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NATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION STRATEGIES:
CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS, STRATEGIC ARCHITECTURES,
AND INTERNATIONAL PRACTICES

National strategies have become important instruments for aligning higher education with long-term
economic, technological, and social priorities, yet comparative studies often examine governance, fund-
ing, quality assurance, and internationalization separately. This study compares the conceptual and leg-
islative foundations, recurring structural elements, and coordination mechanisms of national higher edu-
cation strategies and identifies potentially relevant lessons for Kazakhstan. Its scientific contribution lies
in treating national strategy as an integrated system of goals, instruments, responsibilities, and feedback
mechanisms, while its practical value lies in providing comparative evidence for future strategic plan-
ning. The study employs a qualitative comparative design combining benchmarking, document analysis,
and cross-case synthesis of more than 50 policy and analytical documents from Austria, Germany, India,
China, Norway, Finland, Estonia, and South Korea. The findings show convergence in viewing higher
education as an instrument of national development, alongside differences in legal codification, gov-
ernance, and the balance between state steering and institutional autonomy. Despite the absence of a
universal model, the strategies display a recurring three-layer architecture and four coordination configu-
rations. The study concludes that strategic effectiveness depends less on adopting individual instruments
than on their coordination, compatibility, and capacity for revision. The findings may be useful in future
revisions of Kazakhstan’s higher education strategy and its implementation mechanisms.

Keywords: higher education strategy, comparative analysis, benchmarking, higher education gover-
nance, strategic planning, Kazakhstan.
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JKofapbl 6iAim 6epyAi AAMbITYAbIH, YATTbIK, CTPaTernsiAapbl:
TYXKbIPbIMAQMAaABIK, HETi3Aep, CTpaTernsiAbIK, apXMTeKTypaAap
)K9HEe XaAbIKApaAbIK, TOXXipnoe

YATTbIK, CTpaTerusAap >orapbl 6iAim 6epyai y3ak, Mep3iMai 5KOHOMUKAABIK, TEXHOAOTUSIABIK, SKoHe
SAEYMETTIK 0GaCbIMABIKTApPMEH YMAECTIPYAiH MaHbI3Abl KYPaAblHA aiiHaAAbl, aAaiAd CaAbICTbIPMAAbI
3epTTeyAepae 6ackapy, Kap>KbIAaHAbIPY, CarnaHbl KaMTaMachl3 €Ty >KoHe MHTepHaLMOHAAAAHAbBIPY Ma-
cenenepi KebiHece keke-Keke KapacTbipbiAaAbl. byA 3epTTeyae >korapbl GiAiM GepyAi AaMbITYAbIH
YATTbIK, CTpaTermsAapbliHblH, TY>KbIPbIMAAMAAbIK, XOHE 3aHHaMaAbIK, Heri3aepi, KalTaAaHaTblH Kypbl-
AbIMABIK, SAEMEHTTEpi MeH YMAECTIpy TeTikTepi caAbiCTbipblAbIn, KasakcTaHHbIH >Kofapbl 6iAiM Gepy
cagcaTblH XXeTIAAIpyre KaTbICTbl bIKTUMAA KOPbITbIHAbIAQP ariKblHAAAAAbI. XKYMbICTbIH, FbIAbIMW YAE-
Ci YATTbIK, CTpaTerusiHbl MakcaTTapAbiH, KYPaAAApPAbIH, >KayarnkepLiAik asAapbl MeH Kepi 6GaiAaHbIC
TEeTIKTEPiHIH GipTYTaC XKYMeci peTiHAe KapacTbIpybiHAQ; MPAKTUKAABIK, KYHABIAbIFbI GOAALLAK, CTpaTe-
TUSIABIK, Y)KOCTApAQy YLLUIH CaAbICTBIPMAAbI TaAAQY HOTUXKEAEPIH YCbIHYbIHAQ. 3epTTey GeHUMapKUHITI,
KY>KaTTapAbl TaAAQYAbl >kaHe eApep GOMbIHILIA CAAbICTbIPMAAbI CUHTE3AT YLITACTbIPATbIH CanaAblk, ca-
ABbICTbIPMaAbI AM3alH Heri3iHAE >KYPri3iAai. IMnvpurkasbik, 6a3a Ayctpus, epmanums, YHaicTtaH, Kbi-
Tan, Hopeerns, ®uHAsHAMS, DcToHMS XaHe OHTYCTiK KopesiHbiH 50-A€H acTaM MEeMAEKETTIK casicaT
KY>KaTbl MEH TAaAAAMaAbIK, MAaTEPUAAbIH KaMTblAbl. HaTuxxeAep eaaepAiH >korapbl GiniM Gepyai YAT-
ThIK, AAMYAbIH KYPaAbl PETIHAE TYCIHYAE >KaKbIHAACKAHbIH, aAaiAa KYKbIKTbIK, 6eKiTy, 6ackapy >koHe
MEMAEKETTIK peTTey MeH MHCTUTYLIMOHAAABIK AepOeCTik apacbiHAAFbI TEMe-TEHAIK GOMbIHLLIA alblpMa-
LIbIAbIKTApP CaKTaAFaHblH kepceTeai. OMbeban MoAeAbAiH G0AMayblHa KapamacTaH, cTpaTterMsAapaa
opTaK, Yl AEHIeMAI KYPbIAbIM MEH YIAECTIPYAIH TOPT KOH(MIypaumschl 6aikaraabl. 3epTTey ctpare-
TUSHbIH TUIMAIAITT )KekeAereH KypaaAapAbl eHMi3yAeH repi OAapAblH, YAAECTIpiAYiHe, e3apa YHAeCiM-
AIAIFIHe XXeHe KalTa Kapay MYMKIHAIFIHe ToyeAAi AereH KOPbITbIHAbIFA KeAeAi. AAbIHFAH HOTUXKeAep
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KasakcTaHHbIH »Kofapbl OiAiM 6EPYAI AaMbITy CTPaTErmsCbiH >KOHE OHbI iCKe acblpy TETIKTEPIH >KeTiA-
Aipy 6apbICbiHAQ MarAAAAHBIAYbI MYMKIH.
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HauuoHaAbHble cTpaTerMu pasBuTUs BbiCLLEro 06pa3oBaHMs:
KOHLLeNTyaAbHble OCHOBbI, CTpaTeryyeckue apxXuTekTypbl
U MEXAYHApOAHasi MPaKTUKa

HauunoHaAbHble cTpaTernm CTaAM BaXKHbIM MHCTPYMEHTOM COrAacoBaHus BbiCLIero o6pasoBaHms
C AOATOCPOYHbIMU 3KOHOMMYECKMMU, TEXHOAOMMUYECKMMU M COLMAAbHBIMW MPUOPUTETAMM, OAHAKO B
CPaBHUTEAbHbIX MCCAEAOBAHUSX yrpaBAeHue, (MHaHCUMpOBaHWe, obecredyeHre KayecTBa M MHTepHa-
LMOHaAM3aLMs HEPEAKO pacCMaTpMBAIOTCS MO OTAEAbHOCTU. B HacTosem nccaepoBaHMM COMoCTaB-
ASIIOTCSl KOHLLENTYaAbHble M 3aKOHOAATEAbHblE OCHOBbI, MOBTOPSIOWMECS CTPYKTYPHbIE DAEMEHTbl U
MEXaHM3Mbl KOOPAMHALIMM HALMOHAAbHbBIX CTPATeruii pa3BuTMs BbICLIEro 0Opa3oBaHMs, a Tak>Ke Bbl-
ABASIIOTCS BbIBOAbI, MOTEHLMAALHO MOAE3HbIE AASI PA3BUTUS BbiCLiero obpasosaHus B Kasaxcrave. Ha-
YUHbIN BKAQA paboTbl COCTOMT B PACCMOTPEHMM HALMOHAAbHOM CTpaTerMm Kak LeAOCTHOM CUCTEMbI
LieAei, MHCTPYMEHTOB, 30H OTBETCTBEHHOCTM M MEXaHM3MOB 06paTHOM CBS3U; NMpakTUYeckast LLeHHOCTb
3aKAloYaeTcs B pOPMMPOBAHMM CPAaBHUTEALHOM OCHOBbI AAS AQAbHEMLLEro CTPATErmyeckoro NAaHMpo-
BaHM4. MccaepoBaHMe BbINMOAHEHO B paMkax KaueCTBEHHOrO CPaBHUTEAbHOIO AM3aiiHa, coueTaloLLero
6EHUMAPKMHT, aHAAM3 AOKYMEHTOB M MEXCTPAHOBOM CHMHTE3 6oAee 50 AOKYMEHTOB roCYAAPCTBEHHOM
MOAUTUKM U QHAAUTUYECKUX MaTepraroB ABCTpum, epmanun, Muammn, Kutas, Hopeernm, GuUHASHANM,
SctoHun u tOxHo Kopen. PesyabTaTbl nokasbiBaloT COAMMKEHME CTPaH B MOHMMaHWUM BbiCluero o6pa-
30BaHUS KaK MHCTPYMEHTA HaUMOHAAbHOIO Pa3BMTUSI MPU COXPAHEHMM Pa3AMuUMiA B NMPABOBOM 3aKpe-
MAEHUW, YNPAaBAEHMM 1 BaraHCe MEXKAY TOCYAAPCTBEHHbBIM YPABAEHMEM M MHCTUTYLIMOHAALHOM aBTO-
HoMmuMelrn. HecMOTps Ha OTCYTCTBME YHUMBEPCAAbHOM MOAEAM, CTPATErMM MMEIOT OBLLYIO TPEXYPOBHEBYIO
CTPYKTYpYy M 00pasyloT yeTbipe KOH(UrypaumMm KoopamHaumn. MccaepoBaHme nMpuBOAUT K BbIBOAY,
4yTO 3(PPEKTUBHOCTb CTPATErMN OMNPEAEASIETCS HE CTOAbKO BHEAPEHMEM OTAEAbHbIX MHCTPYMEHTOB,
CKOABKO MX KOOPAMHaLMeE, B3aMMHOM COFAQCOBAaHHOCTBIO M BO3MOXXHOCTbIO nepecmoTpa. [MoAyuer-
Hble Pe3yAbTaTbl MOTYT ObITh YUTEHbI PN AaAbHeRLEeNn AOPaboTKe CTpaTernm pasBuTHS BbICLIEro 00-
pasoBaHung KaszaxcraHa 1 MexaHM3MOB ee peaAm3almm.

KAtoueBble cAOBa: CTpaTerus pa3BuTus BbICLIEro 06pa3oBaHusl, CPABHUTEAbHbIN aHaAn3, GeHuMap-
KMHT, yNpaBA€HME BbICLLMM 00pasoBaHm1eM, CTpaTtermyeckoe rnaaHvpoBaHme, KasaxcraH.

Introduction

The transformation of higher education into a
key driver of national competitiveness and social
development has reshaped the role of strategic plan-
ning in university governance. Over the past three
decades, governments worldwide have increasingly
moved from episodic interventions to comprehen-
sive, multi-year strategies aligning institutional de-
velopment with broader societal goals. This shift
reflects the growing recognition that, in a knowl-
edge-intensive global economy, competitiveness
depends increasingly on knowledge production,
with universities central to human capital forma-
tion and research generation (Altbach et al., 2009).
Intensifying competition for talent and research ca-
pacity has further strengthened the case for active
governmental steering of higher education systems
(Salmi, 2009).

The pressures behind this strategic turn are well
documented. Global university rankings, introduced
in the early-to-mid 2000s, intensified competition
and encouraged governments to adopt explicit strat-
egies to improve the international position of their
systems (Hazelkorn, 2015). The Bologna Process in-
stitutionalized cross-national coordination in quality
assurance and accreditation across Europe, serving
as both a reference model and a catalyst for national
reform agendas (Westerheijden et al., 2007). At the
same time, the OECD, World Bank, and UNESCO
expanded comparative data collection and assess-
ment, raising the importance of international system
comparability on national policy agendas (Altbach
et al.,, 2009). More recently, the shift to remote
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic exposed
and deepened existing digital inequalities, including
unequal access to devices, connectivity, and institu-
tional response capacity (Czerniewicz et al., 2020),
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while the rapid spread of artificial intelligence has
introduced new pedagogical, ethical, and gover-
nance challenges that policy and research are only
beginning to address (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019).

Comparative research shows that higher edu-
cation systems often adopt similar governance in-
struments, yet implementation and outcomes differ
because reforms are shaped by national institutional
contexts. It also identifies three central dimensions
of system development: the balance between excel-
lence and system-wide capacity, resource distribu-
tion, and the integration of internationalization into
national strategy. Despite this, comparative studies
often examine governance, funding, quality assur-
ance, and internationalization separately rather than
analyzing how countries combine them into coher-
ent strategic architectures. Recent work on higher
education in national Al strategies follows the same
pattern, treating Al as a specialized domain instead
of an integrated policy component (Pedré & Men-
digutxia, 2025). Comparative research also remains
regionally selective and rarely covers typologically
diverse systems (Kapfudzaruwa, 2025). In practice,
coherent strategic management is further compli-
cated by the need to align priorities within higher
education, across related policy domains, and be-
tween governance levels (OECD, 2025). These gaps
support the need for typologically diverse cross-na-
tional analysis of higher and postgraduate education
strategies as integrated policy systems.

The present study addresses these gaps through
a benchmarking-based comparative analysis of na-
tional strategies for developing higher and post-
graduate education across eight countries. Three
research questions guide the inquiry:

RQ1. What conceptual and legislative founda-
tions underpin national higher education strategies,
and how do they differ across countries?

RQ2. What structural elements recur across na-
tional strategic architectures, and how are these ele-
ments configured and coordinated across different
higher education systems?

RQ3. What potentially relevant policy lessons
can be derived for the further development of Ka-
zakhstan’s higher education strategy?

Literature review

The application of strategic planning theory to
national higher education systems builds on schol-
arship originating in organizational and public man-
agement. Bryson (2011) defines strategy as a pattern
of purposes, policies, programs, decisions, and re-

source allocations that explains what an organization
is, what it does, and why. At the national level, this
logic applies to higher education systems coordinat-
ed through legislation, public funding, regulation,
and agreements with institutions. Yet public-sector
strategy is not merely a technical planning exercise.
Stewart (2004) argues that it combines political,
policy, and managerial dimensions and depends on
sustained interaction between political and adminis-
trative leadership. In higher education, this coordi-
nation is especially complex because state priorities
must coexist with institutional autonomy, academic
freedom, and differentiated university missions.
Comparative research identifies several struc-
tural forces shaping national development trajecto-
ries. Altbach et al. (2009) highlight massification,
quality assurance, privatization, and international-
ization as major trends affecting systems across re-
gions. These pressures have expanded participation,
intensified demands for accountability, diversified
providers and funding sources, and increased cross-
border competition. Global rankings have added a
further competitive dimension. Hazelkorn (2015)
shows that rankings increasingly influence policy
priorities, institutional positioning, recruitment,
and resource allocation, encouraging governments
and universities to orient decisions toward measur-
able international performance. At the system level,
rankings are also used to assess national competi-
tive positioning and inform higher education man-
agement, although their methodological limitations
require cautious interpretation (Antoniuk et al.,
2019). While rankings may support visibility and
benchmarking, they can also narrow strategic priori-
ties when their indicators are treated as proxies for
broader educational quality or public value.
Common pressures, however, do not produce
uniform systems. Formal instruments of higher edu-
cation governance have converged across countries
with different institutional traditions and devel-
opmental contexts, yet this convergence coexists
with persistent divergence in implementation and
outcomes. National systems absorb shared reform
pressures unevenly and translate formally similar
arrangements into different practices (Dobbins et
al., 2011; Dobbins & Knill, 2017). This distinction
shifts comparative attention from whether countries
adopt similar instruments to how those instruments
operate within particular institutional settings.
Quality assurance and funding illustrate this pat-
tern. Westerheijden et al. (2007) show that external
quality assurance regimes are interpreted and trans-
formed as they move across national systems; similar
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agencies, procedures, or standards may therefore per-
form different functions under different governance
traditions. Funding arrangements display comparable
variation. Jongbloed and Vossensteyn (2016) identify
broad movements toward increased cost sharing and
performance-based funding, while showing that sys-
tems still differ in output orientation, centralization,
and the balance between negotiated and formula-
based allocation. These mechanisms are not merely
administrative tools: they shape institutional incen-
tives, redistribute authority, and translate national
priorities into organizational behavior.

The literature on excellence initiatives further
demonstrates the strategic effects of resource allo-
cation. Such initiatives seek to strengthen research
capacity and international visibility by concentrat-
ing funding and prestige in selected universities,
centers, or research groups (Kudaibergenova et al.,
2025; Zhidebekkyzy et al., 2026). Langfeldt et al.
(2015), examining centers of excellence in four Nor-
dic countries, identified a modified Matthew effect:
selected groups gain additional resources, reputa-
tion, and visibility, but scheme design can prevent
the accumulation of unlimited cumulative advan-
tage. Civera et al. (2020) show that Germany’s Ex-
cellence Initiative increased research output more
clearly than research quality, revealing possible
misalignment between quantitative incentives and
qualitative goals. Yudkevich et al. (2023), compar-
ing initiatives across nine countries, similarly iden-
tify tensions between short-term output indicators,
international competitiveness, institutional differen-
tiation, and long-term capacity development. Excel-
lence policies may therefore accelerate performance
in selected parts of a system while creating trade-
offs between concentration and balanced national
development.

Internationalization constitutes another major
dimension of national strategy. Knight (2004) de-
fines it as the integration of international, intercul-
tural, or global dimensions into the purposes, func-
tions, and delivery of postsecondary education. This
moves internationalization beyond student mobil-
ity, treating it as a system-wide process that affects
teaching, research, governance, and institutional
positioning. It has consequently become a structural
rather than optional component of strategy, with in-
stitutional plans increasingly expected to align with
national priorities (Verbytska & Kholiavko, 2020).
Tamtik and Kirss (2016) show how Estonia insti-
tutionalized internationalization through successive
measurable strategies, illustrating the importance
of continuity, coordination, and monitoring. Kap-
fudzaruwa (2025), analyzing 366 policy documents

from 27 countries, finds that socio-economic ratio-
nales dominate across the Global North and South,
although they reflect different national priorities;
political rationales associated with diplomacy and
soft power are also becoming more visible.

Overall, literature identifies governance, fund-
ing, quality assurance, excellence policies, rank-
ings, and internationalization as central dimensions
of national higher education development. Yet these
dimensions are commonly examined separately,
whereas national strategies combine them within
a single architecture of goals, instruments, respon-
sibilities, resources, and monitoring mechanisms.
Less attention has therefore been paid to how these
elements are configured and coordinated across
systems and to the conditions under which strate-
gic arrangements can be adapted across institutional
contexts. This gap requires comparison not only of
policy priorities but also of the internal structure and
contextual logic of national higher education strate-
gies.

Materials and methods

This study employs a qualitative comparative
design combining benchmarking, document analy-
sis, and cross-case synthesis. Benchmarking is used
not as a means of ranking countries, but as a struc-
tured comparison of policy arrangements, develop-
ment trajectories, and potentially relevant practices
across national higher education systems (Williams,
2018; OECD, 2019; Nugroho & Jaqin, 2021). Docu-
ment analysis enables the systematic examination of
policy texts and the identification of recurring con-
cepts, institutional arrangements, and implementa-
tion mechanisms (Bowen, 2009).

The study covers Austria, Germany, India, Chi-
na, Norway, Finland, Estonia, and South Korea. The
cases were purposively selected to represent dif-
ferent regions, governance traditions, system sizes,
development trajectories, and approaches to state
steering, while also demonstrating sustained policy
activity in higher education reform. This variation
makes it possible to compare alternative strategic
configurations.

Data collection and analysis were conducted be-
tween October 2025 and February 2026. The em-
pirical corpus comprised more than 50 documents
from three groups of sources:

(1) national legislation, strategies, policy pro-
grams, implementation plans, and materials pub-
lished by responsible ministries and public agencies;

(2) analytical reports issued by the OECD, World
Bank, European Commission, and UNESCO; and
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(3) peer-reviewed studies and academic reviews
used to contextualize and verify the interpretation
of official documents. Documents were included if
they directly addressed the strategic development of
higher or postgraduate education and provided in-
formation on policy priorities, governance, imple-
mentation, or monitoring. Priority was given to au-
thoritative and recent versions available during the
data-collection period. The principal documents are
listed in Appendix A.

The documents were manually reviewed using
a structured analytical framework derived from the
research questions. Relevant information was ex-
tracted on conceptual and legislative foundations,
strategic priorities, governance and coordination
mechanisms, funding arrangements, quality as-
surance, research and innovation, digitalization,
internationalization, access and inclusion, imple-
mentation instruments, and monitoring practices.
The findings were organized in country-level com-
parison matrices and then compared across cases to
identify recurring strategic elements, differences in
their configuration, and practices potentially rele-
vant to Kazakhstan. Interpretations of official docu-
ments were cross-checked against international re-
ports and peer-reviewed studies.

Results

Conceptual and Legislative Foundations of Na-
tional Higher Education Strategies

The comparative analysis shows that all eight
countries treat higher and postgraduate education
as a strategic component of national development.
Across the cases, higher education is framed as an
integrated system that links teaching, research, in-
novation, labor market development, international
competitiveness, and broader social goals. Never-
theless, the conceptual foundations differ in the rela-
tive emphasis placed on public value, institutional
autonomy, economic modernization, technological
sovereignty, and global positioning.

Austria, Finland, and Norway represent autono-
my-based and publicly steered models. Their strate-
gies conceptualize universities as self-governing in-
stitutions with substantial academic and managerial
freedom, while the state retains responsibility for
system-wide coordination, quality assurance, and
the allocation of public resources. This balance is
embedded in framework legislation, including Aus-
tria’s Universities Act 2002, Finland’s Universities
Act 2009 and Universities of Applied Sciences Act
2014, and Norway’s Universities and University
Colleges Act 2024. The Austrian case illustrates

how far this codification extends: the Universities
Act 2002 converted public universities from federal
agencies into independent legal entities and, at the
same time, institutionalized three-year performance
agreements between each university and the minis-
try — embedding the steering mechanism itself, not
only institutional autonomy, in framework legisla-
tion (Republic of Austria, 2002; Federal Ministry of
Education, Science and Research of Austria, 2018).
These laws are supplemented by national plans and
policy papers that connect institutional autonomy
with public accountability, social inclusion, research
quality, and long-term national priorities. Estonia
follows a related model but adds a stronger digital
and evidence-informed orientation. Its Higher Edu-
cation Act and Education Strategy 2021-2035 com-
bine university autonomy with performance-based
accountability, lifelong learning, labor-market rel-
evance, digital transformation, and the protection of
national language and culture (Ministry of Educa-
tion and Research of Estonia, 2021).

Germany differs because its legislative and strate-
gic architecture is shaped by federalism. Responsibil-
ity for higher education primarily lies with the Lander,
each of which has its own legal framework, while
nationwide priorities are coordinated through federal-
state agreements, joint programs, and the Standing
Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural
Affairs (KMK, n.d.). Consequently, Germany does not
rely on a single comprehensive national higher educa-
tion strategy; instead, its strategic direction emerges
from negotiated coordination across levels of govern-
ment. Federal-state negotiation thus produces a coher-
ent, plural framework centered on academic freedom,
quality, access, research excellence, and international-
ization (BMBF & KMK, 2024).

India, China, and South Korea exhibit more ex-
plicitly developmental approaches. India’s National
Education Policy 2020 provides a comprehensive
reform vision centered on mass access, multidis-
ciplinary learning, digital public infrastructure,
research capacity, and “light but tight” regulation
(Government of India, 2020). China combines foun-
dational education laws with long-term state plans,
including Education Modernization 2035 and the
Double First-Class initiative. Its conceptual logic
places higher education within national modern-
ization, scientific and technological advancement,
and the transition from a large to a globally strong
education system (State Council of the People’s Re-
public of China, 2019; Feng et al., 2024). South Ko-
rea relies on the Framework Act on Education and
the Higher Education Act but operationalizes strat-
egy through successive national programs (KLRI,
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2023a; KLRI, 2023b). Its model is built around
human-capital development, research competitive-
ness, regional innovation, and institutionalized uni-
versity-industry-government cooperation.

Overall, the cases converge on an integrated
view of higher education as an instrument of na-
tional development but differ along two dimensions:
the balance between state direction and institutional
self-governance, and the breadth of codification — a
single comprehensive strategy versus a coordinated
portfolio of sectoral strategies and programs.

Recurring Elements and Configurations of
National Strategic Architectures

The comparative analysis revealed no single
standardized model of national higher education
strategy. It nevertheless identified a recurring stra-
tegic architecture through which countries connect
long-term policy objectives with implementation

Figure 1

instruments, institutional responsibilities, resource
allocation, and mechanisms for evaluating progress.
Drawing on broader international experience and the
country cases reviewed, national higher education
strategies typically include three interrelated layers.
The first defines the policy context, mission, values,
and long-term goals; the second specifies priorities,
reforms, institutional responsibilities, funding, qual-
ity assurance, and monitoring; and the third supports
implementation through roadmaps, stakeholder par-
ticipation, risk management, international coopera-
tion, and related instruments. Figure 1 summarizes
these commonly observed elements.

Table 1 translates the comparative findings into
an analytical results-chain framework. The model
distinguishes policy diagnosis and goal setting
from inputs, implementation activities, outputs,
wider outcomes, and subsequent policy adjust-
ment.

Recurring elements of national strategic architectures for higher education

Key Structural Elements of the Strategy
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(Roadmap)
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Principles and Values
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Methodological Materials

Monitoring, Indicators, and
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Source: Authors’synthesis based on comparative analysis
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Table 1

Logical Framework for a National Strategy for the Development of Higher and Postgraduate Education

Component

Description

Policy review, needs
assessment, and problem
identification

Identification of socio-economic challenges, labor-market needs, and national priorities. Formulation of
strategic objectives, expected results, and target groups.

Inputs and activities

Development of the institutional, human-resource, financial, and regulatory foundations required for
implementation. Launch and implementation of reforms related to institutional autonomy, digitalization,
internationalization, research development, and other strategic priorities.

Immediate outputs

Delivery of educational programs and services and preparation of qualified graduates. Production of
research publications, implementation of innovation projects, and development of cooperation with
industry and regional stakeholders.

Outcomes and broader
impact

Improvement in educational quality, graduate employment, productivity, and economic innovation.
Growth in human capital, social cohesion, sustainable development, and the international competitiveness
of the national higher education system.

Monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms

Development of key performance indicators at each level of the results chain: inputs — activities —
outputs — outcomes and impact. Application of the Plan—-Do—Check—Act (PDCA) cycle and Results-
Based Management (RBM) principles.

Key areas of strategic

Quality of teaching and learning; research and innovation; employability and skills development;

focus

internationalization and partnerships; access and inclusion; governance and financing.

Source: Authors’synthesis based on comparative analysis

The comparison further shows that the same
elements are combined through different coordina-
tion configurations. The first configuration is nego-
tiated contractual steering, most visible in Austria,
Finland, and Norway. Ministries establish system-
wide objectives but negotiate institution-specific
commitments with universities through multi-year
performance agreements, funding negotiations, and
structured strategic dialogue. These mechanisms
support institutional differentiation and, in several
cases, connect public funding to agreed objectives.
Accountability is therefore relational: universities
retain discretion over implementation, while gov-
ernments monitor whether institutional develop-
ment remains aligned with national priorities (Fed-
eral Ministry of Education, Science and Research of
Austria, 2018; OECD, 2023; Ministry of Education
and Research of Norway, 2023).

The second is federal-contractual coordina-
tion, represented by Germany. Because the Lén-
der hold major constitutional responsibilities for
higher education, national priorities cannot be im-
plemented solely through a centralized ministerial
hierarchy. Coordination instead relies on federal—-
Lander agreements, joint funding programs, stand-
ing intergovernmental bodies, and negotiated initia-
tives such as the Excellence Strategy and programs
supporting teaching capacity, internationalization,
and research. This architecture is more institution-
ally dispersed but allows national objectives to be
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pursued without displacing regional authority. The
transformation of the time-limited Higher Educa-
tion Pact into the permanent Future Contract further
demonstrates that federal-contractual instruments
can evolve from temporary co-financing to durable
system funding (BMBF & KMK, 2024; DFG, n.d.).

The third configuration is centrally coordinated
project-cycle development, especially evident in
China and South Korea. China places greater em-
phasis on long-term central planning, whereas South
Korea relies more extensively on successive com-
petitive programs. China’s Double First-Class ini-
tiative operates through five-year planning and eval-
uation cycles, in which institutions and disciplines
can be added or removed based on evaluation results
— a dynamic adjustment feature that distinguishes it
from earlier permanent-status excellence schemes
(Feng et al., 2024). South Korea’s Brain Korea 21
program has used successive seven-year phases,
currently BK21 Four (2020-2027), to build post-
graduate and research capacity (National Research
Foundation of Korea, n.d.; Ministry of Education of
the Republic of Korea, 2022). These systems com-
bine broad public investment with selective support
for institutions, disciplines, or consortia expected to
contribute to technological, industrial, or regional
priorities (State Council of the People’s Republic of
China, 2019).

The fourth is digitally enabled ecosystemic co-
ordination, which is particularly visible in India and
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Estonia. India’s National Education Policy 2020
combines a broad national policy framework with
digital public infrastructure, credit-transfer mecha-
nisms, national platforms, institutional data systems,
and regulatory reform; the annual All India Survey
on Higher Education and the movement toward
integrated “One Nation, One Data” reporting indi-
cate a deliberate effort to make a very large system
steerable through unified data flows (Government of
India, 2020). Estonia’s broader educational trajec-
tory from the Tiger Leap program to Al Leap 2025
illustrates how national digital capacity has been de-
veloped cumulatively, with universities increasingly
incorporated into the emerging Al and digital-skills
ecosystem (Ministry of Education and Research of
Estonia, 2021; Education Estonia, 2024; e-Estonia,
2025). In these cases, digital systems do not mere-
ly support teaching; they also connect institutions,
standardize information flows, increase transparen-
¢y, and provide data for quality assurance and policy
revision.

Consequently, digitalization, artificial intelli-
gence, university—industry cooperation, inclusion,
sustainability, and internationalization occupy vary-
ing positions within national architectures. They
may be formulated as independent strategic pri-
orities, embedded in implementation instruments,
or treated as cross-cutting principles affecting all
stages of the policy cycle. The central commonal-
ity across the cases is therefore not institutional uni-
formity, but the deliberate integration of objectives,
actors, resources, implementation instruments, and
feedback mechanisms into a coherent and revisable
strategic architecture.

Discussion

The findings provide two interconnected in-
sights into the strategic development of national
higher education systems. First, in response to
RQI1, the eight countries show substantial conver-
gence in their conceptualizations of higher edu-
cation. Higher and postgraduate education is no
longer treated primarily as a sector that delivers de-
gree programs. It is increasingly positioned within
a broader national development system linking hu-
man capital formation, research, technological in-
novation, regional development, social inclusion,
and international competitiveness. This reflects a
strategic planning perspective in which purposes,
policies, programs, decisions, and resource alloca-
tion are aligned within an overall direction of de-
velopment (Bryson, 2011).

However, convergence in policy priorities does
not produce uniform governance or implementa-
tion. Similar instruments, including performance
agreements, competitive funding, quality assurance,
digital platforms, and evaluation systems, operate
differently depending on national institutions and
distributions of authority (Dobbins et al., 2011;
Dobbins & Knill, 2017). The relevant question is
therefore not which country has the most compre-
hensive strategy, but whether objectives, responsi-
bilities, resources, and accountability mechanisms
form a coherent system.

Regarding RQ2, the comparison identified a re-
curring strategic architecture despite the absence of
a universal model. Across the cases, national strate-
gies perform three broad functions: defining the de-
sired direction of system development, translating
priorities into responsibilities and implementation
instruments, and establishing mechanisms for moni-
toring, feedback, and policy adjustment. A national
strategy should therefore be understood as more than
a policy document or a list of priorities. It is a frame-
work for coordinating interdependent decisions. Its
effectiveness depends on whether objectives are
connected to institutional mandates, financial re-
sources, quality assurance arrangements, implemen-
tation schedules, and measurable outcomes.

This interpretation extends literature that often
examines funding, governance, quality assurance,
internationalization, and research policy separately.
In practice, these instruments are interdependent.
Funding influences institutional behavior; quality
assurance shapes program development; research
policy affects postgraduate training; and internation-
alization priorities guide recruitment, partnerships,
and institutional positioning. The central strategic
challenge is therefore one of horizontal and vertical
alignment. This includes coordination across policy
domains, among governance levels, and between
national and institutional strategies. Such alignment
becomes particularly important where responsibili-
ties are dispersed across multiple organizations and
levels of authority (OECD, 2025).

The four configurations identified in the analysis
are negotiated contractual steering, federal contrac-
tual coordination, centrally coordinated project cy-
cle development, and digitally enabled ecosystemic
coordination. They should not be interpreted as
stages of development or as a hierarchy of models.
They represent different institutional responses to
the same coordination problem. Performance agree-
ments, competitive funding, intergovernmental pro-
grams, digital platforms, and evaluation systems are
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not inherently effective. Their contribution depends
on their compatibility with the wider governance ar-
chitecture and the incentives they create.

The findings also show that the position of a pri-
ority within the strategic architecture matters. Digi-
talization, internationalization, sustainability, inclu-
sion, and artificial intelligence may be presented as
stand-alone initiatives, but they have greater sys-
temic significance when embedded across teaching,
research, governance, staff development, financing,
and evaluation.

A further cross-cutting issue is the relationship
between selective excellence and system-wide ca-
pacity. Concentrating resources may strengthen in-
ternationally competitive research groups and prior-
ity disciplines, but it may also reinforce cumulative
advantage and institutional inequality. Excellence
initiatives do not automatically improve all dimen-
sions of research quality and may generate tensions
between measurable outputs, institutional differen-
tiation, and long-term capacity development (Lang-
feldt et al., 2015; Civera et al., 2020; Yudkevich et
al., 2023). Strategic architecture must therefore ad-
dress not only beneficiary selection but also periodic
reassessment, knowledge diffusion, inter-institu-
tional cooperation, and the wider effects of concen-
trated investment on regional and teaching-oriented
institutions.

Policy implications for Kazakhstan

The third research question concerns potentially
relevant policy lessons for Kazakhstan. The Con-
cept for the Development of Higher Education and
Science 2023-2029 already contains many elements
of the recurring architecture identified above, from
a diagnostic baseline and quantified targets to ex-
cellence instruments and a smart-university digital
agenda (Government of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan, 2023). The comparative findings point to four
priorities in their configuration and coordination.

First, Kazakhstan could move from uniform
implementation requirements toward multi-year
institutional agreements. National priorities would
remain common, while commitments, funding, and
indicators would be negotiated according to univer-
sity mission, regional context, and capacity. This
approach, used in Austria, Finland, and Norway,
would make autonomy more substantive and al-
low research-intensive, regional, pedagogical, and
industry-oriented universities to demonstrate differ-
ent forms of public value. This becomes critical as
the system absorbs a projected doubling of school
leavers by 2029.
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Second, the centers of academic excellence
could operate as dynamic networks instead of a
fixed group of beneficiaries. Entry should be com-
petitive, status time-limited, and continuation de-
pendent on independent review. This would connect
concentrated investment with system-wide capacity
and reduce permanent institutional stratification.

Third, digital transformation should advance
from smart-university infrastructure to a national
data and Al governance framework. Building on the
country’s e-government strengths, a single-entry na-
tional data architecture that simultaneously supports
accreditation, funding allocation, and monitoring
would reduce the institutional reporting burden and
enable evidence-based steering.

Fourth, monitoring could be strengthened by
adding indicators that are not fully captured in the
current framework, including completion gaps, re-
gional graduate retention, doctoral career progres-
sion, learning outcomes, and universities’ contribu-
tions to national priorities. These measures would
complement existing review procedures by shifting
attention from activity and volume toward longer-
term system outcomes. Preparation of the successor
strategy should begin before 2029 to ensure policy
continuity and adaptation to demographic, techno-
logical, and economic change.

Conclusion

This study examined how national strategies or-
ganize the development of higher and postgraduate
education and what potentially relevant lessons can
be derived for Kazakhstan. A qualitative compara-
tive design combining benchmarking, document
analysis, and cross-case synthesis was applied to
more than 50 policy and analytical documents from
eight countries.

The analysis produced three main findings.
First, the countries share an increasingly integrat-
ed understanding of higher education as part of
national development, while differing in the loca-
tion of strategic authority and the balance between
governmental steering and institutional autonomy.
Second, despite the absence of a universal model,
the strategies exhibit a recurring three-layer archi-
tecture that connects long-term direction, imple-
mentation arrangements, and enabling mechanisms.
These elements are combined through four coordi-
nation configurations. Third, Kazakhstan’s current
Concept already includes most major reform areas,
but could be strengthened through mission-differen-
tiated institutional agreements, dynamic excellence
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instruments, integrated data and Al governance, and
broader outcome-oriented monitoring linked to stra-
tegic adjustment.

The central conclusion is that strategic effec-
tiveness depends less on adopting particular instru-
ments than on their configuration, coordination,
and capacity for revision. The study contributes to
comparative higher education research by providing
an integrated analytical basis for assessing strategic
coherence. The findings may inform policymakers,
higher education authorities, and university leaders
seeking to strengthen strategic coherence and align
national and institutional priorities. Further research
should examine how the identified configurations
operate in practice and whether stronger coherence
improves implementation and system-level out-
comes.
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