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What is the purpose of a university in the context of Pakistan? Historically, Pakistani universities’ core activities have provided education and produced well-trained graduates, such as engineers and doctors working around the world. Universities have also played a critical role in civic and political movements during the 1940-1970s, such as the independence movement, and produced various political leaders over time. 
Higher education reforms in Musharraf’s era added ‘research’ as a core activity of Pakistani universities. The Higher Education Commission (HEC) was set up, which developed indicators, tools, and evaluation criteria to measure research performance. This influenced the hiring, promotion and status of academics and the ranking of Pakistani universities.
The Pakistan Economic Survey of 2023–2024 showed that the number of universities increased from 58 in 2000 to 259 in 2024; 29 universities operate in Islamabad alone. HEC reforms have allowed the public and private sectors to establish universities across Pakistan. Access to higher education has increased from 2.6 per cent in 2002 to 10 per cent in 2024. Similarly, academic articles increased from 641 to over 30,000, and PhD faculty numbers from 800 to 35,000.
Despite these cheerful statistics, Pakistani universities struggle financially; the research lacks depth and recognition; their graduates have lost their quality and impact; and universities have failed to contribute to the country’s socio-economic performance. This is because a core objective of the 2002 Ordinance, which requires HECs to “formulate policies, guiding principles and priorities for higher education institutions for the promotion of socio-economic development of the country” was not emphasized.
We must scrutinize our universities, what and how we teach and conduct research, and how our universities contribute to Pakistan’s success. We must shift from our current practices, as many universities produce students and knowledge that do not help the country’s progress.
The future of higher education in Pakistan is not defined by how many new universities we establish, how many students we produce, and how many papers we publish, but by how these universities contribute to national and provincial development. To create a university that is future-focused, we must revisit the purpose of a university in a rapidly changing world.
Over the next decade, Pakistani universities must work to build capacity that increases the country’s economic productivity, doubles exports, and produces context-specific and socially sensitive knowledge, which will decide the country’s place in the world. This dimension must be achieved by developing clear policies and guidelines at the federal HEC level and embodying them in each provincial HEC and then university-wide strategies. We have to plan teaching and research approaches and invest in infrastructure in our universities according to the national, provincial, and district-level needs and priorities to solve our country’s problems.
I suggest developing national, provincial, and district-level priorities and organizing disciplinary teaching, research, and industry or real-world partnerships. For example, Balochistan will soon become a national and international destination for mining, fisheries and BRI/CPEC education; the northern areas will be the centre of research on climate change and tourism; Punjab and Sindh will become agricultural and food security hubs. Of course, these priorities should be based on the strengths and issues of the area, embracing IT and technological advances such as generative AI, and be carefully thought out. A commitment to the constitution and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals will help develop priorities meeting the expectations of a wider population.
In the proposed model, we must develop a mechanism where universities in one city and district and a province share their teaching and research infrastructure in a collaborative and transparent environment. We can thus promote issue- and solution-based higher education that thinks globally while acting locally to ensure the needs are met. We can assess this model’s success by attracting quality national and international academic staff, students, and funding.
The federal and provincial governments and their HECs will not only play their role as financiers but will also become the partners of the respective governments in their economic, social, and environmental agendas and policies to develop the country’s collective capability. The federal HEC should be empowered to develop country-wide higher education perspectives, policies, and funding to determine what is best for higher education nationally.
They should have coordination and collaboration and quality assurance mechanisms across the country. Higher education in the Netherlands and Finland offer these models of differentiation and collaboration, where long-term planning and a bold national vision, with the support of legislation and policies, achieve better results in national development.
I believe in the autonomy of universities, but this should not come at the cost of unnecessary duplication, low-quality qualifications and research, and insufficient infrastructure. A university should advance knowledge and research that can contribute to the socio-economic development of the country, as promised in the HEC Ordinance over 20 years ago.
We have to extract greater value from our universities by promoting problem/solution-oriented teaching, research, and knowledge in response to the country’s needs. The role of our future universities should be determined by our collective and long-term vision for the country.
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