
Vol.:(0123456789)

Higher Education Policy
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-024-00354-3

1 3

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Operationalising University Excellence in Doctoral 
Education: The Case of Top‑Ranked Russian Universities

Elena Tsvetkova1 

 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
Numerous countries have implemented excellence initiatives designed to establish 
world-class universities, boost research productivity, build up staff capacity, and 
thereby reform doctoral education systems as part of this agenda. To date, the rela-
tionship between excellence-driven initiatives and leading universities’ doctoral edu-
cation enhancement remains understudied in Russia. This study seeks to examine 
how seven top-ranked Russian universities responded to the Excellence Initiatives 
(5-100 Project and Priority 2030) at the institutional strategy level from 2012 till 24 
February 2022. To explore this relationship and change in research education, docu-
mentary research was applied to a corpus of institutional strategies for excellence 
accompanied with governmental texts. Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) was adopted and complemented with analytical lenses to under-
stand and examine how university excellence is recontextualised and operationalised 
in doctoral education structures across these strategies. This CDA was enhanced 
with theoretical lenses to research how multiple forces behind governmental policies 
for globalisation, innovation, and international competitiveness shape this change in 
Russian doctoral education in relation to global trends, national priorities, and local 
needs. The paper presents and discusses emergent processes (with mechanisms and 
practices) and the universities’ meaning-making behind the normative and perform-
ative ‘enhancement’ in doctoral education constructed with the state’s dominant 
understandings of university excellence.
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Introduction

The proliferation of neoliberal policies worldwide has reinforced the idea of 
knowledge-based economy and further promoted knowledge as a critical resource 
for economic growth, technological innovation, national development, and global 
competitiveness. Doctoral education is increasingly seen as a crucial element of 
research and development infrastructure which encourages world-class univer-
sities (WCUs) to compete for bright doctoral students, thereby contributing to 
their research performance and reputation (Bao et  al., 2018; Shin et  al., 2018). 
The OECD (2019) highlights the prominence of global rankings in extending the 
boundaries of research and knowledge generation in higher education institutions 
(HEIs) and the vital condition of maintaining a pool of talented doctoral and post-
doctoral researchers to sustain a WCU status. Numerous countries have imple-
mented excellence initiatives designed to establish WCUs, boost their research 
productivity, build up staff capacity, and raise international visibility. According 
to Nerad (2020), many governments seek to reform doctoral education following 
this agenda by enhancing quality, growing the number of PhD students, increas-
ing completion rate, improving faculties, etc., since climbing up global rankings 
requires doctoral programmes of ‘the highest quality’. Similarly, Salmi (2016) 
notes that several excellence initiatives provide additional funding to foster tal-
ent concentration, build favourable conditions, and develop attractive career pros-
pects to doctoral candidates and early career academics and researchers (ECRs). 
Embedded into their excellence initiatives, several countries have reformed 
and strengthened various aspects of doctoral education structures, for example, 
(a) Japan has established Centres of Excellence with doctoral students working 
alongside top international researchers and launched national grants to create 
‘leading graduate schools’ (Kitagawa and Oba, 2010); (b) Malaysia has signifi-
cantly increased the number of PhD holders and provided full financial support 
to doctoral students (Azman et  al., 2016); (c) Germany has established gradu-
ate schools (of excellence) alongside new funding schemes to stimulate research 
education (Bloch, 2018); and (d) China has introduced monetary incentives for 
doctoral supervisors and students and concentrated doctoral training provision in 
universities rather than research institutes (Huang, 2017; Zheng et al., 2019).

Since the 1990s, governments have substantially funded numerous initiatives 
to build R&D capacity for knowledge economy and incentivised highly skilled 
workforce production and professional skill development in research education 
(Nerad, 2020), including as part of excellence-driven policies. Various competi-
tive funding schemes for training postgraduate students have been launched to 
improve cross-sectoral employability, introduce problem-solving approaches in 
education, and link it to industry, business, and local communities (Carvalho and 
Cardoso, 2020). The discussions underpinning knowledge society have had a sig-
nificant impact on doctoral systems in terms of emphasising close links between 
university research and society through entrepreneurial activities, social engage-
ment, service, etc. (Shin et al., 2018). Being no longer reserved only for produc-
ing the next generation of scholars, research education has started playing a key 
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role in training knowledge workforce in economically valuable and relevant fields 
with an emphasis on industrial development, innovation, and entrepreneurship 
(Shin et al., 2018; Andres et al., 2015).

To date, the relationship between excellence initiatives implemented in a state-
dominated environment and doctoral education revamping has been understudied in 
Russia. This complex relationship is largely shaped by the government’s active role 
in governing HE and further constructed by state policy for excellence devised to 
foster Russian universities’ global and national competitiveness. This study seeks to 
examine how top-ranked Russian universities responded to the Excellence Initiatives 
in their institutional strategies from 2012 till 24 February 2022 and understand how 
they recontextualised and operationalised the notion of university excellence across 
doctoral education structures. As part of a doctoral research project problematising 
and exploring the impacts of the Excellence Initiatives on Russian doctoral educa-
tion, this paper aims to analyse only the institutional strategy level and answer the 
following research question: How do the institutional strategies for excellence (re-)
construct doctoral education structures in relation to global trends, national priori-
ties, and local needs in response to the Russian Excellence Initiatives?

The Overview of the National Context

The Excellence Initiatives in Russia

In the mid-2000s, the Russian government took a course to regulate HE through 
launching various initiatives to support with additional state subsidies a few HEIs 
selected through competition and required to achieve state policy goals. Several suc-
cessive initiatives were implemented from 2005 to 2010, including ‘Federal Univer-
sity Programme’ (2005), ‘Innovative University Programme’ (2006), and ‘National 
Research University Programme’ (2009), with the core mission to boost Russian 
universities’ research productivity. As a profound characteristic of Russian HE, ver-
tical stratification was reinforced further by concentrating abundant resources des-
ignated for the ‘dramatically expanded system’ in several ‘would-be’ WCUs in the 
early 2010s (Huisman et al., 2018; Smolentseva et al., 2018). Launched in 2013, the 
Russian Academic Excellence Initiative Project 5-100 (5-100 Project) aimed to sup-
port 21 Russian universities with a strong international academic reputation, propel 
at least five out of them into the top 100 global rankings by 2020, and maximise 
their competitive position in the global research and education market (5-100 Pro-
ject  b , 2022). The share of PhD students in these universities out of all doctoral 
students in Russia was over 40% (Maloshonok and Terentev, 2019).

After the termination of 5-100 Project in 2020, its next iteration was launched in 
2021 with a new title ‘the Priority 2030 Strategic Academic Leadership Programme’ 
(Priority 2030). Being ‘the most ambitious project in the country’s history in terms 
of university development support’ (https://​www.​minob​rnauki.​gov.​ru/​press-​center/​
news/?​ELEME​NT_​ID=​34099), its ultimate goal was ‘to form a large group of uni-
versities that will become the leaders in creating new scientific knowledge, tech-
nology, and developments for introduction into the economy and social sphere in 

https://www.minobrnauki.gov.ru/press-center/news/?ELEMENT_ID=34099
https://www.minobrnauki.gov.ru/press-center/news/?ELEMENT_ID=34099
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Russia’ by 2030 (Priority 2030b, 2022). Over 100 HEIs were selected and divided 
into two tracks—‘Research Leadership’ with universities tasked to conduct break-
through research, create innovation and technology, and build human capacity for 
the R&D sector and ‘Territorial and/or Sector-Specific Leadership’ designated to 
accelerate the socio-economic development of regions and strengthen human capital 
for national economy and social spheres (ibid). The participating HEIs are estimated 
to enrol over 50% of all doctoral students in Russia (ibid.).

The excellence-driven policy is conceptualised as a performance- and competi-
tion-based reform implemented by the government to encourage participating uni-
versities to become more productive in attaining state goals. These universities ‘are 
expected to compete intensely for additional resources based on predetermined per-
formance objectives established by the state. In this kind of performance-based sys-
tem, the responsibility for improvement rests with individual institutions and depart-
ments’ (Alexander, 2000, 426). Drawing on Ball (1993), this policy for excellence 
with its associated governmental documents is also  seen as ‘textual interventions 
into practice’ of universities, particularly through setting various policy goals and 
target indicators, as illustrated below.

Numerous studies analyse various effects of the Russian excellence-driven ini-
tiatives on different university activities: research publication outputs (Turko et al., 
2016); publication outputs and collaboration patterns (Matveeva et  al., 2021); 
(inter-)national and cross-sectoral collaborations (Matveeva and Ferligoj, 2020); 
faculty contract arrangements and centres of excellence (Dezhina, 2020); the 
spillover effects of 5-100 universities on regional non-participants (Lovakov et al., 
2021); funding principles and academic performance evaluation (Dezhina and Efi-
mova, 2022); governance system and organisational culture (Oleksiyenko, 2021), 
etc. The impacts of excellence-driven schemes on research education have largely 
been understudied in Russia. More recent studies explore various aspects of doc-
toral education across universities with special statuses, including doctoral students’ 
admission procedures (Zhuchkova, 2022) and the redistribution of doctoral students 
towards leading Russian HEIs (Zhuchkova and Bekova, 2023).

Doctoral Education

After major reforms, Russian doctoral education and degree awarding structures 
still maintain some features of the Soviet system (Yudkevich et  al., 2020), which 
were developed consistent with the German model rooted in Humboldt’s educa-
tional ideal. Russia has a two-level system of training academics/researchers (aspi-
rantura and doktorantura) with a two-level system of scientific degrees (Candidate 
of Sciences and Doctor of Sciences degrees respectively). This study uses the term 
‘doctoral education’ interchangeably with ‘doctoral training’, ‘PhD’, ‘research edu-
cation’, and ‘aspirantura’ which lead to the Candidate of Sciences degree (sustained 
from the Soviet system) and/or to an emerging Doctor of Philosophy degree (aligned 
with international standards), whereas ‘doktorantura’ is excluded since it does not 
involve any coursework or research training components which are of interest to this 
research. There are three main types of organisations providing doctoral training, 
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including HEIs, research institutes, and educational organisations for continuous 
professional education (Government 2122, 2021), with the former training 87% of 
all PhDs (Indicators, 2023). The duration of doctoral programmes ranges from 3 
to 5 years depending on the mode (full-time or part-time) and the field of disci-
plines. Along with state-funded scholarships, there are two more funding schemes 
available, employer-sponsored studies (tselevoye obucheniye) and tuition fee-based 
places. Only full-time PhD students are entitled to state-funded stipends (amounting 
from 40 to 90 US dollars (Government 1390, 2016)) alongside other state support 
mechanisms (e.g.  Presidential scholarships (to study abroad) and grants, Govern-
ment scholarships, etc.).

Policy Change

Between 2012 and 2022, Russian research education underwent multiple reforms 
associated with a new doctoral model, attestation system reforms, and toughened 
doctoral degree requirements. A fundamental change was marked by the shift 
towards doctoral training as the third cycle of higher education under the revised 
law ‘On Education’ (2012) pursuing a modernisation and quality agenda. Following 
the harmonisation with the Bologna Process, structured doctoral programmes were 
introduced and accompanied by an increase in educational workload and change in 
PhD outcomes with no mandatory thesis defence (Ministry 1259, 2013). This transi-
tion was coupled with various problems ranging from no additional state financial 
support and human resources to sustain this shift towards a new model to the lack of 
overdue reforms in the science system (Bednyi, 2017; Terentev and Bednyi, 2020). 
Though this reform reflected global trends, in 2021 the government revised the state 
regulation on doctoral training (Government 2122, 2021) resuming an  obligatory 
preliminary defence as a PhD programme requirement and consequently marked a 
shift towards a more research-intensive format of doctoral education and training.

The government’s agenda to enhance quality in doctoral training led to further 
attestation system reforms, particularly in dissertation production supervised by the 
Higher Attestation Committee (HAC) and the model diversification of awarding 
doctoral degrees. The revised regulation on awarding academic degrees (Govern-
ment 842, 2013) sought to reduce the number of dissertation committees and HEIs 
eligible to award doctoral degrees by tightening requirements for universities and 
faculty, which instead of anticipated academic degree concentration in research-
intensive HEIs resulted in decreased defences (almost by half) and intensified 
bureaucratic burden (Guba et al., 2020). Since 2016, over 30 leading universities and 
research institutes have been granted the right to award their own academic degrees 
and establish dissertation committees independently of the HAC (Government 1792, 
2017). This greater procedural autonomy granted to several (autonomous) universi-
ties reflects the shift towards universities’ regulation of doctoral training and attes-
tation as an alternative model to the Soviet system supervised by the HAC, widely 
debated in Russia (e.g. Kobzar and Roshchin, 2020; Gusev and Yurevich, 2021).

Another measure to enhance quality in research education became a further 
toughening of doctoral degree requirements by raising publication minimum from 
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one to two or three (in STEM and Social Sciences/Humanities respectively) in dis-
sertation committees run by the HAC (Government 842, 2013). In 2019, the revised 
national publication regulation required at least one paper in international journals 
indexed in Scopus or Web of Science (HAC, 2019), with some autonomous univer-
sities requiring up to three publications for defending a traditional monograph-based 
thesis.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

To problematise the complex relationship between the Excellence Initiatives and 
doctoral education revamping, Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CDA) (2003, 2013; Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999) was adopted as ‘explanatory 
critique’ and critical inquiry where theory and methodology are inherently intercon-
nected. CDA as an approach in qualitative research allows to engage systematically 
with a dialectical relationship between language and social structure, i.e. to scru-
tinise the links between language as discourse and broader social, economic, and 
political structures (Wodak and Meyer, 2009). CDA’s research agenda focuses on 
how discourse is both constitutive and constituted by contemporary social change 
(especially associated with ‘new capitalism’, ‘neo-liberalism’, and ‘globalisation’) 
and has an interest in critique (relations of power, domination, and hegemony) 
(Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 2010). This CDA represents a part of a doctoral pro-
ject employing Fairclough’s explanatory critique and revolves around problematis-
ing the relationship under investigation and tracing change in doctoral education at 
the level of institutional strategies for excellence.

Informed by critical realism (Sayer, 2000) as an ontological orientation, the CDA 
seeks to analyse the discursive and non-discursive aspects of change within doctoral 
structures under excellence-driven schemes. Although Newman (2020) questions to 
what extent the discursive may be differentiated from the extra-discursive of social 
reality, this distinction was treated as analytical rather than empirical (Jørgensen and 
Phillips, 2002). Drawing on Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999), discourse refers to 
‘semiotic elements of social practices’, while a discourse as to ‘a particular perspec-
tive on these various forms of semiosis—it sees them as moments of social practices 
in their articulation with other non-discursive moments’ (38). The four moments 
of practice suggested by these scholars are used ‘as a helpful way of analytically 
dividing the complexity of the social world’: (1) material activity (physical acts); (2) 
social relations; (3) processes; (4) mental phenomena (meaning, values, etc.).

Two analytical lenses, recontextualisation and operationalisation, comple-
mented this framework to examine institutional strategies which recontextualise 
global and local discourses across/within dominant fields and scales and opera-
tionalise them into new structures, practices, relations, etc. Recontextualisation 
examines how particular discourses become dominant or hegemonic and their 
dissemination across and within structural boundaries (social fields) and scalar 
boundaries (global, national, and local scales) (Fairclough, 2013). Concerned 
with relations between/within discourses and other social elements, operation-
alisation enables to analyse how and subject to what conditions discourses are 
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enacted in changed ways (practices) of acting and interacting, inculcated in 
changed ways of being (identities), and materialised in changed material reality 
(ibid.).

To draw the interconnection between excellence initiatives and universities’ 
intentions behind doctoral education enhancement, this CDA was further informed 
by Salmi’s (2009) and Altbach and Salmi’s (2011) works on the global phenomenon 
of WCUs and their emerging characteristics. As observed by Salmi (2009), one of 
the ‘defining factors of excellence’ for international research-intensive universities, 
often perceived as WCUs, is the emphasis on graduate students. He explains that 
WCUs ‘tend to have a high proportion of carefully selected graduate students […], 
reflecting their strength in research and the fact that graduate students are closely 
involved in the research activities of these institutions’ (ibid., 21). Salmi and Altbach 
(2011) maintain that WCUs are considered highly selective including by ‘growing 
their graduate numbers compared with the undergraduate enrollment’. Thus, the 
concentration of doctoral researchers alongside other talents (Master’s students and 
faculty members) appears to be a critical condition aligned with two other sets of 
factors, abundant resources and favourable governance, in a bid to establish WCUs.

As an additional theoretical lens, Nerad’s work (2020) was adopted to explore 
how external and internal forces behind governmental policies for globalisation, 
innovation, and international competitiveness impact the ongoing change in doc-
toral education structures in light of global trends, national development, and 
local dynamics. Particularly, Nerad (2020) examines the effects of governmen-
tal innovation policies and globalisation strategies on doctoral education at the 
macro (national and regional HE) and micro (local universities and doctoral pro-
grammes) levels and provides a framework summarised below:

Macro-level impacts (p. 51) Micro-level impacts (p. 61)

Increasing the number and diversity of student 
bodies;

Offering a variety of PhD programmes, e.g. the 
growth in professional doctorates;

Changing a doctoral curriculum to highlight work-
force preparedness and develop translational 
(applied) research and skills, thereby affecting 
the mode of research produced and linking 
university closer to society;

Building human capital through state funding and 
competitive schemes;

Ensuring greater accountability in doctoral educa-
tion through increased output data collection;

Developing global communication and interna-
tional networks;

Providing state support for returning PhD holders 
and postdocs.

Introducing structured doctoral programmes to 
enable doctoral students to graduate within an 
assigned period and undertake professional devel-
opment training;

Shifting a supervision paradigm from the master-
apprentice to a multi-level (supervision team) 
model;

Changing QA in doctoral programmes along a busi-
ness QA model and shifting control to programme 
and university leaders;

Using English as a medium of instruction in doc-
toral education and training;

Making admissions more selective, shortening 
degree programmes length, and offering three-
year funding;

Developing career planning as part of doctoral 
programmes and university career centres;

Diversifying the forms of doctoral degrees and 
formats of dissertations;

Establishing new organisational structures in the 
form of graduate schools/graduate divisions or 
university-wide units for ECRs.
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Methods and Data Analysis

Qualitative data used in this study were collected as part of the doctoral research 
project exploring the impacts of the Russian Excellence Initiatives on doctoral 
education enhancement between 2012 and 2022. Within the research project, 
seven Russian top-ranked universities (Appendix A) were selected based on theo-
retical sampling (to investigate the relationship under study) with three defined 
inclusion criteria, such as (1) participation in both 5-100 Project and Prior-
ity 2030, (2) (relative) institutional autonomy through research degree awarding 
powers granted by the government, and (3) abundant funding which the selected 
HEIs enjoy in Tier 1 with its highest amount of state funding allocated through 
the initiatives. The major caveat of this sample strategy is the inclusion of Sech-
enov University legitimised by the fact that it was the only medical university 
fulfilling the first two criteria, although falling under Tier 2 both in 5-100 Project 
and Priority  2030. Additionally, top-ranked universities were defined as being 
ranked  both in global rankings and by the Russian government under the three 
tiers of the Excellence Initiatives. The sample of seven top-ranked universities 
can further be theorised as ‘centres of excellence in terms of new, productive 
models of doctoral training in Russia’, since ‘these top universities contribute to 
the development of doctoral education, attracting students of other universities to 
their doctoral programmes’ (Kobzar and Roshchin, 2020, 134).

Documentary research (Bowen, 2009; Tight, 2019) was adopted to answer the 
research question since institutional documents can be an insightful source of 
evidence to access universities’ meaning-making and strategic decision-making 
for analysing policy implementation processes and further provide a means of 
tracking and comparing change and development across multiple sites. As part 
of project data collection, various state policies, governmental website texts, and 
mass media articles associated with the Excellence Initiatives and Russia’s doc-
toral education system were gathered alongside university strategic documents 
and institutional policies for doctoral training. Documentary research was applied 
to a corpus of institutional strategies for excellence (Appendix A) and analysed 
in conjunction with supplementary documents related to state policy for excel-
lence, governmental website texts, and various institutional strategic documents. 
By employing purposive sampling, 14 strategic documents were selected across 
the seven universities and drawn into the corpus following the defined inclusion 
criteria: (a) data of publication—between 2012 and 2022; (b) relevance—institu-
tional strategic texts containing details around 5-100 Project and/or Priority 2030 
and change in doctoral education structures; (c) access—only publicly available 
texts accessed through Internet searches; and (d) consistency—various types of 
texts are consistently present and available across all the seven universities to 
enable systematic analysis. Consequently, implementation reports were excluded 
from the corpus given the lack of consistency through all the programme stages 
across several selected universities, although they were largely used as supple-
mentary documents to inform analysis. In turn, the emphasis on institutional 
strategies only in the corpus may impose certain limitations on the interpretations 
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of findings, since they do not reflect previous or exiting processes and practices 
in doctoral education structures, which will be addressed in further research. For 
the purposes of this study, these strategies are conceptualised as ‘imaginaries for 
change’ (Fairclough, 2013) in doctoral education structures as well as roadmaps 
with planned activities co-funded by government and universities.

All the documents were stored and inductively coded in NVivo with all the quota-
tions representing change in doctoral education tabulated and analysed in a separate 
Excel file. The qualitative analysis was largely influenced by Miles and Haberman’s 
(1994) guiding principles (i.e. data reduction, data display, drawing and verifying 
conclusions) and Saldaña’s (2013) approaches to coding, including ‘theming the 
data’ and applying ‘descriptive’ coding at the initial analysis stage alongside ‘pro-
cess’ and ‘focus’ coding at later stages. The documentary data were coded and ana-
lysed mainly in Russian, while quotations which most effectively explicated and 
illustrated emerging processes, mechanisms, and practices were selected for pres-
entation purposes, translated by the researcher into English, and later validated by 
another bilingual researcher to ensure translation accuracy as conceptual/cultural 
equivalence.

Findings

The Construction of Policy‑Driven Change in the State Policy for Excellence

Based on data analysis, this discursive change in doctoral education is constructed in 
state policy for excellence as ‘sovershenstvovaniye’ rendered as ‘enhancement’ (e.g. 
Government 211, 2013; Government 729, 2021) and ‘improvement’ (5-100  Pro-
ject a, 2022), which resonates with one of the conceptions of excellence—a process 
of constant improvement and continuous development. This word ‘sovershenstvo-
vaniye’ is commonly used in state policy language mostly in the form of a noun 
which indicates the process of ‘nominalization’ (Fairclough, 2005) as a common 
feature in Russian state documents. This notion of ‘enhancement’ is applied in state 
policy for excellence mainly in relation to doctoral education, except for one men-
tion of ‘the enhancement of university management’ (Government 2006, 2012). In 
addition to adopting the same notion of ‘enhancement’ as policy-driven change, all 
the selected universities tend to embrace and embed various state policy ideas and 
target performance indicators into their institutional strategies for excellence and 
further realign them with state policy goals.

Regarding 5-100 Project, doctoral education appears as part of ‘university staff 
capacity building target’ within the state action plan (Government 2006, 2012; Gov-
ernment 211, 2013) for developing globally competitive Russian HEIs. Academic 
staff capacity comes along with forming ‘a personnel pool for the university manage-
ment/leadership’, boosting the ‘attraction and recruitment of young academics’, and 
developing ‘(inter-) national academic mobility programmes among faculty mem-
bers’ (Government 2006, 2012). Precisely, one of the state goals requires ‘the devel-
opment and implementation of measures to enhance the activities of aspirantura 
and doktorantura, including the formation of an effective mechanism for attracting 
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and retaining young researchers at universities participating in the events [of 5-100 
Project]’ (Government 2006, 2012, 8; Government 211, 2013, 5). In these key texts 
related to 5-100 Project, there is not any clear-cut explanation why the enhancement 
of doctoral education activities has been declared among the state action plan activi-
ties. Considering the high level of intertextuality in Russian state policy and adopt-
ing Fairclough’s (1992) concept of coherence, the main driving forces are claimed 
to be responses to harmonisation with the Bologna Process, global competitiveness 
enhancement, and the issues associated with the pipeline of faculty/research staff in 
the HE sector. Additionally, these texts contain various target performance indica-
tors and metrics associated with doctoral studies for the universities to be met and 
reported, e.g. the total number of full-time doctoral students; the average number 
of research assistants; the percentage of international students (including doctoral 
researchers); the share of Master’s and doctoral students with a Bachelor’s, Special-
ist, or Master’s degree from other organisations in the total number of postgraduate 
students (at least 30%); the share of full-time doctoral students receiving support 
(at least 10%), etc. (Government 2006, 2012; Ministry AP-166/02, 2015; Ministry 
AP-853/02 (2016) as cited in HSE Report (2016)).

The Priority  2030 documents are anchored in four various state strategies of 
national development with a significant emphasis on aligning all universities activi-
ties with national development priorities, specifically alongside the innovation-based 
and socially oriented type of economic development (Government 729, 2021). One 
of declared goals in Priority 2030 is to ‘integrat[e] the educational process and sci-
ence, technology, and innovation in the activity of universities’ and ‘develop the best 
practices in scientific research, innovation, and education’ (Priority 2030a,  2022). 
The initiative documents specify a particular type of activities in relation to doctoral 
training improvement: ‘the implementation of measures to enhance research activi-
ties in Master’s studies, aspirantura, and doktorantura’ (Government 729, 2021, 4). 
In contrast to 5-100 Project, the focus in Priority 2030 is almost equally shifted and 
distributed between Master’s and doctoral students, which reflects the state goal of 
mobilising all relevant human resources in research and innovation activities. Draw-
ing on Fairclough’s (1992) concepts of intertextuality and coherence for interpreta-
tion, this state goal within Priority 2030 is claimed to be shaped by concerns from 
professional and academic communities over mitigating lingering issues in HE 
and science, including a declining number of researchers, a low completion rate, a 
decreasing number of doctoral degrees awarded, etc. Thus, this policy-driven change 
of ‘the enhancement of research activities’ in postgraduate studies may be inter-
preted as further mobilisation and training of researchers in priority areas for S&T 
development to address the shortage of R&D personnel in the HE, science, industry, 
and corporate sectors, and generally, increase the number of highly qualified per-
sonnel (‘the innovation potential of development’ (Strategy 1662, 2008)), framed 
under the knowledge-based economy imperative. In addition to this policy goal, the 
Priority 2030 documents enclose various target performance indicators to be met by 
the universities, including the share of researchers aged under 39 in the total num-
ber of researchers; the share of Master’s, doctoral, medical residency, and graduate 
assistantship students in the total number of full-time students; the share of inter-
national students in full-time Master’s, doctoral, medical residency, and graduate 
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assistantship programmes; and the share of employer-sponsored students (including 
doctoral researchers) in the total number of students (Ministry 432, 2021; Govern-
ment 729, 2021).

The Recontextualisation and Operationalisation of University Excellence 
in Doctoral Education Structures

A. 5‑100 Strategies

The excerpts of institutional texts (Table 1) were gathered only from the 5-100 uni-
versities’ strategies for excellence officially titled Programmes for Competitiveness 
Enhancement (hereafter 5-100 strategies). The state goals set by the Ministry of 
Science and Higher Education (Ministry) only indicate the direction for the 5-100 
strategies without providing further guidelines, which reflects Ball’s idea (1993, 
12) that ‘policies do not normally tell you what to do; they create circumstances 
in which the range of options […] are narrowed or changed’. It is therefore upon 
the universities to interpret these state goals, operationalise them in terms of tasks, 
mechanisms, or performance indicators, and eventually enact them. For instance, 
several universities also introduced additional target KPIs associated with doctoral 
education, such as the ratio of number of Master’s and doctoral degree graduates to 
the number of Bachelor’s and Specialist degree graduates (ITMO 5-100, 2013); the 
share of enrolled full-time Master’s and doctoral students in the total number of stu-
dents enrolled full-time (HSE 5-100, 2013); the share of Master’s and doctoral stu-
dents in the total number of students (MISiS 5-100, 2013); the share of Bachelor’s, 
Master’s, and doctoral students involved on a paid basis in innovation and research 
activities (MEPhI 5-100, 2013). The analysis below mainly focuses on the central 
policy goal associated with doctoral education enhancement, though the strategies 
seek to address all the state policy goals. Table 1 displays how this policy goal was 
operationalised in the selected universities’ roadmaps and provides the summary of 
emerging processes and mechanisms shaped up under 5-100 Project. Different pro-
cesses within doctoral training structures were also analysed in relation to other sup-
plementary policy goals encompassing doctoral studies and synthesised in Table 4 
(Appendix B).

Most emerging processes cut across global dimension of university activities 
which highlights a key overarching objective of 5-100 Project: ‘the internationaliza-
tion in all spheres, development of infrastructure to recruit the best scientists, fac-
ulty, managers, and students’ and ‘bringing the university educational programs in 
line with the best international examples’ (5-100 Project a , 2022). These processes 
simultaneously reflect wider social practices, including increasing research perfor-
mance in top-ranked universities and emphasising quality assurance mechanisms 
to align with international standards and practices. If compared against Nerad’s 
framework (2020), several peculiarities can be singled out within doctoral education 
structures regarding 5-100 Project.

Nerad mentions greater accountability in doctoral education and an increase 
in output data collection, which can widely be seen as strengthening performance 
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assessment and sharing responsibility for PhD students’ progress. In addition to 
engaging in output data collection, further administrative control is encouraged to 
monitor PhDs’ progress through ‘the creation of a system to select candidates and 
monitor their progress and the effectiveness of these training programmes’ or ‘the 
introduction of a system for monitoring, evaluation, and control over PhD students’ 
progress’ (ITMO 5-100, 2013). The discourse of efficiency in doctoral education 
brings some additional mechanisms with it in Russia, e.g. stimulating and incentiv-
ising doctoral supervisors with funding from 5-100 Project ‘to provide high quality 
training to doctoral students’ and ‘to increase their supervisees’ efficiency’ along 
with incentivising ‘doctoral students to defend their theses on time’, thereby recon-
textualising research incentives and adopting them to improve doctoral students’ 
performance and time-to-degree. The involvement of university and/or programme 
administrators is attributed to the change towards structured doctoral programmes 
under the Bologna Process and shared responsibility for PhDs’ progress together 
with academic staff. Similarly, Nerad specifies a shift from a supervision paradigm 
from the master-apprentice to a multi-level (supervision team) model which is barely 
mentioned in the 5-100 strategies. Instead, they largely discuss the development of 
co-supervision structures, e.g. (inter-)national, cross-sectoral, or multidisciplinary 
supervision teams, and its mechanisms to raise efficiency through research seminars, 
progress evaluation, pre-defences, etc. The formalisation of doctoral supervision 
becomes more prominent within Priority 2030—for example, amid a growing num-
ber of PhD students and an increasing shortage of doctoral supervisors, ITMO Uni-
versity implements a  revised institutional policy to regulate the rights and obliga-
tions of doctoral supervisors alongside monetary funds to incentivise them (ITMO 
Report, 2021).

In comparison with other Russian universities overseen by the HAC, the require-
ments for mandatory publications appear to be tougher across the selected univer-
sities, in some disciplines reaching up to three publications in international jour-
nals indexed in Scopus and Web of Science databases for a monograph-based thesis 
route. In the 5-100 strategies, these publication requirements are emphasised and 
legitimised as the ‘improve[ment of] quality and productivity of PhD students’ 
research activities’ (Sechenov 5-100, 2015). Doctoral publishing is often con-
structed as a mechanism to ensure quality of doctoral research which is normalised 
within state policy due to its Soviet history and toughened across the autonomous 
universities. Furthermore, doctoral students are represented as ECRs whose publi-
cation activity becomes further shaped in line with the discourses and practices of 
research excellence: ‘Task—the increase in the number of publications indexed in 
the Web of Science and Scopus databases, produced by aspirants and doktorants 
and their academic supervisors; Mechanisms—the provision of advanced training 
to doctoral students, including language skills, involvement in international research 
activities, internships, and participation in international conferences’ (MEPhI 5-100, 
2013, 32-33).

Another emerging process reflecting global pressures in Russian HE is absent in 
Nerad’s framework owing to its contextually contingent nature. Particularly, post-
doctoral fellowships or postdoctoral positions started appearing in leading Russian 
HEIs shortly after the launch of 5-100 Project as evidenced by word searches on 
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institutional websites and strategies (Table 4 in Appendix B). Whereas in Priority 
2030 they become institutionalised with several universities developing support 
structures for this academic position new to Russian academia (Table  2). In the 
5-100 strategies, the word ‘postdoc’ is almost absent and sometimes referred to as 
‘PhD graduates’ (‘vypuskniki aspirantury (Postdocs)’ in MISiS, HSE, and MEPhI) 
since there was not any direct equivalent in the Russian academic career framework. 
This emerging practice of establishing postdoctoral fellowships is embedded within 
broader social practices, such as accumulating researchers at HEIs, professionalis-
ing international recruitment of doctoral students and postdocs, and harmonising the 
academic career framework in top-ranked universities with international academic 
market rules.

The diversification of research degrees and the possibility of obtaining Doctor of 
Philosophy degrees at a limited number of universities is another instance of global 
pressures. While having more institutional autonomy than other Russian HEIs, some 
of the seven universities have opted for designing doctoral programmes with English 
as a medium of instruction and thesis together with awarding Doctor of Philosophy 
degrees aligned with international standards. The process of degree diversification 
has therefore started shaping as two different research-intensive degrees—one with 
integral elements adopted from the Soviet model and the other one with numerous 
aspects of an international PhD model, with the former dominating in Russian HE.

B. Priority 2030 Strategies

Like the 5-100 strategies, the Development Programmes as titled formally in Prior-
ity 2030 (hereafter Priority 2030  strategies) have a similar structure of documents, 
i.e. as recommended in a template approved by the Ministry. These Priority 2030 
strategies closely follow a list of predetermined state policy goals which participat-
ing universities further interpret and operationalise into various strategic projects, 
internal institutional policies, and implementation plans with target indicators. Only 
textual pieces containing the discursive elements of operationalisation (including 
clear-cut institutional objectives, mechanisms, and outcomes) were collected and 
further analysed. One central policy goal related to the enhancement of research 
activities within doctoral education structures is displayed in Table 2, while other 
supplementary policy goals with their associated emerging processes are synthe-
sised in Table 5 (Appendix C). Indeed, some instances were challenging to disentan-
gle and assign them to one particular goal, since there is a lot of overlap among the 
state policy goals in Priority 2030.

All the selected universities follow the ‘Research leadership’ track under Prior-
ity 2030 implying that one of its priority goals is ‘the building up of staff capacity 
in the R&D sector’ (Ministry 432, 2021). The analysed research activities consid-
erably overlap with R&D activities which are widely present among the emerging 
processes linked to a separate state policy goal ‘the involvement of students in R&D 
and (or) innovation work and (or) socially oriented projects’. In addition to research 
enhancement, other emerging processes are further synthesised (Table 5 in Appen-
dix C) to capture various aspects of policy-driven change in doctoral training under 
Priority 2030.
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Following Nerad’s point on a diverse student body, doctoral education as con-
structed in state policy and institutional strategies manifests little diversity, since 
full-time studies appear to discursively dominate professional and public discus-
sions around research education. All the selected universities have formally stopped 
recruiting part-time doctoral students based on statistical data available on the Mon-
itoring of Russian HEIs’ Performance (Monitoring, 2022). It can also be attributed 
to state scholarships and grants available only to full-time PhDs and to the perceived 
idea of receiving the most favourable conditions only while studying full-time. 
However, a monthly state stipend is dramatically low, thereby forcing all the cat-
egories of PhDs to work inside or outside universities. Precisely, 90% of all Russian 
doctoral students combine PhD studies with full- or part-time work (Bekova and 
Dzhafarova, 2019). The discourse of ‘supporting’ students and ECRs is widely pre-
sent in state policies and institutional strategies (Tables 4 and 5). It encompasses the 
discussions of establishing state and institutional scholarship funds, including finan-
cial mechanisms (institutional doctoral grant contracts for top achievers under obli-
gation to defend on time, academic mobility grants, incentives for high-quality doc-
toral publications, etc.), and non-financial support (the improvement of university 
support services and studying/living conditions, the delivery of career development 
services to postgraduates, etc.). Regarding PhD students, this ‘support’ is often con-
structed and operationalised through creating teaching and research job positions to 
support them financially with remunerations. In fact, this discourse does not entail 
offering the best or most relevant possible support for individuals, rather selectively 
and exclusively supports top-performers who match the current definition of excel-
lent doctoral students. Hence, ‘academic tracks’ are created within doctoral studies 
or graduate schools with a limited number of high achievers on full state and insti-
tutional scholarships, well-integrated into research teams and labs, and with various 
opportunities to secure extra funding through R&D projects with universities’ exter-
nal partners. This bifurcation process can be seen as a mechanism to optimise and 
concentrate funding and human resources within research-intensive tracks across 
graduate schools or doctoral studies.

The idea of improving universities’ academic and international reputation perme-
ates the 5-100 strategies and becomes recontextualised in the Priority 2030 strate-
gies in relation to academic degree activities in the form of ‘the improvement of 
the academic reputation of awarded research degrees’. Due to the long-standing tra-
dition of separated doctoral training and research degree attestation, these autono-
mous universities resort to reputational mechanisms to ensure the quality and pres-
tige of their research degrees. As observed in their strategies, several universities 
(HSE, ITMO, TSU, and MISiS) started enhancing their research degrees at the final 
stage of 5-100 Project through revising their PhD defence procedures, establishing 
dissertation committees, internationalising doctoral programmes, and raising doc-
toral research quality. By contrast, the other universities (MIPT, MEPhI, and Sech-
enov) made it a priority only during Priority 2030 through ‘improving their aca-
demic reputation’ or ‘branding universities’ own doctoral degrees’ with the aim to 
‘improve the quality and relevance of educational processes in doctoral training’ and 
‘attract talents from other university worldwide’. Thus, the discourse of reputation 
becomes recontextualised in the field of doctoral education as a strategy to enhance 
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the overall performance and attractiveness of doctoral programmes in the (inter-)
national educational markets.

Numerous examples of Nerad’s point on the development of global communica-
tion and international networks can be traced across the 5-100 strategies, e.g. PhD 
exchange programmes, publishing in international journal, or double degree doc-
toral programmes. This trend has further been recontextualised in Priority 2030 
through alternative collaboration mechanisms including strengthening communi-
cation with other stakeholders and new partners at national and local levels (e.g. 
consortia as cross-sector collaboration, cooperation with regional universities, or 
continuous professional education for local labour markets). For instance, MIPT 
actively involves Phystech-2030 Consortium members to design joint Master’s and 
PhD programmes by integrating new courses based on their ‘accumulated strong 
educational competencies’ and considering their needs as key employers (MIPT 
Priority 2030, 2022). Using cross-sector partnerships as a mechanism, postgraduate 
programmes become more market sensitive, reinforce a doctoral curriculum change 
in line with workforce preparedness, and develop translational (applied) research 
and skill (Nerad, 2020). Indeed, the professionalisation and adoption of corporate 
educational approaches to doctoral training may have broader implications for aca-
demia and knowledge production in terms of the inculcation of particular cultural 
values, identities, social relations, and pedagogies. However, regardless the involve-
ment of multiple stakeholders and the growing diversity of doctoral programme for-
mats, doctoral outcomes still remain academic and research-intensive, as there have 
not been any professional doctorates introduced in Russia yet due to its rigid legisla-
tion framework (Bednyi et al., 2021).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings presented above show that policy-driven change in doctoral education 
structures is constructed and operationalised as ‘enhancement’ in the institutional 
strategies in response to the Excellence Initiatives. The analysed emerging processes 
are primarily driven by several mechanisms, including internationalisation, research 
enhancement, quality assurance, performance-based funding support, human capi-
tal development, and network mechanisms. Not all these processes are new to the 
Russian doctoral education system, though they all have largely been understood 
and recontextualised with the prevalence of neoliberal social imaginary and its 
semantics, which needs to be further investigated. Being shaped as normative and 
performative enhancement to become more globally competitive, this excellence-
inspired change in research education takes the form of continuous institutional 
improvement, a horizon of predefined goals and measured outcomes, and ever rising 
(inter-)national standards. Furthermore, the meanings acquired behind this notion of 
enhancement (Table 3) are simultaneously recontextualised and linked to the politi-
cal, economic, and socio-cultural environment of particular historical moments.

Indeed, the institutional strategies appear to shape doctoral education structures 
according to the dominant understandings of university excellence constructed by 
each of the Excellence Initiatives. For example, the 5-100 strategies emphasise 
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the discourses and practices of internationalisation and quality assurance in doc-
toral training and research drawing on the international notions of university excel-
lence (global competitiveness, global rankings, international standards, etc.). These 
notions are still observed to a certain extent in the Priority 2030 strategies, although 
the focus shifts towards meeting national economic goals, increasing research and 
innovation components in doctoral training, and aligning its relevance to society and 
university partners. These strategies therefore reflect the national notions of uni-
versity excellence as innovation development and social relevance by rescaling and 
tightening research activities within doctoral education structures to national priori-
ties and local (including institutional) needs.

Yet, the conclusions drawn on the suggested conceptual and theoretical frame-
work are not without difficulties. First, the use of critical realism as an ontologi-
cal orientation is limited only to the discussion of emerging processes, mechanisms, 
practices, and meanings instead of the clearly detailed set of entities, properties, 
causal mechanisms, etc., as criticised by Vincent and O’Mahoney (2018). It can be 
attributed to the prevalence of official institutional strategies and state policy texts 
in the analysed data, thereby representing only official narratives. Thus, the analy-
sis of excellence-driven change is limited predominantly to the ‘instrumental per-
spective’ (Olsen, 2007) of the top-ranked Russian universities and to the imaginar-
ies of state policymakers and university leaders. Second, Nerad’s framework (2020) 
exploring the macro- and micro-level impacts of governmental policies on doctoral 
education worldwide may lack the necessary explanatory factors in relation to Rus-
sian research education bound by its local conditions and historical development. 
Third, mainly one research method has been employed in the study which may limit 
the accounts of changes reducing them only to those observed through institutional 
strategies; it will be addressed in further research by examining the relationship and 
change across multiple analysis levels and with different data sources.

Table 3   Different aspects of the universities’ meaning-making behind ‘the enhancement’ in doctoral edu-
cation structures

Source: The author

‘Enhancement’ in 5-100 Project ‘Enhancement’ in Priority 2030

Creating ‘favorable conditions’ within full-time 
tracks and/or graduate schools for top PhD 
performers

Improving quality in doctoral curricula and training 
by emphasising their relevance to society

Toughening publication requirements for doctoral 
students to enhance doctoral research quality

Increasing the efficiency of doctoral research and 
training to increase the number of PhD holders

Improving the internationalisation of doctoral 
studies to raise the quality of doctoral research 
and theses

Improving the academic reputation and ‘brand’ 
of research degrees awarded by the autonomous 
universities

Increasing accountability and research perfor-
mance in doctoral education (including by 
stimulating doctoral supervisors)

Involving various stakeholders to contribute to the 
improvement of different aspects and activities 
within doctoral training

Integrating PhDs into international research 
activities through research journals, networks, 
and groups

Diversifying financial schemes to stimulate research 
activities among doctoral students
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Nevertheless, several considerations for policy can be suggested: (1) if these 
emerging mechanisms and practices in doctoral training at these top-ranked univer-
sities can be scaled up and promoted across the national HE system with its diversity 
and without significant state financial support and institutional autonomy; (2) if they 
equally benefit research students across all the disciplines and types of universities, 
including specialised ones in social sciences, humanities, pedagogical sciences, etc.; 
(3) how the overemphasis on publication activities affects PhD students’ identity, 
career trajectory development, and generally knowledge production in academia; (4) 
and how the concentration of doctoral training capacity in leading Russian universi-
ties impacts doctoral education enhancement across regional universities.
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