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ndia frequently

speaks about demo-

graphic  dividend

and the enormous
reservoir of young talent
emerging from its towns
and villages. Yet an uncom-
fortable question remains
at the heart of our higher
education system. Can a ta-
lented student gain admis-
sion to the country’s best
universities on merit with-
out worrying about his/her
financial capacity? In prin-
ciple, we would like the
answer to be yes. In prac-
tice, our universities’ finan-
cial design makes this
difficult.

Different models .
Public universities in India
have historically relied on
government support to
keep education affordable.
While this model has ena-
bled millions of students to
pursue higher education at
relatively low cost, the fis-
cal pressures on govern-
ments also mean that pu-
blic funding alone cannot
sustain the scale of re-
search infrastruq_ture,‘lap-
oratories, faculty recruit-
ment and academic
expansion required in a ra-
pidly evolving knowledge
economy.

Private universities Op-
erate under a different con-
straint. Without substan-
tial public funding, tuition
becomes the primary
source of revenue. Over
time, universities must

maintain quality, invest in
faculty and infrastructure,
and- simultaneously keep
education affordable.
When tuition bec_omes' the
dominant ﬁIlan.Clal p'1llal",
evenl well-intentioned insti-
tutions struggle to fu!ly
eliminaté financial
iers.
bag'l;rndia wishes to build
- globally compeﬁtivg un-
* Jyersities that remain so-
cially inclusive, the under-

lying financial model of
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with equity

Why India should move towards tuition-blind admissions

higher education needs
deeper reflection. A useful
perspective emerges from
the financial architecture
of institutions such as Har-
vard, Stanford or MIT,
which have a diverse finan-
cial base that combines tui-
tion income, sponsored re-
search overheads,
philanthropic donations,
and large endowments ac-
cumulated over decades.

An endowment

The concept of endow-
ment deserves particular
attention. This is a perma-
nent financial corpus in-
vested professionally, with
only a portion of the an-
nual returns used to sup-
port institutional activities
and, over time, becomes
powerful stabilising forces
that finance scholarships,
research  programmes,
professorial chairs, and in-
frastructure development.
This allows universities to

delink admission decisions
from a student’s ability to
pay. This idea is commonly
described as tuition-blind
admissions.

Under this system, a stu-
dent’s financial back-
ground does not enter the
admission decision. The
institution evaluates appli-
cants purely on merit and
ensures that financial con-
straints do not prevent the
student from joining. Scho-
larships, grants and institu-
tional support mechan-
isms are used to bridge the
financial gap. Thus talent
determines access to
opportunity.

India has not yet deve-
loped such an ecosystem at
scale. Historically, our un-
iversities have depended
either on state funding or
tuition revenue. Endow-
ments and philanthropic
contributions,  although
present, have not grown

into large professionally

managed financial pillars
for most institutions. But
the conditions for change
are slowly emerging,

Change underway

Over the past three de-
cades, India has produced
a large generation of glo-
bally successful profession-
als, entrepreneurs, and in-
dustry leaders, with many
carrying a deep sense of
gratitude towards the insti-
tutions that shaped their
early careers. Increasingly,
alumni are stepping for-
ward to support scholay-
ships, research initiatives,
and infrastructure projects
in their alma mater.

If these contributions
are systematically chan-
nelled into structured en-
dowment funds with tran-
sparent governance and
professional management,
they can gradually trans-
form the financial founda-

tions of Indian universities.
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This will allow universi-
ties to gain greater long-
term stability and reduce
excessive dependence on a

single revenue stream and |

invest more confidently in
research and faculty deve-
lopment. Most important-
ly, they will acquire the fi-
nancial flexibility required
to design admission sys-
tems that are truly merit
based.

For a country like India,
this carries profound so-
cial significance. Many of
the brightest students
emerge from small towns
and modest economic
backgrounds. Their aspira-
tions are often shaped not
by lack of ability but by
concerns about affordabili-
ty. When admission deci-
sions are insulated from fi-
nancial  considerations,
these anxieties diminish
and talent finds a clearer
pathway. As India seeks to
build universities capable
of competing globally in re-
search and innovation, the
debate must move beyond
and
rankings.

The deeper challenge
lies in designing financial
models that combine ex-
cellence with equity. En-
dowments, philanthropy
and diversified institution-
al funding provide one
possible pathway. If cultiv-
ated carefully, they can en-
able Indian universities to
adopt tuition-blind admis-
sions without compromis-
ing financial sustainability.
A npation that aspires to
harness the ﬁ.lll pOtenﬁal
of its young people must
ensure that financial bar-
riers do not stand in the
way of talent. Tuition-blind
admissions recognise that
the future of a knowledge
society depends on ensur-
ing that merit alone deter-
Mines who enters its most
important institutions.
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