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Introduction 

The National Education Law (2014) (NEL) guarantees 

that public universities and colleges will enjoy 

autonomy. However, in reality, the government has 

only made piecemeal reforms in the area of academic 

autonomy (Ei Shwe Phyu, 2018; Su Set, 2020). In other 

areas of autonomy such as organizational autonomy, 

staffing autonomy and financial autonomy, no 

implementation or progress has taken place yet. 

Recently, a spokesperson from the Ministry of 

Education (MOE) told the media that sixteen piloted 

universities are now autonomous. He made no further 

clarification on his statement except that the 

government will no longer intervene in the 

management of these universities (Mi Thawdar Aung, 

2020; Thet Zin Soe, 2020). But, the government has 

not yet issued an autonomy implementation plan and 

timeline for these schools to implement university 

autonomy. Without an implementation plan, it is not 

clear to what extent universities will be autonomous in 

what areas. Therefore, it is fair to say that autonomy 

reforms in Myanmar are still slow, gradual and full of 

challenges. 

This policy brief aims to provide a way to overcome 

these implementation challenges by focusing on 

financial autonomy. The brief proposes a ‘university 

foundation’ as an ideal vehicle for fundraising and 

managing private support. It maintains that, not only 

can a university foundation guarantee full autonomy in 

terms of managing private funds, but a university 

foundation can also raise funds effectively. The brief 

also discusses some of the restrictions concerning 

private support in the NEL. Actionable steps for 

forming a university foundation in Myanmar public 

higher education institutes (HEIs) are provided at the 

end

.   

Financial Autonomy and Sustainable Development  

Financial autonomy plays an essential part of the long-

term development and survival of a university. A 

university cannot be said to have genuine 

independence if it excessively relies on government 

funds, regardless of how much freedom it enjoys in 

other areas of autonomy. Financial autonomy is 

related to the development of other aspects of a 

university such as governance, staffing, and academic 

quality. Without financial autonomy, the university 

governing board (University Council) will not be able to 

set and implement strategic priorities. Without 

financial autonomy, the university will not be able to 

attract and retain talented faculty and staff. Without 

financial autonomy, the university will not be able to 

expand and implement academic programs and 

research projects. It risks not having enough resources 

for new buildings, materials, laboratory equipment, 

and other machinery.  

We can define financial autonomy as the ability of a 

higher education institute “to decide on the internal 

allocation of public and private funds, to diversify 

sources of income (for example through tuition fees 

and other private contributions), to build up reserves, 

and to borrow funds on the capital market” 

(Westerheijden et al., 2010, p. 12). Financial autonomy 

therefore implies that a university can establish private 

funds through which it can seek alternative sources of 

income.  

The NEL (2014) and its amendment (2015) have given 

Myanmar’s public HEIs the right to establish private 

funds. However, no university so far has sought 

alternative sources of income through means that may 

be considered unconventional in Myanmar. Here, the 

phrase ‘private funds’, needs a little clarification. It can 

be simply viewed as all income generated by a 

university. It may include revenue from tuition, the sale 

of the assets and property of the university, consulting 

and research projects, gifts, and assets donated by 

private individuals and organizations. When 

universities secure autonomy, they can spend 
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government funds under prevailing regulations while 

maintaining the freedom to spend and allocate private 

funds as necessary.  

We suggest universities establish university 

foundations so that they can start implementing 

financial autonomy regarding private funds. University 

foundations are more effective in raising private 

support and more efficient in managing those funds 

for public universities and colleges. In addition, 

universities will be able to spend and allocate private 

support and donations according to their needs since 

the university foundation’s funds are not related to the 

government.  

 

What is a University Foundation?  

University foundations are non-profit private entities 

that provide financial support to further the mission of 

their affiliated institutions (AGB, 2012).1  They play 

leadership roles in fundraising activities, hold and 

manage assets donated to HEIs (Bass, 2010, p. 17). 

Private support typically comes from individual 

donors, private foundations, and corporations. It may 

include cash, real estate, bequests, stocks, bonds, 

equipment, and other gifts in kind. Foundations 

allocate donated funds to their affiliated institutions in 

support of, for example, student scholarships, faculty, 

research programs, and construction projects.  

 

University Foundation in the United States  

In the United States, the earliest university foundation 

is the Kansas University (KU) Endowment Association, 

established in 1891. It was created to purchase a 

parcel of land offered to the University of Kansas at 

half the market rate. At that time, all assets donated to 

public HEIs were treated as the state’s general income. 

As a private organization, KU Endowment had 

managed to buy the plot of land, which became part 

of the campus of the University of Kansas. KU 

Endowment has allocated more than $587 million in 

support of students, faculty, programs, and capital 

projects during the period between 2004 and 2009 

(Bass, 2010, p.17).  

The use of a university foundation as the fundraising 

mechanism for U.S. public universities and colleges 

was not common until 1977. For instance, only 25 

percent of private support donated to all higher 

education institutions was obtained by public 

universities and colleges. The other 75 percent went 

to private HEIs. However, as a result of the decline in 

public funding and the steady rise of higher education 

enrollment, public HEIs began adopting university 

foundations in their fundraising campaigns (Donner & 

Huang, 2017, p. 2). Consequently, the share of private 

support received by public HEIs began to rise 

dramatically to 34 percent in 1987 and 42 percent in 

1997. By 2007, public HEIs received 46 percent of all 

private support to higher education institutes (Bass, 

2010). After the 2008 financial crisis, university 

foundations have increasingly taken the leadership 

role in fundraising activities of public HEIs (Donner & 

Huang, 2017, p. 2). 

 

University Foundations in Asia  

Public HEIs in China have been encouraged by the 

government to establish university foundations for 

fundraising activities since 1997. The underlying 

reasons are to offset the decline in government 

support and to provide access to a dramatically 

increasing number of higher education students since 

1999 (Guo, 2014). The number of higher education 

Financial autonomy plays an essential 
part of the long-term development and 
survival of a university. A university 
cannot be said to have genuine 
independence if it excessively relies 
on government funds, regardless of 
how much freedom it enjoys in other 
areas of autonomy. 



Higher Education | University Foundations 

Center for Education Policy Research | Parami Institute 

enrollment, for instance, rose to 27 million in 2005 

from 6.5 million in 1998. Meanwhile, the share of 

government funds in total higher education revenue 

declined from 60 to 42 percent in the same period. A 

university foundation is one of solution for universities 

when tackling problem of insufficient finance. As a 

consequence, the number of Chinese higher 

education institutions with university foundations rose 

to 200 in the year 2011. Half of these foundations are 

actively fundraising in the United States through 

various channels (Guo, 2014).  

Higher education institutions in Southeast Asia are 

heavily dependent on the government for financial 

resources. However, government support for them is 

continually declining, as it is in other parts of the world. 

Hence, governments are urging public HEIs to find 

alternative sources of income, including raising more 

philanthropic contributions (Rohayati et al., 2016, p. 6). 

For example, following the government’s advice, 

Malaysian universities like Universiti Sains Malaysia 

and the National University of Malaysia founded 

Yayasan USM and the Chancellor’s foundation 

(Rohayati et al., 2016, p. 7). 

 

The Need for University Foundations in Myanmar  

The first reason why public HEIs in Myanmar need a 

university foundation is to compensate for the 

inadequate support of the government for higher 

education. As of 2018, government expenditure per 

higher education student was only 391,583 kyats ( US$ 

299)  in real terms (Ngai Hung, 2020).2 In addition, 

government funding for a departmental research 

project is surprisingly low at 100,000 kyats (US$ 76) 

according to Su Yin Htun (2020).3 It is therefore safe to 

say that government funds for teaching and learning, 

and research—the two primary functions of a 

university—are extremely low. This suggests the 

government needs to significantly increase its current 

level of spending for higher education. Since the 

government is also required to spend money on other 

public sectors such as basic education, healthcare, 

and social security, and to reduce the financial burden 

of the government to a certain degree, public HEIs 

should therefore be allowed to set up university 

foundations.   

Public HEIs in Myanmar also face many challenges in 

budget execution and implementation. The current 

line-item budgeting system focuses on controlled 

transactions and budget overrun rather than on the 

performance or efficiency of public HEIs (Deshpande, 

2017). As line-item budgeting is prepared based on 

the previous year, it is also not well aligned with the 

forward-looking strategic planning of public HEIs. To 

be able to overcome prohibitive and complex 

government financial reporting, universities must be 

able to generate their own sources of income and 

have the ability to spend these resources freely. One 

of the effective ways to do this is by creating a 

university foundation.  

The success of government reforms in public HEIs of 

Myanmar largely depends on whether these 

institutions will have the ability to diversify their 

sources of income. Currently, public HEIs in Myanmar 

have excessive dependence on government funding. 

This cannot be continued over the long run when 

universities become autonomous. Since government 

expenditure on higher education is recorded as having 

been reduced on a per-student basis over 2013-2018 

period, it is reasonable to assume that this trend will 

continue (Ngai Hung, 2020). When government funds 

decline, only universities with the ability to finance 

themselves will be able to survive and flourish. 

Foundations can help in making sure that universities 

survive and succeed.  

University foundations are non-
profit private entities that provide 

financial support to further the 
mission of their affiliated 

institutions (AGB, 2012).  
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Benefits of a University Foundation 

There are a variety of reasons why university 

foundations are preferable to the institution governing 

boards in fundraising and managing private support. 

Among them, three reasons will be emphasized here 

due to their relevance to Myanmar’s public higher 

education sector.  

First, university foundations can provide financial 

flexibility. As foundations are private entities, they are 

not subject to state rules 

and regulations applied 

to public HEIs. Therefore, 

foundations can make 

property transactions 

that are otherwise 

impossible for public 

HEIs. They can also 

acquire new facilities and 

laboratory equipment 

not available with the 

state funds. If public HEIs want to attract and retain 

talented scholars, they can do so by offering 

competitive salaries and benefits through the support 

of a foundation. Moreover, in the near future, higher 

education faculty from pilot universities in Myanmar 

will have to decide whether they want to become 

autonomous university staff members or remain as 

civil servants. Ideally, all faculty and staff should be 

under the management of autonomous public HEIs. 

However, the majority of the current faculty and staff 

fear that they would lose their pension benefits when 

they become part of an autonomous institution. Public 

HEIs with established university foundations can 

address this concern effectively by offering them a 

higher level of salary.  

Second, foundations will be able to clearly distinguish 

between private funds and public funds. Until now, 

Myanmar’s public colleges and universities are subject 

to government budgeting regulations, as are other 

public institutions in Myanmar. Therefore, the income 

received by Myanmar’s HEIs is treated as government 

revenue and transferred to the State’s accounts. For 

instance, 40% of the total revenue generated by 

Human Resource Development (HRD) classes is 

required to transfer to the State’s general account 

(Soe Win & Kyaw Aung, 2020). This means that, since 

there appear to be no special financial provisions for 

donations to public HEIs, donated assets to 

universities would also be treated as part of the 

government revenue. This would discourage donors 

and undermine the ability of HEIs to find alternative 

sources of income. By allowing university foundations 

to manage private financial support of public HEIs, the 

difference between public funds and private funds will 

be easy to distinguish.  

The third distinguishing, 

and perhaps most 

important, benefit is the 

effectiveness of university 

foundation board 

members in fundraising 

and sustaining private 

support. Board members 

are selected based on 

their philanthropic 

commitment, professional expertise, and their 

influence and connections within the community. They 

are typically major donors, alumni, influential 

community leaders, and businesspeople. Not only do 

they make substantial contributions but they also 

attract others to make donations to the foundation. A 

1987 survey of university and college fundraising 

practices found that more than two-thirds of 

institutions use foundation board members in 

fundraising efforts more frequently than the governing 

board members (Bass, 2010, p. 18).  Here, a little 

clarification about the difference between governing 

board and foundation is needed. A governing board is 

the highest decision-making body, composed of 

internal and external members. It sets the strategic 

direction of the institution and oversees the 

operations of the management. A foundation board is 

usually the fundraising arm of the institution although 

it may perform other functions and is comprised of 

wealthy and powerful volunteer leaders. Foundation 

board members are more likely to make bigger 

campaign contributions than the governing board 

members. According to a 1999 survey, 39 percent of 

foundation board members made, or were expected 

to make, campaign contributions, whereas 19 percent 

There are a variety of reasons 
why university foundations are 

preferable to the institution 
governing boards in fundraising 
and managing private support. 
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of governing board members made or were expected 

to do so (Bass, 2010, p. 19).  

 

Legal Entity and Independence of a University 

Foundation  

As organizations that serve educational purposes by 

providing financial support for a state college or 

university, university foundations are recognized as 

tax-exempt non-profit organizations. In the United 

States, for instance, they are recognized as 501(c) (3) 

organizations with “public charity” status (Richardson 

& Reilly, 2003, p. 2).4 Organizations with public charity 

status enjoy two tax benefits: (1) tax exemption on the 

donations, assets, and endowment returns of a 

university foundation, and (2) income tax deduction 

conferred upon donors, though the deduction is 

limited to a certain level of their contributions 

(Gravelle, Marples, & Sherlock, 2020, p. 4). The tax 

preferences entitled to foundations and donors are 

incentive mechanisms used by the government to 

stimulate charitable giving.  

Another important aspect of a university foundation is 

its independence. A university foundation is separately 

governed to the university by its governing board with 

its own set of rules (Council for Advancement and 

Support of Education (CASE), n.d). Thus, a university 

foundation has autonomy in recruiting staff and 

volunteer members, in managing financial accounts 

and making disbursement decisions to the affiliated 

university or college as needed. Despite this 

independence, the management and decision-making 

processes of the foundation should be guided and 

informed by the institution’s needs. An effective 

mechanism in this regard is to develop an operating 

agreement or memorandum of understanding (MOU) 

between the governing board and foundation board. 

The agreement or MOU should clearly articulate the 

respective roles and responsibilities concerning the 

transfer of funds to the institution, policies for sharing 

donor and alumni records, and development 

expenses (Bass, 2010, p. 20). Most importantly, any 

governing board member, including the rectors, 

cannot interfere or influence the decisions made by 

the foundation board. They can attend foundation 

board meetings but cannot vote for decisions. They 

can only report to and advise the foundation. 

 

Constraints and Opportunities  

Myanmar has a well-established tradition of charitable 

giving motivated by Buddhism. However, donations 

that are aimed to directly address social and economic 

issues facing society as a whole is a relatively new 

concept in Myanmar. At present, it is estimated that 

there are just 20 to 30 private foundations in 

Myanmar, and the majority of them are corporate 

foundations run by families (Tan & Lam, 2018). The use 

of university foundations for higher education 

philanthropy is therefore entirely new to public HEIs in 

Myanmar. 

In the NEL (2015), there is no stipulation regarding 

university foundations. But, public HEIs can accept 

donations according to section 31 of the NEL (2015), 

which stipulates that “school or education 

organization concerned may, with due care, receive 

the assistance in cash or in-kind donated by locals or 

foreigners or legal organizations”. However, spending 

and allocation of donated funds are still subject to 

government rules and regulations since they will be 

audited by the relevant ministry according to section 

32 of the law.  

The provision that grants universities and colleges the 

right to set up their own funds is section 33, which 

declares that “universities, degree colleges, and 

colleges shall have the right to establish their own 

fund.” However, the more important question is how 

freely a university can establish private funds and 

manage them at its own discretion. According to the 

provisions stated above, a university can accept 

donations only after they are assessed by the MOE. So, 

the government rules related to private support are 

still largely prohibitive. 

 

To bring about meaningful and genuine changes, the 

government needs to reconsider these legal 

provisions. Nonetheless, even under these restrictive 

circumstances, universities can still take effective 

advantage of the right to establish private funds 

through the use of a university foundation. As 

university foundations are non-profit private 
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organizations, they must be registered according to 

the law relating to the Registration of Organizations 

(2014). In this respect, the MOE can play a supporting 

role by advocating for the association registration 

boards that universities can take on the names of 

university foundations. Thus, university foundations 

can be quickly approved and can begin supporting 

public HEIs in Myanmar. The following is a step-by-step 

recommendation on how to set up a university 

foundation. 

 

Recommended Steps for Establishing a University Foundation 

At the very early stage of instituting a university foundation board, rectors will be mainly responsible for 

attracting wealthy individuals and donors to be involved in the foundation board as members. University 

rectors cannot chair a foundation board nor have the right to vote in the board meetings. They can only 

give advice and recommendations.  

To avoid a conflict of interest, the search for prospective foundation board members should be a university-

wide activity. That is, the members proposed by academic and management bodies of the university must 

be considered and, where deemed appropriate, selected. However, universal criteria for searching and 

recruiting board members should be based on the principle that foundation board members are selected 

based on their ability to make financial contributions to the foundation or their ability to attract people to 

make donations to the foundation.   

After the foundation board is formed, the members will develop a Memorandum of Association and Articles 

of Association. They will submit these documents to the state, or regional, or union-level registration board 

under the Ministry of Union Government Office. The ideal name of the foundation should be the ‘University 

of X foundation’. For example, the name of the university foundation for the University of Yangon would be 

the University of Yangon Foundation. However, the foundation can have a name different from its affiliated 

institution.  

For registration of the university foundation, foundation boards will have to request a letter of 

endorsement, as a procedure, from the MOE.  

After obtaining a ‘certificate of registration’, the foundation can start fundraising campaigns on its own 

initiative. The foundation should develop an operating agreement together with the governing board to 

ensure that the activities and decisions of the foundation board are aligned with the strategic needs of the 

university. The agreement should clearly articulate, for example, the respective roles and responsibilities of 

the foundation board and of the governing board concerning the transfer of funds to the institution, policies 

for sharing donor and alumni records, and development expenses.  

The governing board must be accountable to the foundation by reporting financial statements and 

releasing statements audited by a respectable third-party auditor as indicated by the foundation. Similarly, 

the financial statements reported by the foundation should be audited by a third-party accounting firm of 

reputable national standing.  

After the inaugural foundation board has been legally established, the recruitment of successive members 

will be at the discretion of the foundation board. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 
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Notes 
1  A university foundation is also referred to as an institutionally related foundation, university and college foundation, or university-related 

foundation. Here, the term “university foundation” will be used for brevity.  
2  In calculating the government expenditure per higher education student, students of distance education and full-time students are all 

included. To get the real value of the cost, the financial year 2013-2014 is taken as the base year. The currency conversion was calculated on 

27 September 2020 at the rate of 1309.4MMK per 1 USD.  
3  The funding amount, US$ 76, is applied to all departmental research projects including those related to natural sciences. The same current 

conversion as above.  
4  University foundation and private foundations are similar in that they both are 501(c) (3) tax-exempt organizations. But they are different in 

terms of charitable status entitled to them: university foundations are recognized as public charities whereas private foundations have private 

foundation status. Depending on the status, their taxation benefits and privileges significantly differ (Richardson & Reilly, 2003, p. 3).  
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Parami Institute provides a broad-based education in multiple disciplines, such as the
natural sciences, social sciences, humanities and arts. Through discussion and writing-based
classes, we encourage meaningful participation, reflection and critical thinking among our
students.
 
Center for Education Policy Research is the research arm of Parami Institute. The Center is
dedicated to conducting research on the education sector in Myanmar. We focus on policy
and advocacy to promote high quality educational outcomes for all citizens.

With the vision to create change agents from all walks of life, Parami
Institute aims to transform Myanmar youth into lifelong learners, effective

leaders, and responsible citizens through liberal education.
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