Higher Education, Research, Funding and University Autonomy in Brazil
Brazil has a large and highly diverse higher education system, comprising more than 2,500 higher education institutions. Almost 88 per cent of these institutions are private, including both for-profit and not-for-profit providers, while only around 12 per cent are public. Public institutions may be maintained by the federal government, by state governments or, in some cases, by municipalities. Despite their relatively small number, public institutions play a particularly important role in postgraduate education, research and scientific production.
Universities themselves represent only around 8 per cent of all Brazilian higher education institutions, yet they enrol more than half of the country’s undergraduate students. Of Brazil’s just over 200 universities, most are public. University status in Brazil has a specific meaning: universities are expected to be comprehensive academic institutions that combine teaching, research, and extension, with defined requirements for research activity and faculty qualifications. Universities also occupy a distinctive position within the Brazilian higher education system because the Brazilian Constitution grants them broad academic, administrative, financial, and patrimonial autonomy.
More than 10 million students are enrolled in undergraduate education in Brazil. Around 80 per cent of them study in private institutions, while only about 20 per cent are enrolled in the public sector. At postgraduate level, however, the situation is almost reversed. Brazil has approximately 325,000 students enrolled in master’s and doctoral programmes, and around 85 per cent of them study in public institutions. The public sector therefore has a much greater weight in advanced academic training than its share of undergraduate enrolment might suggest.
Another important characteristic of Brazilian public universities is that students do not pay tuition fees. Federal and state public universities have also developed strong affirmative-action policies, including quota systems, together with student-support policies intended not only to facilitate access to higher education but also to help students remain at university and successfully complete their degrees. The Brazilian public higher education system therefore combines tuition-free education with policies intended to broaden access and support student retention.
Public universities are also at the centre of Brazil’s research system. Although public institutions enrol only around one fifth of the country’s undergraduate students, they are responsible for the great majority of Brazilian academic research and scientific production. Estimates indicate that public institutions account for around 90 per cent of the country’s scientific output. In the higher education sector, approximately 90 per cent of research expenditure is concentrated in public universities. Academic research in Brazil is therefore overwhelmingly associated with public institutions and supported through public resources at both federal and state levels.
This system has been built progressively over several decades and is supported through several complementary mechanisms. At the federal level, CAPES, an agency linked to the Ministry of Education, plays a central role in the organisation and support of postgraduate education. CAPES evaluates the Brazilian postgraduate system, covering more than 4,500 master’s and doctoral programmes, and supports around 100,000 postgraduate scholarships in the country. It also plays an important role in internationalisation through national programmes designed to strengthen collaboration between Brazilian and international institutions.
CNPq, linked to the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation, has a complementary role, with a stronger emphasis on funding research projects. Such projects may also include scholarships for undergraduate and postgraduate students, as well as researchers working as members of research teams. Brazil therefore combines institutional funding for public universities with competitive research funding and scholarship programmes operated by national agencies.
State research foundations provide another important component of this system. Individual Brazilian states may maintain their own agencies to finance research, scholarships, infrastructure and innovation. Among these foundations, FAPESP — the São Paulo Research Foundation — is one of the largest and most important research funding agencies in Latin America. Its funding is constitutionally protected, with 1 per cent of São Paulo State tax revenue allocated to the Foundation. FAPESP invests around US$400 million annually in research projects, scholarships, scientific infrastructure, innovation and international collaboration. In 2025 alone, its research-related disbursements reached approximately US$420 million.
The State of São Paulo is also a particularly relevant example of the relationship between public funding and university autonomy. Brazilian public universities may be funded by either the federal government or state governments. Unesp, together with the University of São Paulo — USP — and the University of Campinas — Unicamp — is funded by the State of São Paulo. In 1989, São Paulo introduced a distinctive system of financial autonomy for these three state universities. Rather than negotiating their entire budgets with the state government every year, the universities receive a predefined share of state tax revenue.
Today, USP, Unesp and Unicamp collectively receive 9.57 per cent of the state’s share of ICMS, the principal state-level value-added tax. This arrangement establishes a direct relationship between state economic performance and university funding. When tax revenues increase, university revenues also increase; when state revenues decline, university revenues are correspondingly affected. The three universities together currently operate with a combined annual budget of approximately US$3.8 billion.
The significance of the São Paulo model, however, goes beyond the predictability of its funding mechanism. The three state universities enjoy a genuinely broad degree of autonomy, covering academic, administrative, financial and institutional matters. Within the resources available to them, they manage their own budgets, determine investment and institutional priorities and make strategic decisions regarding their development. The rectors, acting through the Council of Rectors of the São Paulo State Universities, also make decisions concerning salary adjustments for university employees.
This autonomy necessarily brings a corresponding level of responsibility. Although the funding mechanism provides the universities with a degree of predictability, the institutions themselves are responsible for determining how resources should be allocated, establishing priorities and ensuring their long-term financial sustainability. Autonomy, in this sense, is not simply freedom from direct government control; it is a governance model in which universities have both the authority and the responsibility to make long-term institutional choices.
The development of USP, Unesp and Unicamp since the establishment of financial autonomy in 1989 illustrates the potential impact of this model. Over this period, the three institutions have consolidated their position among the leading universities in Brazil and Latin America. Their development, however, cannot be attributed to autonomy alone. It reflects the interaction of three particularly important elements: institutional autonomy, predictable public funding and a strong system of competitive research funding, especially through FAPESP.
The São Paulo experience therefore provides an interesting example of how university autonomy and public investment can reinforce one another. Stable institutional funding gives universities the capacity to plan beyond short-term political and budgetary cycles, while autonomy gives them the ability to determine academic priorities and allocate resources according to institutional strategies. At the same time, a strong research funding agency introduces competitive mechanisms and provides additional resources for research, infrastructure, innovation and international collaboration.
More broadly, the Brazilian experience shows the central role of public investment in sustaining postgraduate education and academic research. While private institutions account for most undergraduate enrolments and the overwhelming majority of higher education institutions, public universities remain central to postgraduate education, scientific production, and research capacity. Federal agencies such as CAPES and CNPq, state research foundations such as FAPESP, and the institutional budgets of federal and state universities together form an interconnected public funding ecosystem.
In this context, university autonomy should not be understood simply as the freedom to spend public resources. It is better understood as universities' capacity to make long-term academic and institutional choices, combined with the responsibility to ensure those choices remain financially and institutionally sustainable.

