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ABSTRACT

Higher education is a recurrent casualty of violent conflict, yet its reconstruction is essential
for quality education, research, and social recovery. Although the literature acknowledges its
neglect in conflict-affected countries, limited research has examined aid flows to this sector
and its potential contribution to recovery. This study aims to elucidate the strategic neglect of
higher education in war-affected societies and to examine the conditions for transforming it
into a driver of sustainable post-war recovery. Four objectives guide the analysis: identifying
the main reasons for its de-prioritization in post-war reconstruction agendas; analyzing trends
and patterns in international aid to higher education in war-affected countries; categorizing
and explaining the key challenges facing higher education in these regions; and examining
international approaches to its roles in wartime settings. Using a systematic mapping
approach, a systematic search in English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese identified, selected,
and qualitatively analyzed 85 eligible documents. The findings indicate that: first, low
prioritization stems from neoliberal imperatives, a consensus favoring basic education,
perceptions of low returns on investment, and the temporal sequencing of reconstruction;
second, aid trends reveal a very small share directed to local higher education, a strong
bilateral donor preference for academic scholarships (over 80 percent), and allocation
according to donors' strategic interests; third, key challenges cluster around physical
destruction, population displacement, war-related conditions, and low resilience; and fourth,
higher education can play a constructive role across four approaches—stabilization and
securitization, reconstruction, state-building, and peacebuilding—ranging from skills
provision and institutional capacity-building to peace promotion and identity mediation. In
conclusion, the neglect of higher education represents a lost opportunity for investing in
national capacities and is typically given very low priority in reconstruction; however, when
addressed strategically, it can serve as a driver of effective and sustainable post-war recovery.
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INTRODUCTION

The available evidence indicates that war and armed conflict severely affect higher
education and its institutions, often resulting in damage to, or the destruction of, their
infrastructure and capacities. Under such circumstances, war-affected societies
require targeted support not only to sustain the functioning of higher education
during wartime, but also to strengthen, revive, and rebuild it in the post-war period.
Such support is important because higher education and its institutions play a
fundamental role in providing education, developing the skills and competencies
required for social advancement, and safeguarding cultural and historical heritage
(Milton, 2018; York Agreement, 2015). Moreover, the reconstruction of higher
education can contribute to improved social and economic conditions and
strengthen peacebuilding at the international level (Milton, 2018; Milton & Barakat,
2016). Nevertheless, the evidence points to the persistent neglect of higher education
in policy and research in war-affected and post-war societies (Milton, 2018; Milton &
Barakat, 2016).

PURPOSE

The central research problem is the neglect of higher education and its failure to be
prioritized in war-affected societies, as well as the ambiguity surrounding the
dimensions and mechanisms that shape this condition. The present study addresses
this problem through four research questions: the reasons for the non-prioritization
of higher education; the trends and patterns of international aid; the challenges facing
higher education in war-affected regions; and international approaches to the role of
higher education in wartime and post-war settings. This study adopts an
international and cross-national perspective, focusing on the identification of
common patterns and existing differences across war-affected societies.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a systematic mapping approach. The literature search was
conducted across seven databases and in four languages, resulting in the selection of
85 documents for analysis. The data were analyzed using a deductive-inductive
thematic analysis approach through manual coding.

FINDINGS

In response to the first research question, concerning the reasons for the neglect and
non-prioritization of higher education, the final findings were identified within four
categories: neoliberal imperatives, the consensus on prioritizing basic education, the
low rate of return on investment, and the temporal sequencing of reconstruction. These
findings indicate that the neglect of higher education in war-affected societies arises



from a set of structural and discursive factors, the most significant of which include
structural adjustment policies, the prioritization of basic education on global agendas,
the traditional perception of the economic returns to investment in higher education,
and the temporal ordering of reconstruction priorities in the post-war period. In
response to the second research question, concerning patterns of support and aid, the
final findings included the very limited share of international aid allocated to local
higher education, the prioritization of academic scholarships, the orientation of aid
according to donors’ strategic interests, and the declining role of multilateral aid. These
findings indicate that international support for higher education in war-affected
societies is provided predominantly in the form of academic scholarships rather than
through strengthening and rebuilding local higher education systems, and that the
allocation of such support is, to some extent, shaped by donors’ strategic and
geopolitical considerations. In response to the third research question, concerning the
obstacles and challenges facing higher education, four final categories were identified:
physical destruction, population displacement, war-related conditions, and low
resilience. These categories capture the principal dimensions of higher education’s
vulnerability under wartime conditions, including damage to infrastructure and
physical facilities, the displacement of populations and human capital, the direct and
continuing consequences of war-related conditions, and the weak capacity of higher
education systems to maintain continuity and functional stability. In response to the
fourth research question, concerning the roles of higher education, the final categories
comprised stabilization and securitization, reconstruction, state-building, and
peacebuilding. These findings indicate that higher education can contribute
constructively to the processes of post-war recovery and reconstruction through
multiple pathways, including reducing youth unemployment and helping to prevent
radicalization, developing specialized human capital, strengthening institutional
capacity and the rule of law, promoting discourses of peace, addressing horizontal
inequalities, and facilitating mediation among different identity groups. Taken
together, the findings across the four research questions provide an integrated
framework for explaining the reasons for the neglect of higher education, patterns of
support and aid, existing obstacles and challenges, and the potential roles of higher
education in war-affected societies. This framework positions higher education not
merely as one of the vulnerable sectors under wartime conditions, but also as an
institution with latent capacities to contribute to stabilization, reconstruction, state-
building, and peacebuilding in the post-war period.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study indicate that the neglect of higher education in war-affected
societies is not a random phenomenon, but rather the outcome of historical patterns
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of prioritization, developmental approaches, and the sequencing of post-war
reconstruction. The dominance of neoliberal discourse, the historical emphasis on
basic education, a limited conception of the rate of return on investment, and the
precedence given to immediate needs have collectively weakened the position of
higher education on the international aid agenda. At the same time, the small share
of aid directed to local higher education and the predominance of international
scholarships over institutional support constrain the capacity of higher education
systems to rebuild and sustain their academic functions. The destruction of
infrastructure, displacement, disruption of educational and research activities, and
low resilience further exacerbate this vulnerability. Nevertheless, the evidence
reviewed demonstrates that higher education can play an effective role in
reconstruction, state-building, stabilization, and peacebuilding. Accordingly,
redefining aid priorities, providing targeted support for local institutions and
capacities, and integrating higher education into sustainable reconstruction agendas
can create the conditions for more effective utilization of this potential.

NOVELTY

The originality of this study lies in moving beyond single-case studies by integrating a
political-economy analysis of international aid flows with an explanation of the reasons
for neglect, the challenges facing higher education, and approaches to its role in war-
affected societies. The contribution of this research lies in offering a framework for
analyzing the position of higher education at the intersection of aid, power,
reconstruction, and peace. These findings provide a basis for critical research on the
decolonization of foreign aid, the strengthening of local capacities, and the engagement
of academics. Limitations of the study include its focus on aid reported to the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the scarcity of
data on aid from China, India, Brazil, and Russia, the lack of detail regarding the
destinations and recipients of scholarships, linguistic limitations, and variation across
national contexts, all of which reduce the generalizability of the findings.
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