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Abstract Since the end of the 1980s, many countries around the world have been 
committed to building world-class universities to strengthen their competitiveness in 
the global higher education market. These excellence initiatives, initiated by China 
and a few other countries, have contributed significantly to enhance these countries’ 
higher education capacity. This chapter focuses on the comparison of excellence 
initiatives and relevant policies among China and other countries, including high-
lighting data, excellence indicators, best practices, and relevant national policies. 
Moreover, it analyzes the latest research and shares inspiring stories about China’s 
experience in developing academic excellence. The quantitative measures of Chinese 
universities funded by the Double World-Class Project have increased significantly, 
but it has taken them a long time to gain the soft power that matches their world 
rankings. While global excellence initiatives tend to integrate with national strate-
gies to develop higher education and share same global visions, there are differences 
in terms of implementation measures or plans among countries that will be explored 
in this chapter. In the future, excellence initiatives will place more emphasis on 
international development as well as the will of the state. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The Origin and Development of Excellence Initiatives 

In the time of intense global competition, a nation’s competitiveness relies on 
its scientific and technological progress and knowledge innovation. Advancing 
the development of higher education and establishing world-class universities and 
leading research universities are key to guaranteeing the initiative of a nation, and 
rapidly improving the quality of skilled workforce and the strength of scientific 
and technological innovation (Liu & Li, 2011). Since the end of 1980s, more than 
40 countries and regions around the world have implemented excellence initiatives 
to develop world-class universities or disciplines (Feng & Liu, 2019). These poli-
cies usually include excellence initiatives for universities, research institutions, field 
research, personnel, and school-enterprise cooperation. 

Governments at all levels play an important role in designing and implementing 
these excellence initiatives. They provide centralized funding for universities or disci-
plines with advantage and potential to achieve excellence, so as to further enhance its 
higher education capacity in the global competition. In other words, most excellence 
initiatives share three main features: a top-down approach in policy implementa-
tion, centralized funding, and a strong focus on international academic excellence 
(Feng et al., 2017). Countries that invest in excellence initiatives span all seven 
continents across the globe, regardless of their socio-economic status. Countries 
with strong higher education systems are committed to consolidating their existing 
performances and continuously expanding their advantages in the global educa-
tion market. Countries with strong higher education foundations are committed to 
forming and improving international competitiveness, seeking to climbing up the 
global echelon. Other countries are committed to making an international influence 
through conducting international research, so as to make their voices heard in global 
society. It is worth noting that higher education has been impacted by global crises 
in recent years, such as the ongoing global pandemic, rising nationalism, terrorism, 
and financial crisis, leading to changes in excellence initiatives globally. Instead of 
allocating funding and support evenly in all aspects, countries focus on building 
world-class universities or disciplines based on their existing advantages. 

1.2 Excellence Initiatives Around the World 

1.2.1 Regional Distribution of Excellence Initiatives Around the World 

More than 40 countries or regions around the world have implemented various 
excellence initiatives. The world-class movement has become a global consensus to 
some extent. In terms of geographical distribution, excellence initiatives are mostly 
adopted in Europe and Asia. Nearly 20 countries in Europe, represented by Germany,
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France, and Denmark, have developed excellence initiatives; nearly 10 countries in 
Asia, represented by China, Japan, the Republic of Korea (hereafter ROK), India, 
and Vietnam, have implemented initiatives and strategies to develop excellence. In 
comparison, the number of excellence initiatives in Oceania, North America, and 
other regions is relatively small. 

Some countries in Northern Europe were among the very first to develop academic 
excellence. In the beginning of the 1990s, Denmark started the Centers of Excellence 
program, which aimed to strengthen Danish research by providing the best working 
conditions and organizational set-up for top researchers (Danish National Research 
Foundation, 1991). Many other countries in Europe followed closely and devel-
oped their own initiatives. For example, in 2005, German federal and state govern-
ments intended to enhance the graduate education sector and research institutions 
through the special funding project–Excellence Initiative and strived to construct 
a group of “excellent universities” (German Research Foundation, 2005). In 2010, 
French government issued Initiatives d’Excellence (Initiative of Excellence, hereafter 
IDEX), which focused on advancing technological innovation and technical transfer, 
and to construct five to 10 world-class universities with international competitiveness 
(Ministry of Education [MOE] of France, 2010a). Russian government launched the 
Project 5–100 in 2013, which aimed to have five universities reach the top 100 in the 
world by 2020. The goal of Project 5–100 is to reform higher education research and 
teaching and to enhance the country’s global competitiveness (Ministry of Education 
and Science of the Russian Federation, 2013). 

Asian countries with relatively strong higher education systems also strive to 
maintain and improve their competitiveness by implementing excellence initia-
tives. In 2007, Japan launched the World Premier International Research Center 
Initiative, which focused on advancing cutting-edge research, establishing inter-
disciplinary fields, creating an international research environment, and reforming 
research organizations (Japan Society for the Promotion of Science, 2007). Some 
emerging economies in Asia regard higher education as a breakthrough and try to 
enhance their international influence by implementing excellence initiatives. In 1997, 
India launched two projects, Universities with Potential for Excellence (hereafter 
UPE) and Centers with Potential for Excellence in certain disciplinary areas, which 
aimed to enhance universities’ research and teaching excellence, promote innovative 
research in interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary fields, and improve their status 
and become a leader in specific fields within a short period of time (University 
Grants Commission, 1997a). In 2008, Vietnam began to implement the New Model 
University Project, and the plan aimed to establish high-quality “new model universi-
ties”. Different from highly-centralized projects in the past, this new project is more 
flexible in terms of its management and organization, so as to develop students’ inno-
vative skills and help universities quickly meet international standards (Ministry of 
Education and Training of Vietnam, 2008).
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1.2.2 Time Distribution of Excellence Initiatives Around the World 

The development of excellence initiatives across the world can be divided into 
three stages: early development (1989–2000), steady growth (2001–2010), and 
accelerating expansion (2011–2020) (Feng & Liu, 2021). 

Before the twenty-first century, the concept of globalization was still in the process 
of being formed, and excellence initiatives were pretty much in their early develop-
ment and only a few countries had carried out plans to develop world-class univer-
sities or disciplines. Denmark launched its project, Centers of Excellence, in 1991 
to provide top researchers with the best environment for teaching and research and 
improve its scientific research capacity. The project’s selection was flexible and 
allowed interdisciplinary cooperation (Danish National Research Foundation, 1991). 
In the late 1990s, some developing countries also joined the race for world-class 
universities and disciplines. For example, China and India implemented programs of 
building excellent universities in 1995 and 1997 respectively, both aiming to provide 
substantive funding for universities with potential and to improve their competi-
tiveness in the world (National Education Commission, 1995; University Grants 
Commission, 1997a). 

After stepping into the twenty-first century, the development of excellence initia-
tives has been in steady growth. In particular, the emergence of third-party assess-
ments, such as world university rankings, provided countries with a more intuitive 
way of comparing higher education capacity and further stimulated international 
competition. Under the increasingly fierce competition, a few developed countries 
intended to further reinforce their advantage, and some realized their stagnation and 
sought to revive their institutions; while emerging economies strived to gain visibility 
on the global stage. During this time, both developed and emerging countries started 
various types of projects to develop academic excellence. 

After a decade of reform efforts, some countries have achieved initial success 
in developing world-class universities or disciplines, and excellence initiatives have 
entered a stage of accelerating expansion. More and more countries have imple-
mented relevant policies and strategies on developing excellence, and many countries 
have successively launched follow-up plans based on the performance and progress 
of their previous excellence initiatives. 

1.3 China’s Excellence Initiatives 

Chinese higher education has made remarkable progress in the past 30 years, due 
to Chinese government’s attention and support as well as its universities’ persistent 
efforts. Education is regarded as an important national strategy in China and Chinese 
government has formulated a series of significant long-term plans and initiatives to 
construct key universities, such as Project 211, Project 985 and the Double World-
Class Project. The overall development plan for Project 211 and Project 985 mainly 
included promoting educational innovation, strengthening the scientific research
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function of universities, and promoting the internationalization of higher education. 
The Overall Plan for Promoting the Construction of World-Class Universities and 
World-Class Disciplines was published in 2015, which clearly set the development 
goals of Chinese higher education: by the middle of the twenty-first century, it will 
develop top Chinese universities into world-class institutions (Liu et al., 2021). 

1.3.1 Project 211 

Before the reform and opening-up in 1978, Chinese government had selected several 
universities as national key universities, but the systematic projects of constructing 
world-class universities or disciplines did not start until Project 211 launched in 
1995. Project 211 aimed at developing about 100 key universities and a number 
of key disciplines by the early twenty-first century. The project strived to “make 
some key universities and key disciplines be close to or reach the advanced level 
of the world, improve the conditions of universities, and make great achievements 
in talent training and scientific research” (National Education Commission, 1995). 
This funding scheme mainly focused on four aspects of development: disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary programs, digital campuses, faculty excellence, and university 
infrastructure. Compared with other key state projects since the founding of the new 
China, it was not only the largest scale project in the field of higher education but 
also the highest level of block grant at that time. Altogether, 116 universities were 
selected throughout the three phases of the project (Office of the Inter-Ministerial 
Coordination Group of Project 211, 2003). 

With the support of the project, infrastructure and other conditions improved 
significantly at the selected universities, remarkably enhancing the overall strength 
of the universities. More importantly, the project inspired Chinese universities to 
compete internationally, and encouraged the thinking of universities on further devel-
oping world-class academic excellence (Wang & Cheng, 2014). However, there was 
still a large gap between China’s top universities and their international peers, in 
terms of faculty, teaching and research quality, and knowledge creation and inno-
vation. To further narrow the gap and enhance public funding for higher education, 
Chinese government launched Project 985. 

1.3.2 Project 985 

Project 985 was launched in 1998 to develop a tertiary education system of interna-
tional standing. This project was funded through block funding and resources from 
Chinese government as well as from other ministries and departments. The project 
intended to establish a number of world-class universities and to develop a number of 
key research centers of excellence within 10–20 years (MOE, 1998). Project 985 was 
implemented in three phases: 1999–2003, 2004–2009, and 2010–2015. Altogether, 
39 universities were selected by Chinese government.
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Project 985 is of great historical and practical significance to China’s development 
of modernization and international competitiveness. As an integral part of the national 
talent development strategy, this project is not only conducive to improving the overall 
strength of China’s higher education, contributing to the country’s economic, social 
and cultural development, but also conducive to the exchange and mutual learning 
between Chinese culture and other countries (MOE & Ministry of Finance, 2004). 

1.3.3 The Double World-Class Project 

The Double World-Class Project is the third project to develop academic excellence 
after Project 211 and Project 985. In 2015, the State Council issued The Overall 
Plan for Promoting the Construction of World-Class Universities and World-Class 
Disciplines, and put forward the following goals: to develop a number of world-class 
universities and first-class academic disciplines by 2020; to have more universi-
ties and disciplines among the world’s best and to enhance the country’s overall 
higher education capacity by 2030; and to lead the number, quality and capacity of 
world-class universities and disciplines among the world’s best, becoming a higher 
education powerhouse by 2050. 

This project encourages diversified development of leading universities of various 
types (such as research universities, teaching universities, and art and music conser-
vatories). It emphasizes performance evaluations and adopts a dynamic evaluation 
and funding approach to reward the high-performing institutions while eliminating 
under-performing institutions. The duration of each round is five years. The project 
selects 42 universities to participate in the first round, of which 36 are Class A and six 
are Class B, and 140 universities are designated to develop world-class disciplines 
(MOE et al., 2017a). World-class universities focus on the overall construction of the 
institution based on world-class disciplines and the comprehensive improvement of 
talent training and innovation ability, while universities designated to develop world-
class disciplines focus on developing quality disciplines and forming the institution’s 
features and identities. 

The first round of the Double World-Class Project was completed in 2020. In 
2022, the list of selected universities of the second round was published: the number 
of universities was increased to 147, while the list of the first-round of disciplines to 
be publicly warned (including revoked) was also published (MOE et al., 2022a). 
Different from the first round, the second round no longer distinguishes world-
class universities and universities designated to develop world-class disciplines, 
but “emphasizes exploring the establishment of diversified development, diversified 
support, and diversified evaluation, and guides universities to focus on the innovation 
and breakthrough in relevant fields and directions, so as to create truly world-class 
universities” (MOE, 2022).
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2 Highlighting Data 

This section compares China’s Double World-Class Project with excellence initia-
tives of 10 countries. The following countries and excellence initiatives were 
selected:

• Australia: ARC Centers of Excellence (ARC refers to Australian Research 
Council)

• Denmark: Centers of Excellence
• Finland: Centers of Excellence
• France: Initiative of Excellence (IDEX)
• Germany: Excellence Initiative
• Israel: Israeli Centers of Research Excellence (hereafter I-CORE)
• Japan: Top Global University Project
• ROK: Brain Korea 21 Plus (hereafter BK21 Plus)
• Russia: Project 5–100
• Vietnam: New Model University Project. 

2.1 Number of Higher Education Institutions Funded 
by Each Excellence Initiative 

In 2017, China officially launched the first round of the Double World-Class Project, 
in which 42 universities were selected aiming to become world-class and 140 univer-
sities were designated to develop world-class disciplines (MOE et al., 2017a). In 
2022, 147 universities were selected in the second round of the Double World-Class 
Project (MOE et al., 2022a). The average number of higher education institutions 
(hereafter HEIs) funded by excellence initiatives in the other 10 countries (excluding 
China) is 19 (Fig. 1).

The number of HEIs funded by ROK and Japan’s excellence initiatives is relatively 
large. ROK’s MOE strictly examined 345 discipline clusters (large-scale units) and 
866 discipline groups (small-scale units) which applied by 108 universities, and 
finally selected 195 discipline clusters and 280 discipline groups from 64 universities 
for the BK21 Plus project (MOE of ROK, 2013). The funded disciplines cover 
various academic fields, including natural science, technology, humanities, and social 
science, and the project targets at training global talents, specialized talents and 
innovative future talents (ibid). Japan’s Top Global University Project received 109 
applications from 104 universities. The committee reviewed these applications based 
on three criteria: internationalization, management, and education reform, and finally 
selected 37 universities, including 13 Class A universities and 24 Class B universities 
(MEXT of Japan, 2014a). 

Most countries’ excellence initiatives fund about 10–20 HEIs. Russia’s Project 
5–100 has funded a total of 21 universities, with 15 universities funded in the first 
cycle and an additional six universities added to the second funding cycle (Ministry of
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Fig. 1 Number of higher education institutions funded by each excellence initiative. Source MOE 
et al. (2017a), MOE of ROK (2013), Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 
of Japan (MEXT of Japan) (2014a), Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation 
(2013), Australian Research Council (2009), German Research Foundation (2005), Academy of 
Finland (1995), MOE of France (2010a), Danish National Research Foundation (1991), Planning 
and Budget Committee of Israel (2011), Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam (2008)

Education and Science of the Russian Federation, 2013). Australia’s ARC Centers of 
Excellence has launched four phases, with 15 universities funded in total (Australian 
Research Council, 2009). Germany’s Excellence Initiative has funded a total of 
14 universities, with nine universities funded in the first round and 11 universities 
funded in the second round. Some universities, however, have received funding in 
both rounds (German Research Foundation, 2005). Finland’s Centers of Excellence 
has funded 14 universities (Academy of Finland, 1995). France’s IDEX has funded 
altogether 11 universities in two phases (MOE of France, 2010a). 

The number of HEIs funded by Denmark, Israel, and Vietnam’s excellence initia-
tives is relatively smaller. As the total number of universities in Denmark and Israel 
is small, the number of funded universities in the two countries is small as well. 
Denmark’s Centers of Excellence has funded seven universities (Danish National 
Research Foundation, 1991); Israel’s I-CORE has funded six universities (Planning & 
Budget Committee of Israel, 2011). The strength of higher education of Vietnam is 
not as strong as other countries, and this limitation may affect the universities funded 
by New Model University Project, as the number is only three (Ministry of Education 
and Training of Vietnam, 2008).
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2.2 Funded Institutions as a Percentage of Total Higher 
Education Institutions 

With the continuous expansion of China’s higher education, the total number of 
Chinese universities has reached 2,738 (MOE, 2021b), and the percentage of univer-
sities funded by the Double World-Class Project is about 5.37%. For other 10 coun-
tries, the average percentage of HEIs funded by excellence initiatives in the total 
HEIs is about 10.88% (Fig. 2). 

The percentage of HEIs funded by Finland, Denmark, and ROK’s excellence 
initiatives is relatively higher. In Finland, the total number of universities is only 35, 
so the number of funded universities is not large, but the percentage reaches 40% 
(Ministry of Education and Culture of Finland, 2022), which is the highest among 
the 11 countries. Universities funded by Centers of Excellence account for 18.42% in 
the total 38 universities in Denmark (Study in Denmark, 2022). Universities funded 
by BK21 Plus account for 15.02% in the total 426 universities in ROK (MOE of 
ROK, 2021). 

The percentage of HEIs funded by Israel and Australia’s excellence initiatives are 
close to the average. The number of universities funded by I-CORE is not large, but 
it accounts for 10.17% of the total 59 universities of Israel (Israel Council for Higher 
Education, 2022). The universities funded by ARC Centers of Excellence account 
for 8.82% of the total 170 universities of Australia (Universities Australia, 2022). 

The proportions of HEIs funded by Japan, France, Germany, Russia, and 
Vietnam’s excellence initiatives are relatively low, and they are all lower than China’s 
figure (5.37%). According to the statistics of the 2021 Basic Survey of Schools 
released by the MEXT of Japan, the total number of Japanese universities in 2021 is
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Fig. 2 Funded institutions as a percentage of total higher education institutions(%). SourceMinistry 
of Education and Culture of Finland (2022), Study in Denmark (2022), MOE of ROK (2021), Israel 
Council for Higher Education (2022), Universities Australia (2022), MOE et al. (2017a), MOE 
(2021a), MEXT of Japan (2021b), MOE of France (2022), Ministry of Education and Research of 
Germany (2022), Study in Russia (2022), Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam (2021a) 
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803 (MEXT of Japan, 2021b), and the universities funded by Top Global University 
Project account for 4.61%. Some European countries, including France, Germany, 
and Russia, have similar proportions of funded universities, ranging from 2 to 5%. 
Universities funded by IDEX make up 4.31% of the total 255 universities of France 
(MOE of France, 2022). Universities funded by Excellence Initiative make up 3.32% 
of the total 422 universities of Germany (Ministry of Education and Research of 
Germany, 2022). Universities funded by Project 5–100 make up 2.83% of the total 741 
universities of Russia (Study in Russia, 2022). The percentage of universities funded 
by New Model University Project of Vietnam is only 1.27% (Ministry of Education & 
Training of Vietnam, 2021a), which is the lowest among the 11 countries. 

2.3 Duration of Excellence Initiatives 

The planning of China’s Double World-Class Project started from 2015, as planned, 
and it will continue to the middle of this century (the State Council, 2015). The goal 
is to improve the strength of leading universities and disciplines at the forefront of 
the world, and to build China as a powerful country in higher education (the State 
Council, 2015). The duration of the Double World-Class Project is about 35 years. 
The average duration of excellence initiatives of the other 10 countries is about 
15 years (Fig. 3). 

Denmark and Finland have the longest durations of excellence initiatives, which 
are more than 30 years, similar to China. Denmark’s Centers of Excellence is planned
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Fig. 3 Duration of excellence initiatives (year). Source the State Council (2015), Danish National 
Research Foundation (1991), Academy of Finland (1995), Australian Research Council (2009), 
Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam (2008), German Research Foundation (2005), 
MEXT of Japan (2014a), MOE of France (2010a), Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian 
Federation (2013), MOE of ROK (2013), Planning and Budget Committee of Israel (2011) 
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for 35 years from 1991 to 2026 (Danish National Research Foundation, 1991). 
Finland’s Centers of Excellence is planned to be implemented from 1995 to 2029, 
with a duration of 35 years (Academy of Finland, 1995). 

Countries with a duration of 10–15 years include Australia, Vietnam, Germany, 
Japan, and France. Australia’s ARC Centers of Excellence is planned for 15 years 
from 2009 to 2023 (Australian Research Council, 2009). Vietnam’s New Model 
University Project has been implemented for 12 years from 2009 to 2020 (Ministry 
of Education and Training of Vietnam, 2008). Germany’s Excellence Initiative has 
been implemented for 12 years, with the first round from 2007 to 2012 and the second 
round from 2012 to 2017 (German Research Foundation, 2005). Japan’s Top Global 
University Project is planned for 10 years from 2014 to 2023 (MEXT of Japan, 
2014a). France’s IDEX has been implemented for 10 years, with the first phase from 
2012 to 2016 and the second phase from 2018 to 2022 (MOE of France, 2010a). 

Countries with a duration that is less than 10 years include Russia, ROK, and 
Israel. Russia’s Project 5–100 has been implemented for eight years from 2013 to 
2020 (Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation, 2013). ROK’s 
BK21 Plus has been implemented for seven years from 2013 to 2020 (MOE of ROK, 
2013). Israel’s I-CORE has been implemented for five years from 2011 to 2016 
(Planning & Budget Committee of Israel, 2011), of which the duration is the shortest 
among the 11 countries. 

2.4 Funding Period of Excellence Initiatives 

China’s Double World-Class Project takes a five-year round. The first round was 
from 2017 to 2021, and the second round started from 2022. The average funding 
period of the other 10 countries’ excellence initiatives is about seven years (Fig. 4).

Those above the average include Vietnam, Japan, Denmark, ROK, and Finland’s 
excellence initiatives. New Model University Project in Vietnam takes a 12-year 
cycle (Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam, 2008). Japan’s Top Global 
University Project has been implemented for a single ten-year phase (MEXT of Japan, 
2014a). Denmark’s Centers of Excellence has a 10-year cycle (Danish National 
Research Foundation, 1991). ROK’s BK21 Plus has a seven-year cycle (MOE of 
ROK, 2013). Finland plans to implement Centers of Excellence from 1995 to 2029, 
with a six-year cycle in the early stage and an eight-year cycle in the subsequent 
stages (Academy of Finland, 1995), and the average funding period is about seven 
years. 

Those with funding periods below the average include Germany, France, Russia, 
Australia, and Israel’s excellence initiatives. Excellence Initiative in Germany lasts 
six years as a round (German Research Foundation, 2005). France’s IDEX lasts 
five years as a phase (MOE of France, 2010a). Russia’s Project 5–100 has been 
implemented for eight years from 2013 to 2020, with a four-year cycle (Ministry of 
Education and Science of the Russian Federation, 2013). Australia’s ARC Centers of 
Excellence and Israel’s I-CORE have three-year cycles (Australian Research Council,
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Fig. 4 Funding period of excellence initiatives (year). Source Ministry of Education and Training 
of Vietnam (2008), MEXT of Japan (2014a), Danish National Research Foundation (1991), MOE of 
ROK (2013), Academy of Finland (1995), German Research Foundation (2005), the State Council 
(2015), MOE of France (2010a), Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation 
(2013), Australian Research Council (2009), Planning and Budget Committee of Israel (2011)

2009; Planning & Budget Committee of Israel, 2011), which is the shortest funding 
period among the 11 countries. 

2.5 Total Funding Amount for Excellence Initiatives 

In order to support the deep development of higher education, China’s Ministry 
of Finance has set up a special fund for constructing world-class universities and 
disciplines and guiding characteristic development (Ministry of Finance, 2020). The 
fund has been steadily sustaining the development of the Double World-Class Project. 
From 2016 to 2020, RMB91.9 billion (Ministry of Finance, 2020), equivalent to 
US$13 billion, has been allocated to the Double World-Class Project, and the amount 
is the highest among the 11 countries. The average funding amount for excellence 
initiatives in the other 10 countries is about US$1.94 billion (Fig. 5).

France and Germany’s funding amounts for excellence initiatives are significantly 
higher than the other eight countries. The funding for France’s IDEX is about EUR 
7.7 billion (US$8.55 billion) (MOE of France, 2010b). The funding for Germany’s 
Excellence Initiative is about EUR 4.6 billion (US$5.26 billion), of which EUR 1.9 
billion is invested in the first round and EUR 2.7 billion is invested in the second 
round; the state governments of the funded universities provide 25% of the funding 
and the federal government provides 75% (German Research Foundation, 2005). 
MOE of ROK and the National Research Foundation of ROK have invested about 
KRW 1910.3 billion (US$1.46 billion) in BK21 Plus (MOE of ROK, 2013). The 
funding for Russia’s Project 5–100 is about RUB 60.5 billion (US$1.02 billion) 
(Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation, 2013).
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Fig. 5 Total funding amount for excellence initiatives (in US$ billion). Source Ministry of Finance 
(2020), MOE of France (2010b), German Research Foundation (2005), MOE of ROK (2013), 
Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation (2013), Xiong and Chen (2020), 
Australian Research Council (2009), Academy of Finland (1995), Danish National Research 
Foundation (1991), Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam (2008), Planning and Budget 
Committee of Israel (2011). Notes 1. As the funding amount of some periods is unavailable, the 
total funding amount is calculated based on the funding of the following period: China 2016–2020, 
France 2012–2016, Germany 2007–2017, ROK 2013–2020, Russia 2013–2017, Japan 2014–2020, 
Australia 2009–2020, Finland 1995–2019, Denmark 1993–2020, Vietnam 2011–2020, and Israel 
2011–2016. 2. The exchange rate used in Fig. 5 is the exchange rate of the latest year of which the 
funding amount is available

Other countries have invested less than US$1 billion. The funding for Japan’s Top 
Global University Project is about JPY 96 billion (Xiong & Chen, 2020), equivalent 
to US$0.89 billion. Australia has invested about AUD 1.13 billion (US$0.78 billion) 
in ARC Centers of Excellence (Australian Research Council, 2009). The funding 
amounts of Finland and Denmark are close, with about EUR 0.42 billion (US$0.48 
billion) and EUR 0.39 billion (US$0.44 billion) respectively (Academy of Finland, 
1995; Danish National Research Foundation, 1991). In 2009, Vietnamese govern-
ment loaned US$0.4 billion from the World Bank and the Asia Development Bank 
for the construction of New Model University Project (Ministry of Education & 
Training of Vietnam, 2008). I-CORE of Israel was ratified by Israeli government 
and adopted by Council for Higher Education in 2010; the Planning and Budget 
Committee of Israel and the Israel Science Foundation jointly operate it (Planning & 
Budget Committee of Israel, 2011). The funding for I-CORE is ILS 0.45 billion, 
equivalent to US$0.13 billion (Planning & Budget Committee of Israel, 2011).
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2.6 Total Funding for Excellence Initiatives as a Proportion 
of Total GDP in the Corresponding Period 

During the period of the first round of the Double World-Class Project (2016–2020), 
China’s total GDP is about US$66.43 trillion (World Bank, 2022), and the total 
funding of the Double World-Class Project accounts for 0.20‰. As for the other 10 
countries, the average proportion of the grant funding in their total GDP is about 
0.15‰ (Fig. 6). 

During the period of the first phase of IDEX (2012–2016), France’s total GDP is 
about US$13.25 trillion (World Bank, 2022), and the funding for IDEX makes up 
0.65‰, which is the highest proportion among the 11 countries. Countries with 
proportions ranging from 0.10‰ to 0.20‰ include Vietnam (0.20‰), Germany 
(0.13‰), ROK (0.12‰) and Russia (0.12‰). Countries with proportions lower 
than 0.10‰ include Finland (0.09‰), Israel (0.07‰), Denmark (0.06‰), Australia 
(0.05‰), and Japan (0.03‰). During the first seven years of the implementation of 
Top Global University Project (2014–2020), the total GDP of Japan reaches about

0.65‰ 

0.20‰ 0.20‰ 
0.13‰ 0.12‰ 0.12‰ 
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Fig. 6 Total funding for excellence initiatives as a proportion of total GDP in the corresponding 
period (‰). Source World Bank (2022); MOE of France (2010b), Ministry of Finance (2020); 
Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam (2008), German Research Foundation (2005), MOE 
of ROK (2013), Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation (2013), Academy 
of Finland (1995), Planning and Budget Committee of Israel (2011), Danish National Research 
Foundation (1991), Australian Research Council (2009), Xiong and Chen (2020), Notes 1. To 
calculate the proportion of total grant funding in the total GDP in the corresponding period, the 
periods covered in Fig. 6 is  the same as that in Fig.  5. The total GDP of each country is calculated 
based on its GDP data in the following period: France 2012–2016, China 2016–2020, Vietnam 
2011–2020, Germany 2007–2017, ROK 2013–2020, Russia 2013–2017, Finland 1995–2019, Israel 
2011–2016, Denmark 1993–2020, Australia 2009–2020, and Japan 2014–2020. 2. The total GDP 
in the corresponding period are as follows: France US$13.25 trillion, China US$66.43 trillion, 
Vietnam US$2.05 trillion, Germany US$39.34 trillion, ROK US$12.45 trillion, Russia US$8.56 
trillion, Finland US$5.24 trillion, Israel US$1.74 trillion, Denmark US$7.42 trillion, Australia 
US$16.12 trillion, and Japan US$34.52 trillion 
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US$34.52 trillion (World Bank, 2022), while the grant funding accounts for only 
0.03‰, which is the lowest among the 11 countries. 

2.7 Funding for Excellence Initiatives Per Institution 

During the period of 2016 to 2020, the average funding for each university of the 
Double World-Class Project of China is about US$0.09 billion. The funding for 
excellence initiatives per institution in the other 10 countries is about US$0.15 billion 
(Fig. 7). 

The funding for each institution in France and Germany are significantly higher 
than that in other countries. Each HEIs of France’s IDEX receives about US$0.78 
billion, and the amount is much higher than other countries. Each HEIs of Germany’s 
Excellence Initiative receives about US$0.38 billion. The funding for each HEIs in 
Vietnam’s New Model University Project is unexpectedly higher than that of most 
countries. It allocates about US$0.13 billion to each HEIs. The funding for each 
HEIs in Denmark, Australia, Russia, Finland, Japan, ROK, and Israel are between 
US$0.02 billion and US$0.06 billion.
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Fig. 7 Funding for excellence initiatives per institution (in US$ billion). Source MOE of France 
(2010a, 2010b ), German Research Foundation (2005); Ministry of Education and Training of 
Vietnam (2008), MOE et al. (2017a), Ministry of Finance (2020), Danish National Research Foun-
dation (1991), Australian Research Council (2009); Ministry of Education and Science of the 
Russian Federation (2013), Academy of Finland (1995), MEXT of Japan (2014a), Xiong and Chen 
(2020), MOE of ROK (2013), Planning and Budget Committee of Israel (2011). Note Funding for 
excellence initiatives per institution are calculated based on the data in Figs. 1 and 5 
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Based on the analysis above, it can be found that China ranks first in the number 
of funded HEIs, the duration, and the total funding amount, ranks second in the 
proportion of total funding in GDP, and ranks fourth in the funding for each insti-
tution. These results indicate that China has placed great emphasis and efforts on 
the Double World-Class Project. However, it cannot be ignored that, regarding the 
percentage of funded institutions in total HEIs, China ranks in the middle among 
the 11 countries, therefore, further investment on more HEIs may be needed for the 
future development. 

3 Excellence Indicators 

3.1 Design 

This section evaluates excellence initiatives from three dimensions: goals, resources, 
and outcomes. “Goal” refers to the objectives of excellence initiatives, “resource” 
refers to the durations and funding amounts for excellence initiatives, and “outcome” 
refers to the achievements of excellence initiatives. 

3.1.1 Goal 

Excellence initiatives of many countries are generally proposed to provide the best 
working environment to attract top talents and conduct world-leading research, so 
as to improve international competitiveness. Ultimately, these initiatives will help 
these countries take their share and gain visibility and reputation in global compe-
tition. Different countries tend to set up different goals based on their own situation 
and demand. Based on the level of development, countries and their development of 
excellence initiatives can be divided into three categories. For countries with a strong 
higher education system, such as Germany, France, and Japan, the goal is to reinforce 
the existing international competitiveness and to continue to expand the advantages 
in global education market. For countries with a relatively developed higher educa-
tion, such as China, ROK and Russia, the goal is to improve its capacity and visibility 
in global competition. For countries where higher education development is still far 
from making influence in global higher education market, such as Vietnam, Thai-
land, and African countries, the goal is to gain their international standing in the 
global stage by conducting international research. The goals of excellence initiatives 
reflect trends and dynamic status of higher education development in each country. 
Moreover, idealized world-class universities are global organizations by nature and 
belong to the whole world. World-class universities should hold a vision that extends 
their development beyond national boundaries, contribute to global common goods,
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embrace and respond to the challenges of human being, serve international commu-
nity, and strive to make achievements that have far-reaching impacts on human civi-
lization and social development (Van der Wende, 2009; Xu,  2013). To certain extent, 
many countries integrate their national strategies and global vision into their excel-
lence initiatives, and at the same time advocate to solve global challenges by making 
innovative breakthroughs in scientific research and make contributions to global 
common goods and human well-being. 

3.1.2 Resource 

To attract high-quality HEIs to join excellence initiatives, many countries endeavor to 
provide strong financial support. It takes time to build world-class universities, partic-
ularly those universities that are capable of making national and international contri-
butions. Since the 1990s, many countries have successively launched their excellence 
initiatives with the durations ranging from five to 35 years. Excellence initiatives 
require countries to integrate regional educational resources and need a long-term 
dynamic process to promote academic excellence and enhance the country’s overall 
higher education strength (Li, 2005; Zhang & Liu, 2015). These reasons have led 
most countries to formulating long-term strategies and providing continuous funds 
to excellence initiatives for more than 10 years. Countries generally allocate block 
funding to a small number of selected institutions. Even though many factors affect 
the funding process, the financial support and resources provided by governments 
are always very attractive (Qiu & Ou, 2016). 

3.1.3 Outcome 

International standards are usually adopted to evaluate the outcomes of excellence 
initiatives. Global university rankings are the most direct approach to do so. Many 
countries also include specific goals in terms of their standing in global rankings in 
their strategic planning. The most common criterion of a strong global position is 
“entering the world top 100” which indicates “excellence”. Universities’ performance 
in global rankings is a key manifestation of the “outcome” of excellence initiatives. 
Some quantitative indicators of a university’s strength, such as the number of research 
publications and the degree of internationalization, could raise a university’s global 
ranking rapidly, but they cannot indicate whether a university has gained global 
reputation that matches its ranking. The recognition of peers could be used as an 
indicator of a university’s intangible strength (Feng et al., 2022). Peer review is often 
employed by global rankings. It not only indicates that a university’s achievements 
have been recognized by peer academics, but also implicitly shows a university’s 
intangible resources, such as status, reputation, or level (Yan, 2007). The higher 
evaluation outcomes on peer review, the higher recognition a university has.
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3.2 Definitions and Sources 

This section compares China’s Double World-Class Project and the excellence initia-
tives of 10 countries: Australia’s ARC Centers of Excellence, Denmark’s Centers of 
Excellence, Finland’s Centers of Excellence, France’s IDEX, Germany’s Excellence 
Initiative, Israel’s I-CORE, Japan’s Top Global University Project, ROK’s BK21 Plus, 
Russia’s Project 5–100, and Vietnam’s New Model University Project. In accordance 
with the design ideas, 10 indicators are selected (Table 1). 

The “goal” dimension employs two indicators: “specific goals of excellence initia-
tives” and “concept of serving global common goods in excellence initiatives”. The 
data are mainly from the official documents of excellence initiatives issued by govern-
ments. The evaluation results of “specific goals” include “sufficient” (++), “involved 
but not sufficient” (+), and “not involved” (-). “Sufficient” means that excellence 
initiatives have presented specific and quantitative development goals; “involved 
but not sufficient” means that excellence initiatives have mentioned the concepts 
of development goals at the macroscopic level; “not involved” means that excel-
lence initiatives have not formulated any development goals. The evaluation results 
of “concept of global common goods” include “sufficient” (++), “involved but not 
sufficient” (+), and “not involved” (-). “Sufficient” means that excellence initiatives 
have explicitly put forward serving the common interests of global society and human 
being; “involved but not sufficient” means that excellence initiatives have put forward 
integrating in global communication, establishing a global cooperation network, 
or contributing to solving global problems; “not involved” means that excellence 
initiatives have not explicitly mentioned contribution to global development. 

The “resource” dimension employs four indicators: “duration of excellence initia-
tives”, “total funding amount for excellence initiatives”, “total funding for excellence 
initiatives as a proportion of GDP”, and “total funding for excellence initiatives as a 
percentage of government expenditure on higher education”. The data of durations

Table 1 Evaluation indicators of excellence initiatives 

Dimensions Excellence indicators 

Goal-1 Specific goals of excellence initiatives (++/±) 

Goal-2 Concept of serving global common goods in excellence initiatives (++/±) 

Resource-1 Duration of excellence initiatives (long term/medium term/short term) 

Resource-2 Total funding amount for excellence initiatives 

Resource-3 Total funding for excellence initiatives as a proportion of GDP 

Resource-4 Total funding for excellence initiatives as a percentage of government expenditure 
on higher education 

Outcome-1 Fluctuation ratio of the percentage of funded universities in world top 100 

Outcome-2 Fluctuation ratio of the percentage of funded universities in world top 500 

Outcome-3 Peer recognition: Standard value of the fluctuation of citation frequency by world 
top 100 universities 
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and grant funding are from the official documents published by governments,1 the 
data of GDP are from World Bank (World Bank, 2022), and the data of government 
expenditure on higher education are from UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS, 
2022).2 The evaluation results of “duration of excellence initiatives” include “long 
term (L)”, “medium term (M)”, and “short term (S)”, which refer to “over 20 years”, 
“10–20 years” and “less than 10 years” respectively. The statistics of funding amounts 
are converted into US$ for comparison. The results of “total funding for excellence 
initiatives as a proportion of GDP” and “total funding for excellence initiatives as a 
percentage of government expenditure on higher education” use the data of the total 
GDP of the country and government’s total expenditure on higher education in the 
corresponding periods. 

The “outcome” dimension employs three indicators: “fluctuation ratio of the 
percentage of funded universities in world top 100”, “fluctuation ratio of the 
percentage of funded universities in world top 500”, and “peer recognition: standard 
value of the fluctuation of citation frequency by world top 100 universities”. The orig-
inal data of world university rankings are from ShanghaiRanking (Academic Ranking 
of World Universities [ARWU]), Times Higher Education (THE World University 
Rankings), and Quacquarelli Symonds (QS World University Rankings). The method 
is calculating the fluctuation ratio of the percentage of funded universities in world 
top 100 and world top 500 since the emergence of world university rankings in 2003 
or 2004 (the entering to any one of the three rankings counts). The original data of 
“peer recognition” are from the official websites of world top 100 universities. The 
information released on universities’ official websites is usually authorized, public, 
and dynamic; it covers the stakeholders including students, faculty members, and 
administrative personnel, and covers contents such as scientific research, teaching, 
and school service (Feng et al., 2022). The method is calculating the increase of 
the average frequency of funded universities mentioned by world top 100 universi-
ties (excluding their domestic universities) on official websites from 2003, and the 
highest value is standardized as 1.00. 

3.3 Findings 

Table 2 presents evaluation results of the excellence initiatives in selected countries 
in different dimensions.

In terms of “specific goals”, countries with “sufficient” performance, namely, 
specific and quantitative goals include France, Japan, ROK, Russia, and Vietnam. 
Their excellence initiatives have clearly defined their targets of international posi-
tions. France’s IDEX aims to construct five to 10 world top universities that are

1 For some countries, the data of funding in some periods are unavailable, so the average numbers 
of the periods around are calculated as estimation. 
2 For some countries, the data of government expenditure on higher education in some periods are 
unavailable, so the average numbers of the periods around are calculated as estimation. 
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competitive globally and improve the international competitiveness and reputation 
of French higher education and research departments (MOE of France, 2010b). The 
goal of Russia’s Project 5–100, as the name points out, is to build five universi-
ties that are able to enter the world top 100 (Ministry of Education and Science 
of the Russian Federation, 2013). The goal of Vietnam’s New Model University 
Project is to have three universities enter into world top 200 by 2020 (Ministry of 
Education & Training of Vietnam, 2008). The goals of Japan and ROK’s excellence 
initiatives are more detailed. Japan’s Top Global University Project sets specific 
goals for each participating university, including goals related to internationaliza-
tion, governance, and education reform, and evaluates the implementation of these 
goals through various indicators (MEXT of Japan, 2014a). ROK’s BK21 Plus puts 
forward to construct a number of world-class research universities in the top 100 
of QS, it also stipulates the number of outstanding research talents to be produced 
in academic fields and new industries every year, and requires universities to raise 
the citation frequency of ROK’s SCI papers (MOE of ROK, 2013). Although other 
countries’ excellence initiatives have not put forward quantitative goals, they have 
outlined their development goals on a macro level. China’s Double World-Class 
Project puts forward the goal of supporting a few high-quality universities and disci-
plines to become world-class, gradually making China a powerful country in higher 
education (the State Council, 2015). Denmark regards its Centers of Excellence as 
“the incubator of future top researchers” and seeks to create an energetic, creative, and 
international research environment for them (Danish National Research Foundation, 
1991). Germany’s Excellence Initiative aims to promote scientific and technological 
research in German universities, enhance their international competitiveness, and 
train more young scientists; it also increases the funding for outstanding universities, 
outstanding young researchers, collaborative projects between different universities, 
and international cooperation (German Research Foundation, 2005). There is hardly 
any excellence initiative that has not set development goals. 

In terms of “concept of global common goods”, excellence initiatives generally 
emphasize national development, while most of them do not directly mention global 
benefits. Only China and Japan’s excellence initiatives involve the concept of serving 
the global common goods. China’s Double World-Class Project requires universities 
to undertake scientific research tasks concerning human survival and development, 
provide world-class innovation platforms for talents, respond to global challenges, 
and defend human well-being (MOE et al., 2022b). Japan’s Top Global University 
Project clearly states that its mission is to train talents who have global thinking and 
tolerance of different cultures, and who are able to make contributions to solving 
global problems, play a leading role in international community, and be willing to 
work for social welfare (MEXT of Japan, 2014a). However, it cannot be ignored 
that the idea of solving global problems through international cooperation has been 
followed by many countries. Australia’s ARC Centers of Excellence explicitly seeks 
to develop collaboration with leading countries and their international academic 
centers or research projects, so as to build an extensive global network (Australian 
Research Council, 2009). Germany’s Excellence Initiative emphasizes strengthening 
the cooperation between German universities and international academic institutions
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(German Research Foundation, 2005). Israel’s I-CORE puts forward to cooperate 
with world-leading research institutions and scholars (Planning & Budget Committee 
of Israel, 2011). In terms of “resources”, China, Denmark, and Finland’s excel-
lence initiatives have long durations (more than 20 years); medium length duration 
for Australia, France, Germany, Japan, and Vietnam’s excellence initiatives (10– 
20 years); and relatively short duration for Israel, ROK, and Russia’s excellence 
initiatives (less than 10 years). In terms of “total funding amount for excellence 
initiatives”, up to now, the largest investment is witnessed in China’s Double World-
Class Project, which has reached US$13 billion (Ministry of Finance, 2020). The 
funding amounts for France, Germany, ROK, and Russia’s excellence initiatives are 
also at a high-level exceeding US$1 billion. The funding amounts for Japan and 
Australia’s excellence initiatives are between US$700 million and US$900 million. 
The funding amounts for Finland, Denmark, and Vietnam’s excellence initiatives are 
around US$400 million. The funding for Israel’s I-CORE is the lowest, which is only 
about US$130 million (Planning & Budget Committee of Israel, 2011). In terms of 
“total funding for excellence initiatives as a proportion of total GDP”, France has the 
highest figure of 0.65‰. China, Vietnam, Germany, ROK, and Russia have relatively 
high proportions (over 0.10‰). The figures for other countries are below 0.10‰, and 
Japan has the lowest proportion (0.03‰). In terms of “total funding for excellence 
initiatives as a percentage of government expenditure on higher education,” figure 
larger than 1% equates to a large investment. The figures for France, Vietnam, Russia, 
China, ROK, and Germany are higher than 1%. The figure for Vietnam is 2.41%, 
second only to France (5.25%). Denmark has the lowest percentage, which is only 
0.26%. 

In terms of “outcomes”, most of the funded universities in various countries 
have enhanced their world ranking standings during the periods of their excellence 
initiatives. However, the performance of different universities in world rankings has 
varied. Specifically, universities funded by France’s IDEX have made the greatest 
improvement, as the percentages of world top 100 and world top 500 universities 
have increased by around 20 and 60% respectively. This achievement may come 
from France’s large investments and the integration of higher education resources, 
such as university merger. Countries with a big increase in the percentages of world 
top 100 universities include Israel and Denmark, with an increase rate of nearly 
35% and 15% respectively. However, the percentages of world top 500 universities 
in these two countries have not risen. This example shows that the two countries’ 
universities that have made remarkable achievements during the period of excellence 
initiatives are still domestic elite universities. China’s percentage of funded univer-
sities in world top 500 has risen greatly, with an increase rate of nearly 37%, while 
the percentage of top 100 universities has increased slightly. This example shows 
that China’s excellence initiatives has made significant achievements in the scale 
of world-class universities, while efforts are demanded for quality improvement. In 
ROK and Germany, the percentages of funded universities in world top 100 and world 
top 500 have increased slightly, with the increase rates of around 8%. This example 
demonstrates that the world rankings of funded universities have generally improved
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in these two countries. In Russia and Finland, the performance of the previous “disad-
vantaged” universities has been improved during the periods of excellence initiatives. 
In Russia, no funded university has entered world top 100,3 while the percentage of 
world top 500 has increased by 57%. In Finland, the percentage of funded universities 
in world top 100 has not changed, while the figure for world top 500 has increased 
by 7%. Among the 11 countries, only Australia and Japan have showed negative 
growth, as Australia’s percentage of world top 100 has dropped by 20% and Japan’s 
percentage of world top 500 universities has dropped by about 10%. However, this 
change does not mean their disappointing performance in higher education; to the 
contrary, it is connected with their solid foundation for higher education. Australia 
and Japan had a number of world top 500 or world top 100 universities in previous 
time, due to increasingly fierce global competition in recently years, the performance 
of some universities has been unstable, thus resulting the negative growth. Further-
more, Vietnam’s funded universities have not entered world top 500, which indicates 
that its excellence initiatives may have not made effective results yet. 

In terms of “peer recognition”, the universities funded by Australia’s ARC Centers 
of Excellence have made the largest improvement, and they have been widely recog-
nized by many world-class universities. Universities funded by Denmark’s Centers 
of Excellence, Germany’s Excellence Initiative, and Israel’s I-CORE have enhanced 
their indices of “peer recognition” by more than 0.70. Universities funded by Finland, 
Japan, France, and China’s excellence initiatives have made some progress, and 
their indices have increased by around 0.2. However, universities funded by Russia, 
Vietnam, and ROK’s excellence initiatives have only raised their indices by less than 
0.10, and most of these universities have not exerted an impressive influence in the 
world. 

3.4 Discussion 

China’s Double World-Class Project has not stipulated specific or quantitative targets 
but put forth long-term development goals of developing academic excellence so as 
to help China become a strong higher education power. Different from Russia and 
Vietnam, China does not strive to make funded universities enter world top 100 
or 200 within a period. Different from Japan and ROK, China has not employed 
specific performance indicators such as the number of innovative talents training 
projects, the citation frequency of academic papers, or the number of international 
faculty members and students. On the contrary, Chinese government encourages 
funded universities to build world-class universities with Chinese characteristics on 
their own foundations, and guarantees universities’ decision-making powers (Zhang

3 Russia’s Project 5–100 has not funded universities with the best comprehensive strength, such 
as Moscow State University, as these universities have already received independent government 
funds. 
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et al., 2019). In the second round of the Double World-Class Project, Chinese govern-
ment was determined to give funded universities more autonomy. The second round 
does not distinguish world-class universities and universities that are designated to 
develop world-class disciplines, while it requires universities to prioritize innova-
tive breakthroughs (MOE et al., 2022a). Tsinghua University and Peking University, 
two of the most prominent universities in China and also as the pilot institutions in 
this project, are being provided autonomy to manage and design their own world-
class discipline construction (ibid). In nature, excellence initiatives have national 
attributes, as the goals, the financial support provided and the selection process 
are closely connected with the governments’ decisions, so serving national inter-
ests is generally an important premise for these initiatives. The Double World-Class 
Project is different from the excellence initiatives of most countries, as it specifically 
points out to serve global common goods. The Double World-Class Project states 
that Chinese world-class universities should be able to solve the common issues in 
human development, respond to global challenges, and promote human well-being 
(MOE et al., 2022b). 

China’s Double World-Class Project include a long-term funding period (over 
30 years) and includes five-year cycles, while only a few other countries such as 
Denmark and Finland have planned to concentrate on long-term projects. During 
the period of the first round of the Double World-Class Project, China allocated 
more than US$13 billion in special funds to this project, which accounts for 0.20‰ 
of China’s GDP and 1.45% of government expenditure on higher education in the 
corresponding period, and the funding amount is larger than those in most countries. 
To support the deep development of higher education, China’s government expendi-
ture on education has been steadily rising in recent years (Ministry of Finance, 2020). 
Chinese government has allocated special funds for building world-class universi-
ties and disciplines. At the same time, it has improved the budget system for local 
universities’ characteristic development (ibid). Therefore, China’s Double World-
Class Project reflects its features of long funding duration, strong financial support, 
and diversified development. 

As for the outcomes of the Double World-Class Project, funded universities have 
improved their global rankings, and have obtained some level of international recog-
nition. In ARWU, THE, and QS, seven Chinese Double World-Class universities 
have entered world top 100 and 63 have entered world top 500, with an increase rate 
of 3 and 37% respectively in 2022. Chinese Double World-Class universities have 
expanded in scale in the early stages of the project. For example, the number of inter-
national papers, the ratio of international faculty members and students, and some 
other internationally recognized indicators have increased significantly, which lead 
to an increase in global university rankings. However, these funded universities are 
still relatively under-recognized in the world, with only 0.18 peer recognition value, 
which is considerably less compared to universities in Australia, Germany, and Israel. 
The same can be said to China’s less satisfying performance in top grade indicators, 
such as the number of Nobel Prize and original research breakthroughs (Feng & Liu, 
2021). The quality of Chinese top universities still needs further improvement. For 
the Double World-Class universities that have made significant progress in terms of
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quantitative indicators, it will still take time for them to improve their soft power that 
matches their corresponding world-class standards (Feng et al., 2022). 

4 Best Practices 

4.1 Sustainable National Strategies 

4.1.1 National Strategic Significance 

Many countries all over the world use excellence initiatives as national strategies 
because of their shared goals to enhance international competitiveness. These coun-
tries and universities try to adapt to the unprecedented changes of the world through 
the process of pursuing excellence. These national governments endeavor to provide 
optimal working conditions, recruit talented workforce, conduct leading research, 
and develop world-class universities and disciplines, as a means to increase soft 
power and enhance their competitiveness in global competition. Emerging informa-
tion technology (IT), artificial intelligence (AI), and the digital economy have created 
new industries; and a new round of scientific and technological revolution and indus-
trial transformation is reshaping the patterns of global innovation and profoundly 
changing the nature of work. This raises the demand to optimize industrial struc-
tures and promote infrastructure building for new technological advancement (Liu 
et al., 2021). Excellence initiatives can effectively coordinate and integrate a nation’s 
higher education resources, strengthen financial support in specific institutions and 
fields, accelerate the technology breakthrough, and explore new development path. 

As a national strategy, excellence initiatives focus on developing future skilled 
workforce and enhancing the strength of scientific research (Liu & Zhang, 2016), 
to guide high-quality development for the future. For example, ROK’s BK21 Plus 
aims to develop world-class graduate schools and train a highly skilled workforce 
for Korea’s socio-economic development (MOE of ROK, 2013); and Japan’s 21st 
Century Center of Excellence (COE) Program aims to train world leading high-tech 
talents in Japanese universities (Zhao & Jiang, 2013). Most excellence initiatives also 
recognize the importance of research in meeting the needs of the nation and actively 
respond to the actual demands of economic, social, technological, and cultural devel-
opment. For example, Australian’s ARC Centers of Excellence plans to take climate, 
biology, quantum computing, and other aspects of national priorities as its project’s 
preferred research fields (Australian Research Council, 2009). As a national-level 
strategy, excellence initiatives originate from local realities, rely on the countries’ 
resources, and serve the countries’ demands.
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4.1.2 Universities’ Responsibilities to Build World-Class Universities 

In the future, top universities in each country will focus on talent training and scientific 
research, continue their investment in building world-class universities, and practice 
their commitment to solving national and global problems. Universities that aspire 
to become world-class usually define their responsibilities “based on local needs 
and engaged with the world”. China’s Tsinghua University explicitly proposes to 
build a comprehensive, research-oriented, and open leading university, with “global 
visions, world-class standards, Chinese characteristics, and Tsinghua style”, which, 
in other words, aims to integrate international standards, national responsibilities, and 
institutional differences while developing academic excellence (Xiao & Jiang, 2015). 
University College London (UCL) in the U.K. takes “London’s global university” as 
the central development goal, and it aims to create a diverse intellectual community 
with an outstanding ability to integrate education, research, innovation, and enterprise 
for the long-term benefit of humanity, so as to better understand the world, create 
and share knowledge, and solve global problems (UCL, 2015). The school motto 
of Princeton University in the U.S. states that a university is “a vibrant community 
of scholarship and learning that stands in the nation’s service and the service of 
humanity”.4 

Specifically, world-class universities should be committed to taking responsi-
bility for social development, understanding major needs of human development, 
conducting breakthrough research, training world leaders for global governance, 
providing innovative solutions to social problems, and ultimately exerting its “world-
class” influence to promote development of the world and progress of human 
being. 

4.1.3 Sustainable and Continuous Financial Support 

Building world-class universities is time consuming. The common features of excel-
lence initiatives in various countries include long project durations and abundant 
financial support. Funding cycles usually range from 5–12 years with quite a few 
countries choosing a long-term funding cycle of 10 years or more. China carried out 
Project 985 in three phases during the period from 1998 to 2015 and supported the 
project with special long-term funds from Chinese central government (MOE, 1998). 
Following Project 985, China launched the first round of the Double World-Class 
Project in 2017 (MOE et al., 2017a); after the first five-year round, seven universities 
were added in the second round in 2022 (MOE et al., 2022a). German launched 
the first round of Excellence Initiative in 2006, and its federal government and state 
governments jointly funded the first round from 2007 to 2012; the second round 
started from 2011 and the funding period was from 2012 to 2017 (German Research 
Foundation, 2005).

4 https://www.princeton.edu/meet-princeton. 

https://www.princeton.edu/meet-princeton
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Strong financial support is needed to successfully implement excellence initia-
tives. A single institution in Japan’s Top Global University Project receives US$20 
million (MEXT of Japan, 2014a); a single institution in Australia’s ARC Centers of 
Excellence receives US$50 million (Australian Research Council, 2009); and a single 
institution in Germany’s Excellence Initiative receives US$380 million (German 
Research Foundation, 2005). These financial investments have led to rewarding 
outcomes. One direct outcome is that funded universities’ research productivity has 
been effectively improved, as the number of papers published on top journals, the 
number of patents, and the level of industry-university-research cooperation have 
significantly increased (De Filippo et al., 2016; Lehmann & Stockinger, 2019). With 
continuous funding support, selected universities can improve overall capacity, and 
gradually enhance their positions in global rankings and gain prestige in the global 
higher education market (Menter et al., 2018). 

4.2 Strategic Planning Leading Excellent Development 

At the institutional level, strategic planning is the process of making long-term 
goals and putting those goals into practice. Effective strategic planning contributes 
to universities’ development. As international competition in higher education is 
intensifying, an increasing number of leading universities have formulated strategic 
plans to develop academic excellence. In nature, strategic planning typically sets 
long-term goals, designs comprehensive planning, translating the overall goals into 
step actions, and provides directional guidance for universities. 

4.2.1 Long-Term Goals 

Building world-class universities is regarded as a long-term vision which requires 
a lengthy process. Universities should propose more ambitious goals and targets 
than their current development. The timeline to achieve the goals should be set for 
5–10 years or even longer; it requires long-term, dedicated efforts to work towards 
these goals. 

For example, Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) includes in its strategic plan: 
to develop academic discipline clusters with world-class influence, to provide excel-
lent faculty and students for other world-class universities, to attract global talents 
and build a global talent community; to make contributions to the country and the 
world, and to become an attractive destination for students around the world (Lin, 
2021). Following the guidance of strategic plan, SJTU has adhered to the goal of 
pursuing excellence and improving the comprehensive strength of the university 
through long-term and continuous endeavor. Since 1996, SJTU invested in strategic 
planning to build a world-class university based on a 10-year cycle. In the process 
of laying a strong development foundation and gradually forming superiority, SJTU 
formulates the aim of building a world-class university in 2050 (Lin, 2021).
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4.2.2 Comprehensive Planning 

It is through comprehensive planning that institutions can seek to improve the quality 
of talent training, faculty, disciplines, scientific research, and internationalization to 
reach world-class standards, integrate the university’s vision and goal into the work 
and study of faculty members and students so as to gain full recognition, and focus 
on the comprehensive development of the university. 

University of California Riverside (UCR) is a case that successfully combines 
the vision of university with the development of faculty members and students. The 
university is committed to effectively serving students of low-income and under-
represented ethnic minority groups, helping them complete their studies, and, at 
the same time, maintaining a high level of research productivity and excellence (Lin, 
2021). Faced with the public pressure and the decline of confidence brought by global 
ranking, UCR immediately focuses on the implementation of its strategic plan “UCR 
2020: The Path to Preeminence”. This strategic plan elaborates a series of measures to 
pursue excellence, by improving academic level, increasing the enrollment opportu-
nities and the diversity of students, and promoting the participation at local, national, 
and global levels (UCR, 2010). The key points of the strategic plan include devel-
oping outstanding faculty, paying attention to the statement and training of diversity 
to ensure the representation of female and minority faculty, forming a multicul-
tural communication environment, helping students from low-income and minority 
backgrounds to improve academic performance, appointing a task force of UCR’s 
Graduation Rate Initiative to improve graduation rates, and effectively promoting 
social mobility in the country (UCR, 2010). It can be found that the whole university 
has initiated a strong dialogue among stakeholders, which closely links the excellent 
development plan of the university with the personal development of its members, 
thus gaining wide recognition and support. 

4.2.3 Step-by-Step Action Plans 

The design and implementation of strategic planning needs to be divided into several 
specific plans in different development stages based on each university’s features 
and demands. University leadership or external consultants usually play the role of 
overall implementing and coordinating the strategic planning process. 

SJTU’s “Three-Step” strategy for developing world-class university provides a 
good example. The first step covered the period from 1996 to 2010, during which 
the main task of SJTU was to restructure the university’s organization, with the 
aim of building a comprehensive, research-oriented university with a high level of 
internationalization, thereby laying a solid foundation for building a world-class 
university (Lin, 2021). The second step covered the period from 2011 to 2020, during 
which the main task of SJTU was to make academic breakthroughs and further 
develop the advantages of the university, with the aim of reaching world-class status 
and entering (or getting close to) the world’s top 100 list (ibid). The third step covers 
the period from 2021 to 2050, during which the main task of SJTU is to improve



12 Global Comparison of Excellence Initiatives 579

Fig. 8 Focuses of STJU’s strategic plans in the past 20 years. Source Lin (2021) 

the comprehensive strength, with the aim of fully realizing its goal to become a 
world-class university (ibid). 

The third step has been divided into two stages. SJTU aims to reach the top echelon 
of global universities from 2021 to 2035, and then to become a world top university 
during the period between 2035 and 2050, in terms of the outcomes of talent training, 
the quality of scientific research, the governance system and the operational model, 
as well as the educational ideas, eventually becoming an academic palace gathering 
great masters (ibid) (Fig. 8). 

4.2.4 Directional Guidance 

The current world is ever-changing, such as the global economic downturns, the 
ongoing pandemic, and the slowdown of international collaboration; however, the 
trend of building academic excellence is likely to remain unchanged. University 
leadership should take on a forward-looking planning. 

Within its 14th Five-Year Plan, SJTU is working “to comprehensively improve the 
overall strength of the university and to achieve world class status”. This plan aims to 
strengthen the university through talent recruitment and development, promote inno-
vation through interdisciplinary cooperation and consolidate basic research, empha-
size on developing international collaboration and global communities, and further 
consolidate an excellence culture within the university (Lin, 2021). 

In addition, UCR’s case also shows its emphasis on cutting-edge science and 
technology. Its future-oriented excellent development strategy specifically points



580 Z. Feng et al.

out promoting teacher cooperation in interdisciplinary and emerging academic fields 
and employing scholars from innovative groups such as transformational science and 
intelligent systems (UCR, 2010). 

5 Inspiring Stories 

5.1 Guo Xinli: Devoting in Cross-Century Education Projects 

5.1.1 An Administrator of China’s World-Class University 
Development 

Directly Involving in the Design and Management of Project 211 and Project 985. 
Guo Xinli is the leader of Shandong University (SDU) of China (SDU, 2017). He 
has served as the director of the Department of Degree Management and Graduate 
Education of MOE, the office director of the Inter-Ministerial Coordination Group 
of Project 211, and the office director of Project 985 (ibid). Guo has been engaged in 
higher education management in MOE and its affiliated agencies for years and has 
gained abundant practical experience. At the end of the last century, how to train high-
quality talents and conduct high-level scientific research has become an important 
question in China (MOE, 1998). With this background, Chinese government initiated 
two cross-century higher education projects: Project 211 and Project 985. Guo has 
been continuously involved in the construction of these projects since he was an 
officer of MOE (Guo, 2021). Looking back upon the initiation of China’s world-
class university construction efforts in the 1990s, Guo stated that the consensus of 
Project 211 and Project 985, at the very beginning, was to serve the development 
of the country; thus, they have set the goals of training high-quality talents and 
solving important problems for economic and social development (ibid). In order to 
realize the goals, he and a group of specialists devoted themselves to the planning 
and evaluation, working day and night (ibid). After years of hard work on Project 
211 and Project 985, China’s world-class university construction has grown from 
scratch. Guo successively presided over the compilation of Project 211 Development 
Report and Project 985 Construction Report, which systematically summarized the 
achievements and experience of China’s world-class university building efforts and 
made predictions for the future (Office of the Inter-Ministerial Coordination Group of 
Project 211, 2007; the Compilation and Research Group of Project 985 Construction 
Report, 2011). Guo expects these projects could contribute Chinese solutions and 
wisdom to the development of higher education around the world. 

Actively Promoting the Implementation of the 2011 Plan. When Project 211 and 
Project 985 have made some successful results, Guo was committed to maintaining 
the achievements and he participated in the 2011 Plan, which aims to comprehen-
sively enhance the innovation ability of Chinese universities (Yuan & Guo, 2012). The 
core of the 2011 Plan is to improve the innovation abilities of talents, disciplines,
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and scientific research by building national-level and university-led collaborative 
innovation centers (MOE & Ministry of Finance, 2014). Guo, as the principal person 
in charge of the 2011 Plan, has participated in an online forum with several MOE 
colleagues and answered questions about how to improve the quality of Chinese 
higher education (Ke & Wan, 2012). He introduced and emphasized MOE’s future 
reform on talent training, which included enhancing students’ comprehensive quality 
and innovation ability, strengthening the combination of talent training with indus-
tries and enterprises, improving the tutor system featured with scientific research and 
practical innovation, and strengthening the reform of teaching and the management 
of learning (Ke & Wan, 2012). The 2011 Plan is not as far-reaching as Project 211 and 
Project 985 because it is smaller in scale, shorter in duration, and does not directly 
target the development of world-class universities. However, the improvement of 
universities’ innovation ability brought by the 2011 Plan has laid a foundation for 
the subsequent Double World-Class Project. 

5.1.2 A Researcher of China’s World-Class University Development 

Long-Term Investigation in the Evaluation of Higher Education. In order to ensure 
the efficiency of world-class university and discipline development, Guo carried out 
evaluation studies as a professional researcher while working in MOE. He sought to 
establish a reasonable and feasible evaluation system; he published several academic 
papers and books such as Research on the Selection Methods of Key Disciplines 
in Universities and The Road to China’s Leading Universities: From Project 211 
to the 2011 Plan (Guo, 2002; Yuan & Guo, 2012). Guo proposed that the key to 
performance evaluation is rule, which should guide the evaluation direction, embody 
the idea of diversified evaluation and combine qualitative and quantitative methods 
(Guo, 2011). As for the evaluation of world-class universities, Guo (2004a) designed 
a general model of university funding based on evaluation results and applied it to the 
allocation of government’s special funds of Project 211. The model insisted on the 
principle of fairness and competition and applied scientific evidence to funding of key 
development projects. As for the evaluation of world-class disciplines, Guo (2002) 
designed an evaluation index for universities’ key disciplines; this system includes 
several aspects, such as the number of faculty members with senior professional 
titles, graduate students in school, master’s and doctoral degrees awarded, papers 
published on foreign journals, over-provincial level awards, research projects, and 
research funds. These measures help verify the objectivity of experts’ evaluation. 
Guo (2003a) also established an evaluation model for discipline effectiveness through 
Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA) method, which analyzes the input and output of 
the same discipline in different universities; the evaluation results are conducive to 
the development of disciplines. 

Long-Term Investigation in the Reform of Graduate Education. Guo emphasizes 
the development of graduate education in world-class universities and conducted 
research on the quality improvement of graduate education. During his time working 
in MOE, Guo regularly made suggestions to a core Chinese journal of graduate
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education named Academic Degree and Graduate Education. By learning from his 
practical work experience, he provided solutions for the problems of graduate educa-
tion (Guo, 2004b; Zhou, 2012). Guo proposed that the establishment of graduate 
school system must be considered in the development of leading universities and key 
disciplines (Guo, 2003b). He argued that the functions of graduate school should be 
optimized, the approval and establishment of graduate school should be standardized, 
the global competitiveness of Chinese graduate education should be enhanced, and 
the organization and management team of graduate school should be strengthened. 
He proposed that graduate school should become a base for training high-quality 
innovative talents and solving important scientific and technological problems, and 
a model for the development of world-class universities and disciplines (ibid). 

5.2 Zhang Jie: A Man of Action in World-Class University 
Development 

5.2.1 A World-Class University President as Well as an Educator 

Keeping Close Relationship with Students. Zhang Jie is a world-famous physicist, 
he was elected as an Academician of Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS) in 2003, 
and elected as a Foreign Associate of National Academy of Sciences (NAS) of the 
U.S. in 2012, and he is the President of Chinese Physical Society (SJTU, 2022a). 
Zhang was appointed as the President of SJTU from 2006 to 2017, and currently 
in SJTU, he is a professor of the School of Physics and Astronomy, the Director of 
Academic Committee, the Honorary Dean of Zhiyuan College, and the Director of 
Tsung-Dao Lee Institute (SJTU, 2022a). As the president of SJTU, in addition to 
routine management work, he took pleasure in spending time with students. From 
the first month of taking office as the president, Zhang often posted on SJTU’s 
BBS and communicated with students online (SJTU, 2010a). Since then, more and 
more students have affectionately called him “Jie Ge”, which means “Brother Jie”. 
He is delighted in this name and thinks it represents students’ commendation and 
expectation (ibid). Zhang believed that listening to students’ voices is significant for 
a university president, so every day he tried to spare time to get to know students’ 
thoughts through the Internet (SJTU, 2007a). For example, he has directly responded 
to a post about the quality problem of desks and chairs in a teaching building, he 
appreciated these suggestions and put forward his wish of making SJTU a university 
full of love (SJTU, 2007a). Zhang was willing to get involved in the classroom 
and participate in campus activities with students. He once delivered a lecture on 
the theme of “Our Dream”, which aimed to guide students to better understand 
the country and form student ideals; in the lecture, he patiently answered students’ 
questions and enjoyed close communication with them (Chen & Du, 2014). He also 
served as the leading runner in the “U-Run 2015 SJTU Campus Marathon”, which 
fulfilled the promise he made to students one year ago–serving as the leading runner
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again in the next U-Run Marathon (SJTU, 2015). The students of SJTU commonly 
agreed that Zhang is a president with great personal charisma. 

Advocating for the Concept of “Educating”. At the commencement and grad-
uation ceremonies of SJTU, Zhang has repeated that the fundamental goal of a 
university is to educate individuals (peiyang ren) (SJTU, ). SJTU is committed to 
training world-class leaders, and the concept of “educating” that Zhang has empha-
sized not only requires students to learn professional knowledge and skills in SJTU, 
but also demands them to develop morality and independent personalities (SJTU, 
2013). More precisely, the concept of “educating” means that universities should 
educate well-rounded individuals with empathy, patriotism, sincerity, kindness, and 
virtue (SJTU, 2007a). For example, SJTU has established a hospice care associa-
tion, through which students visit nursing homes and serve elderly adults without 
children to care for them (Sun, 2009). These ideas are in accord with the motto of 
SJTU, “When you drink from the stream, remember the spring. Love your country 
and add credit to your alma mater (Yinshui Siyuan, Aiguo Rongxiao)”. This motto 
represents the spirit of SJTU and it has been leading the university’s development. 
Although SJTU has a historic advantage in science and engineering, Zhang has never 
relaxed the requirements for developing liberal arts in his term of office, which has 
been conducive to strengthening the humanistic atmosphere of the university (SJTU, 
2007a). Moreover, Zhang has designed a distinct orientation for humanities and 
social sciences of SJTU that differs slight from traditional liberal arts programs. His 
program places greater emphasis on the analysis of Chinese culture and images from 
distinctive perspectives (Sun, 2009). 

5.2.2 A Reformer of World-Class University Development 

Emphasizing the Reform of Innovative Talent Training. Zhang believes that the key 
point of building a world-class university is talent development. As president, he 
insisted on guiding the university to explore and practice an education system to 
foster top innovative talents. He encouraged faculty to have wide discussions on this 
topic, which finally determined that the idea of talent training in SJTU should be the 
trinity of “imparting knowledge”, “constructing ability”, and “cultivating person-
ality”; the goal of talent training should to produce elite talents with innovative 
spirit and leadership in different fields for the new era (SJTU, 2009). In order to 
realize this goal, Zhang initiated a systematic reform of syllabus, curriculum systems, 
teaching, and practical activities in SJTU. Since 2009, SJTU has started to imple-
ment a new training model for top innovative talents, which could be summarized as 
“one center and three combinations” (Zhang & Wang, 2012). “One center” means 
student-centered and “three combinations” refers to the combination of class and 
after-class, teaching and research, and scientific literacy and humanistic spirit. Zhang 
pointed out that the new model would bring two major changes. First, the method 
of imparting knowledge would be changed as the application of new technologies 
made online courses possible. Second, the orientation of ability cultivation would
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be changed, as the ability of discovering problems, raising questions, solving prob-
lems, integrating knowledge, and effectively communicating would be emphasized 
in the future (SJTU, 2010b). Generally speaking, the talent training reform initiated 
by Zhang aims to help students experience the spiritual pleasure of exploring the 
unknown and pursuing truth, rather than restricting them in skill acquisition (SJTU, 
2009). 

Emphasizing the International Influence of SJTU. World-class universities must 
have strong international influence, so Zhang made efforts to speed up the inter-
nationalization of SJTU and worked to realize a “comprehensive, innovative, and 
international” vision (SJTU, 2022b). He modestly stated that he had been learning 
from the presidents of foreign world-class universities and had communicated with 
45 university presidents from different countries (International Affairs Division of 
SJTU, 2008). In order to understand the experience of other world-class universities 
comprehensively, Zhang led a visiting team and went to many universities, including 
Technical University of Munich and University of Munich in Germany, Group of 
Eight (Go8) in Australia,5 and the University of California in the U.S. (SJTU, ). These 
visits help SJTU establish cooperation agreements with many world-top universi-
ties and expand its international affairs. Based on the experience, Zhang not only 
paid attention to the internationalization of student enrollments, but also worked to 
promote the internationalization of faculty and administrators. SJTU attaches impor-
tance to recruiting global talents and developing overseas training and is committed 
to training international teams with vision (International Affairs Division of SJTU, 
2008). These measures have had some positive effects. In 2016, SJTU entered the 
world top 100 for the first time (QS, 2016). Since then, its global ranking has been 
continuously rising and its international influence has continued to increase. 

Building a High-Quality Teaching Team. Zhang believes that high-quality 
teaching staff is the key to building a world-class research university. SJTU insists on 
recruiting and training outstanding talents. At the same time, it has formulated flexible 
and systematic evaluation criteria as encouragement (Sun, 2009). Zhang presided and 
published a “three-step strategy” of SJTU, which includes “recruiting and mentoring 
junior staff”, “three career tracks for faculty”, and “one merged tenure system”. The 
first step “recruiting and mentoring junior faculty” means that SJTU will recruit 
excellent young scholars worldwide, strengthen teacher training, and launch a pilot 
tenure-track system to provide more opportunities for junior staff (Zhang, 2014). 
The second step “three career tracks for faculty” designs three development routes 
for faculty, which are teaching-oriented, research-oriented, and research-teaching-
parallel. This approach guarantees the school’s decision-making powers of recruiting, 
training, and evaluating faculty members (ibid). The third step “one merged tenure 
system” provides a system for overseas talents and local talents to “compete on one 
stage and improve together”. SJTU seeks to build a faculty system that includes both

5 Group of Eight (Go8) of Australia includes eight Australian leading universities: Australian 
National University, The University of Adelaide, The University of Melbourne, Monash University, 
The University of New South Wales, The University of Queensland, The University of Sydney, and 
The University of Western Australia. 
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tenure and contract systems, which works to create a fair, open, and competitive envi-
ronment (ibid). Some world-class university presidents and well-known educators 
have expressed their agreement for faculty management reforms at SJTU, by stating 
that Chinese university leaders need to face the challenges of building world-class 
universities by making plans to overcome current difficulties (Cao & Yan, 2014). 

6 Latest Research 

6.1 General Overview 

This section reviews the academic research on excellence initiatives during the past 
decade. Excellence initiatives are an important theme of educational research both 
in China and in the world. The Double World-Class Project has become a research 
focus in China since its promulgation in 2015; in the world, scholars mainly focus 
on the outcomes of excellence initiatives, the mobility of scientific research talents 
generated by excellence initiatives, and their impacts on national education system. 

6.1.1 Latest Research in China 

To investigate the latest research of excellence initiatives in China, “world-class 
universities” and “education” are searched as keywords in the China National Knowl-
edge Infrastructure (CNKI) database. The proportion of academic articles on “world-
class universities” over the total number of research articles in education from 2012 
to 2021 is calculated (see Fig. 9). During the 10-year period, over 3,400 articles 
related to “world-class universities” were published, accounting for about 0.20% of 
total research articles in education and about 1.57% of research articles in higher 
education. These data indicate that the development of world-class universities have 
received constant attention in China. The proportion of studies on world-class univer-
sities has experienced a period of rising and then tended to be stable. The rise is 
closely connected with the time when the Double World-Class Project was issued. 
As mentioned in Sect. 1.3 of this chapter, China promulgated The Overall Plan 
for Promoting the Construction of World-Class Universities and World-Class Disci-
plines (the first policy document of the Double World-Class Project) in the end of 
2015, and then the proportion of studies on world-class universities began to increase 
to 0.22% in 2016. In 2017, the issue of the implementation measures and the univer-
sity list of the Double World-Class Project marked the official start of the first round 
of this project, which led to the outbreak of “world-class universities” related studies. 
The proportion rose rapidly and peaked at 0.31% in 2018. After 2019, with the stable 
progress of the Double World-Class Project, the proportion of studies on world-class 
universities gradually returned to normal. The figures were around 0.16% in 2020
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Fig. 9 Number and proportion of articles on “world-class universities” over total articles in 
education research in China (2012–2021). Source Compiled from search results from CNKI 

and 2021, but still higher than the figures before the promulgation of the Double 
World-Class Project. 

During the past 10 years, most research on world-class universities focused on the 
strategies of the Double World-Class Project, while others focused on strategies for 
building world-class universities and disciplines. It is evident that Chinese scholars 
have attached importance to this research topic with China’s constant promulgations 
of national strategies on improving the comprehensive strength and international 
competitiveness of higher education. 

Research Embedded in Chinese Context. The existing research suggests that 
building world-class universities should be discussed in the Chinese context and 
serve decision-making and implementation of policies. Bai (2018) analyzes the logic 
of developing Double World-Class universities with “Chinese characteristics”, and 
proposes paths to academic excellence rooted in the Chinese context, including 
moral education as a fundamental task, inheriting and innovating national culture 
as a spiritual core, serving the nation’s strategic needs as a basic goal, providing 
education programs meeting people’s needs and expectation as an essential objec-
tive, and developing world-class subject disciplines and enhancing faculty quality as 
important starting points. Wang et al. (2019) combine their arguments with President 
Xi Jinping’s opinions on university development and propose enhancing univer-
sity effectiveness by consolidating universities’ advantages and features, empha-
sizing on education equity, as well as shaping modern campus culture and further 
promoting comprehensive reform in universities. Guan (2016) analyzes the princi-
ples of building world-class universities with Chinese characteristics and proposes to 
explore universities’ uniqueness embedded in the Chinese context, to focus on disci-
plinary development to support national and regional innovation, to pursue excellence
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while contributing to social and national needs, to build a modern university system 
by integrating traditional and local culture. 

Research Related to Foreign Experience. Existing studies emphasize studying the 
successful experience of global top universities, so as to inspire China’s world-class 
university development. Xue and Liu (2019) review the experiences of top universi-
ties in Singapore and summarize the lessons for emerging economies. They suggest 
that China should establish its culture to encourage innovation and entrepreneur-
ship, recruit high-quality faculty, promote higher education internationalization, and 
further enhance university governance and management. Liang and Wei (2018) inves-
tigate how Switzerland broke through the dominance of U.K. and U.S. in global 
higher education market by building academic excellence and became one of the 
countries with the highest global innovation index. They argue that China should 
strengthen the government’s role in decision making, fully develop universities’ role 
in daily practices, and enhance internationalization activities of faculty and grad-
uate students to promote research and innovation. Liu and Zhang (2016) summarize 
the common features of excellence initiatives in Germany, France, Russia, Japan and 
ROK. They argue that Chinese government should strengthen the financial and policy 
support to excellence initiatives, integrate regional higher education resources, form 
a diversified and well-connected higher education system, and improve a dynamic 
evaluation and funding system to reward the high-performing institutions while elim-
inating under-performing institutions. The comparative analysis on international 
experience reflects the guidance of government and the autonomy of universities 
are equally important in the pursuit of academic excellence. 

Research on Developing World-Class Disciplines. Since the Double World-Class 
Project, the development of world-class disciplines has increasingly become a heated 
topic for research. Based on the influence of the Double World-Class Project on 
universities’ discipline reform, Hu (2019) proposes approaches to develop quality 
disciplines, including integrating several related or similar disciplines into disci-
pline clusters, breaking through subject boundaries and forming inter- and cross-
disciplines, and developing an ecosystem to restructure subjects and disciplines. 
Wu (2019) summarizes the distribution of Chinese universities in global discipline 
rankings and suggests building a sustainable disciplinary ecosystem and reinforcing 
“brand” disciplines. Other researches focus on reforming evaluation methods and 
student development through strategic planning. 

6.1.2 Latest Research in the World 

To investigate the latest research of excellence initiatives in the world, “excellence 
initiative” and “education” are searched as the key words in Web of Science (WOS), 
and the proportions of academic articles on excellence initiatives over the total 
number of articles in education from 2012 to 2021 are calculated (see Fig. 10). 
During the 10-year period, about 1,300 papers related to “excellence initiative” were 
published, accounting for about 0.10% of total research articles in education and 
about 0.33% of total research articles in higher education. These data show that
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Fig. 10 Number and proportion of articles on “excellence initiatives” over total articles in education 
research worldwide (2012–2021). Source Compiled from search results from WOS 

“excellence initiatives” are an important topic of educational research. During the 
past 10 years, the total number of educational articles has rapidly increased from 
96,000 to 167,000, while the proportion of articles on “excellence initiative” has 
remained stable in range of about 0.08–0.12%. In these 10 years, a number of coun-
tries launched excellence initiatives and pursued world-class university movements, 
reflecting in increasing research interests in such topics. 

Existing literature related to “excellence initiatives” mainly focuses on outcomes 
of these projects. One such focus is on the effect of these initiatives’ on promoting 
scientific research. De Filippo et al. (2016) analyze the research output of Spanish 
universities after the implementation of Spain’s Campus of International Excel-
lence. The results show that the number of academic articles published on Nature 
and Science by these universities increased, which means the quality and produc-
tivity of scientific research improved. Lehmann and Stockinger (2019) investigate 
the entrepreneurship activities of Germany universities after they have participated 
in Excellence Initiative. They find that the cooperation between universities and 
industries as well as the number of patents increased. 

The second research focus is excellent initiatives’ effect on the mobility of scien-
tific research talents. Cuntz (2016) argues that excellence initiatives have attracted 
overseas talents and intensified the international competition for elite scientists 
among the countries with similar policies. According to the records of the Euro-
pean Research Council, experts choose countries with high-quality scientific system, 
rather than countries which provides more funds than their homeland. Tsvetkova and 
Lomer (2019) investigate the competitiveness of the Project 5–100 universities in
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global talent market. They find that, with the influence of the project, these universi-
ties seek to recruit more outstanding scientists from all over the world, work to build 
excellent academic reputation with the help of scientific research breakthroughs, 
both of which promote the mobility of scholars. 

Another popular research focus is excellence initiatives’ impact on national educa-
tion system. Egorov et al. (2020) argue that, since the beginning of the twenty-
first century, Russia has strived to build a stronger higher education system. Since 
then Russia has merged regional universities, established federal universities, and 
promoted excellence initiatives to enhance universities’ global competitiveness and 
contribute to national education and research. It is pointed out that the task of Russian 
higher education system has been transferred to comprehensively promoting socio-
economic development and enhancing innovation potential. Highman (2020) also  
recognizes France’s series of strategies to establish excellence centers, attract inter-
national students, and adjust the curriculum and research plans of HEIs, which 
help France maintain its leading position in higher education worldwide. Moreover, 
France has even reorganized and consolidated a number of universities to enhance 
their influence and to further improve its higher education system. 

6.2 Research on Evaluating Excellence 

Despite achievements, China’s further development of excellence initiatives has hit 
bottlenecks. On the one hand, it is urgent for China to change its focus from quantity 
to quality development and to promote the deep development of higher education. 
Yu and Zhang (2019) compare the research productivity of universities of China’s 
Double World-Class Project, the Ivy League in the U.S., and the U.K.’s Russell 
Group.6 They argue that, although the research quality of Chinese universities has 
been on the rise, compared with the U.S. and the U.K., there is still a gap in research 
quality and influence. They note that the academic output of Chinese universities 
mainly relies on the cooperation within Chinese institutions while international 
cooperation should be strengthened. Fan and Du (2019) explore comments from 
social media and leading academics on China’s Double World-Class Project and 
summarize the existing problems. These problems include nepotism preventing the 
diversification of teaching staff, a lack of emphasis on critical thinking, and a lack 
of balance between the planning and implementation of international strategies. On 
the other hand, the misunderstanding of policies hinders the development of Chinese 
higher education. Zhou and Zong (2019) point out some problems in China’s Double 
World-Class Project. For example, the concentration of quantitative and intangible 
resources on top universities have led to a weak bottom of higher education system. 
The pursuit of quick breakthroughs in certain disciplines has disturbed the discipline 
ecosystem, and the identity labels generated by key university projects have resulted

6 The Ivy League includes eight leading universities of the U.S., and the Russell Group includes 24 
leading universities of the U.K. 
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in competitive barriers among universities. To tackle these issues, Chinese scholars 
have proposed new approaches to evaluating “excellence” by dividing into evaluation 
of world-class universities and world-class disciplines. 

6.2.1 Evaluation of World-Class Universities 

Evaluating the performance of world-class universities is conducive to guiding the 
reform of universities and promoting competition. Zhong et al. (2019) perform a 
quantitative evaluation on 42 Double World-Class universities from the perspective 
of National Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC), in which they set the 
number of NSFC projects, the amount of funds, and the number of project leaders as 
key indicators for evaluating basic research competitiveness. After statistical anal-
ysis, they find clear gaps among the 42 universities. Feng et al. (2019) propose that 
the evaluation system of world-class universities should not only reflect Chinese 
characteristics, but also conform to international standards. They build an evaluation 
system that consists of four dimensions: talent training, scientific and technological 
research, social influence and international reputation, and assign weights to them. 
Specific indicators include teaching quality, academic strength, scientific and tech-
nological projects, scientific and technological platforms, alumni donations, influ-
ence on media, international faculty members and students, and academic influence. 
Their evaluation results show that China’s world-class universities have made strong 
achievements as a whole. Cui et al. (2017) argue that the criteria of evaluation system 
of world-class universities should be optimized. They believe it is necessary to take 
talent training and teaching quality as key tasks and assign maximum weights to them, 
so as to guide universities in emphasizing and improving the quality of teaching, the 
quality of doctoral education, the strength of young scientific research talents training 
and the academic output of research teams. Many scholars have also pointed out that 
teaching quality is important in the evaluation of world-class universities, as it helps 
to change universities’ one-sided focus on scientific research indicators and urges 
universities to focus on teaching, rather than solely on rankings. 

6.2.2 Evaluation of World-Class Disciplines 

Evaluating the effectiveness of discipline development helps universities better 
understand their current development level, their strengths and weaknesses, and 
formulate discipline-specific development strategies. Discipline evaluation is an 
important method to measure the quality of disciplines. Based on the conditions 
of China, many scholars have made in-depth research on the connection between the 
development of world-class disciplines and the discipline evaluation conducted by 
MOE of China. Xu (2018) argues that discipline evaluation from MOE guides the 
development of world-class disciplines; therefore, evaluation targets should focus on 
several key disciplines rather than all disciplines, the evaluation index should focus on 
the integration of system rather than core elements, and evaluation concepts should
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focus on discipline systems rather than disciplines themselves. The improvement of 
these three aspects could promote the evaluation of China’s world-class discipline 
development. Zhou and Zhang (2018) point out the different criteria of discipline 
evaluation and the selection of world-class disciplines. They argue that the devel-
opment of world-class disciplines gives more emphasis to state security and state 
interests. It also requires the development of a number of new disciplines and interdis-
ciplinary courses that cover the fields of philosophy, social sciences, natural sciences 
and engineering technology. Zhang (2019) argues that discipline evaluation should 
serve the development of world-class disciplines, and the target of discipline evalua-
tion could be further adjusted to serving the Double World-Class Project. Moreover, 
the subordinated functions of discipline evaluation such as motivating the competi-
tion of rankings and accountability should be emphasized. Discipline evaluation of 
MOE could be used as one method to underpin the development of world-class disci-
plines, but the different focuses of discipline evaluation and world-class discipline 
development should be considered. 

6.3 Research on Innovative Workforce Development 

Several studies concentrate on excellence initiatives’ motivation on innovative work-
force development. Scholars propose that the implementation of excellence initiatives 
would optimize the methods of teaching and learning, improve the standards of moral 
education, and promote students’ diversified career development. 

6.3.1 Transforming Teaching and Learning 

Since the 1990s, China has carried out various projects of building key universi-
ties and has made great achievements. With the progress of the Double World-
Class Project, many scholars argue that the methods of training talents in world-
class universities can be further optimized. Wang and Gao (2018) find that the 
Double World-Class Project has promoted education reform and innovation and 
many Chinese top universities have begun to practice new talent training approaches. 
For example, Peking University adopted diversified approaches for student devel-
opment, including interdisciplinary teaching and learning, liberal arts education, 
general education, and core curriculum. Nanjing University established a “3-3” 
model for developing undergraduate students’ innovative skills and talent. Ma 
(2016) proposes recommendations to develop world-class undergraduate education, 
including developing small-size class teaching, promoting research-based learning, 
enhancing knowledge structure, emphasizing students’ choices, integrating practice 
with theoretical studies, and eventually forming an educational model of combining 
class instruction, practicum, and campus culture. To achieve world-class status, 
Chinese universities should emphasize student-centered and well-rounded education.
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6.3.2 Emphasizing Moral Education in Student Development 

One of the most important objectives of the Double World-Class Project is to 
strengthen moral education (lide shuren) (MOE et al., 2022b). Moral education aims 
at developing students’ moral quality and has been fully integrated in the process 
of student development. Zhang (2020) recognizes moral education as an integral 
part of the Double World-Class Project and a strategic support system. Li and Wu 
(2020) argue that ideological education plays an important role in moral education, 
and should be integrated into teaching and learning activities, so as to shape a disci-
pline system of philosophy and social science with Chinese characteristics. Wang 
(2020) compares moral education of top U.S. universities and some Chinese Double 
World-Class universities and suggests that moral education could achieve better 
results through university leaders’ guidance. A well-organized curriculum system, 
scientific research, and campus culture all contribute to developing moral education. 

6.3.3 Encouraging Diversified Career Development for Students 

Diversified paths should be encouraged in terms of students’ career development, 
which can be considered as an important form of education output. Li et al. (2019) 
find that doctoral students at Chinese universities tend to choose academic profes-
sions after graduation, as the proportions of doctoral graduates at the two types of 
universities (Class A and Class B) within the Double World-Class Project reach 
65.73% and 83.45%. Xu and Shen (2019) analyze graduates’ employment at 63 
Double World-Class universities and find that doctoral graduates’ career paths have 
become increasingly diversified in recent years. Despite academic professions being 
the primary career choice, the number of graduates choosing jobs in industry has 
increased, with a decrease in graduates pursuing employment in government orga-
nizations. Training doctoral student is an essential task of top universities. While 
Chinese doctoral graduates are enthusiastic for academic work, with the excellence 
initiatives implemented, doctoral graduates tend to seek diversified career paths. 

7 National Policies 

7.1 Fundamental Policies of China’s Excellence Initiatives 

Before the launch of the Double World-Class Project in 2015, China’s excellence 
initiatives mainly consist of Project 211 (launched in 1995) and Project 985 (launched 
in 1998). Although these two projects have been officially integrated into the Double 
World-Class Project, they have made the foundation of China’s excellence initiatives 
and greatly promoted the development of Chinese higher education in the early 
twenty-first century.
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7.1.1 Project 211 and Related Policies 

In 1995, Chinese National Education Commission (the predecessor of MOE) 
launched Project 211 and issued its overall plan. The project aimed at developing 
the overall conditions and environment of Chinese universities, improving key disci-
plines and public service system of higher education, enhancing student development, 
and raising international reputation of Chinese HEIs. The plan proposed to eventually 
develop 100 key universities and a number of key disciplines (National Education 
Commission, 1995). Altogether, 94 universities were funded in the first two rounds 
of the project. 

In 2002, during the period of China’s 10th Five-Year Plan, MOE and the other 
two central agencies issued guidelines concerning strengthening the development of 
Project 211, which highlighted the targets of improving education quality, promoting 
innovation mechanisms, adjusting discipline structure, further strengthening infor-
mation technology, and improving the transformative ability of scientific research 
(National Planning Commission et al., 2002). At the same time, the guidelines 
defined the strategic significance of Project 211, which is to serve the national 
strategy of development by relying on science and education, help the transformation 
towards knowledge economy, and improve higher education (ibid). In 2003, Chinese 
government issued regulations on the implementation of Project 211, which clari-
fied each stakeholders’ responsibilities and specifies procedures and management of 
the project, including budget, expenditure, final accounts, and supervision of special 
funds (Ministry of Finance et al., 2003; Office of the Inter-Ministerial Coordina-
tion Group of Project211, 2003). After five rounds of application, 116 universities 
including branch schools were selected as Project 211 universities and received long-
term support from the project. Project 211 continued until 2016, when MOE declared 
the relevant policy documents of Project 211 invalid (MOE et al., 2016). In 2019, 
Project 211 was officially integrated into the Double World-Class Project (MOE, 
2019). 

7.1.2 Project 985 and Related Policies 

At the end of the 1990s, China issued an action plan for education revitalization, with 
the goal of developing a number of world-class universities and world-class disci-
plines (MOE, 1998). This action plan opened the curtain of Project 985. This project 
had been implemented in three phases since 1999. Within the first round, 35 universi-
ties were selected to develop world-class universities. In 2004, Chinese government 
issued guidelines concerning strengthening the development of Project 985. The 
guidelines particularly stated to further develop a number of world-class universities 
with international reputation via governance reform, platform building, conditions 
support, and international cooperation (MOE & Ministry of Finance, 2004). In the 
second phase starting in 2004, four universities were added and a complete list of 
Project 985 was published. In 2013, during the third phase, MOE issued regulations 
on the implementation of Project 985 to strengthen project management, including
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the selection and evaluation processes (MOE & Ministry of Finance, 2013). Similar 
to Project 211, MOE declared the relevant policy documents of Project 985 invalid 
in 2016. Subsequently in 2019, Project 985 was officially integrated into the Double 
World-Class Project (MOE et al., 2016; MOE,  2019). 

7.2 National and Local Policies of China’s Double 
World-Class Project 

Since the launch of the Double World-Class Project in 2015, Chinese government 
has successively issued a series of policies in the following years to construct the 
policy framework of the project and improve the practice. The first round of the 
project has been completed and the second round starts in 2022. Moreover, Shanghai 
has also issued several policies related to the Double World-Class Project following 
the guidance of Chinese central government and based on its local conditions. 

7.2.1 Development Stages of National Policies 

The Early Preparation Stage. Since China formally launched the Double World-
Class Project, MOE and other central agencies have successively issued policies 
related to the overall plans, implementation procedures, and evaluation measures of 
the project (see Table 3). In the early preparation stage, Chinese central government 
formulated the overall plan and the expected implementation measures. In 2015, the 
Overall Plan of the Double World-Class Project was promulgated, and it outlines 
the overall requirements, development tasks, reform tasks, supporting measures, and 
organizations of the project (the State Council, 2015). It clearly defines the goal 
of promoting a number of leading universities and disciplines to reach world-class 
level, gradually improving the overall strength of higher education, and building 
China as a powerful higher education country; it emphasizes teaching staff, innova-
tive talents, scientific research, cultural heritage, and achievements transformation 
(ibid). In 2017, after more than one year’s research and discussion, the Implementa-
tion Measures of the Double World-Class Project were published, which discloses the 
selection conditions, selection procedures, support methods, dynamic management, 
and other project management elements (MOE et al., 2017b). Institutions selected 
for the Double World-Class Project should be widely-recognized leading universi-
ties, and high-quality, influential, and irreplaceable disciplines (ibid). Government 
departments, universities, and industry organizations form an expert committee to 
review and decide upon the list of institutions selected for the Double World-Class 
Project. Chinese central government and local governments provide special financial 
support and a dynamic adjustment mechanism has been made based on a five-year 
cycle (ibid).
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Table 3 National policies related to the Double World-Class Project 

Issue dates Policy documents 

October 24, 
2015 

The Overall Plan for Promoting the Construction of World-Class Universities 
and World-Class Disciplines (hereafter the Overall Plan) 

January 24, 
2017 

Implementation Measures for Promoting the Development of World-Class 
Universities and World-Class Disciplines (Provisional) (hereafter the 
Implementation Measures) 

September 20, 
2017 

Notice on Issuing the List of World-Class Universities, Universities Designated 
to Develop World-Class Disciplines, and World-Class Disciplines (hereafter the 
List of the Project) 

August 8, 
2018 

Guidelines on Accelerating the Development of the Double World-Class Project 
(hereafter the Guidelines) 

December 30, 
2020 

Evaluation Measures of the Effectiveness of the Double World-Class Project 
(Trial) (hereafter the Evaluation Measures) 

January 26, 
2022 

Guidelines on Further Promoting the Development of the Double World-Class 
Project (hereafter the Guidelines on Further Promotion) 

February 9, 
2022 

Notice on Publishing the List of the Second Round of the Double World-Class 
Project (hereafter the List of the Second Round) 

Implementation of the Project. The first round of the project ended in 2022, when 
a second round was also launched. During the first round, the initial list of the 
selected universities was officially announced in 2017, and then the project entered 
an implementation stage. The first group, as mentioned in 1.3 and 2.1 of this chapter, 
included 42 universities aiming for world-class status and 140 universities designated 
to develop world-class disciplines (MOE et al., 2017a). In 2018, Chinese govern-
ment issued the Guidelines for the Double World-Class Project, which emphasizes 
talent training as the essential task (MOE et al., 2018). The document puts forth 
recommendations to comprehensively deepen the reform of university and promote 
the in-depth development of disciplines, so as to form a coordination of universi-
ties and disciplines (ibid). In 2020, the Evaluation Measures was published, which 
provides evaluation criteria for the project. The evaluation process mainly includes 
midterm self-evaluation and final evaluations being conducted by expert committee. 
Evaluation results provide evidence for future funding in subsequent rounds (MOE 
et al., 2020). 

The Second Round. The second round of the project began in 2022. In 2022, 
Chinese government published the Guidelines on Further Promotion of the project, 
which puts forward the strategic positioning of the new stage and explicitly prioritizes 
high-quality development (MOE et al., 2022b). In the same year, theList of the Second 
Round was published and seven additional universities were added to the list, with 
a total of 147 universities having been selected by the project (MOE et al., 2022a). 
However, the disciplines of 15 universities from the first-round were publicly warned 
or revoked (ibid). The second round does not distinguish world-class universities 
and universities that are designated to develop world-class disciplines; instead, it 
emphasizes on innovative breakthroughs (ibid).
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7.2.2 Key Features of Recent National Policies 

The contents of China’s Double World-Class Project reflect some key features 
including focusing on Chinese characteristics, implementing dynamic management, 
and emphasizing coordination among stakeholders. 

Focusing on Chinese Cultures and Values. Relevant plans of the Double World-
Class Project highlight the need to build world-class universities and disciplines to 
serve the local needs, enhance the national development, and contribute to people’s 
well-being (MOE et al., 2018). The Evaluation Measures incorporates various eval-
uation dimensions and indicators with Chinese characteristics. For example, the 
evaluation of “scientific research” requires universities to develop Chinese philos-
ophy and social sciences. The evaluation of “cultural inheritance and innovation” 
requires universities to inherit and develop Chinese traditional culture (MOE et al., 
2020). The Guidelines on Further Promotion points out that the basic principles of 
the Double World-Class Project are embedded in the Chinese context, highlighting 
Chinese advantages, and exploring paths to deepen socio-economic transformation 
in China (MOE et al., 2022b). 

Implementing Dynamic Management. Compared with the relatively fixed list of 
Project 211 and Project 985, the Double World-Class Project implements a dynamic 
mechanism of rewarding high-performing universities and eliminating the under-
performing ones, and emphasizes this process. The Overall Plan designs a five-year 
cycle and decides to provide dynamic support to universities based on performance 
evaluation, namely, Chinese government increases support for universities that have 
made good progress and reduces support for universities that lack progress (The 
State Council, 2015). Chinese government provides follow-up guidance on the orga-
nization and implementation of the project, dynamically monitors the development 
process, and works to discover timely problems (ibid). The Implementation Measures 
elaborates on the process of dynamic management, which requires universities to 
publish middle and final self-evaluation reports. An expert committee also provides 
advice according to the results of self-evaluation and third-party evaluation (MOE 
et al., 2017b). Dynamic management requires changing the fixed identity of univer-
sities and establishing an “in and out” adjustment mechanism for universities and 
disciplines (ibid). The Evaluation Measures stipulates that performance evaluation 
should combine usual dynamic monitoring with periodic evaluation, and integrates 
continuous tracking, monitoring, and evaluation in the development process and 
results (MOE et al., 2020). 

Emphasizing Coordination among Stakeholders. Emphasizing coordination and 
joint efforts among stakeholders is another key point of the Double World-Class 
Project. Conducting the project is not only the responsibility of Chinese government 
and the universities. The Overall Plan suggests that the government, society, and 
universities should form a pattern covering diversified investment and joint efforts, 
while relevant government departments and industry enterprises should be encour-
aged to actively participate in the project. It also encourages universities to broaden 
their financing channel and actively attract social donations (the State Council, 2015). 
The Guidelines establishes joint efforts of the Double World-Class Project covering
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the responsibilities of university, support from local governments, guidance from 
Chinese central government, and participation of third-party evaluation agencies 
(MOE et al., 2018). The Guidelines on Further Promotion seeks to improve the inno-
vation system by realizing the collaboration of major scientific research platforms, 
integrating resources and forming joint forces. In order to guarantee the implemen-
tation of the project, it was important to form a pattern of diversified investment, 
establish and improve a long-term investment mechanism which includes the coor-
dination of Chinese central government, local governments, enterprises and other 
social sectors (MOE et al., 2022b). 

7.2.3 Local Policies in Shanghai 

Chinese local governments generally rely on the guidance of Chinese central govern-
ment to carry out the Double World-Class Project, so there are very few local policies 
related to this project. However, the development level of higher education in different 
provinces and cities is different, and local governments should consider their condi-
tions in practices. For example, Shanghai, with its strong higher education power, 
has issued policies related to the Double World-Class Project, such as the Implemen-
tation Guidelines of Shanghai, the  Implementation Plans of Shanghai, and the 14th 
Five-Year Plan of Shanghai Education (see Table 4). 

In the beginning of the Double World-Class Project, Shanghai Municipal People’s 
Government issued the Implementation Guidelines of Shanghai in response to 
national policies in 2018. Based on the national policies, the Implementation Guide-
lines of Shanghai includes some local contents. It seeks to support universities funded 
by the local municipal to be included in Double World-Class Project. It enhances 
universities’ autonomy via the reform of decentralization, management, and service, 
and reinforce strong local funding (Shanghai Municipal People’s Government, 2018). 
At the end of the first round in 2021, Shanghai government issued the Implementation 
Plans of Shanghai. Focusing on the next five years of the project, this policy requires 
that Shanghai serve the national strategy and develop Shanghai’s new advantages 
(Shanghai Municipal Education Commission et al., 2021). It argues that Shanghai

Table 4 Shanghai local policies related to the Double World-Class Project 

Issue dates Policy documents 

February 22, 
2018 

Implementation Guidelines of Shanghai on Promoting the Development of 
World-Class Universities and World-Class Disciplines (hereafter the 
Implementation Guidelines of Shanghai) 

July 21, 2021 Implementation Plans of Shanghai to Accelerate the Development of 
World-Class Universities and World-Class Disciplines (2021–2025) (hereafter 
the Implementation Plans of Shanghai) 

July 26, 2021 The 14th Five-Year Plan of Shanghai Education Development 

Sources Compiled from Shanghai Municipal People’s Government and Shanghai Municipal 
Education Commission 
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should emphasize university governance reform, top innovative talent development, 
high-quality teaching staff, students’ innovative skills, international cooperation, 
and focus on promoting Peak and Plateau Discipline Development Plan, High-level 
Local University Development Plan and University Innovation Ability Promotion 
Plan7 (ibid). Similarly, the 14th Five-Year Plan of Shanghai Education specifically 
requires further implementing the Double World-Class Project and improving educa-
tional quality (Shanghai Municipal People’s Government, 2021). It seeks to support 
the selected universities that are affiliated to central ministries (these universities are 
usually top universities in China), reinforce their leading positions, further enhance 
their contributions to the country, and ensure strong financial support for the project 
(ibid). 

Shanghai’s practice shows it attaches great significance to maintain and develop 
local advantages, emphasize university governance reform, and encourage the partic-
ipation of local universities in the project. The policy documents have repeatedly 
mentioned the existing local advantages such as Peak and Plateau Discipline Develop-
ment Plan (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission et al., 2021). The Implemen-
tation Guidelines of Shanghai clarifies the foundation for discipline development, 
optimization of discipline distribution, long-term strategic cooperation between 
central ministries and local municipal government, and higher education resource 
concentration (Shanghai Municipal People’s Government, 2018). The Implementa-
tion Plans of Shanghai also emphasizes maintaining existing planning. Shanghai is 
committed to promoting governance reform in higher education to strengthen the 
inner motivation of “double world-class” development (Shanghai Municipal Educa-
tion Commission et al., 2021). The Implementation Guidelines of Shanghai argues 
that the autonomy of university is the breakthrough that will solve management prob-
lems while the reform of decentralization, management and service in higher educa-
tion should be used as a lever to promote innovations in education system (Shanghai 
Municipal People’s Government, 2018). Shanghai argues that the universities of the 
Double World-Class Project should play a leading role and motivate leading local 
universities to improve and participate at the world-class level (Shanghai Municipal 
People’s Government, 2021). The Implementation Plans of Shanghai emphasizes 
that Shanghai local universities that are affiliated to central ministries should fully 
make use of their advantages, promote the diversified development of local univer-
sities, and encourage them to pursue excellence in their fields and work to enter the 
list of the Double World-Class Project (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission 
et al., 2021).

7 These three plans are initiated by Shanghai government, aiming to improve the innovation ability 
of HEIs of Shanghai, encourage scientific breakthroughs, improve the quality of talent training, and 
accelerate the development of world-class universities and disciplines. 
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7.3 Policies of Excellence Initiatives in Other Countries 

Policies of excellence initiatives in different countries are closely connected with 
their local conditions. Generally, excellence initiatives in developed countries and 
emerging economies have presented different characteristics regarding the goals, 
contents, and evaluation methods. 

7.3.1 Developing Excellence Initiatives in Developed Countries. 

Goals of Excellence Initiatives. The main purpose of excellence initiatives in devel-
oped countries is to improve international competitiveness. France’s IDEX aims 
to promote the integration of disciplines, and advance technological innovation and 
technical transformation, so as to boost the French economy (MOE of France, 2010c; 
Zhang & Zhang, 2016). Japan’s Top Global University Project aims to improve 
the international compatibility and competitiveness of higher education through 
various measures, such as raising the proportion of international students and faculty 
members, setting performance indicators, and promoting English as a medium of 
instruction (MEXT of Japan, 2014b). Germany’s Excellence Strategy (the continua-
tion of Germany’s Excellence Initiative) boosts German research capacity by strongly 
supporting scientific research in universities (German Research Foundation, 2019a). 

Contents of Excellence Initiatives. At present, the existing excellence initiatives 
of developed countries are mainly distributed in Central and Western Europe and 
East Asia. In terms of the duration of funding, France’s IDEX is from 2012 to 2022 
(MOE of France, 2010b), Germany’s Excellence Strategy, which is the continua-
tion of Excellence Initiative, is from 2019 to 2025 (German Research Foundation, 
2019a), and Japan’s Top Global University Project is from 2014 to 2023 (MEXT 
of Japan, 2014c). In terms of the key point, IDEX, Excellence Strategy and Top 
Global University Project belong to academic development category, as they focus 
on academic excellence (Feng et al., 2017). In terms of the funding scale, IDEX 
selected 11 universities, Top Global University Project selected 37 universities, and 
Excellence Initiative selected 14 universities. 

Evaluation of Excellence Initiatives. In terms of the selection process, all of these 
projects are highly competitive and have a pre-selection stage, and the selection gener-
ally involve multiple stakeholders. France’s IDEX includes a pre-selection stage 
and formal selection stage; it employs external experts to assist in the evaluation, 
and the selection results and funding amounts are signed and confirmed by French 
Prime Minister (MOE of France, 2010c). Germany’s Excellence Strategy includes 
draft proposal stage and complete proposal stage, and it is investigated by a special 
assessor in the whole process (German Research Foundation, 2019b). In terms of the 
selection criteria, excellence initiatives of developed countries mainly focus on four 
aspects: research, personnel, management, and cooperative partnership. IDEX uses 
a three-level marking system, and it emphasizes the intensity of research, personnel 
training, leadership of organizations, resource allocation, and cooperative economic
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partnerships (MOE of France, 2010c). Germany’s Excellence Initiative uses a five-
grade marking system, it emphasizes originality and quality of research, academic 
experience of faculty, the management of development planning, personnel, finance, 
infrastructure framework, the diversity and equality of team members, and coop-
eration with other institutions (German Research Foundation, 2005). Top Global 
University Project pays attention to the internationalization of the project (MEXT of 
Japan, 2014c). 

7.3.2 Developing Excellence Initiatives in Emerging Economies 

Goals of Excellence Initiatives. The purpose of excellence initiatives in emerging 
economies is to improve the strength of scientific research at the world-class level. 
Emerging economies aim to improve the quality of a number of universities and 
then improve the overall strength of scientific research of the country. For example, 
India’s UPE aims to support a number of HEIs to reach world-class level of scientific 
research and teaching, and then drive the overall national development (University 
Grants Commission, 1997b). Russia’s Project 5–100 also emphasizes integrating 
into the global education market (Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian 
Federation, 2013). 

Contents of Excellence Initiatives. At present, existing excellence initiatives of 
emerging economies are mainly distributed in Asia and Eastern Europe. In terms of 
key point, India’s UPE, Russia’s Project 5–100, and Vietnam’s New Model Univer-
sity Project belong to the academic development category, which focus on academic 
excellence. In terms of funding scale, the numbers of funded institutions in emerging 
economies are quite different, with most countries funding around seven institu-
tions and a few countries funding dozens of institutions. Take India’s UPE as an 
example, during the period of the ninth Five-Year Plan of India (1997–2002), five 
universities received financial support from Indian University Grants Commission 
(University Grants Commission, 1997a). During the period of the 10th Five-Year 
Plan (2002–2007), the 11th Five-Year Plan (2007–2012), and the 12th Five-Year 
Plan (2012–2017), UPE funded four, six and 10 universities respectively (University 
Grants Commission, 1997a). Russia’s Project 5–100 selected 15 universities in 2013 
and six universities in 2015 (Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Feder-
ation, 2013). Vietnam’s New Model University Project has funded three universities 
(Ministry of Education & Training of Vietnam, 2008). 

Evaluation of Excellence Initiatives. Both international and domestic experts are 
invited to evaluate excellence initiatives in emerging economies, including university 
senior management, academics, scholars, etc. For example, UPE invites educators, 
quality management experts, discipline experts, and staff of Indian University Grants 
Commission to make decisions together (University Grants Commission, 1997b). 
Vietnam’s New Model University Project is not a project created by selection, but 
a new university established by Vietnam’s MOE and foreign universities (Asian 
Development Bank, 2010). The evaluation processes of excellence initiatives of 
these emerging economies are as strict as that of developed countries, which include
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annual evaluations, midterm evaluations, and final evaluations. UPE has a midterm 
evaluation conducted by a standing committee that includes the chairman of Indian 
University Grants Commission, and a final evaluation conducted in the last year of the 
project (University Grants Commission, 1997a). The chairman of Indian University 
Grants Commission visits every university, evaluates the university’s performance 
and achievement based on the goal of the project. Evaluation results are used to 
make suggestions on professional plans, for the universities’ development in the 
next stage and for the consideration and revision of the standing committee (Univer-
sity Grants Commission, 1997a). The selection criteria of emerging economies are 
slightly different from that of developed countries, as their criteria place greater 
emphasis on student development. 

8 Summary 

8.1 Internationalization: The Standard Consensus 
of Excellence Initiatives 

The excellence initiatives of various countries have reached a consensus of main-
taining global vision while integrating with national strategies. Global concepts, stan-
dards and actions are important strategic consensus of excellence initiatives. Excel-
lence initiatives aim to actively promote the development of world-class universities 
and disciplines, tackle major global challenges through innovative breakthroughs in 
scientific research, and make contributions to global common goods. International 
standards are essential in designing and implementing excellence initiative. Through 
these initiatives, universities are expected to reinforce their leading positions in the 
increasingly competitive global market. To reach the top 100 in global university 
rankings is commonly regarded as an intuitive indicator for achieving excellence. 
Excellence initiatives focus on strengthen university competitiveness as a whole as 
well as individual disciplines, actively promoting international collaboration and 
communication with world-top research institutions and researchers, and forming a 
solid global network. Because of various global crises in recent years, the process 
of internationalization of higher education has been hindered. Although the process 
of globalization has been impacted, global society will keep developing towards 
“a community of shared future for mankind”. The trend of internationalization of 
higher education will not be reversed, but it might not be further expanded to all fields. 
Governments may not choose strategies which infiltrates international attributes into 
all levels and fields in their excellence initiatives. More likely, based on the actual 
strength of their higher education, different countries will focus on specific aspects 
of international development, such as international cooperation of advantaged disci-
plines, and international exchanges of faculty members and students, so as to promote 
more focused academic excellence.
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8.2 Serving the Country: The Attribute Consensus 
of Excellence Initiatives 

National attributes of excellence initiatives are also evident. The goal setting of excel-
lence initiatives aligns with national strategies. Excellence initiatives of many coun-
tries have put forward the demands of defending the long-term benefits of the country, 
and aim at furthering the development of science, technology, society, economy, and 
culture. The state plays a key role in promoting excellence initiatives, as government 
departments or related institutions manage the investment, midterm supervision, and 
outcomes evaluation of excellence initiatives. The success of excellence initiatives is 
closely connected to the state’s investment and support. A few institutions with poten-
tial and advantage should be selected and funded, so as to maximize the spillover 
effect of key institutions and benefit national development. Countries concentrate 
higher education resources to organizing and promoting excellence initiatives, so 
excellence initiatives must reflect the will of the state and should inevitably take on 
the responsibility of continuously serving future national strategies. As opinions of 
nationalism has risen, the need to protect national interests has been reflected in excel-
lence initiatives, and the specific measures include resolving bottlenecks by relying 
on the innovations of world-class research institutions and training elite talents in 
specific fields. 

8.3 Tactical Plans: The Differences of Excellence Initiatives 

Various countries have formed consensuses on the goals, key points, motivators, and 
targets of excellence initiatives as well as the efforts devoted to excellence initiatives. 
However, it should be noted that on the basis of these strategic consensus, there 
are differences in the tactical plans of countries. Based on the strategic consensus 
of enhancing international competitiveness, countries have chosen different tactics 
according to their development levels, such as improving international visibility and 
reinforcing international leading status. Based on the strategic consensus focusing on 
scientific research challenges, countries have chosen different tactics, such as making 
breakthroughs in specific research fields, developing cross-disciplinary integration, 
and strengthening the training of future scientific research leaders. Based on the 
strategic consensus that government should be the main motivator of excellence 
initiatives, governments of different countries have chosen their own tactics to support 
excellence initiatives directly, indirectly or through entrustment. As for the specific 
tactical plans for excellence initiatives, countries have chosen appropriate modes 
according to their own situation as well as their certain strategic consensus. 

Due to the different conditions of higher education in different countries, tactical 
plans would differ. Specific implementation measures and strategies of excellence 
initiatives in different countries are influenced by many factors. What are the factors 
that affect the choice of tactical plans? To what extent have these factors affected
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the choice of tactical plans? How effective are different tactical plans in national 
strategies? These are the research questions and topics that can be further studied in 
the future. 
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