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Abstract 
The processes of globalization contribute to the increase of educational migration. Attracting 
international students is one of the opportunities for host countries to enhance their influence in certain 
regions. Central Asian countries have historically and politically been close to Russia and now remain 
in the sphere of its political and economic interests. Meanwhile, such players as the European Union, 
USA, Japan are active in this region. Also, countries like Kazakhstan, China, South Korea seek to 
strengthen their influence, thus they become competitors to Russia in Central Asia. In 2017, the share 
of students from Central Asia among foreign students was 56% in state universities of Russia, in non-
state universities it was 63%. At the same time, the share of students from these countries was growing 
in universities in Kazakhstan, China and South Korea. These countries, being active in the educational 
market and using the tools of soft power, spread their own values and create positive images amongst 
the younger generation from several countries of Central Asia. According to research, when promoting 
universities in the international environment, one of the most effective communication channels is the 
website of the university. It is the website that in most cases functions as “first contact” in the interaction 
of students with the university. In addition, the website provides information about the features and 
benefits of the university in its most concentrated form and demonstrates its positioning. The authors 
intend to analyse websites as a communication channel for universities. They investigate the 
representation through the website of institutional and non-institutional aspects of soft power of the 
university and the country in terms of its impact on foreign students from Central Asia when choosing a 
country and a university to study at. The authors of the article conducted a comparative analysis of the 
sites of universities in Russia, Kazakhstan, China and South Korea (N=20), with the largest number of 
foreign students. We have taken a thorough look at the potential of universities’ websites as a 
communication channel in attracting foreign students from Central Asia, using the theory of soft power. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The processes of globalization contribute to the increase of educational migration. Attracting 
international students is one of the opportunities for host countries to enhance their influence in certain 
regions. Central Asian countries have historically and politically been close to Russia and now remain 
in the sphere of its political and economic interests. Meanwhile, such players as the European Union, 
USA and Japan are active in this region. Also, countries like Kazakhstan, China, South Korea seek to 
strengthen their influence, thus they become competitors to Russia in Central Asia. In 2017, the share 
of students from Central Asia among foreign students was 56% in state universities of Russia, in non-
state universities it was 63%, according to the Federal State Statistics Service of the Russian 
Federation. At the moment the share of students from the countries of Central Asia in Kazakhstan is 
about 43% (according to the Kazakhstan’s Center for International Programs), in China (according to 
the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China) and South Korea (according to the Korean 
National Institute for International Education) this figure is much lower — about 6% and 3%, respectively. 
However, these countries, being active in the educational market and using the tools of soft power, 
spread their own values and create positive images amongst the younger generation from several 
countries of the Central Asia. According to research, when promoting universities in the international 
environment, one of the most effective communication channels is the website of the university. It is the 
website that in most cases functions as “first contact” in the interaction of students with the university. 
In addition, the website provides information about the features and benefits of the university in its most 
concentrated form and demonstrates its positioning. 
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In scientific literature, the issues of soft power of a higher education system of countries have been 
scrutinized for a long time. 

The concept of soft power was developed and popularized by Joseph Nye in the early 1990s. Nye 
considers soft power as “the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than through coercion 
or payments”. The scientist claims that “it arises from the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political 
ideas and foreign and domestic policies” [1]. 

Nye considered higher education as an important source of soft power. Thus, he writes: “Colleges and 
universities can help raise the level of discussion and advance American foreign policy by cultivating a 
better understanding of power and how the world has changed in important ways over the last 20 to 30 
years. We can work to install in our students and in a broader public a better appreciation of both realities 
of our interconnected global society and the conceptual framework that must be understood to 
successfully navigate the new landscape we face” [1]. 

After Nye multiple ways to look at higher education through the lens of soft power appeared. Following 
A. Wojciuk and M. Michałek we would like to divide all of them into the three largest groups [2]. The first 
group of such ways or theories is represented by those viewing higher education as a vehicle of genuine 
values, which can be attractive to foreign audiences. That can be, for example, values like 
modernisation, equality, good life etc. The second group of theories regards higher education as one of 
the multiple sources of soft power of a state. In both cases education becomes attractive unintentionally 
and often regardless of the country. The third group of theories represents Nye’s classic approach within 
which higher education is used intentionally as a tool of a state’s soft power and pursues political goals 
or goals in order to improve intercultural communication. A. Wojciuk & M. Michałek themselves are 
representatives of the first approach. Other distinct representatives of that approach are J. Knight and 
G.M. Gallarotti, P.G. Altbach, P. McGill Petersons. Among the representatives of the second approach 
S. Lukes, P.G. Cerny and D. Baldwin can be named. The third approach is represented by J. Nye himself 
and his successors, such as T. Hopf, C. Atkinson. 

With regards to that classification we support the same position like the representatives of the third 
group and share the opinion that soft power of a higher education system should be created at least 
partly intentionally and should be subject to the interests of the state or a society. If the higher education 
system has inadvertently become a significant source of soft power, its strengths should be recognized 
and delivered to the public in the most convenient form and by the appropriate communication tools. 

The second classification that we are following is quite the same in essence, but different in terminology. 
It has been introduced by Е. A. Antyuhova, noting that in Western political science today two key 
approaches exist in order to assess the place and role of education in the international arena [3]. From 
her point of view, the challenge in the higher education system is the problem of using the idea of soft 
power or its more humane alternative — “soft power with mutual effect”. We can indeed claim that all 
those theories are located between these two extremes. The representatives of the first approach are 
J. Nye, T. Hopf, C. Atkinson. The second is represented by J. Knight and G.M. Gallarotti, S. Lukes, 
P.G. Cerny and others. Within the framework of this classification, we support the second approach and 
believe that the soft power of higher education should contribute to the mutual rapprochement and 
enrichment of both sides of the process. 

There are several Russian and foreign sources, revealing the factors of the attractiveness of the higher 
education system. In general, the analysis of sources showed that most of the works of both Russian 
and foreign researchers are focusing on the institutional aspects of soft power of higher education and 
consider it more influential from the point of view of soft power. Non-institutional aspects are not 
sufficiently covered. The institutional aspects and factors of higher education’s soft power are subject of 
the works of A. Wojciuk & M. Michałek, M. M. Lebedeva, S. L. Talanov and others. The non-institutional 
aspects are being considered the most important ones by P.G. Cerny, A. V. Torkunov. 

The use of soft power by higher education systems in different countries has been studied to varying 
degrees. Thus, there are a lot of works by Russian and foreign researchers on soft power of education 
in China. Many researchers emphasize its important or even central role amongst the elements of soft 
power of the state. The researchers studying the soft power of the Chinese higher education are 
R. Young, B. Glazer, Е. T. Metzgar, M. P. Pershina, D. M. Kovaleva. Soft power of Russian higher 
education is analyzed by M. M. Lebedeva, S. L. Talanov, A. V. Torkunov, A. M. Bobylo and others. 
Special attention to soft power of Russian higher education in Central Asian countries has been paid by 
M. M. Lebedeva and A. V. Torkunov. In general, the researchers agree that Russia is still using the 
potential of the soft power of higher education insufficiently as well as necessary communication 
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technologies and tools. We do not know of scientific researches on soft power of higher education of 
South Korea and Kazakhstan, both in general and in Central Asia in particular. 

The communication tools and channels of promotion of a higher education system or organization have 
never been looked at from the perspective of soft power. As for internet sites, a number of studies show 
that at the moment they are the most effective tool to attract foreign students. When atom this tool is 
researched very little. 

Thus, according to the “2018 E-Expectations Trend Report” by Ruffalo Noel-Levitz, universities’ 
websites continue to be the top focal point of student search, which makes content and user experience 
more important than ever. According to the Report’s data, the main elements influencing the decision to 
enter the university among students are (on a scale from 1–5, with 5 being the most influential) the 
university’s website (4.16), phone calls from admission counsellors (3.49), emails from the universities 
(3.73), printed brochures (3.49), videos (3,33), calculator results (3,90), brochures (3,58), magazine 
rankings (3,02), student/faculty blog posts (2,66), social media posts (2.87), etc. [4]. 

Megan Brenn-White argues that in promoting a university in the international arena, one of the most 
effective sources of information is the university’s website. It is the site that in most cases is the “first 
contact” when interacting with the university [5]. 

The important step of the research was to identify the most significant and active strategic competitors 
(including the field of higher education) of Russia in the Central Asia. The fact that all Central Asian 
states have recently adopted the foreign policy concept of “multi-vector development” increases the 
relevance of this study. According to Russian international affairs council, at the moment, the most active 
players in Central Asian countries are USA, the European Union, Russia, China, South Korea, Japan 
and Turkey.  All these countries have a significant strategic and educational influence in the region, 
however, only China, South Korea and Kazakhstan plan to increase their influence, that is why they 
were chosen for analysis of websites of these countries’ universities as a channel of the soft power 
impact on foreign students from Central Asia. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
As part of our study, following the classification by experts of the “Monocle” magazine and the British 
Institute for Government, created in the frames of the report “The new Persuaders: An international 
ranking of soft power” in 2010, we consider the higher education system one of the important elements 
of soft power of a state, along with other components such as public administration, diplomacy, business 
and innovation, culture [6]. On the one hand, the overall attractiveness of the country is transferred to 
the education system: education in a country that is politically significant in the world, economically 
developed, interesting from a cultural point of view, attracts foreign students. A higher education system 
also has its own soft power, both in the institutional aspect (attractive educational programs, strong 
teaching staff, project approach to the education, etc.) and in the non-institutional aspect (career 
opportunities, migration opportunities, ways of integration into the local community, etc.). 

From our point of view, the choice by foreign students of a particular university, along with its academic 
reputation, is conditioned by the above aspects of soft power: the attractiveness of the country and the 
education system. Collecting information about foreign universities, the entrant pays attention not only 
to data about the education programs, but also to information about the country, the location of the 
university, etc. Therefore, considering the website of the university as a channel of “soft” influence, we 
analyze it from the point of view of the presentation of information both of institutional and non-
institutional nature, which can contribute to the choice of the university as a place of study for foreign 
students from Central Asian countries. The authors of the article conducted a comparative analysis of 
the sites of universities in Russia, Kazakhstan, China and South Korea (N=20). The choice of countries 
is due to the fact that they are defined by researchers as the main players in the education market of 
Central Asia. In each of the countries we have chosen five universities that take up the highest positions 
in international rankings (QS World University Rankings, Times Higher Education World University 
Rankings, Shanghai Ranking) and, accordingly, have the largest number of foreign students. This choice 
is justified by the fact that these universities have successful experience in attracting foreign students, 
and pay attention to international promotion through their site. We were interested in whether universities 
from different countries use the site to the same extent as a channel of soft power impact on the target 
group of foreign students from Central Asia, and whether this target group is singled out from the total 
number of foreign students when presenting information on the site. 
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3 RESULTS 
In accordance with the selected criteria, the following universities were evaluated: 1) Russia: Novosibirsk 
State Technical University, Lomonosov Moscow State University, RUDN University, Tomsk Polytechnic 
University, Ural Federal University named after the first President of Russia B. N. Yeltsin; 2) Kazakhstan: 
L. N. Gumilyov Eurasian National University, Al-Farabi Kazakh National University, Satbayev University, 
Kazakh Ablai khan University of International Relations and World Languages, Nazarbayev University; 
3) China: Tsinghua University, Zhejiang University, Fudan University, Xinjiang University, Peking 
University; 4) South Korea: Pohang University of Science and Technology (POSTECH), Seoul National 
University, Yonsei University, Korea University, Korea Advanced Institute of Science & Technology. 

To the information of institutional nature contained on the websites of universities we attribute the 
education opportunities for foreign students from Central Asia, the specifics of the organization of the 
admission process for this category of students, international cooperation with the countries of Central 
Asia. 

Comparing the specifics of the “soft” impact on students from the region of Central Asia by the 
universities of the four countries mentioned above, we came to the conclusion that the institutional 
aspect of the potential impact is most developed in universities of Russia and Kazakhstan. And the least 
development of this aspect is characteristic for South Korea and China. First of all, this is expressed in 
the main difference: the universities of all four countries are focusing on attracting foreign students, 
however, the universities of Kazakhstan and Russia (judging by the information on the sites) also make 
the special focus on attracting students from Central Asia. All universities offer more or less detailed 
information about the availability of grants, scholarships, etc. for international students, as well as 
services for online admission. But the universities of Kazakhstan and Russia additionally offer students 
from Central Asian countries the opportunity to enter through its branches in these countries, organize 
the offsite commission for reception of documents and entrance examinations, courses of Russian or 
another foreign language, open the branches of the alumni associations in the countries of Central Asia 
and develop international cooperation with these countries. Comparing the activity of higher education 
institutions of Russia and Kazakhstan, it should be noted that the efforts of the Russian universities are 
more significant because Kazakhstan is geographically and from the point of view of economic, political 
and cultural relations between countries in the same region more likely to generate interest amongst 
students from countries of Central Asia. 

Comparing the demand for applicants from Central Asian countries, it should be noted that Turkmenistan 
is not covered by such influence of universities from all four countries. And Kazakhstan, on the contrary, 
is under the influence of almost all the universities of the surveyed countries. 

With regard to the activities of universities in South Korea and China, we can conclude that they are 
focused on attracting not all foreign students, but, first of all, students from Southeast Asia. Due to the 
large number of potential students in the countries of these regions, universities in South Korea and 
China are not interested in targeting students from Central Asia. In addition, education in South Korea 
and China is carried out in the language of these countries, or in English, which immediately cuts off a 
part of the flow of students from Central Asian countries (in which, except Kazakhstan, the study of 
these languages is not supported), apparently they are regarded by universities as being not 
competitive. Although it should be noted that the facts of the development of international cooperation 
of universities of these countries with individual countries of Central Asia was discovered in the process 
of analyzing the sites. For example, Xinjiang University (China) is developing international cooperation 
with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Korea Advanced Institute of Science & Technology is developing 
partnerships with Tashkent University of Information Technologies named after Muhammad al-
Khwarizmi (Uzbekistan) and JSC Center for International Programs (Kazakhstan). Korea University 
(South Korea) listed as partners some universities of Uzbekistan and Russia. In General, universities in 
South Korea of all the countries of Central Asia are mostly oriented to establish cooperation with 
Uzbekistan. 

It should be noted that the websites of the universities do not contain information on the membership of 
the representatives of Central Asian countries in the trustee boards of the universities, participation of 
graduates from the countries of Central Asia in the activities of the endowment funds and the alumni 
associations (there are a few examples of organization of branches of the alumni association in the 
countries of Central Asia, such as Tomsk University branches in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan). Russian 
and Kazakh universities also do not post information of this nature on their websites. 

To the information of non-institutional nature contained on the websites of universities we attribute the 
following: the information on the attractiveness of the country and the city of study, as well as the 
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information emphasizing the ease of integration into the higher education community for students from 
Central Asia. As a decoding of the last point, we consider the news on the website with the mention of 
students, alumni or professors from the countries of Central Asia over the past three years, as well as 
the opportunity to find social media accounts of the individual students from the countries of Central 
Asia or of the associations (fellowships) of such the students through the official social media account 
of the university. 

Analyzing the websites of universities in four countries, we can see that information about the country 
and the city is usually presented, but it is mostly texts and photos, video does hardly exist. It was also 
discovered that information about the country, as a rule, is presented in the form of historical notes, bare 
facts about the territory, its population, its geographical location etc. With cities, the situation is similar, 
but simply useful information is given as well: how to get there, famous sites of the city etc. It reveals 
the fact that none of the universities give information about the attractiveness of the territory (the country 
and the city). The sites of all the countries provide much better information about the university, often 
with promotion videos. The websites of universities in China and South Korea have a stronger emphasis 
on the international environment within the university. South Korean universities are more active than 
other countries in using this aspect of “soft” influence on foreign students. South Korean universities 
focus primarily on the attractiveness of the university itself. Thus, we can conclude that universities in 
China and South Korea poorly highlight the attractiveness of the country and the city, but the universities 
themselves are presented through the websites in details, using text, photo and video materials. 

Among Russian universities only RUDN University puts special emphasis on the internationalization, 
apparently thanks to its traditions. In general, according to the information on the websites, the 
universities of Russia and Kazakhstan do not accentuate the internationalization as one of their key 
strengths. Nazarbayev University occupies a special place in Kazakhstan, as it focuses on attraction of, 
first of all, foreign students, and not on students from Central Asia. Due to the fact that the education 
there is in English, not all students from Central Asia can study there. As an aspect of “soft” influence 
on applicants, most of the sites of the analyzed universities contain links to student groups in social 
networks, but only two Russian universities (Moscow State University and Tomsk Polytechnic 
University) have links to ethnic communities’ social media accounts. There are a few cases when there 
are links to the social media accounts of the students from Central Asia. The sites do not contain 
information about students’ unions and hardly provide data about participation of students from Central 
Asia in it. This is not the case in Russian and Kazakh universities as well. I. e. universities do not use 
this aspect of influence on students, not showing an active presence of students from Central Asia in 
the university community. It should be noted that the sites of Russian universities are characterized by 
an abundance of news about international communications within the university in general as well as 
about events involving students from Central Asia. Thus, Russian universities provide through their 
sights the information which can have a “soft” influence on students from Central Asia more actively 
than all other countries (even than Kazakh). 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Universities in Russia, Kazakhstan, China and South Korea count on the influx of foreign students from 
Central Asia, but for a number of reasons are interested in this to varying degrees and use different 
units of information on their website to attract them. The most active among the analysed countries in 
this context are Russian universities. 

Analysis of the websites of the universities of the selected countries allows us to identify common 
(coinciding, universal) units of information, as well as to highlight the specifics of the “soft” impact on 
potential students in the country context. Thus, universities in Russia and Kazakhstan actively present 
on their websites information of a both institutional and non-institutional nature with potential “soft” 
influence aimed directly at foreign students from Central Asia. They put emphasis on the possibility of 
entering through branches in these countries and with help of the offsite commissions for the reception 
of documents, on the active development of international cooperation with universities in Central Asia, 
on the news showing the active participation of students from Central Asia in the life of the university, 
while universities in China and South Korea do not single out foreign students from Central Asia as a 
separate target audience and contain mainly information designed for foreign students in general. 

There are a number of units of information associated with “soft” influence, which are practically not 
used by universities, judging by their websites. These are units of information as: the fact of having 
representatives of Central Asian countries in the trustee boards of the universities or any other similar 
structural units, the participation of the graduates from the countries of Central Asia in the activities of 
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the endowment funds and alumni associations; information on the student organizations with the 
participation of students from Central Asian countries. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
The reported study was funded by Russian Foundation for Basic Research according to the research 
project № 19-011-00471. 

REFERENCES 
[1] J. Nye, “Soft power and higher education”, Forum for the Future of Higher Education (Archives), 

pp. 11–14, January 2005. Retrieved from: https://library.educause.edu/-
/media/files/library/2005/1/ffp0502s-pdf.pdf 

[2] A. Wojciuk & M. Michałek, “Education as a source and tool of soft power in international relations”, 
European Political Science, vol. 14, issue 3, pp. 298–317, 2015. 

[3] Е. A. Antyuhova, “Education as ‘soft power’ in modern political science studies”, Science Journal of 
Volgograd State University. History. Area Studies. International Relations, vol. 23, no. 4, pp. 197–
209, 2018. 

[4] “2018 E-Expectations Trend Report”, Ruffalo Noel Levitz (RNL), 2018. Retrieved from: 
https://learn.ruffalonl.com/WEB2018E-ExpectationsReport_LandingPage.html 

[5] M. Brenn-White, “How the world sees you and what it means for international success” in Theses 
of the Project 5–100 Workshop & Conference, Issue 1, pp. 89–92, Moscow: Center for Sociological 
Research, 2014. Retrieved from: https://www.socioprognoz.ru/files/File/2014/Seminar_Skolkivo.pdf 

[6] J. McClory, The new persuaders: An international ranking of soft power. London: Institute for 
Government, 2010. Retrieved from: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/ 
publications/The%20new%20persuaders_0.pdf 

2684




