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The developing international education market requires additional qualitative and detailed 

information on the comparative characteristics of universities. This study suggests a single synthetic 

model for describing and assessing universities’ competitiveness at the national level for advanced, 

emerging, and transitioning economies. The model is based on the same methodology as interna-

tional university rankings, but employs different techniques for initial clustering and further analy-

sis. We identified four different university clusters in the Russian Ministry of Education and Sci-

ence database, distinguished by specific development goals. We argue that applying these clear and 

well-defined criteria as clustering attributes allows us to compare competitiveness in different set-

tings, formulate academic management strategy and recommend policy guidelines tailored precisely 

for each university’s requirements. 

Key words: education market, higher-education competitiveness, models of competitiveness, 

academic management, university rankings. 

JEL Codes: I21, I23. 
 

1. Introduction 

 

Since the late 1980s, one of the most important trends in world development 

has been the modernization of the welfare state concept, which includes the educa-

tional multicultural component (Kuznetsova, 1998), the globalization of markets, the 

scales and spheres of competition and expansion above state and regional borders. 

‘National competitiveness’ has become a commonly used term that includes specific 

statistical components, such as the Global Competitiveness Index (by WEF, World 

Economic Forum) and IMD World Competitiveness Ranking (by IMD, International 

Institute for Management Development). 
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Since human capital, knowledge, and innovations are important elements of na-

tional competitiveness, educational and research systems (universities, primarily) be-

came widely represented in these studies. 

The developing international education market, the increasing cross-border 

mobility of students and teachers, and the improving international cooperation in re-

search required more qualitative and detailed information on the comparative charac-

teristics of universities. Consequently, description, presentation, measurement, and 

assessment of the problems of universities’ competitiveness have gained wide repre-

sentation in scientific literature (OECD, 2009; Salmi, 2009; Clark, 2011; Supjan, 

2012; Khalin, 2015; Douglass, 2016; Project, 2018). These developments have fur-

ther stimulated the growing demand for comprehensive and easy-to-access compara-

tive information. Several public educational and private informational bodies have 

responded to the demand and started to provide relevant data. Among them, such en-

tities as Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Times Higher Education (THE) magazine, 

and Quacquarelli Symonds (QS, provider of business education) have become de-

facto global standard setters. By the end of 2010, the developed indices of the Aca-

demic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU, since 2003), THE World University 

Rankings (THE WUR, since 2004), QS World University Rankings (QS WUR, since 

2010), and the corresponding databases became the most popular sources of infor-

mation on the comparative positions of different countries’ universities. 

The mentioned indices quickly turned into universally recognized models of in-

ternational competitiveness and began to shape the behavior of potential students, ac-

ademics, and managerial officers of education. Being included in the world’s top uni-

versities list became a coveted position and both universities and government bodies 

began making that a policy target. By 2008, that is, 4–5 years after the establishment 

of the rating system, improvement in the universities’ positions was reflected in edu-

cational policy priorities in such diverse countries as Australia, Germany, China, Ko-

rea, Malaysia, Russia, France, and Japan (Hazelkorn, 2008). In most countries, aca-

demic administrations and management have adjusted their activities to improve 

competitiveness (Carson, 2013). 

The wide use of the ratings results has led to changes in both educational and 

research activities of universities worldwide. As the developments in the United 

States, Australia, and Europe are well documented (Lombardi, 2016; LH Martin In-

stitute, 2014; Paleari, 2015), we focused mostly on Asian and Eurasian dynamics just 

due to a lack of data mining and research in these regions. We found out that the rich 

oil-producing Persian Gulf countries aimed at attracting high-rating foreign universi-

ties to specially created educational zones (Ashour, 2016). Moreover, large Muslim 

countries, such as Indonesia, have developed an optimal policy for the speediest in-

crease in international positions for the single largest university in each country 

(Dewi, 2015). 

The most relevant developments for Russia and other transitional economies 

(from the standpoint of educational system reformation and experience implementa-

tion) were those seen in the countries and territories of East Asia belonging to the 
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Chinese (Confucian) cultural area, that is, Hong Kong, China, Korea, Malaysia, Singa-

pore, Taiwan, and Japan. A catching-up type of industrialization and mentality of these 

countries’ ruling class can be considered a common feature of the listed states. In these 

countries, increased international competition in higher education and the emergence 

of university rankings in the early 2000s led to a strong sense of them lagging behind 

the leading economies and a desire to catch up (Shin, 2015). The result was the adop-

tion of programs to eliminate gaps and enhance national education competitiveness. 

These programs, although differing from country to country, generally had several 

common features. The implemented policies were aimed at strengthening the positions 

of leading universities in world rankings. The policies focused on public universities’ 

corporatization and expanding independence, developing and implementing measures 

to attract foreign students and teachers, strengthening the competition for research 

funds, and consolidating higher education institutions (Belov, 2014). Systematic work 

within the framework of adopted programs has significantly increased the competitive-

ness of higher education in most East Asian countries (Chan, 2018). 

The same measures that were applied in the countries of East Asia have formed 

the basis of higher education modernization in Russia since the late 2000s. For almost 

10 years, the country’s universities have changed dramatically, but the overall as-

sessment of the ongoing reform results has been contradictory (Dokukina, 2016). 

Why did similar measures in Russia and East Asia produce different results? What 

factors have determined the uncertain dynamics of Russian educational institutions? 

Unequivocal answers to these questions are hardly possible, as the comparative posi-

tions of universities are determined by a wide range of macro and micro characteris-

tics (OECD, 2016). 

In order for universities (as well as national research and educational systems) 

to gain a sustainable competitive advantage, the application of a sophisticated and 

multi-dimensional strategy is required. In this regard, describing and assessing uni-

versities’ competitiveness plays an indispensable role in compiling detailed qualita-

tive information for academic management. Most countries analyze their respective 

educational entities by applying the same approaches as those used in comparatively 

simple international ratings, which are based on two general parameters: the goal and 

the means. The goal is to acquire a competitive edge in order to win investments and 

grants as well as attract capable researchers, teachers, and students. The means in-

volves infrastructure development, productivity and quality gains, and amongst other 

factors reputation enhancement. 

We assert that at the national level, research and education policy modelling 

should expand beyond these narrowly defined boundaries of market competitiveness 

and find a way to determine the scope of the public and private sectors, establish 

clear rules for competition and cooperation, and develop effective institutions for the 

market and non-market provision of public goods. The complexity of the mentioned 

tasks in practice leads to the grouping of national universities and the formulation of 

academic policies separately for each group. Such a multi-layered approach to the 
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development of universities in several Asian countries allowed significant achieve-

ments and therefore, can be regarded as the internationally viable best practice exam-

ple. We argue that the application of such a multilayered approach to the definition of 

academic policy can be beneficial for economies in transition. 

Effective use of global best practices is indeed a challenging task for academic 

management. However, for this particular field of research meaningful results can be 

obtained by applying novel analytical tools. The hypothesis of this study is that a sin-

gle synthetic model for describing and assessing universities’ competitiveness can be 

developed and used effectively for both advanced, emerging, and transition econo-

mies, including Lithuania and other Baltic states. The goal of the study is construc-

tion of the principal framework for such a model. 

The methodology is based on the comparative analysis and clustering of the 

universities, according to the world ratings data and the database for monitoring the 

effectiveness of higher education institutions compiled by the Russian Ministry of 

Education and Science (Ministry…, 2018). In our previous study, we performed a 

cluster analysis of the competitiveness level of some 300 universities in terms of edu-

cation quality, scientific research level, degree of internationalization, and contribu-

tion to territorial development (Khalin, 2018). In this research, we conducted an ex-

pert assessment of these universities’ competitiveness policies, taking into account 

the results previously observed but employing different techniques for initial cluster-

ing and further elaboration. More specifically, we categorized the policies into four 

components: 1) sustaining present positions within university groups; 2) acquiring 

better placement within a group; 3) rising to a higher-level group; and 4) entering a 

group from a ‘non-grouped’ zone. We then divided our dataset into four different 

clusters, distinguished by these specific development goals. Finally, to test our hy-

pothesis, we revisited the original data and checked the clusters hypothetically identi-

fied against the policies actually implemented by the universities. Therefore, this 

study’s methodology involved consistently applying expert estimation, theoretical 

generalization, and empirical verification techniques. The rest of this paper presents 

the theoretical framework for competitiveness modelling, suggests the general mod-

els for specific university clusters, and discusses the connections between the general 

models and existing world university rankings. The study concludes by summing up 

the findings and providing some policy implications. 

 

 

Institutional changes in the Russian higher education system over the past dec-

ade have led to the formation of leading federal and national research system-forming 

universities clusters, etc. 

The main reason for the allocation of universities clusters is the large differen-

tiation of specific goals for the universities’ functioning and development, as well as 

the potential and real universities’ capacity to achieve these goals. 
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Usually, any rating is understood as a set of objects, ordered by the value of 

any indicator or attribute. Any university competitiveness rating is described by the 

two main parameters: 

 the purpose of a university competitiveness rating construction is to 

determine the degree of proximity of the university's performance indicators that 

characterize its competitiveness to the relevant performance indicators of the best 

universities in a particular cluster participating in such rating. For example, the aim of 

St. Petersburg State University's participation in authoritative world rankings 

(ARWU, THE WUR universities, QS World University) is to assess the opportunities 

for St. Petersburg State University to enter the cluster of world-class universities. All 

three rankings are associated with a cluster of world-class universities, but differ in 

the specificity of the conditions and requirements for competitiveness, as well as by 

methods for the final ratings calculation that determine the place of the university in 

the ranking. The values received in these ratings should reflect the closeness of the 

SPbU performance indicators that characterize its competitiveness to the 

corresponding indicators of the world-class universities; 

 the place of the university in an orderly (increasing or decreasing) sequence 

of universities, built on the values of the performance indicators of these universities, 

meeting certain competitive advantages characteristic of the universities of this 

cluster. For example, 93rd place of Moscow State University named after 

M. Lomonosov in the authoritative ranking ARWU-500 in 2017 argues that MSU is 

far from the advanced universities of this cluster, and those universities stand above 

MSU in this rating. 

The university's competitiveness rating, i.e. their ordered totality, is necessary 

to construct in accordance with the value of the indicator reflecting the degree of the 

considered university fulfillment of those conditions and requirements, the simulta-

neous and compulsory implementation of which ensures competitiveness, corre-

sponding to the universities of a particular cluster. If the rating is built for universities 

entering or wishing to enter the cluster of world-class universities, the place of a par-

ticular university in the rating should be determined by the value of the final indicator 

(index) of this university activity, showing the degree of proximity of its competi-

tiveness to the competitiveness of the university of the initial cluster, i.e. already hav-

ing the world-class university cluster. 

The constructed University's competitiveness rating will match to an expanded 

rating cluster compared to original cluster. The expansion happens due to the fact that 

it will include not only those universities for which all conditions for competitive ad-

vantages are met, and therefore these universities have the status of an initial cluster 

university, but also those that assess the degree of their competitiveness in compari-

son with the competitiveness of the initial cluster universities, i.e. evaluate the degree 

of the requirements for the competitive advantages fulfillment provided for the initial 

cluster university. 
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Similar ratings can be built for any initial clusters - for world-class universities, 

national flagship universities, etc. In addition, ratings can be constructed for certain 

areas of knowledge and field of expertize. For example, the subject ranking of 

Shanghai Ranking's Global Ranking of Academic Subjects 2017 (Shanghai ..., 2017) 

identifies such subject areas as "Finance", "Management", "Economy". 
 

3. Conclusion 

 

1. The classification and comparison of universities at the national level re-

quires formalized techniques for initial clustering as well as for further analysis. 

Therefore, we suggest a general model of competitiveness with two parameters for 

different university clusters. These are distinguished by four university-specific de-

velopment goals: 1) entering the cluster, 2) retaining positions, 3) gradual improve-

ment, and 4) climbing to the higher ranked cluster.  

2. The model employs the same methodology as international university rank-

ings. Simultaneously, using the clear and well-defined criteria as clustering attributes, 

we can better compare the ability to compete in national settings. We can also formu-

late policy guidelines that are tailored more precisely for the requirements of each 

university. An empirical check confirms that the model effectively describes nearly 

all types of development strategies observed amongst the 300 Russian universities 

that were analyzed. In general, the model can be effectively applied to several emerg-

ing and transitioning economies. 

3. This study does not exhaustively analyses the enormous pool of problems 

associated with the adequacy of information provided for the purpose of enhancing 

educational competitiveness. At the same time, university clustering with develop-

ment goals as attributes, elaborated in this research, is a novel idea, without direct 

parallels in the related literature. Despite of the inevitable sketchiness of the topic, 

this study may develop a solid foundation for a broader scientific discussion. 

 
Acknowledgements. The paper is supported by RFFI (Russian Foundation for Basic Re-

search) grant 16-06-00221. ”Math. methods of the `Russian universities competitiveness research: 

intellectual data analysis”. 

 
References 

 

Ashour, S., Fatima, S. (2016). Factors favoring or impeding building a stronger higher edu-

cation system in the United Arab Emirates // Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management. 

Vol. 38. No. 5: 576–591. – https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2016.1196925. 

Belov, A., Zolotov, A. (2014). Socioeconomic Aspects Affecting University Education in 

Japan // Voprosy Obrazovanija. No. 3: 30–53. – 

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2015/06/16/1084121482/2014-3_Belov-Zolotov.pdf  [12 05 2018]. 

Carson, L., Bartneck, C., Voges, K. (2013). Over-competitiveness in Academia: A literature 

review // Disruptive Science and Technology. No. 1(4): 183–190. – 

https://doi.org/10.1089/dst.2013.0013. 

Chan, Sheng-Ju. (2018). Changing landscapes of Asian higher education // Asian Education 

and Development Studies. Vol. 7. Issue 2: 122–126. – https://doi.org/10.1108/AEDS-02-2018-0044. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2016.1196925
https://vo.hse.ru/data/2015/06/16/1084121482/2014-3_Belov-Zolotov.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1089/dst.2013.0013
https://doi.org/10.1108/AEDS-02-2018-0044


Management Theory and Studies for Rural Business and Infrastructure Development 

eISSN 2345-0355. 2018. Vol. 40. No. 2: 155–166.  

Article DOI: https://doi.org/10.15544/mts.2018.15 

 

165 

 

Clark, B. (2011). Sistema vysshego obrazovanija: akademicheskaja organizacija v kross-

nacional'noj perspektive. – Moscow: Higher School of Economics Publishing. 360 p. 

Dachyar, M., Dewi, F. (2015). Improving University Ranking to Achieve University Com-

petitiveness by Management Information System. IOP Conf. Series: Materials Science and Engi-

neering, 83/2015/012023. – http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1757-899X/83/1/012023 [12 04 2018]. 

Dokukina, A. (2016). Higher Education System Development in Russia: Realization and 

Criticism // Review of Applied Socio-Economic Research. Vol. 12. Issue 2: 33–42. 

Douglass, J. (2016). The New Flagship University. Changing the Paradigm from Global 

Ranking to National Relevancy. – London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 217 р. –

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137500496. 

Khalin, V., et.al. (2018). Globalnaja konkurentosposobnost vedushih universitetov: modei i 

metodi ee ozenki i prognosirovanija. – Moscow: Prospect. 544 p. 

Khalin, V., Chernova, G. (2015). Universitety mirovogo klassa v Rossii: sostojanie, prob-

lemy i perspektivy // Upravlencheskie nauki v sovremennom mire. Vol. 2. No. 1: 87–94. 

Kuznetsova, N. et.al. (1998). Gosudarstvo blagosostojanija i ego sozialno-ekonomicheskije 

osnovi. – Saint Petersburg: StPbU University press. 200 p. 

Hazelkorn, E. (2008). Rankings and the Battle for World Class Excellence: Institutional 

Strategies and Policy Choices. OECD conference proceedings: Outcomes of higher education: 

Quality relevance and impact. 8–10 September 2008. Paris, France. – 

http://www.oecd.org/site/eduimhe08/41203634.pdf [12 04 2018].  

LH Martin Institute. (2014). University Research: Policy Considerations to Drive Australia’s 

Competitiveness. – https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/news/policy-papers/University-

research--University-research---policy-considerations-to-drive-Australia-s-

competitiveness#.WsNBUrcUlaQ [12 04 2018]. 

Lombardi, J., Craig, D., Phillips, E. (2016). The Top American Research Universities. 2016 

Annual Report. The Center for Measuring University Performance. – 

https://mup.asu.edu/sites/default/files/mup-2016-top-american-research-universities-annual-

report.pdf [12 04 2018]. 

Ministry of Education and Science of Russian Federation (2018), Monitoring effectivnosti 

deyatel’nosti organizatsii vyschego obrazovaniya Rossiiskoi Federatsii. – 

http://indicators.miccedu.ru/monitoring/ [11 05 2018]. 

OECD. (2009). Universities, Innovation and Entrepreneurship. Criteria and Examples of 

Good Practice. – https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/43201452.pdf [12 04 2018]. 

OECD. (2016). The State of Higher Education. – http://www.oecd.org/education/imhe/#one 

[12 04 2018]. 

Paleari, S., Donina, D., Meoli, M. (2015). The Role of the University in Twenty-first Centu-

ry European Society // Journal of Technology Transfer. Vol. 40. Issue 3: 369–379. – 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-014-9348-9. 

Project 5-100. (2018). Russian Academic Excellence Project. – http://5top100.com/ [12 04 2018]. 

Salmi, J. (2009). The Challenge of Establishing World-Class Universities. – Washington, 

DC: World Bank. – https://doi.org/10.1596/978-0-8213-7865-6. 

Shanghai Ranking's Global Ranking of Academic Subjects 2017. – 

http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-Rankings/index.html [12 04 2018]. 

Shin, J., Postiglione, G., Huang, F. (2015). Mass Higher Education Development in East 

Asia: Strategy, Quality, and Challengers. Springer. – https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-12673-9. 

Supjan, V. et al. (2012). Issledovatel'skie universitety SShA: mehanizm integracii nauki i 

obrazovanija. – Moscow: Magistr. 399 p. 

 

https://doi.org/10.15544/mts.2018.15
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1757-899X/83/1/012023%20%5b12
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137500496
http://www.oecd.org/site/eduimhe08/41203634.pdf%20%5b12
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/news/policy-papers/University-research--University-research---policy-considerations-to-drive-Australia-s-competitiveness#.WsNBUrcUlaQ
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/news/policy-papers/University-research--University-research---policy-considerations-to-drive-Australia-s-competitiveness#.WsNBUrcUlaQ
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/news/policy-papers/University-research--University-research---policy-considerations-to-drive-Australia-s-competitiveness#.WsNBUrcUlaQ
https://mup.asu.edu/sites/default/files/mup-2016-top-american-research-universities-annual-report.pdf%20%5b12
https://mup.asu.edu/sites/default/files/mup-2016-top-american-research-universities-annual-report.pdf%20%5b12
http://indicators.miccedu.ru/monitoring/
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/43201452.pdf%20%5b12
http://www.oecd.org/education/imhe/#one
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-014-9348-9
http://5top100.com/
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-0-8213-7865-6
http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-Rankings/index.html%20%5b12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-12673-9


Andrey Belov, Galina Chernova, Vladimir Khalin, Natalia Kuznetsova. Universities’  

competitiveness models in academic management: a national-level approach 

 

166 

 

UNIVERSITETŲ KONKURENCINGUMO MODELIAI: NACIONALINIS POŽIŪRIS Į 

AUKŠTOJO MOKSLO VALDYMĄ 

 

Andrey Belov
1
, Galina Chernova

2
, Vladimir Khalin

3
, Natalia Kuznetsova

4
 

1
 Fukui prefektūros universitetas (Japonija), 

2, 3,  4
 Sankt-Petersburgo valstybinis universitetas 

 

Gauta 2018 04 25; priimta 2018 05 25 

 

Santrauka 

 

Straipsnyje lyginamas skirtingų šalių universitetų konkurencingumas, kuris apsprendžia spe-

cialų metodologinį požiūrį į konkrečių konkurencingumo modelių nustatymą. Tyrimo tikslas yra 

empirinis tokių modelių nustatymas. Tikslui pasiekti autoriai naudojo apie 300 tarptautinių ir Rusi-

jos universitetų duomenų bazes bei jų plėtros programas. Siūlomi bendri konkurencingumo mode-

liai, atspindintys universitetų vystymosi tikslus ir konkurencinio pranašumo reikalavimus. Šie pa-

rametrai skirtingiems universitetams skiriasi, o tai lemia modelių įvairovę. Straipsnyje siūlomas 

papildomas universitetų konkurencingumo vertinimo modelis, siekiant paaiškinti aukštojo mokslo 

reitingavimo skirtumus. 

Raktiniai žodžiai: švietimo rinka, aukštojo mokslo konkurencingumas, konkurencingumo 

modeliai, akademinis valdymas, universitetų reitingai. 

JEL kodai: I21, I23. 

 


