years. The home
countries for these companies are provided but not the des-
tination countries that are importing/receiving the educa-

tion offer. A review of these companies’ websites reveals
that countries in every region of the world are receiving
commercial crossborder education programmes and serv-
ices. The greatest number of receiving countries are
located in Asia-Pacific where the large demand for tertiary
education cannot be met by domestic capacity and/or there
is a strong desire for foreign academic qualifications.
Unfortunately, there are no reliable or comparable data on
the number of students registered in programmes offered
by these companies – or for that matter by most crossbor-
der providers. Therefore few national level statistics exist
on the percentage of tertiary level students that are regis-
tered in courses/programmes offered by non-domestic
providers, but the general sense is that it is a relatively
small percentage even though in very populated countries
the absolute number may seem high.
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TABLE I.6.5

cont’d

Country Company Category Net Profit* % Profit**

Philippines Centro Escolar University Bricks and mortar 4.5 24.46

Far Eastern University Bricks and mortar 3 26.09

Singapore Horizon Education and IT training –32.9 –411.25
Technologies

Informatics Holdings IT training 6.8 6.59

Raffles LaSalle International Bricks and mortar 3.1 28.44

Europe

UK BPP Holdings Bricks and mortar 5.3 3.04

Epic Group e-learning 1.2 10.43

Ireland SkillSoft Corporation e-learning –284 –279.80

North America

Canada Capital Alliance Group Bricks and mortar –1.5 –29.41

Serebra Learning Corporation e-learning –0.5 –25.00

USA Apollo Group Bricks and mortar 247 18.43

Career Education Corporation Bricks and mortar 119.2 10.03

Centra Software e-learning –7.9 –18.37

Click2Learn e-learning –6 –20.62

Concorde Career Colleges Bricks and mortar 6.2 8.30

Corinthian Colleges Bricks and mortar 65.9 12.74

DeVry Bricks and mortar 61.1 9.00

Digital Think e-learning –61.3 –145.61

Docent e-learning –10.7 –35.31

Ecollege e-learning 0.9 2.44

Education Management Bricks and mortar 56.3 8.80
Corporation

EVCI Career Colleges Bricks and mortar 2.6 12.87

Health Stream e-learning –3.4 –18.68

ITT Educational Services Bricks and mortar 58.9 11.26

New Horizons Worldwide IT training 1.4 1.01

PLATO Learning e-learning –1.7 –2.07

Strayer Education Bricks and mortar 33.7 22.93

Sylvan Learning Systems Bricks and mortar 46.1 9.75

University of Phoenix Online e-learning 110.5 20.86

Vcampus Corporation e-learning –3.3 –54.10

Notes: *In US 2002 $ millions; **Profit as percentage of total annual revenue.

Source: Adapted from Garrett and MacLean 2004.



This information illustrates that selling education and
training courses/programmes can be a profitable business
and that there are students, households and businesses
that are able to pay the requisite fees for enrolment. An
attractive profit margin is also encouraging an increase in
the number of traditional higher education institutions
and new commercial providers that are interested in offer-
ing fee-based education programmes to students in other
countries. What impact does this have on the financing of
the higher education sector in both sending and receiving
countries?

IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC FINANCING OF
HIGHER EDUCATION

The most important and obvious observation is that there
are more questions than answers regarding the impact of
crossborder education on national level financing
schemes and funding of traditional public higher educa-
tion institutions. Currently, the percentage of students
enrolled in commercial crossborder programmes is rela-
tively small and thus, in reality, has had limited impact.
The following discussion therefore focuses on potential
issues and questions that need to be addressed in order for
an individual country to maximize anticipated benefits
and minimize potential risks.

PUBLIC FINANCING

The impact of crossborder education on public funding is
complex. The implications differ for importing (also
referred to as receiving or host countries) and exporting
(sending, home) countries, and according to the particu-
lar characteristics of a national system such as national
policy objectives, mix of private/public funding, coverage
rates, regulations, and socio/economic levels of students.

SENDING (EXPORTING) COUNTRIES 
In many of the major exporting countries, such as Aus-
tralia, the United Kingdom, New Zealand and the United
States, the single most important impetus for growth in
crossborder education has been the decrease in the
amount of funding higher education institutions have
received from the government. The need to seek alterna-
tive sources of funding has led many countries to engage
in the business of international education, first by recruit-
ing full fee-paying students to home campuses and more
recently through offering programmes to foreign students
in their home countries through diverse delivery modes.
Efforts to generate revenue from crossborder education

have been successful, especially for many institutions in
Australia where funds generated from international edu-
cation represent between 12 and 25 per cent of annual
income. This can make institutions especially vulnerable
to a downward turn in the international market. As a
result, governments in countries such as Australia, Ger-
many, New Zealand and the United Kingdom are invest-
ing in major international marketing campaigns to brand
and sell their domestic education programmes and serv-
ices abroad. It is interesting to note the contradiction in
countries where public education funding for domestic
higher education is decreasing but new investments are
being made by other government departments (foreign
relations or trade and commerce) to deliver/sell domes-
tic education abroad. 

Table I.6.5 indicates that the United States and five
countries in Asia-Pacific are home to the majority of pri-
vate for-profit companies selling education programmes
and services. The impact of their international operations
on the home education country is complicated and to date
an unexplored area of analysis. In some cases, there is no
relationship as these companies are not part of the
national higher education system and are considered
‘stateless’ when delivering abroad. On the other hand,
many of these companies also provide education domes-
tically and therefore can have an impact on the domestic
financing, but this is not the focus of this paper.

RECEIVING (IMPORTING) COUNTRIES
There is great debate on the impact of crossborder edu-
cation on the financing of higher education in receiving
countries. The primary concern is that the presence of for-
eign providers will result in decreased public funding. To
date, this is speculation only. There is no concrete evi-
dence of a direct cause and effect relationship between
increased foreign presence and decreased domestic pub-
lic funding. If, and when, foreign provision grows to
cover a significant percentage of students, this may be the
case. This is why it is important to gather data and to care-
fully monitor this issue. 

In the meantime, it is useful to look at some of the key
factors and to consider possible scenarios. An important
issue to address is the rationales and benefits that a receiv-
ing country expects from importing education pro-
grammes through franchise, twinning or distance
operations or through the establishment of branch and
independent institutions. In some cases, countries are
looking for ways to increase access and capacity. This
requires clarity on national policy objectives in order that
capacity building is focused on national priorities and sec-
ondly, that the appropriate regulations are in place to reg-
ister and accredit all foreign programmes and providers to
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ensure quality and relevance of the programme offer. In
situations in which these conditions are met and a critical
mass of students who can afford foreign tuition fees exists,
there are different options to consider. Scenario one could
involve a decrease in domestic funding for higher educa-
tion in light of the fact that students/households are con-
tributing an increased percentage to overall funding of
education and the public subsidy can therefore be lowered.
On the other hand, in scenario two public funding levels
could remain the same or even increase with the funds
directed to other priorities such as infrastructure or
research enhancement or improved conditions/training of
higher education teaching and research staff. 

In other situations, the primary rationale for importing
crossborder education is to improve quality through com-
petition with advanced foreign higher education institu-
tions. This means that the following scenarios are relevant
to more stable and mature higher education systems and
could involve an increase in public funding in order to
help domestic institutions improve teaching and research
capacity and to compete with foreign providers. In sce-
nario three there could be an increase in education fund-
ing in order to provide financial incentives to high-quality
foreign higher education institutions resulting in funds
directed to foreign providers rather than domestic ones. A
fourth possible scenario would be the status quo or even
a decrease in public funding, meaning that domestic
providers may in fact be losing students to foreign
providers and receiving less public funding. The size of
the domestic private higher education sector could be a
determining factor in this scenario, as it may be that stu-
dents paying fees to private domestic institutions are
moving to foreign private providers and public institu-
tions are not impacted in a major way.

The above scenarios are based on higher education
systems that are relatively well developed in terms of cov-
erage rates and regulatory capacity. However, this is not
the case in many countries, and therefore alternative sce-
narios need to be considered for these situations.

In these cases, there is no assurance that incoming for-
eign education programmes and services will (1) be of
acceptable quality; (2) contribute to national policy objec-
tives; (3) provide increased and equitable access; or (4)
build/extend capacity in areas where it is needed. While
there may be potential advantages in increased access
(and human resource development) for those who can
afford the requisite tuition fees, unplanned and unmoni-
tored foreign provision can introduce elements of risk to
the national education system. One of the potential risks
is a decrease in public funding that may be seen to provide
short-term savings but present long-term challenges. A
key point to remember is that commercially oriented edu-

cation providers, both traditional higher education insti-
tutions and new providers, will remain interested in deliv-
ering education programmes and services as long as there
is a return on their investment. Commercial crossborder
education is driven by a for-profit rationale that distin-
guishes it from development cooperation and academic
exchanges or linkages that are driven by academic, sci-
entific and social goals, not commercial gain.

In short, the hypothesis that public funding will
decrease with the advent of crossborder education is not
yet supported by concrete evidence and, furthermore, it
is dependent on many variables and characteristics of the
receiving country. There is an urgent need for rigorous
data collection on the volume and types of crossborder
education provision and an analysis of the financial impli-
cations for both sending and receiving countries in order
to determine what is the relationship of crossborder edu-
cation with both domestic private and public financing.

PRIVATE AND PUBLIC PARTNERSHIPS

Innovation and complexity are two adjectives that are
often used to describe new partnerships for the delivery of
crossborder education. The collaboration between public
and private providers, between for-profit and non-profit
providers and now between domestic and foreign
providers is creating some of the most interesting part-
nerships/networks and posing some of the greatest chal-
lenges. It is true that many of these new partnerships are
facilitating more flexible and wider access to different
types and levels of education and training. They may also
be creating new models of how public and private insti-
tutions and companies can work together to create finan-
cially viable and accessible forms of both domestic and
international academic programmes. 

However, with such innovation come new questions
and concerns. Many of the issues relate to the quality of the
education offer, recognition of the qualification, language
of instruction and relevance of the education to national
contexts. Other more fundamental questions focus on the
regulation of entities that involve public and private part-
ners from different countries; the use of public financing
in one country to deliver (sell) education in other jurisdic-
tions, including the opaque cross-subsidization of activi-
ties; and the determination of actual profit gained by public
higher education institutions from crossborder activities. 

NEW HIGHER EDUCATION FUNDING MODELS

It is clear that the knowledge society is generating an
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increased demand for higher education, new and alterna-
tive types of education providers, more flexible delivery
methods and a growing emphasis on knowledge creation.
These trends are happening in an environment of limited
increase in public funding for higher education but greater
accountability and link between funding and perform-
ance. Growing numbers of students are now willing and
able to pay for private education from both domestic and
international providers. Consequently, new models are
being developed to redirect and in some cases reduce
public funds and, secondly, to put more emphasis on
using private sources and student/household funds for
financing higher education. 

Around the world, there are reforms being considered
for financing higher education that involve a gradual shift
from public funding that is supply-driven to more of a
market model based on demand-driven funding. For
instance, the proposed student voucher system channels
more public funding through students than through the
institutions, thus creating a more demand-driven system.
An alternative model is a system that includes funding of
programmes of particular cultural, social or scientific
value that would not necessarily survive or thrive under
a market model. This could involve education providers
tendering for public-funded contracts to deliver these spe-
cial programmes (Jongbloed 2004). These are only two
of many alternative models but they are noted due to the
potential implications for financing of crossborder edu-
cation. It is already a fact that in some countries publicly
financed student loans or scholarships can be used for
public or private, domestic or foreign providers and, in
some cases, the loans can be applied to the costs of study
abroad. This raises the question whether the same condi-
tions would apply in a student voucher system and, fur-
thermore, could a student use the voucher to take an entire
degree out of the country with a non-domestic provider.

If regulations permitted a student to use the voucher
for a full degree with a foreign higher education institu-
tion or a new type of provider – either at home or
abroad – there could be important implications for the
domestic institutions in terms of both financial stability
and the programme offer. Similar types of questions can
be asked as to the consequences if foreign crossborder
providers were to compete/receive public subsidies or
compete for any contract programmes tendered and sup-
ported with public funds. 

One issue central to any funding model relates to the
national regulations that determine what types of institu-
tions – public, private, for-profit, non-profit, secular, reli-
gious, domestic. foreign, domestically accredited or
foreign accredited – are eligible to receive government
funding and support. This is a complex question in light

of the murky boundaries that differentiate one type of
provider from another. However, one might assume that
as long as national regulations are in place and there is a
national capacity to implement and enforce them, a coun-
try is able to determine the policies which would maxi-
mize the benefits of foreign commercial (or for that matter
non-commercial) education and minimize any potential
financial risks. This is the typical scenario, except that
now there are new additional sets of regulations in the
form of trade rules that must be taken into consideration. 

IMPLICATIONS OF TRADE AGREEMENTS

Trade regulations now play a more important role in light
of the fact that trade agreements include education serv-
ices. For instance, education is now one of the twelve
service sectors covered by the General Agreement on
Trade in Services (GATS). This means that GATS rules
such as ‘most-favoured nation’ and ‘national treatment’
articles apply to private commercial higher education.
What does this mean? The most-favoured nation rule
requires equal and consistent treatment of all foreign trad-
ing partners. In essence, it means that allowing access to
the domestic higher education sector for one country
requires the same access for all other 146 WTO members
and, conversely, saying no to market access to one coun-
try means denying access to all members of the World
Trade Organization. The national treatment rule is poten-
tially more troublesome. It requires that once a foreign
provider is given access to a particular sector there should
be no discrimination in treatment between the foreign and
the domestic providers. For the higher education sector
this, of course, can have major implications as public
financing and subsidies available to domestic students
and private institutions would also have to be available
to foreign institutions. It is important to note that each
country determines its own limitations to a committed
sector and exemptions are allowed to certain rules. How-
ever, the purpose of GATS is to promote greater interna-
tional trade in services, and it has a built-in agenda to
remove barriers to trade with each round of negotiations;
it is important that the higher education sector be
informed about potential opportunities and risks that the
new trade rules have for crossborder education. In partic-
ular, it is essential to monitor the impact of trade agree-
ments on domestic national regulations that are
established regarding access, registration, quality and
financing of crossborder education because what is con-
sidered by one country to be a fundamental aspect of
national higher education policy may be perceived by a
trade partner as a barrier to be removed or liberalized.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

In conclusion, it is fair to say that there are more ques-
tions than answers and that analysis of the impact of
crossborder education on public financing of higher edu-
cation is rather complex but sorely needed. Key factors
to consider are the social and economic conditions and
the nature of the higher education system in the receiv-
ing country. What are the national policy objectives and
priorities for the higher education sector and how can
crossborder education contribute? What is the domestic
capacity to meet the demand for higher education and
what is the current coverage rate? What is the role of the
government – funder, provider, regulator or monitor?
How regulated or deregulated (market-oriented) is the
higher education sector? Are there tuition fees and if so
who determines the fee? Is public funding for higher edu-
cation directed to the institutions, the students (voucher
system) or the programmes based on national needs and
priorities? Is the higher education sector a mixed system
of for-profit and not-for-profit institutions? For publicly
funded institutions, what is the mix of government, stu-
dent/household and private sources of income? What per-
centage of enrolled higher education students are paying
tuition fees and service charges? What is the position of
the country in terms of granting access to education
through trade agreements? Is education seen as a public
good/service or a private good/service? If education is a
public good/service can it be privately delivered? These
are but a few of the questions that need to be asked in
order to determine what impact foreign providers – both
higher education institutions and commercial compa-
nies – will have on higher education in terms of financing
the system. 

In summary, global trends such as the increased
demand for tertiary and continuing education, the role of
ITCs in delivering education, the inability of public fund-
ing to keep up with increased costs and demand for higher
education, and the treatment of education as a commod-
ity/service to be internationally traded and regulated by
trade agreements are all factors contributing to major
reforms of higher education systems and especially to
funding models. Crossborder education by traditional and
new providers is both a response to these trends and a
stimulus for change in the funding and regulation of
higher education at the sector and institutional level.
Whether crossborder education providers are viewed as
competitors or collaborators, or as opportunities or risks,
depends on a country’s ability to develop appropriate
policies and regulations to integrate foreign providers into
a national higher education system which is capable of
meeting national social, cultural, and economic goals.

NOTES

1 It is noted that comprehensive data exist on international
student mobility, but this is certainly not the case for cross-
border programme and provider mobility.

2 It would be an oversight not to recognize the substantial
amount of crossborder activity that is happening under the
academic exchange and linkages by HEIs.
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