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Abstract 

This article analyzes strategic planning in Russia’s export of higher education and the prospects for its implementation 

under the ongoing fragmentation of international relations. The purpose of the study is to assess how much the country’s 

priorities have changed in the export of higher education and how these changes affected goal setting and 

geographical guidelines. 

The article uses a multidisciplinary approach, since the problem of exporting education is at the intersection 

of two research areas: international relations and foreign policy and higher education and the internationalization of 

higher education. The empirical material of the study includes strategic documents regulating foreign policy and the 

export of education, documents of ministries and departments of the Russian Federation, and statistical data on the 

state of higher education in the Russian Federation. The authors also analyze research publications, analytical reports, 

and other materials on this topic. 

It is concluded that the export of higher education began to be considered by the Russian government as an 

important direction of foreign policy after the start of the sanctions regime against the Russian Federation in 2014 and 

the actual breakdown of institutional cooperation with western universities. The geographic reorientation of academic 

cooperation of the Russian Federation with non-western countries is changing the priorities of the export of education, 

strengthening the political component in it and pushing the declared economic component to the background. 

The scope of available official statistics on the real volume of funds received from the export of Russian higher 

education make it difficult to assess the economic efficiency of this type of Russian activity on the global market. 

According to the report of the Ministry of Science and Higher Education for 2023, the stated quantitative goals for the 

export of higher education have not been achieved, although the problems that impede it are being addressed. 
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Introduction 
 

Recent events have changed significantly the global context in which Russia exports higher 

education, including the emergence of challenges associated with the fragmentation of 

international relations. The main challenge is the regime of formal and informal sanctions that 

Russian universities are facing since 2014 and especially since 2022. Mogilevsky K.I., Deputy 

Minister of Science and Higher Education, speaking at the St. Petersburg International Economic 

Forum in June 2023, said that Russia will use “the window of opportunities for educational and 

research cooperation with those countries that are already showing high growth rates and are 

interested in quality education for their citizens,” and “to interact even more intensively with 

partners and focus on exporting Russian education abroad and inviting international students” 

[Mogilevskij, 2023].  

The research aims to analyse the rationales of the Russian export of higher education under 

the challenges posed by the restructuring of international relations and new trends in international 

cooperation of the Russian Federation. The peculiarity of our approach is the analysis of the 

rationales of the Russian export of higher education at the intersection of two research areas: the 

export of education as a part of foreign policy and the export of education as a part of higher 

education internationalisation. Both research areas focus on specific issues and use different 

methodologies. In our paper we consider the export of higher education as a part of the Russian 

Federation foreign policy, taking into account the institutional features of Russian higher 

education system. 

Research in Russian foreign policy is conceptualised within the framework of Political 

Science and International Relations Studies, where the export of higher education is analysed in 

the context of national interests. This research area mostly reflects the challenges and 

opportunities that the international situation offers, as well as how these challenges and 

opportunities are interpreted in identifying national interests, priorities and threats, allies, partners 

and competitors. 

The article aims to assess how the priorities of Russian education exports have changed in 

order to identify stable trends (constants) and those changes (variables) that have occurred in 

recent years. The research novelty is looking at the rationales of Russian education export through 

the prism of Russian foreign policy documents since the1990s. The research methodology is 

based on analysis of the official documents that formulate foreign policy concepts and goals for 

the export of higher education in the Russian Federation, available departmental statistics, 

analytics and research articles on this topic. 

 

Concepts in the research on export of higher education 
  

The definition of the term ‘export of higher education’ in this research is taken from Russian 

strategic documents. In particular, it appeared in the draft of the “Concept for the export of 

educational services of the Russian Federation, 2011–2020”, published in 2010. The latter defines 

the term as “the provision of educational services to foreign citizens in Russia and abroad” 

[Government of the RF, 2010, p. 96]. In the Strategy for the Development of Export of Services 

until 2025, the export of educational services is defined as “the provision of educational services 

to foreign students studying full-time or using modern communication technologies (online 



 

 
 

INTERATIONAL ORGANISATIONS RESEARCH JOURNAL. Vol. 19. № 4 (2024) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 

INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS RESEARCH JOURNAL. 2024. Vol. 19. No 4. P. 124-143  

learning)” [Government of the RF, 2019, p. 121]. These definitions сontain the main criteria, by 

which the export of education can be separated from other activities of the country and its 

representatives. 

This research is based on the idea that educational export is a part of international 

educational interaction, which in its turn is a part of the internationalisation of higher education. 

J. Knight identified four rationales for the internationalisation of education: academic, economic, 

political and social ones. Academic rationale aims at developing international cooperation in 

research and teaching, improving institutions of cooperation, and improving quality and academic 

standards. Economic rationale includes increasing the competitiveness of the national education 

system, generating income, attracting specialists necessary for national economy and stimulating 

economic development. Political rationale is subordinated to the interests of foreign policy, 

including issues of national security, providing technical assistance, maintaining peace and 

developing mutual understanding between peoples, and the formation of national and regional 

identity. Social rationale involves influencing national cultural identity, intercultural 

understanding, citizenship and community development. Political and economic rationales have 

become the “key driving forces” of the internationalisation of higher education in many countries 

of the world [Knight, 2012, p. 35]. He proposed to distinguish two types of internationalisation ‒ 

domestic (at home) and international (cross-border) ones. Domestic internationalisation is 

implemented through an open system of national education, modernization of training programs, 

inviting foreign lecturers and students, developing joint research and holding various events. 

International internationalisation implies cross-border mobility of people, programs, educational 

providers, projects and policies [Knight, 2012, p. 36‒38]. His typology is essential for 

determining the rationales of exports and the tools that were adopted to achieve the goals set in 

official documents. 

Researchers focus on the activities of actors that implement successful programmes of 

internationalisation and export of education, including those in public diplomacy ‒ the USA, 

France, the UK, and the European Union [de Wit, 2002; Pashkovskaja, 2006; Tsvetkova et al., 

2015; Gorbunova, 2011; Nikolaev 2022]. Other scholars believe that the growing importance of 

education “as soft power” reflects trends in global economic development (knowledge economy 

and post-industrial society), where quality education is important for the modernisation of the 

economy and society [Wojciuk et al., 2015, pp. 310‒313]. Researchers argue that China is 

exporting education in line with the dissemination of “soft power” to create the image of the 

‘Chinese Dream’ similarly to the ‘American Dream’ [Akkari et al, 2023, p. 6], whilst others 

suppose that China is seeking to compensate the drain of its students abroad [Vergnaud, Palisse, 

2018, p. 68‒71]. Many scholars recognise the influence of American higher education on 

exchange programme participants and consider it a manifestation of the US ‘soft power’ [Nye, 

2005, p. 13; Fominykh, 2008; Chankseliani, 2018]. The academic cooperation programmes of the 

European Union (notably Tempus, Erasmus, Erasmus+) are an example of academic cooperation 

aimed at achieving a whole range of objectives. These include reforming the higher education 

system, improving its quality and competitiveness at the global market, participating in the ‘talent 

scouting’, transfer of European values and strengthening of European identity among youngsters 

[European Commission, 2011, p. 3–4; European Commission, 2013]. These goals include 

academic, political, social and economic components. Researchers note the influence of academic 

mobility on the identity of young people, reflected in the concept of the ‘Erasmus generation’ 

[Mitchell, 2015; Oborune, 2015; Deriglazova, 2023]. European researchers consider EU 
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academic mobility programs being a foreign policy instrument [Moscovitz, Zahavi, 2019]. Others 

argue that the introduction of sanctions by EU countries against Russian universities in 2022 

indicates the relative success of this sector of the Russian economy and the perception of higher 

education as a service [Lanko, Zotova, 2022, p. 55]. 

The study of higher education in the Russian Federation is experiencing a real boom, and 

over the past thirty years hundreds of research papers were published and dozens of theses were 

defended on the topics of internationalisation and export of higher education. The leading centre 

of international academic cooperation in Russia is the Higher School of Economics, whose 

experts participate actively in the development and implementation of programmes for the 

internationalisation and export of Russian higher education.  Good examples include the annual 

reports of the Higher School of Economics named “Education in Figures” (2014–2023)). The 

Center for Sociological Research (“Sociocenter”) of the Ministry of Science and Higher 

Education of the Russian Federation (https://sociocenter.info/) plays an important role in 

collecting and analysing data on the participation of Russian universities in the export of higher 

education. 

The internationalisation of higher education in Russia began with the lifting of restrictions 

on direct contacts of regions and universities with foreign partners, with the introduction of fees 

for training and the appearance of foreign state and private foundations in Russia [Larionova et 

al., 2007; Marquand, 2009]. The internationalisation of higher education was a part of the main 

government programmes, and the manifested goals of the internationalisation of education were 

its modernisation, improving its quality and competitiveness at the global market [Abankina et 

al., 2007; Platonova, Semyonov, 2018, p. 353‒362]. 

In the 2000s the Russian government formulated the task of exporting Russian higher 

education as a “non-raw material resource” and initiated programmes aimed at increasing the 

competitiveness of Russian universities at the global market of educational services. Since 2017, 

the number of publications on this topic has increased due to the launch of the project 

“Development of the export potential of the Russian education system” [Nefedova, 2017; 

Zashhitina, Pavlov, 2019; Krasnova, 2021]. The experts discuss the situation and prospects for 

educational export, its problems and achievements [Arefiev, 2020], challenges that universities 

are facing while implementing such projects [Zashhitina, Pavlov, 2019; Skorobogatova, 2021], 

and particularities of export of Russian higher education to certain regions [Golomidova, 2020; 

Pogorelskaya, 2023]. 

Russian researchers regard the export of Russian higher education being a ‘soft power’ and 

foreign policy tool. It has been noted that in the USSR, higher education “was used as an 

instrument of foreign policy” and “promoted the prestige of the Soviet Union abroad” [Lebedeva, 

Fort, 2009, p. 2]. It has been pointed out that Russia should strengthen its role as “the main 

educational centre in the CIS “in accordance with the priorities of its foreign policy” [Torkunov, 

2012, p. 90]. Bobylo believed that the export of education is a tool for realising the country’s 

national interests in specific regions of the world [Bobylo, 2016]. Nikolaev stressed the multiple 

goals of Russian export of education, including “attracting talented, solvent and strong foreign 

applicants”, “a source of income, a way to improve the reputation of national universities in  the 

global educational space” [Nikolaev, 2022, p. 162]. Skorobogatova was of the opinion that there 

was a change in priorities of educational export, which is more likely to be a tool of public 

diplomacy rather than foreign economic activity [Skorobogatova, 2020, p. 170]. 

Thus, researchers identify several rationales that states pursue while adopting the policies 

https://sociocenter.info/
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of internationalisation and export of higher education, namely academic, political, social and 

economic. The export of higher education is realised via two types of internationalisation ‒ 

domestic and international. Export of higher education reflects the success of the policy of 

internationalisation of education, as it requires openness of the country and its higher education 

system to attract interested partners (at the level of countries, organisations and people), ensuring 

accessibility of education for international students, appropriate migration regulation, recognition 

of qualifications, creating safe and comfortable conditions for international students and 

specialists coming to Russia. In the following sections we will analyse how the rationales for the 

export of Russian education were formulated and transformed in official documents. 

 

Constants and variables in rationales for the export of Russian 

higher education 
 

The topic of higher education appears in Russian foreign policy documents quite early, but in a 

specific way. The export of education was not mentioned in any general foreign policy conceptual 

document, but the topic of Russian education, culture and science is present in the documents 

regulating the relations of the Russian Federation with countries that were part of the Socialist 

bloc and the USSR. The Concept adopted in 1995 posed the goal of preventing the transformation 

of Eastern European countries “into a kind of buffer belt isolating us from the West” as well as 

preventing “the ousting of Russia by Western powers from the Eastern European region, which 

is already becoming quite real.” The document states the need to “take measures to consolidate 

the breakthrough in relations with Bulgaria” and “to prepare an intergovernmental agreement on 

cooperation in education, science and culture.”  The Concept mentions the need to create legal 

basis for cooperation with the CIS countries, including “mutual recognition of diplomas and 

certificates of education, academic degrees and titles, and cultural and research cooperation.”  It 

underlines crucial importance of “the policy of supporting science and education, the problem of 

preserving the country’s intellectual potential, intelligentsia personnel, including technical ones,”  

since “this strata is the most vulnerable under the conditions of the emerging market, and it is 

precisely this strata that the country critically needs for revival” [Shakleina, 2002, vol. 4, p. 29, 

35]. 

The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation adopted in 2000 stated as one of the 

main goals the promotion of “a positive perception of the Russian Federation in the world” and 

the popularization of the Russian language. In this document, the “multi-million Russian diaspora 

‒ the Russian World” is regarded as a “partner” in “the matter of expanding and strengthening 

the area of the Russian language and culture” [Government of the RF, 2000, part I]. The Concept 

adopted in 2008 talked about “promoting an objective perception of the Russian Federation in the 

world” and “support and popularization of the Russian language in foreign countries” 

[Government of the RF, 2008с, part II]. 

Successive Foreign Policy Concepts mentioned culture, education and science as symbols 

of the country’s achievements and highlighted the need to “work to create a positive image of 

Russia, corresponding to the authority of its culture, education, science" [Government of the RF, 

2013а, par. 39о]. The same section states the goal of “forming the tools to influence its perception 

in the world, improving the system of soft power application” (ibid.). The Concept adopted in 

2016 similarly stated the goal of “strengthening Russia’s role in the global humanitarian space” 
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by “popularising the achievements” of culture, cultural and historical heritage, Russian education 

and science. The goal of “consolidating the Russian diaspora” is also mentioned there 

[Government of the RF, 2016]. 

The goals of internationalisation and export of Russian education were outlined in official 

documents with general title of “Concept of State Policy of the Russian Federation”, although 

these very terms were not always mentioned in documents. In spring 1995, the concept for the 

support of partnership of Russian universities and those created by the USSR abroad was adopted. 

It aimed at the “preservation and enhancement of high research and pedagogical potential of 

educational institutions of the Russian Federation as the national heritage of the country,” as well 

as “formation of a new, balanced system of relationships,” including the former USSR republics. 

The Concept enumerated the measures for updating the formats of partnership and permitted fees 

for teaching international students. It was supposed to “create conditions for the transition of 

Russian educational institutions to training foreign citizens on a compensation basis, mainly 

under contracts and agreements” signed by relevant departments of the Russian Federation with 

state educational authorities of foreign countries. The document indicated that up to one thousand 

scholarships would be allocated annually for international students and “an annual assignment of 

up to 50 teachers of Russian language and literature” to partner countries [Government of the RF, 

1995]. 

In 2002 the Basic Provisions of the Concept of State Policy of the Russian Federation in 

Training National Staff for Foreign Countries in Russian Educational Organisations were 

adopted. The document described the country’s educational potential as “a very significant 

national export resource (our emphasis)", the competitive advantages of which are high quality 

and accessibility, a wide range of educational services, intellectual resources and high research 

and pedagogical potential. The Provisions assumed that the export of education would attract 

additional funds for the development of the education system [Government of the RF, 2002]. 

The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the Eurasian Economic Community 

(EAEC) were named as priority areas. The approved action plan included improving “information 

and advertising support”, promoting the study of Russian language abroad, expanding the 

admission of students from the CIS countries on the competitive basis, providing scholarships 

and opportunities for educational fees (contracts) [Ministry of Science and Higher Education of 

the RF, 2002]. The Basic Provisions of the Concept stated that “conceptual and organisational 

foundations of the Bologna process” would be explored and Russian universities would adapt “to 

work at the world market,” which meant going beyond the CIS and the EAEC and the prospects 

for the Russian Federation to join the European Higher Education Area. The Basic Provisions of 

the Concept put both political and economic goals for academic cooperation: “training the 

intellectual elite of foreign countries in order to ensure the long-term political and economic 

interests of Russia in the regions of the world” as well as “the use of graduates of Russian 

universities to create long-term favorable conditions for the development of political, trade, 

economic, research and technical cooperation between Russia and foreign countries” 

[Government of the RF, 2002]. 

In 2008 the Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of Independent States Affairs, 

Compatriots Living Abroad, and International Humanitarian Cooperation of the Russian 

Federation (Rossotrudnichestvo) was created to contribute to “the development of international 

relations of the Russian Federation in education, the promotion of Russian educational services 

to the world market, expanding cooperation between Russian and foreign educational 
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organisations” [Government of the RF, 2008a]. 

The education system was given special attention in the “Concept of the long-term social 

and economic development of the Russian Federation for the period till 2020”, approved in 2008. 

The following achievements of the Russian Federation were noted there: obtaining the status of 

a market economy, completing the reform of political institutions, the economy and the 

management system, overcoming “trends of social confrontation in society”, successful 

integration into the world arena and restoration of the status of a “strong economic power” in the 

world [Government of the RF, 2008b, pp. 2‒3]. The need for the Russian Federation to combine 

two models of development ‒ catching up and advanced ones – was identified as a challenge. The 

Concept noted that the Russian economy should become “an economy of knowledge and high 

technology,” comparable “in its contribution to the gross domestic product with the oil and gas 

and raw materials sectors” [ibid.]. Modernisation of the education system was supposed to 

become the basis for “dynamic economic growth and social development” and a factor in “the 

well-being of citizens and the national security”. By 2020, it was planned to “establish about 20 

world-class research and educational centres”. The document also posed economic goal, namely 

increasing the competitiveness of Russian education and positioning Russia as one of the leaders 

in the export of educational services. According to the document, by 2020 the share of foreign 

students studying in the Russian Federation should reach 5% of the total number of students. 

Thus, it was mentioned that the conditions should be created for students from the CIS countries 

to study in Russia. The overall political task was to “strengthen the positive image of the country 

abroad” [ibid., pp. 41, 46, 48, 53]. 

In 2012 the current Federal Law on Education was adopted. The document granted the 

right to receive higher education at the expense of the state budget in Russian universities to 

foreign citizens with the status of compatriots [Federalʼnyj zakon “Ob obrazovanii v Rossijskoj 

Federacii”, 2012]. In 2013 a Governmental Decree was adopted under the title “On establishing 

a quota for the education of foreign citizens and stateless persons in the Russian Federation” 

[Government of the RF, 2013b]. These documents reflected the intention to provide an 

opportunity for former USSR citizens and their children who found themselves outside the 

Russian Federation for various reasons (emigration, citizenship or residence in one of the 

countries of the former USSR) to receive education in Russia. It was intended to provide higher 

and secondary vocational education to up to 15 thousand people per year at the expense of the 

federal budget (ibid.). 

In 2014, the “Concept of the Promotion of Russian Education in Branches of 

Rossotrudnichestvo Abroad” was approved. This activity was considered as a foreign policy 

instrument aimed at “strengthening the positive image of the country in the world, “corresponding 

to the authority of its culture, education, science, sports, the level of development of civil society” 

as well as aimed at “increasing the competitiveness of the Russian higher education system and 

the socio-economic development of the country in general” [Government of the RF, 2014a, ch. 

I]. 

In 2014 the “Concept of the Russian Federation's State Policy in the Area of International 

Development Assistance” was adopted, which stated the need to “strengthen the positive 

perception of the Russian Federation and its cultural and humanitarian influence in the world” 

also by “improving the quality of education, firstly primary and professional one, for the 

population of recipient states, as well as ensuring its accessibility” [Government of the RF, 

2014b]. 
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The National Security Strategy adopted in 2015, urged “increasing the export of quality 

educational services, primarily to the CIS member states, increasing the attractiveness of 

education in Russian at the global market of educational services” in the context of national 

security problems [Government of the RF, 2015, p. 26]. In the National Security Strategy adopted 

in 2021, the task was formulated in a similar way, namely as “increasing the role of Russia in the 

global humanitarian, cultural, research and educational realm” [Government of the RF, 2021, par. 

93]. 

In 2017 the Passport of the Priority Project “Development of the Export Potential of 

Russian Education System” was adopted as a part of the National Project called “Education”. Its 

main goal was to increase the attractiveness and competitiveness of Russian education at the 

international market of educational services and to increase non-resource exports of the Russian 

Federation. In 2017–2025 it was planned to more than triple the number of foreign citizens 

receiving full-time secondary vocational and higher education in Russia (up to 710 thousand 

people), and to increase the number of international students at Russian online courses from 1.1 

million to 3.5 million people. As the result, the expected profit from the export of educational 

services would grow by more than 5 times and exceed 373 billion rubles in 2025 [Government of 

the RF, 2017]. 

In 2018 the National Project “Education” for 2019–2024 was adopted. It was aimed at 

ensuring global competitiveness of Russian education and the inclusion of the Russian Federation 

in the top ten countries of the world in terms of the quality of general education. It assumed that 

by the end of 2024, sixty Russian universities would implement at least 5 educational programmes 

each that have passed international accreditation. By 2024 it was planned to double the number 

of international students at Russian universities (up to 425 thousand people) and create the 

conditions “for the employment of the best of them in the Russian Federation.” It also provided 

for the creation of the necessary infrastructure, namely 77.6 thousand new places on campuses) 

[Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the RF, 2018]. 

The Strategy for the Development of Export of Services adopted in 2019 called for 

“promoting financially and administratively affordable education for international students”. 

Developing campuses, improving marketing of Russian educational services abroad, ensuring 

language accessibility of education, creating a “flexible system of financial support and incentives 

for foreign students” and “harmonisation of educational programmes in priority areas of training” 

were called the main directions of Russia’s policy in this area [Government of the RF, 2019, p. 

130‒131]. 

In September 2022 the “Concept of the humanitarian policy of the Russian Federation 

abroad” was adopted aimed at the proliferation of an objective perception of the Russian 

Federation abroad and promoting traditional Russian spiritual and moral values. Three out of ten 

tasks outlined in the document were directly related to education: “5) popularisation of Russian 

achievements in culture, science, education, sports, information and communication 

technologies; 6) increasing the competitiveness of Russian education and using its potential to 

expand Russian humanitarian influence in the world; 7) development of international cooperation 

in culture, research, education, sports and tourism”. Priority regions for cooperation were named 

in the following order: the Commonwealth of Independent States, the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, BRICS, Asia-Pacific, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean” [Government of 

the RF, 2022]. 

In March 2023 the current “Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation” was 
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adopted. The document defined education as a tool for creating a positive perception of the 

Russian Federation, and also outlined the goals of “strengthening the position of the Russian 

language in the world, countering the campaign of Russophobia carried out by unfriendly foreign 

states and their associations, as well as increasing mutual understanding and strengthening trust 

between states” [Government of the RF, 2023]. In May 2024 the Presidential decree on national 

development goals posed the goal of increasing the number of international students in Russian 

universities to 500 thousand by 2030 [Government of the RF, 2024]. 

Summarising the review of official documents concerning international educational 

cooperation, we can identify the following constants. The education system was presented as an 

important symbol of the advanced development of Russia, its science and culture. The documents 

adopted in the 1990s and 2000s regarded international cooperation as a part of the education 

system modernisation and the integration of Russian education into the international area, 

including the European Higher Education Area. The CIS countries stayed constantly the 

geographical priority. The aim of cooperating with then was reformatting of cooperation under 

new conditions in order to retain the place and the role of Russian higher education, language and 

culture. Educational policy regarding the Russian-speaking diaspora was announced in the 2000s. 

Providing government funding for students from the CIS countries and representatives of the 

Russian diaspora may be interpreted as a manifestation of political, social and economic 

rationales. The economic rationale was not so much to attract additional income from the export 

of education, since higher education was for free for many international students, but as a way to 

attract qualified personnel to the Russian labour market. Political and social rationales comprised 

using education, language and culture as a way to maintain the influence and positive image of 

Russia. 

Documents adopted in the 2010 and 2020s defined more clearly the export of Russian 

education as an integral part of the humanitarian policy aimed at creating a positive image of 

Russia. In the 2020s new regional directions of international educational cooperation were 

identified, namely Asian, African and Latin American countries within the existing formats of 

cooperation and outside of them. 

 

Changes in the policy of promoting  

the export of Russian higher education 

 

Changes of the rationales for the export of Russian higher education reflect the changes in internal 

and external (international) conditions for the implementation of this policy. The transformation 

of rationales affected the choice of the terms: before 2017 the term “promotion of educational 

services” was more often used. After 2017 the concept of “export” is used widely. The target 

indicators changed, namely the number of international students and the expected income from 

the export of education, as well as the number of quotas for training foreigners at the expense of 

the Russian budget. 

The political rationale for the export of education, noted in the 1990s, has been updated 

due to sanctions against Russia since 2014. The export of education has become a tool for 

combating the unfavourable image of the country abroad. A new element of this rationale is the 

goal of promoting certain values since 2022, although the promotion of national culture and 
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language a priori implies this [Lin, 2020, p. 265]. 

Significant changes in the international situation affected the geographic priorities of the 

export of Russian education. Russia's efforts to improve the competitiveness of the higher 

education system undertaken under the 5-100 project (in 2012–2020), that cost 80 billion rubles, 

turned out to be incommensurate with the results achieved. Two universities that participated in 

the project were included in the top 100 list – namely RUDN University and Tomsk State 

University, had the largest international students share.  Seven universities were included in the 

top 200, and 15 universities in the top 300 [Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2021]. 

However, the participation of Russian universities in the international QS and THE rankings was 

temporarily suspended in 2022 due to sanctions. As a result, Russian universities are not assessed 

as part of the global educational services market. 

The policy of sanctions against Russia resulted into the factual break of institutionalised 

cooperation with the universities of Western countries. In 2022 after the decision of the Bologna 

Follow-Up Group to suspend the participation of the Russian Federation in the European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA)2, Russia announced its withdrawal from this format of cooperation. 

Russia's participation in the EHEA was important for international mobility, providing 

recognition of diplomas and qualifications, opportunities for admission to foreign universities, 

assessment of the quality of education and international accreditation of educational programmes. 

According to the 2020 EHEA report, Russian students constituted the largest group of students 

(about 2.9 million people) within the EHEA, although less than 1% received education in another 

country (European Commission, 2020). In 2020 Russia was one of the four countries with the 

highest outbound and inbound student mobility, along with the UK, Germany and Italy, and 

almost 80% of inbound mobility was provided by students from the CIS countries who had the 

opportunity to study in Russia for free. The largest number of foreign students in Russia in 2019 

were those from Kazakhstan (82,9%), Azerbaijan (43,3%), Armenia (11,4%), Belarus (6%), 

Moldova (13,1%) and the Ukraine (7,9%). Moreover, for students from Armenia, Belarus, 

Moldova and the Ukraine, Russia was third most popular destination after Germany, France, Italy, 

Poland, Lithuania and Romania [European Commission, 2020, p. 145]. 

The goal of preserving the status and influence of Russian higher education in the post-

Soviet area was constantly present in official Russian documents, and funding for academic 

cooperation with the CIS countries was allocated for this purpose. Russia has constantly proposed 

the idea of creating a common educational area for the CIS countries.  For example, under the 

Agreement on cooperation on forming of single (general) educational area of Commonwealth of 

Independent States in 1997, the establishment of the Council for Cooperation in Education of the 

CIS Member States, attributing the status of basic organisations of the CIS to several universities. 

This goal was not achieved. The Russian Federation proposed introducing common educational 

standards for the CIS countries or the EAEU [RIA Novosti, 2023], but in the current international 

conditions it seems to be an elusive task. 

Moreover, there is growing competition for university applicants in the CIS countries, 

especially with Kazakhstan [RIA Tomsk, 2023]. Kazakhstan stated the goal of becoming a 

regional hub for student mobility and put forward the initiative to create a Central Asian Higher 

                                                      
2 The European Higher Education Area (EHEA) was created under the Bologna Process, and unites 49 

countries, including Russia and some CIS countries, namely Kazakhstan, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Belarus and 

the Ukraine. 
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Education Area with the participation of five countries of the region, similar to the EHEA. In 

2021 the Central Asian countries signed the Turkestan Declaration setting the aim of harmonising 

their higher education systems and coordinating educational policies [Council of Europe, 2021]. 

China is becoming a serious competitor to the Russian Federation in Central Asia, 

financing educational projects both directly and via the network of Confucius Institutes. China 

offers practice-oriented programs with the opportunity to employ graduates in Chinese projects. 

Currently, there are about 30 thousand students from Central Asian countries studying in China: 

about 12 thousand from Kazakhstan [InBusiness.kz, 2022], more than 8 thousand from 

Uzbekistan [CGTN, 2023], almost 5 thousand from Kyrgyzstan [Nichiporova, 2023], more than 

4 thousand from Tajikistan [Aslonova, 2022] and more than 2 thousand from Turkmenistan 

[Bolʼshaja Azija, 2023]. This is a significant increase compared to 13.5 thousand students in 2011 

[ChinaPower, 2016]. 

One of the factors influencing the accessibility of Russian education is the decrease in the 

number of people speaking Russian. Arefiev provides the following data for the period of 1989–

2018: this number decreased from 119,5 million to 79,3 million people in the CIS and Baltic 

countries, from 37 million to 8,6 million in Eastern Europe and the Balkans, from 4,5 million to 

2,1 million in Asia and from 1,1 million to 0,2 million people in Latin America [Arefiev, 2021, 

p. 17]. Russia is making efforts to spread Russian language abroad, but the global market for 

educational services is dominated by English [Altbach, 2018, p. 253‒262]. This situation makes 

it urgent to translate some educational programmes at Russian universities into English. In 

addition, it is necessary to encourage university staff to teach in English and to replenish library 

collections with up-to-date English-language literature [Galichin, 2015, p. 49]. 

  

The results of Russian policy for promoting educational export 
 

The presented data demonstrate the dynamics of the share of international students in Russian 

universities, which is used as a quantitative indicator for assessing the export of education. In 

2000–2015 the number of international students in Russian universities increased by 3,3 times 

from 60.8 thousand to 200.8 thousand. The tuition fees paid by international students in the 

2015/2016 academic year reached 376 million dollars, and the total income from the provision of 

Russian educational services to foreigners both at the territory of the Russian Federation and 

abroad amounted to 1.54 billion dollars [Government of the RF, p. 126]. Tuition fees of 

international students at Russian universities in the 2018/2019 academic year amounted to about 

32.1 billion rubles per year, or about 493.5 million dollars [Arefiev, 2020, p. 270]. These figures, 

however, do not reflect the full economic impact of higher education export. For instance, in the 

2018/2019 academic year the income from training foreign citizens at all levels of education and 

in all forms, including their household expenses, amounted to 2,3 billion dollars (ibid., p. 411). 

Thus, educational export may contribute to the development of regional economy, and according 

to experts, an increase in the number of universities by 10% in the region results into the increase 

in GDP per capita by 0,4% [Valero, van Reenen, 2019, p. 59].  

However, Russian income from the educational export is less than 2% of the global 

education market [Arefiev, 2020, p. 411]. Didenko believes that “the competitiveness of Russian 

educational services is realised to a large extent in price, rather than in quality” [Didenko, 2014, 

р. 101], which confirms the secondary role of the economic rationale for the export of Russian 
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education. 

According to the report of the Ministry Science and Higher Education, the number of 

international students in Russian universities increased from 297 993 people in 2019 to 355 765 

people in 2023. Slightly less than 30 thousand foreigners and stateless persons from 161 countries 

were granted quotas to receive higher education in Russia. Most students came from the CIS 

countries, China, Afghanistan and Vietnam [Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2024, р. 

126‒127]. Russian universities are signing agreements actively with non-Western universities, 

and most of these agreements were signed with those in China, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Belarus 

and Kyrgyzstan [Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2024, p. 128]. General statistics of 

existing bilateral agreements in higher education allow us to evaluate the regional context of 

educational cooperation. There are 29 agreements with African countries; 15 with European ones; 

13 with Asian ones; 9 with the Member States of the CIS and the EAEU and 7 with countries of 

South America [Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2024, p. 161]. The list of countries 

that are going to sign cooperation agreements (Cuba, Mongolia, UAE, Vietnam, Egypt and 

Myanmar) confirms the reorientation of cooperation towards non-Western countries. The report 

paid special attention to the promotion of Russian language in Asian and African countries, which 

should solve the problem of accessibility of Russian education for students from these countries 

[Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2024]. The report states that “Russia participates 

actively in all universal and regional organisations and associations, whose leadership does not 

politicize the research and educational agenda”. The following formats of international 

cooperation are named as the possible ways of promoting educational cooperation: the 

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), Asia-Pacific Region, the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation (SCO), the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), BRICS, G-20 countries. 

Regional priorities include the CIS countries, the Middle East, the Asia-Pacific Region, Africa 

and Latin America [Ministry of Science and Higher Education, 2024, p. 129‒131]. One of the 

ways to “form a positive image of Russia abroad and promote Russian higher education” is 

supposed to be the network of branches of Russian universities [Ministry of Science and Higher 

Education, 2024, p. 137]. They are mostly present in the CIS countries: there are 14 branches of 

Russian universities out of 30 branches of foreign universities in Uzbekistan, and there are 7 

branches of Russian universities in Kazakhstan. 

Thus, the challenges for the export of Russian education have become the fragmentation 

of the international arena and the increased competition from other countries. The policy of 

isolation of the Russian Federation pursued by Western countries strengthens the reorientation of 

its educational cooperation towards non-Western countries, where Russia will have to solve the 

problems of competitiveness, accessibility and attractiveness of Russian higher education for 

international students. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Since the 1990s the strategic documents of the Russian Federation considered higher education a 

symbol (our emphasis) of the country’s achievements. High quality and accessibility of education 

were emphasised, which gradually began to be defined as an advantage at the global market of 

educational services. Gradually the formats of international educational cooperation used by post-
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Soviet Russia started being formalised. In the 1990s the CIS became the main direction of 

educational cooperation. Its goals may be defined as political, academic and social ones. This 

rationale came from the intention to preserve the unified educational, political, social and cultural 

area that existed within the USSR. During this period, the political rationale of exports came to 

the fore. Gradually, the Russian diaspora became the object of attention as a conductor of a 

positive image of Russia and an additional source of applicants and qualified labor. 

In the 2000s internationalisation of education was regarded as a means of its modernisation 

and integration into the global market, the transition of Russian economy to the “knowledge 

economy”, that is, the academic, economic and social rationales were implemented. Political 

rationale regarded as maintaining influence in the CIS countries and formation of a positive image 

of the Russian Federation was also present in all documents. In the 2010s the focus on political 

and economic rationales became increasingly noticeable: creating a positive image of the country, 

spreading influence to other countries, attracting personnel, developing non-resource exports. In 

some documents this policy of the Russian Federation was defined through the concept of ‘soft 

power’. 

The strategic documents adopted in the 2020s promote education as an important part of 

humanitarian policy in the country’s foreign policy aimed at achieving national interests, with an 

emphasis on cooperation with non-Western countries. The reorientation of educational export 

means that political rationale will prevail, and that educational export is unlikely to become the 

non-resource export due to the low purchasing power of the target audience, foreign policy 

objectives and the dumping policy that Russia de facto implements at the global market of 

educational services. Significant challenges to the export of Russian education are the ongoing 

fragmentation of the international arena and the increased competition at the educational services 

market. 
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