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Abstract—Trends and characteristics of Russian–Chinese academic mobility are considered as a complex
phenomenon, the impact of which goes far beyond the framework of bilateral relations in higher education.
The prevailing target model of development of Russian–Chinese academic mobility, based on quantitative
indicators, is shown as not accounting for the process specifics and not enough harmonized with solutions to
other no less important tasks associated with pursuing the interests of the Russian Federation in the interna-
tional arena and achieving the goals of Russia’s national development. Particular attention is paid to complex
causal relationships and multilevel effects that accompany functioning processes in Russian–Chinese rela-
tions in the subject area under study. The competitive partnership model, proposed by the authors to describe
interaction between the two countries, appears promising both for conceptualizing the diversity of processes
and opposite effects of Russian–Chinese cooperation in higher education and as a theoretical basis for cre-
ating an effective target model and improving the humanitarian dimension of cooperation between Russia
and the PRC.
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The development of cooperation between Russia
and China in higher education in general and in aca-
demic mobility in particular is a complex multidimen-
sional process, effective control of which requires clear
goals, systematic monitoring, and reliable indicators,
ensuring that tactical successes will not turn into stra-
tegic failures. In this context, an important theoretical
and practical task is to conceptualize a vast interdisci-

plinary data array on Russian–Chinese academic
mobility and various interactive effects between the
two countries in the highly competitive global market
of educational services in a fast-changing world. The
topicality of this task is associated with the presence of
various objective factors, from the necessity to meet
the target indicators of the priority project “Develop-
ing the Export Potential of the Russian Education Sys-
tem,” the implementation of decisions to deepen the
humanitarian aspect of Russian–Chinese coopera-
tion, and improvement of the efficiency of Russia’s
migration policy to the current reformatting of the sys-
tem of international relations and the existing world
order.

Academic mobility is a bright characteristic of the
modern world and an important indicator of global
migration processes. While in 1990 there were about
1.9 mln students studying abroad, by 2011 their num-
ber had doubled, and in 2016 (the latest data available
in 2019) they were almost 4.9 mln. The findings of
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international monitoring research show that, by the
results of 2017, 5.1 mln students studied outside of
their countries [1]. In addition, the total global market
of educational services (including the services of pri-
mary, secondary, and continuing education) has been
growing sustainably at an average annual rate of 7–8%
and, according to experts, has reached $1.9 trillion,
exceeding the healthcare exports market.

The phenomenon of academic mobility may be
considered in various projections as it is associated
with questions of education internationalization and
export of educational services, various aspects of for-
eign policy, international cooperation, migration, and
tourism, as well as with subjects of political influence,
cross-cultural contacts, cross-border circulation of
knowledge, the formation of a positive image of edu-
cational destinations,1 and many other areas. There-
fore, it is no wonder that issues related to the study of
various aspects of academic mobility in general and
Russian–Chinese educational relations in particular
are actively developing in the subject field of social sci-
ences [2–10].

Specialized research helps ensure the necessary
depth and detail in the analysis of various sides of Rus-
sian–Chinese academic mobility. However, it seems
that better understanding and volumetric vision of the
characteristics of this multidimensional phenomenon,
as well as a reliable forecast of its functional effects in
the global and national contexts, need a transdisci-
plinary approach. This approach will make it possible
to assess, for example, how decisions made within the
paradigm of economic efficiency can tell on the con-
dition of cultural or foreign relations and the fulfill-
ment of local tasks affecting the transformation of
long-term strategies.

Russia and China in the global market of educational
services. In 2018, the number of foreigners studying in
Russia was over 313000 people (5.7% of the total num-
ber of all Russian students), and that in the PRC, over
506 400 (1.1% of the total number of all Chinese stu-
dents) [11]. The annual growth rate of the number of
foreign students reach, by various data, 4.7–9.0% in
Russia and 10.5–11.4% in the PRC [12–14]. Taking 6
and 10% of the total international market for higher
education, Russia and China2 aim at further expan-
sion of the export of educational services. Thus,
according to the indicators of the priority project
“Developing the Export Potential of the Russian Edu-
cation System,” the number of foreign students study-

1 An educational destination (by analogy with “tourist destina-
tion”) is a geographical place (country, region, territorial com-
plex) that attracts foreign students by its conditions (valuable
educational products, convenient infrastructure, comfortable
legal and information environment, effective management and
logistics, etc.) favorable for meeting their main needs in higher
education.

2 China holds third place in the world in its share of the global
market for educational services after the United States (24%)
and Great Britain (11%).
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ing in full-time programs in Russian organizations of
secondary vocational and higher education should
grow from 240000 people in 2018 to 310000 by 2020
(1.3 times) and to 710000 by 2025 (three times). In
addition, extrabudgetary funds obtained from the
export of Russian education should increase almost
four times by 2025, from ₽96.2 bln to ₽373.2 bln [15].

Since the time when China officially recognized
the concept of mutual dependence between economic
growth and education back in the mid-1980s [16], the
country’s educational system has seen large-scale
changes, the growth rates of which are constantly
growing. During the period 2007–2017 alone, the total
number of PRC universities grew by 38%, from 1908
in 2007 to 2631 in 2017, and the number of Chinese
students who went to study abroad grew almost
2.3 times over the same period, from 195500 to
442800. As China becomes a major customer in the
international market for educational services, an
opposing movement is forming, when higher educa-
tion institutions of other countries, primarily leading
foreign universities (including Russian universities),
strive to disseminate their activities and influence on
continental China. Despite the declared openness,
China is wary and shows selectivity admitting foreign
universities onto its territory. The current Chinese leg-
islation envisages only one possible legal form for such
cooperation: a partnership between Chinese residents
and a foreign participant (Sino–foreign cooperative
joint venture). From the 2000s until now, various levels
of organization of transnational education within such
partnerships have appeared:

• the university level (an independent legal status of
a new higher education institution, its own campus,
and administration);

• the institutional level (a branch of a foreign uni-
versity in an already existing Chinese higher education
institution);

• the program level (joint education delivery pro-
grams of certain levels).

As of 2018, nine joint universities, 66 branches of
foreign universities, and 894 joint educational pro-
grams operated in China. The campuses of all joint
universities are located on the southeastern coast of
China. The first Russian project of this kind was
MSU–BIT University in Shenzhen,3 established by
Moscow State University, Beijing Institute of Tech-
nology (University), and Shenzhen Municipal Peo-
ple’s Government. Table 1 gives a summary on the
current Sino–foreign joint university ventures.

Russian–Chinese academic mobility: key indicators.
According to international surveys, the Russian Fed-
eration occupies ninth place among the most prefera-
ble educational destinations of Chinese students
(Table 2). However, many times fewer Chinese citi-

3 Detailed information is available on the official site of MSU–
BIT University in Shenzhen: http://szmsubit.ru.
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Table 1. Chinese universities with joint foreign partners (partnerships) located on PRC territory

* USD/CNY exchange rate = 6.70.

University Beginning of 
work, year

Location (city, 
province)

Teaching 
languages

Tuition, 
$/year*

Cost of living, 
$/month*

University of Nottingham Ningbo 
China

2004 Ningbo, Zhejiang English 13200 298

Beijing Normal University–Hong 
Kong Baptist University United 
International College

2005 Zhuhai, Guangdong English
11940 446–746

Xi’an Jiaotong–Liverpool Univer-
sity

2006 Sinzhou, Jiangsu English 11492 328

New York University Shanghai 2011 Shanghai English 14925 119–209
Wenzhou–Kean University 2011 Wenzhou, Zhejiang English 6716 746
Duke Kunshan University 2013 Kunshan, Jiangsu English 3641 1194
The Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, Shenzhen

2014 Shenzhen, Guangdong English 14179 179

Guangdong Technion–Israel 
Institute of Technology

2016 Shantou, Guangdong English 14197 179

Shenzhen MSU–BIT University 2017 Shenzhen, Guangdong Chinese, 
English, Russian 5970 239

Table 2. Preferences of Chinese students in choosing educa-
tional destinations in 2018 [11]

Host country Number of Chinese students

United States 350734
Canada 132345
Australia 114008
Great Britain 97850
Japan 75262
Germany 32368
New Zealand 31075
France 25388
Russian Federation 22529
Netherlands 4347
Sweden 2374
Finland 2332
zens come to Russia for study than to the United States
(15.6 times), Canada (six times), Australia (five
times), or Great Britain (4.3 times).

At the nineteenth meeting of the Russian–Chinese
Commission on Humanitarian Cooperation (Octo-
ber 30, 2018, Beijing), the parties signed the minutes
of the 18th meeting of the Russian–Chinese Subcom-
mission on Cooperation in Education and agreed to
increase the exchange of students to 100000 people by
2020, as well as to expand interuniversity cooperation.
The above indicator was practically reached. As was
noted in the documents of the 20th meeting of the com-
mission (September 16, 2019, St. Petersburg), in 2018,
19000 Russians studied in China and over 39000 Chinese
citizens studied in Russia. Overall, the exchange
within academic mobility of citizens of the two coun-
tries in educational programs has already exceeded
90000 people [17].

Comparison of official information on Russian–
Chinese student exchanges and statistics on mutual
tourist trips (Table 3) reveal a paradoxical trend. The
average annual growth rates of the Chinese tourist
f low to Russia are gradually slowing down, and the
growth rates of the number of students who come to
study are increasing. As for Russia, the picture is the
opposite: the contingent of Russian students in China
is expanding less actively, while China is becoming an
increasingly popular tourist destination from year to
year. The gross annual growth rate (GAGR) of the
number of tourist trips of Russian citizens to China in
2015–2017 was 16%, and that of Chinese citizens to
Russia, 9.7%. As for the number of student exchanges,
their GAGR in the 2015/2016 and 2017/2018 aca-
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demic years was 3.8% for the Russian contingent in
China and 10.2% for the Chinese contingent in Rus-
sia.

Attractiveness of the Russian educational destina-
tion for Chinese citizens. There are many academic
papers that analyze the reasons for which Chinese stu-
dents choose Russia to receive education. Among the
positive characteristics mentioned are the quality of
Russian education, especially in technical disciplines;
geographical attractiveness (closeness to northeastern
regions of China, the beauty of nature, fresh air, open
spaces); and the kindness of Russians [19–21]. How-
 Vol. 90  No. 1  2020
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Table 3. Dynamics of mutual tourist trips of Russian and Chinese citizens [18, pp. 162, 163]

Indicator 2015 2016 2017

Tourist trips of Russian citizens to China, thousand 1284 1676 2003
Total trips of Russian citizens abroad, thousand 34390 31659 39629
Share of the Chinese destination in total trips of Russian citizens abroad, % 3.7 5.3 5.1
Tourist trips of Chinese citizens to Russia, thousand 1122 1289 1478
Total trips of foreign citizens to Russia, thousand 2652 24571 24390
Share of China in total trips of foreign citizens to Russia, % 4.2 5.2 6.1

Table 4. Average tuition in the higher educational systems of Russia, China, and Great Britain

Official data on tuition and the costs of related services for foreign students and postgraduate students of the Russian Ministry of
Defense (project Study in Russia) and PRC universities included in the Times Higher Education BRICS Rankings 2018. Data on tuition
in the EU for foreign students from non-EU-member countries are taken from the independent British The Complete University Guide.
Currency exchange rates of the Russian Federation, PRC, and Great Britain to the US dollar (USD/RUB, USD/CNY, and
USD/GBP) were used as of March–April 2018.
* Depending on the category of higher educational institution and specialty.
** Depending on teaching in Chinese or English and specialty.
*** The cost of living and tuition in London universities is about 25–40% higher than in other parts of the country.
**** When meeting several requirements.

Types of educational services
Average cost, $

Russia* China** Great Britain***

Qualification, per year
Bachelor 3000–3340 2200–3500 12900–17000
Specialist 3340–3670 – –
Master 3670–4000 3000–5000 9500–11000
Candidate of Sciences (PhD) 4000–4370 2700–8500 12000–13500

Specialties, per year
Natural sciences and technologies 3900–4200 2900–5300 16800–20000
Liberal arts 3000 1700–4100 15000–16500
Law 5200 7000–12 000 15400–17500
Business and management 3000–8500 3000–5000 13900–15400
Medicine 4170–4500 4000–8200 18000–48000

Additional services
Preparatory department, per year 2000 4200 8000–13000
Thematic summer schools, 4–6 weeks 330–830 540–800 2900–4900

Average cost of living, per month, $
30–45 300–500 800–1400

Material assistance and social benefits, $
Maintenance allowance, per week n/a n/a n/a
Scholarship****, per month 25 476 n/a
ever, tuition plays a decisive role, which is generally
comparable for Russia and China but several times
lower than in, e.g., Great Britain (Table 4).

Besides tuition paid, Russia and China, as well as
several other states, implement support programs for
talented students. According to the priority project
“Developing the Export Potential of the Russian Edu-
cation System,” the Russian Federation envisaged the
HERALD OF THE RUSSIA
annual allocation of 15000 state scholarships to for-
eign students between 2017 and 2025, the awarding of
which (by competition) involves no tuition, free
accommodation (if possible), and the payment of a
standard state scholarship. In 2019, such an average
scholarship was ₽1484 (about $22) per month.

In China, a similar state program (the Government
Scholarship for the Chinese University Program and
N ACADEMY OF SCIENCES  Vol. 90  No. 1  2020
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the Silk Road Program) for non-Chinese students
envisages an exemption from tuition, living fees, full
medical insurance, and the payment of a monthly
scholarship. The Chinese Government Scholarship
Foreign Medical Insurance is about $95 per year; if a
student stays longer than a year, he or she will addi-
tionally need an examination in a state medical insti-
tution before graduation ($95). A one-time resettle-
ment allowance is also about $100.

The functioning mechanisms of the Russian and
Chinese programs to support talented students, com-
pared to other countries, are simpler and more under-
standable. For example, Great Britain has a complex
system of loans, grants, state and nongovernmental
scholarships, and scholarship programs of individual
universities due to high tuition and living fees even for
its own students and students from the European
Union. As for support for talented foreign students by
the British educational system, special scholarship
programs exist for this as well,4 part of them special-
ized exclusively to attract Chinese citizens.5

According to our analysis, the factor of the attrac-
tive cost of Russian educational products reveals itself
in a dual way. Formally, an affordable tuition fee
improves the competitive advantages of the Russian
destination in the global market for educational ser-
vices. However, consideration of the situation in a
wider context shows that low-cost education in Russia
is not decisive for prospective applicants.

Chinese economic growth has made expensive
educational programs affordable for many more Chi-
nese youngsters. Therefore, “study in Russia is the
choice of school graduates with weak certificates and
children from low-income families” [22, p. 42], as well
as those who were unable to pass entrance examina-
tions to highly rated prestigious universities in China
itself, the United States, or Western Europe. Surveys
also show that Chinese students who are positive
toward education in Russia do not consider it a suit-
able and comfortable place for living after graduation
from the university and do not associate their future
with work in Russia [20, p. 41].

Thus, a formal increase in the number of Chinese
students in Russian universities is not directly associ-
ated with an improved attractiveness of the Russian
educational system in the eyes of Chinese society;
rather, the opposite is true. It seems that more reliable
evidence of the growing competitiveness of Russian

4 Chevening Scholarships for International Students is a major
program that annually envisages 1500 scholarships for prospec-
tive foreigners to be qualified as masters. It includes the full
annual tuition in the chosen university, a monthly allowance,
and a paid roundtrip air ticket anywhere in the world.

5 For example, the Great Britain China Center, a nonprofit char-
ity organization, offers by competition the Chinese Student
Awards one-time scholarship of $2100–$4200 only for post-
graduate students from China. Several British universities pro-
vide special scholarships for Chinese students (usually 50% of
their annual training costs).
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education could be an integrated indicator, showing,
e.g., how many foreign students remained in Russia
“to move science” or “to do business,” and how many
foreign graduates from Russian universities were in
demand as highly qualified specialists globally or in
their home countries, received prestigious scientific
and professional prizes, etc. However, this approach
would require qualitative changes in the system of sta-
tistical observations at all levels, to say nothing of the
fact that the improved value of Russian diplomas in
the world is directly related to improvements in the
domestic science and innovation ecosystem, business
development, improving the level and quality of life—
all those factors on which the attractiveness of the
Russian development model depends and, conse-
quently, Russia’s global competitiveness. As the
“Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Feder-
ation” emphasizes, at present, for the first time in
recent history, global competition has acquired a civi-
lizational dimension, implying competition between
various value orientations and development models
[23].

Talent retention problem. Unlike Russia, China,
alongside Canada, Germany, and Japan, is among the
countries that aim not only at increasing the number
of foreign students but also at retaining them in their
labor markets. Several large Chinese cities (Beijing,
Shanghai, and Shenzhen) have implemented complex
regional measures to include foreign graduates into
retraining programs and create additional job oppor-
tunities for them (especially for high-tech and e-com-
merce specialists).

During the past decade, China implemented the
Thousand Talents Program, designed to facilitate the
return of Chinese scientists who had achieved excep-
tional results abroad to the country, to support
national talents, and attract the best foreign special-
ists. The program includes three areas:

• the Innovative 1000 Talents plan: long- and
short-term support programs for Chinese scientists
under the age of 55;

• the Foreign 1000 Talents plan: long- and short-
term programs to attract foreign scientists under the
age of 55;

• the Young Scholar 1000 Talents plan: support
programs for scientists under the age of 40.

Analysts note, “China is interested in brain gain
from around the world, having funds for that and ready
to create attractive conditions for talents” [24]. Never-
theless, the results of the program at this moment are
assessed as dual: China has learned to attract world
famous scientists to the country but has not reached
the desired indicators in retaining both foreigners and
fellow countrymen who studied and made careers
abroad. Thus, specialists who returned received every-
thing they needed to transfer knowledge and expertise
acquired in other countries without problems, but
their own professional development at home was asso-
 Vol. 90  No. 1  2020
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ciated with several difficulties [25]. Comprehensive
analysis of Chinese problems in this sphere could be
useful for Russia in terms of the further improvement
of the program, highly praised in the world, to attract
leading scientists to Russian universities and scientific
organizations using the megagrant mechanism [26].

Education as a tool of influence. As was noted
above, the phenomenon of academic mobility cannot
be considered apart from the issue of foreign policy
influence and from the actively developing “knowl-
edge diplomacy.” Researchers note dualism of inter-
national cooperation in the sphere of higher educa-
tion. Figuratively speaking, academic ties, as well as
humanitarian interaction in general, are “dual-use
technologies,” because, along with deepening mutual
understanding and developing friendship and cooper-
ation between nations, it is always a targeted cultural
influence to form positive attitudes among citizens of
one country to the way of life, people, and policy of
another country [27–29].

As for China, all areas of activity and programs in
humanitarian cooperation implemented by this coun-
try are characterized by internal unity and close inter-
relationships, because they are a set of tools to solve
strategic tasks associated with a higher status and
authority of China in the international arena. Among
these tools is cultural diplomacy, based on Sino–for-
eign cooperation in higher education (the global net-
work of Confucius Institutes), programs of interna-
tional assistance in the development of higher educa-
tion, and programs of attracting foreign students to
Chinese universities [30].

Many countries, including the Russian Federation,
implement a similar “knowledge diplomacy” strategy.
However, there is a fine line between mutually benefi-
cial cooperation and “pushing” one’s own interests.
From this point of view, it is necessary to analyze
attentively the institutional and substantial develop-
ment of Russian–Chinese relations in the humanitar-
ian dimension to determine the limits of the permissi-
ble use of educational contacts as a “soft power” tool
and unconditional exclusion of any possibilities of
turning educational cooperation into a channel for
conducting a “sharp power” policy. The term sharp
power entered the political discourse not long ago and
is used to fix forms of foreign policy associated with
harsh manipulation of public opinion in the affected
countries.6 If soft power is “winning hearts and
minds,” sharp power is propaganda and manipulation
[31].

Considering the above, the assessment of the
results of the Chinese project of the global network of
Confucius Institutes on Russian territory seems con-
troversial. Confucius Institutes and Confucius classes
are a network of cultural-and-educational centers,

6 This term was first used in 2017 in a report of the American
National Endowment for Democracy entitled “Sharp Power:
Rising Authoritarian Influence.”
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which the Office of the Chinese Language Council
International of the Chinese Ministry of Education
(Hanban) has been building since 2004 on the basis of
universities in various countries. China considers this
project as a major component of promotion of its cul-
tural and educational policy abroad, a propaganda
tool of Chinese national values and a positive image of
China. In 2018, 548 Confucius Institutes and 1193
Confucius classes operated in 154 countries, in which
nearly 1.9 mln people studied. According to various
data, about 20 Confucius Institutes (the first was
founded in 2007) and five Confucius schools operate
in the Russian Federation [32]. Note also that, in 2017,
the Federal Service for Supervision of Education and
Science tested a model of state final certification of
programs for basic general and secondary general edu-
cation in the Chinese language, and from 2019, the
Chinese language will be included in the Russian Uni-
fied State Examination (USE).

Formally, we are speaking about mirror processes
associated with the creation of an infrastructure of
Russian–Chinese humanitarian cooperation (friend-
ship societies, culture centers, funds). An intergovern-
mental agreement on the study of the Russian lan-
guage in China and the Chinese language in the Rus-
sian Federation was signed back in 2005 [33], and
questions of mutual support of Confucius Institutes in
Russia and Russian language centers in China have
constantly been discussed since 2007 at meetings of
the standing Russian–Chinese Intergovernmental
Commission on Humanitarian Cooperation. How-
ever, gaps in legal regulation and the shortage of con-
tent control over the activities of Confucius Institutes
on Russian territory contain risks of turning these enti-
ties into a tool of pursuing Chinese interests. Note, in
particular, that, to open a Confucius Institute within a
Russian university, an agreement with a Chinese part-
ner is required, and the above Hanban agency
approves the agreement after a thorough assessment of
prospects without approval by Russian official struc-
tures. The Confucius Institutes are directly funded
from China [32].

The activities of Confucius Institutes are harshly
criticized in the world, and some governments have
begun to close them. The main reasons are the low
level of teaching Chinese, noncompliance with educa-
tional standards, the introduction of ideological con-
cepts of China’s role in the world, the desire to create
an alternative Sinology, and the formation of a pro-
Chinese lobby. The Chinese party uses Confucius
Institutes to form associates loyal to its policies in for-
eign universities and independently selects promising
students, directly providing them with scholarships.
Thus, an alternative and uncontrolled tool of influ-
ence on citizens of another country is created institu-
tionally. A characteristic illustration is the fact that
currently Confucius Institutes are the only place in
Russia to pass a qualified examination in Chinese, and
N ACADEMY OF SCIENCES  Vol. 90  No. 1  2020



RUSSIAN–CHINESE ACADEMIC MOBILITY 21
the personal data of the examinees are obligatorily sent
to China.

As the project of Confucius Institutes is part of dip-
lomatic arrangements and an element of the infra-
structure of Russian–Chinese humanitarian coopera-
tion, they will continue to develop. However, it is obvi-
ous that this process should be duly regulated, based
on the interests of the Russian party. In particular, it is
expedient to offer China to continue to develop the
network of Confucius Institutes in Russia through a
program council, specially established for this pur-
pose, which should include representatives of the min-
istries of education of both countries, as well as repre-
sentatives of leading universities, specialists on China,
and methodologists in Chinese. The activities of Con-
fucius Institutes on Russian territory should be carried
out strictly within the framework of Russian national
legislation (similarly to MSU–BIT University in
Shenzhen that operates under national Chinese laws).
Obviously, it is also necessary to control funding,
which comes from the Chinese party to Russian resi-
dents, considering the current legislation, including
the possible extension of the provisions of the Federal
Law of July 20, 2012, no. 121-FZ, On Amendments to
Separate Legislative Acts of the Russian Federation on
the Regulation of Activities of Nonprofit Organiza-
tions That Function as a Foreign Agent.

Competitive partnership. Analysis shows that Rus-
sian–Chinese cooperation in various areas, including
the development of mutual academic mobility, are
characterized not only by complexity but also by a cer-
tain duality, because, leaving aside the unanimity in
assessing the importance of strategic partnership
between Russian and China and the strengthening of
friendship and good neighborliness, there remain prob-
lems of mismatching (and often even opposing interests
of the other party) ideas of the goals and methods of
implementing the decisions made. Therefore, experts
often say that Russian and Chinese ties are characterized
by “hot” relations between the governments and “cold”
relations between the peoples [34, 35].

It seems that the conceptual basis for complex strate-
gies in developing bilateral cooperation with China in
general and educational ties in particular may be the
model of competitive partnership, which consistently
describes the interaction between Russia and China.

The term competitive partnership is actively used in
modern economic science, which analyzes evolution-
ary processes of the competitive principle in a “deeply
interrelated world.” Competition itself is known to be
a systemic, multilevel, and dynamic phenomenon, the
universal theory of which claims to be an independent
field of scientific knowledge [36–38]. At the mac-
rolevel, the competitive principle forms relations that
determine the parameters of the entire system of the
market economy; at the mesolevel, it sets mechanisms
of interaction between market agents; and at the
microlevel, it determines ways of implementing com-
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petitors’ economic goals. The effects of globalization
and digital revolution not only change deeply the char-
acteristics of productive forces, competing agents, and
the conditions of their competition but also modify the
competitive principle itself [39–41]. As a result, strug-
gle and confrontation are replaced with a trend of
developing a competitive partnership, based on coop-
erative solidarity of competing economic agents.
Within this communication, competition unites with
the mutual assistance and cooperation of the parties.

Diverse aspects of complex interactions between
Russia and China in various spheres show that the
competition of a competitive partnership most fully
defines not only the principles but also the strategy of
the current Russian–Chinese relations.

Note that a similar conceptual approach but for
somewhat different goals (for the development of pos-
sible measures to restore strategic trust between the
United States and China, ruined by the trade war) was
proposed by the Chinese party in the fall of 2018 at a
conference of the Peterson Institute for International
Economics [42]. The leaders of the European Union
reasoned around the same paradigm on a model of
building relations with China. For example, European
Commission President J.-C. Juncker noted that China
and Europe are both strategic partners and rivals, but
“competition among us is a good thing” [43].

The use of competitive partnership ideas for a
deeper understanding of driving mechanisms and the
conceptualization of diverse contacts between Russia
and China make it possible to assess objectively the
strong and weak positions of our countries in bilateral
projects, as well as in the wider context of interaction
in the global arena. The presence of elements of coop-
eration and integration in Russian–Chinese relations
does not exclude the implementation of individual
strategies aimed at gain in competition.

Individual elements of the proposed approach can
be found in various official documents of the Russian
Federation, reflecting the vision of prospects for the
development of Russian–Chinese relations. Thus, the
passport of the priority project “Developing the
Export Potential of the Russian Education System”
indicates high-degree competition as an implementa-
tion risk not only with Western but also with Chinese
educational institutions. This risk should be warned by
measures such as the following:

(1) the diversification of regional and country des-
tinations of Russian educational exports considering
demographic, socioeconomic, historicocultural, and
geopolitical factors, as well as labor markets and the
Russian economy and politics;

(2) the formation of new proposals and forms of
educational services, competitive and sought after in
the education market;

(3) the stimulation of initiatives and competitive
projects of Russian universities to recruit foreign stu-
dents [15].
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However, this document does not answer the ques-
tion of the desirable target action model. Should Rus-
sia avoid competition with China, focusing on Russian
educational exports still untapped for some reason by
China? Or is it necessary to compete directly with
Chinese educational establishments and programs?
Perhaps, it is more important to pool efforts with
China to oust other players in the struggle for a share
in the global market for educational services? Obvi-
ously, all these are different tasks, which require differ-
ent strategies and tactics.

Among positive factors of Russia’s concept of com-
petitive partnership when developing the strategy and
tactics in relations with China in higher education is
primarily the growth of mutual trust, which itself is a
valuable resource at all levels in bilateral relations. In
the economy of education, the implementation of the
competitive partnership concept opens up opportuni-
ties for economies of scale and increases the value of
educational products and the general efficiency of
national education markets, stimulating the purchase
of additional products and services. Another conse-
quence is the growing efficiency of budgetary expendi-
tures, because the amount of investments necessary to
create new sustainable markets of educational prod-
ucts and services and to support their providers should
decrease for the Russian party. Moreover, the creation
of competitive partnerships among players in the
global market stimulates processes that international-
ize systems of higher education and improve their
competitive potential.

What are the necessary and sufficient conditions for
benefiting from a partnership? A competitive partner-
ship functions efficiently when the partners acknowl-
edge that they share each other’s values and are united
in understanding strategic goals but do not intend to
limit individual successes in the competitive sphere. A
partnership is profitable to the partners if one by one
they are unable to compete with the market leaders.
The partners realize their interdependence as a major
condition for long-term and mutually beneficial coop-
eration. Also necessary are special procedures to
maintain trust (in unavoidable conflicts) and prevent
the degeneration of partnership relations. A partner-
ship of competitors assumes that the partners value the
opportunity to learn from each other, are ready to con-
tribute meaningfully to cooperation, but at the same
time observe the principle of mutuality and are able to
control (and limit) access to products and technolo-
gies the transfer of which may damage the competitive
potential of the donor country.

The coordinates outlined do not limit the model of
target partnership between Russia and China in higher
education to indicators of academic exchanges and
should take into account educational products, regu-
latory measures, and institutional opportunities.
Strategies of development of Russian–Chinese coop-
eration in higher education should be built to amplify
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the potential of the Russian Federation and China in
competition with other players in the global market for
educational services but at the same time exclude any
possible violations of the national interests of each
other (“brain gain,” technology theft, industrial espi-
onage, etc.).

The history of the establishment and functioning of
Russian–Chinese MSU–BIT University in Shenzhen
seems to represent a unique opportunity for a deep
probe into the specifics of practical implementation of
the principles of a competitive partnership between
two countries in higher education [44]. Designed to be
“an effective platform to share experience and choose
innovative ways of development of educational pro-
cesses” and also a supplier of highly skilled personnel
“to implement joint programs on cooperation in a
wide range of destinations,” [45] the university oper-
ates in the territory of a dynamically developing high-
tech area (fourth place in China by GDP), where the
Chinese party forms a powerful educational cluster of
world-level universities. In particular, joint higher
education institutions have been created here based on
the universities of California (Berkley), Rochester
(United States), Melbourne and Queensland (Austra-
lia), Copenhagen (Denmark), and higher education
institutions of other countries. The joint universities
will work in the face of fierce competition. In fact, the
Shenzhen educational cluster is a minimodel of a
global market where Russian educational programs
directly compete with Western programs. In this situ-
ation, the success and reputation of the Russian edu-
cational model will depend not so much on its content
and quality as on the correctly built relations with the
Chinese party.

* * *
The first integrated research into the specifics of

Russian–Chinese educational cooperation and aca-
demic mobility shows that it is a complex and dynam-
ically changing phenomenon, the influence of which
goes far beyond bilateral relations in the sphere of
higher education and science. Analysis of a large array
of documents, as well as statistical and empirical data,
leads to the conclusion that factors such as the lack of
volumetric vision of what is happening, the unsuccess-
ful decomposition of strategic goals into specific tasks,
and enthusiasm for process and project management
approaches do not allow one to identify quickly the
potential risks and unfavorable trends for Russia in the
sphere considered. The existing target model of devel-
opment of Russian–Chinese academic mobility,
based on quantitative indicators, disregards the mean-
ingful specifics of the process and is insufficiently har-
monized with the solutions to other, no less import-
ant, tasks associated with the pursuit of the interests of
the Russian Federation in the international arena and
the achievement of goals of our country’s national
development.
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The lack of systemic scientific ideas of the essen-
tially transdisciplinary phenomenon of educational
migration has led to the fact that processes managed
within international cooperation in higher education,
the export of educational services, and the stimulation
of academic mobility are distributed among and dis-
solved in various areas of state policy: foreign, migra-
tional, educational, scientific-innovative, labor, etc.,
despite the importance of the integrated approach
declared in official documents.7

We suggest that the phenomenon of Russian–Chi-
nese educational cooperation is considered as a com-
petitive partnership, and we tried to demonstrate rea-
sonably in this article that the concept of competitive
partnership can be efficient not only as an explanatory
model but also as a practical philosophy and a general
principle of relations between two countries. This con-
ceptual approach is relevant not only for scientific the-
ory but also for the practice of public administration:
its use creates the basis for the improvement of target
models and strategies for the Russian Federation in
developing the humanitarian dimension of Russian–
Chinese relations.
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