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Abstract 

This study examines the implementation of China's national "Double First-Class" initiative at the provincial level by analyzing 

local policy documents. The research employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative content analysis and 

qualitative text analysis based on the classification of supply-oriented, environment-oriented, and demand-oriented policy 

instruments, to explore the policy tools and strategic narratives adopted by provincial governments. The results indicate that 

provincial governments mainly rely on supply-oriented tools, while the use of demand-oriented tools is significantly 

insufficient; provinces strategically adjust discipline investments according to local socio-economic characteristics and 

industrial demands, resulting in regional differences. The study concludes that although provincial responses are proactive and 

resource-intensive, their tendency toward homogenization and supply orientation raises concerns about systemic diversity, 

efficiency, and the sustainability of innovation ecosystems. It is recommended to further optimize policy tools to better balance 

the tension between national goals and local relevance, promoting the high-quality development of local universities. 
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1. Introduction 

The ―World-Class Universities and First-Class Disciplines‖ 

launched in 2015, represents a landmark policy to enhance 

the global competitiveness of its higher education system [1]. 

In October 2015, the Overall Plan for Coordinated Devel-

opment of World-Class Universities and First-Class Disci-

plines, which explicitly underscored that the ―Double 

First-Class" initiative adheres to the principles of "master 

planning with tiered support‖ and ―performance evaluation 

with dynamic funding.‖ Specifically, central universities are 

primarily funded by the central government, while local 

governments are encouraged to provide financial, policy, and 

resource support. Local universities, on the other hand, are 

mainly supported by local fiscal resources. Additionally, the 

plan emphasizes the reinforcement of performance assess-

ment to establish a dynamic and adjustable funding mecha-

nism, allowing for both inclusion and exclusion based on 

evaluation outcomes. While the national framework sets the 

overall direction, its successful implementation heavily relies 

on provincial governments, which are the primary funders 

and administrators of most universities in China [2]. Conse-
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quently, provincial authorities bear the critical responsibility 

of translating national guidelines into concrete, re-

gion-specific policies and resource allocation strategies, 

thereby directly shaping the developmental trajectories and 

competitive edges of local universities. Driven and guided by 

the national Double First-Class initiative, provincial-level 

governments across China have actively responded by suc-

cessively introducing localized implementation policies and 

plans. These measures provide more specific and operational 

guidance for the construction of first-rate disciplines in local 

universities. 

These provincial policy documents are crucial for under-

standing how national ambitions are translated into local 

actions and how macro-level strategies are mediated through 

meso-level governance [3]. However, existing literature has 

predominantly focused on the philosophical implications of 

national policies or presented case studies of individual 

top-tier universities [4]. By analyzing provincial policy texts, 

this study aims to identify the primary policy instruments 

and their shaping mechanisms, thereby revealing the latent 

strategic trends and regional characteristics embedded within 

these documents. The findings will provide valuable insights 

into the decentralized implementation of a centralized na-

tional strategy and its implications for systemic diversity and 

sustainable development in the Chinese higher education 

landscape. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. National Strategic Perspective 

The research direction is anchored at the national macro 

level, offering a critical examination of the policy rationale, 

value orientation, and potential systemic implications of the 

Double First-Class initiative. Scholars generally 

acknowledge the policy's strategic intent to enhance the 

overall strength of Chinese higher education, foster academic 

excellence, and augment national ―soft power‖, viewing it as 

a significant institutional arrangement for participating in 

global knowledge competition and reshaping China's aca-

demic discourse [4]. However, this strand of literature also 

remains vigilant about the deep-seated contradictions that 

policy implementation may trigger. Critics point out that the 

performance-oriented mechanism of concentrated resource 

allocation, while effectively supporting top institutions and 

disciplines in the short term, risks cementing or even exac-

erbating institutional stratification among universities. This 

could lead to the further concentration of resources and pres-

tige in a handful of leading institutions, thereby squeezing 

the developmental space for non-―Double First-Class‖ uni-

versities [5]. In this process, a logic of academic capitalism, 

characterized by the intense competition for rankings, fund-

ing, and symbolic capital, is being progressively reinforced, 

pushing university practices toward greater utilitarianism [6]. 

Of particular concern is that, under the dual pressures of 

aligning with international evaluation standards and serving 

national strategic priorities, disciplines that struggle to gen-

erate quick, visible results or align neatly with predefined 

industrial needs—especially certain foundational disciplines 

and those in the humanities and social sciences—may find 

their development space subtly constrained. This could ulti-

mately lead to a diminishment of diversity within the disci-

plinary ecosystem [7]. This research direction frequently 

contextualizes the "Double First-Class" policy within the 

global trend of higher education governance influenced by 

New Public Management. It is understood as a manifestation 

of this international wave—where competitive funding, uni-

versity rankings, and similar policy instruments are widely 

used to steer and reshape higher education systems—within 

the Chinese context [8]. Consequently, scholars analyze the 

policy's drivers and consequences through a broader com-

parative lens. 

2.2. Institutional Research Perspective 

This research stream provides valuable micro-level in-

sights into the operational dynamics of elite universities, yet 

it exhibits a distinct methodological individualism that limits 

its explanatory power. By concentrating predominantly on 

individual institutional cases, these studies often fail to cap-

ture the critical mediating role of meso-level governance 

structures [9]. Specifically, they tend to overlook how pro-

vincial governments, as key funding bodies and policy in-

termediaries, shape institutional behavior through fiscal al-

location, performance evaluation frameworks, and regional 

development priorities [10]. This neglect results in an in-

complete understanding of the multi-layered governance 

mechanisms through which national policies are translated 

into institutional practices. Furthermore, the absence of sys-

tematic comparison across different provincial contexts or 

between institutions operating under distinct regional policy 

environments makes it difficult to discern whether observed 

changes represent isolated institutional initiatives or broader 

patterns of strategic adaptation to localized policy incentives 

[11]. Consequently, while enriching our understanding of 

internal university transformations, this stream offers limited 

perspective on how the broader ecosystem of intergovern-

mental relations and regionally differentiated policy imple-

mentation influences the trajectory of first-class university 

development. 

2.3. Policy Analysis Perspective 

This research stream examines policy responses and stra-

tegic behaviors at the provincial and local levels. Studies 

have found that provincial-level governments have demon-

strated a significant agentive role in responding to the na-

tional Double World-Class initiative, not only by actively 

aligning with the central directives but also by making sub-

stantial fiscal commitments. However, existing research re-
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mains limited in both geographical scope and theoretical 

framing. Most studies are confined to single regions or spe-

cific policy domains, lacking an analytical framework capa-

ble of conducting systematic, nationwide comparisons of 

policy texts across provincial jurisdictions [12]. As a result, it 

is difficult to grasp the operational mechanisms of China's 

provincial policy ecosystems within the context of mul-

ti-level governance. By proposing an integrated policy text 

analysis framework, this study conducts a systematic content 

mining and comparative analysis of relevant policy docu-

ments issued by provincial governments (or authorized bod-

ies) across the country. It aims to reveal, at a macro level, the 

pathways of policy diffusion, patterns of regional variation as 

noted in regional case studies, and the strategic calibrations 

adopted by local governments in implementing central directives, 

thereby providing decision-making support for the subsequent 

round of provincial-level first-class discipline construction. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Data Collection 

This study collected policy documents related to first-class 

discipline construction issued by provincial-level govern-

ments across China since the promulgation of the 2015 Im-

plementation Opinions on Coordinating the Construction of 

World-Class Universities and First-Class Disciplines. These 

documents, all titled First-Class Discipline Construction or 

equivalent titles, were sourced from official government 

portals and the Ministry of Education website to ensure au-

thenticity and representativeness. This study adopts manual 

coding to ensure the reliability and validity of statistical data. 

3.2. Analytical Framework 

Table 1. The Proportions of Policy Instruments for Supply-side, Environmental-side, and Demand-side. 

Statistical Dimensions Types of Policy Tools Absolute frequency Proportion 

Overall situation 

Supply-side tools 188 60% 

Environmental-side tools 94 30% 

Demand-side tools 32 10% 

Total 314 100% 

Coastal areas (such as provinces in the Yangtze River Delta 

and Pearl River Delta) 

Supply-side tools 102 55% 

Environmental-side tools 63 35% 

Demand-side tools 18 10% 

Total 183 100% 

Central and Western China 

Supply-side tools 86 68% 

Environmental-side tools 31 24% 

Demand-side tools 10 8% 

Total 127 100% 

 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, integrat-

ing quantitative and qualitative analyses. Utilizing an 

adapted version of Rothwell and Zegveld's classic tripartite 

typology—categorized into supply-side, environment-side, 

and demand-side policy instruments—a quantitative content 

analysis of policy texts was conducted (e.g. Table 1) [13]. 

This framework has been extensively applied in innovation 

and science and technology policy research. Through 

in-depth textual analysis, the study further examines the un-

derlying rationale of policy objectives and discipline selec-

tion mechanisms. 

4. Analysis and Findings 

4.1. Dominance of Supply-side Policy 

Instruments 

Quantitative analysis revealed a distinct hierarchy in poli-

cy instrument deployment. Supply-side instruments domi-

nated provincial approaches, accounting for over half of all 

coded references [14]. This overwhelming reliance on direct 
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resource allocation reflects a deeply embedded governance 

paradigm that prioritizes immediate, measurable inputs over 

long-term systemic development. These emphasized substan-

tial financial allocations, high-level talent recruitment, and 

advanced research platform construction. This finding cor-

roborates the observed "resource injection model" character-

izing Chinese higher education reform. 

Environmental instruments assumed a secondary role in 

the policy framework, with their application primarily con-

centrated on enhancing institutional autonomy and refining 

performance evaluation mechanisms. In contrast, de-

mand-side instruments remained markedly underutilized, 

demonstrating minimal development of strategies to cultivate 

market-driven research demand. This pronounced disparity 

in policy tool application underscores a clear governmental 

predisposition toward direct fiscal intervention and resource 

distribution, rather than employing indirect, market-oriented 

approaches to stimulate academic research and development 

[15]. This skewed distribution reveals a fundamental mis-

match between policy means and ends, as the heavy empha-

sis on supply-side measures fails to cultivate the organic in-

novation ecosystems necessary for sustainable disciplinary 

development. The relative neglect of demand-side tools, such 

as industry research partnerships and innovation procurement 

programs, ultimately undermines the policy's goal of en-

hancing the practical impact and economic relevance of academic 

research, perpetuating a cycle where substantial resource inputs 

yield diminishing returns in genuine innovation outcomes. 

4.2. Convergence and Divergence in 

Disciplinary Prioritization 

There was a significant convergence in the disciplines se-

lected for provincial support. STEM fields, particularly Ma-

terials Science, Computer Science, Clinical Medicine, 

Chemical Engineering, and Biology, were overwhelmingly 

prioritized across almost all provinces. This reflects a direct 

alignment with the national strategic focus on technological 

self-reliance and innovation, mirroring the discipline list in 

the national Double First-Class policy [1]. This convergence 

risks creating a homogenized academic landscape, where 

provinces compete for the same talents and resources in sim-

ilar fields, potentially leading to inefficiency. 

However, regional divergence was also evident, support-

ing the concept of "strategic diversification" under a unified 

national goal. Developed provinces like Guangdong, Jiangsu, 

and Zhejiang emphasized frontier fields like artificial intelli-

gence, big data, and advanced manufacturing, directly link-

ing their disciplinary investments to their advanced industrial 

structures [16]. Conversely, provinces with distinct local 

features supported characteristic disciplines. For example, 

Yunnan and Sichuan prioritized Ecology and Ethnology, re-

flecting their unique biodiversity and multi-ethnic popula-

tions, while Henan, an agricultural hub, emphasized Crop 

Science. This finding nuances the simple narrative of total 

isomorphism and shows that provinces are, to some extent, 

leveraging the national initiative to reinforce their compara-

tive advantages. 

4.3. Strategic Narratives: From "Catching up" 

to "Serving the Locale" 

The qualitative analysis uncovered distinct strategic narra-

tives woven through the policy texts. The dominant narrative 

across all documents was one of ―catching up‖ and enhanc-

ing international competitiveness, measured explicitly by 

global university rankings (e.g., ARWU, QS, THE) and 

high-impact publications. This discourse reflects a 

deep-seated rankings mentality that permeates Chinese high-

er education policy [8]. This singular focus on quantitative 

benchmarks, however, often overshadows the development 

of unique academic identities and the addressing of re-

gion-specific educational needs, creating a potential discon-

nect between institutional aspirations and local realities. 

A second, powerful narrative was serving local socioeco-

nomic development Provincial policies consistently and 

strategically linked discipline construction to regional indus-

trial upgrading, technological innovation, and cultural de-

velopment [17]. For instance, Shanghai's policy explicitly 

connects its supported disciplines to its status as a global 

financial and shipping center, while Shanxi's policy links its 

efforts to the transformation of its traditional coal-based in-

dustry. This indicates that provinces are not passive imple-

menters but are actively attempting to co-opt the national 

initiative to address their own specific developmental needs 

and political mandates, a phenomenon described as "local 

agency" in a centralized system [18]. 

5. Discussion 

The findings reveal China's provincial first-class discipline 

policies as characterized by strong state-led, resource-driven 

intervention. The heavy supply-side instrument reliance 

demonstrates commitment to rapid capacity building but 

risks inefficiency and Matthew Effects, where strong disci-

plines intensify advantages while emerging fields struggle 

for support [18]. This approach creates a self-reinforcing 

cycle where historically advantaged institutions and estab-

lished disciplines continue to attract disproportionate re-

sources, while innovative interdisciplinary fields and institu-

tions in less-developed regions face significant barriers to 

entry. The predominant focus on quantifiable inputs and im-

mediate outputs through massive infrastructure investments 

and high-profile talent recruitment often overlooks the cru-

cial need for developing sustainable academic ecosystems 

and nurturing organic intellectual growth. Furthermore, this 

resource-intensive model may inadvertently prioritize 

short-term measurable achievements over long-term 

knowledge cultivation, potentially stifling the very innova-

tion and creativity that the policies aim to foster. The con-
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centration of resources in a narrow set of disciplines also 

raises questions about opportunity costs, as humanities and 

social sciences that contribute significantly to regional cul-

tural development and social innovation receive substantially 

less support, despite their importance in cultivating compre-

hensive academic excellence and addressing complex socie-

tal challenges. 

Policy analysis also reveals that disciplinary isomorphism 

brings about significant systemic diversity risks, which go 

beyond mere resource allocation issues. While national 

alignment has strategic value in addressing key technological 

priorities and achieving critical mass in selected fields, 

widespread STEM duplication may create zero-sum compe-

tition for limited top-tier scholars rather than cultivating dis-

tinctive institutional strengths [19]. This homogenization 

trend is particularly evident in the proliferation of artificial 

intelligence, materials science, and biotechnology programs 

across provinces regardless of their existing industrial bases 

or research capabilities, leading to redundant investments 

and fragmented research ecosystems. Concurrently, the per-

sistent underutilization of demand-side instruments repre-

sents a crucial missed opportunity for fostering deeper uni-

versity-industry integration and more responsive innovation 

systems. The scarcity of policy mechanisms such as indus-

try-driven research consortia, innovation procurement pro-

grams, and structured pathways for applied research com-

mercialization continues to hinder the translation of academ-

ic research into regional economic development, despite 

rhetorical commitments to serving local needs in policy 

documents. This dual challenge of disciplinary convergence 

and weak market orientation ultimately constrains the de-

velopment of a truly diverse and adaptive higher education 

system capable of responding to both global scientific fron-

tiers and localized socioeconomic demands, raising funda-

mental questions about the long-term sustainability of cur-

rent policy approaches in nurturing distinctive academic ex-

cellence across China's diverse regional landscapes. 

The regional variations, while meaningful, remain con-

strained by convergent national benchmarks and ranking 

pressures. This creates particular challenges for 

less-developed provinces navigating dual objectives of 

world-class metrics and localized relevance [20]. The re-

gional variations observed across provincial implementation 

strategies, while demonstrating meaningful attempts at con-

textual adaptation, remain fundamentally constrained by 

convergent national benchmarks and homogenizing global 

ranking pressures. This creates particularly complex chal-

lenges for less-developed provinces that must navigate the 

inherent tension between pursuing internationally recognized 

world-class metrics and addressing pressing local develop-

mental needs. The standardized evaluation criteria, heavily 

emphasizing publications in international journals, citation 

metrics, and position in global university rankings, create an 

institutional environment that systematically privileges con-

ventional STEM disciplines and established research para-

digms over innovative interdisciplinary approaches or re-

gion-specific knowledge production. This dynamic often 

forces less-developed regions into a catch-up game that 

poorly aligns with their unique comparative advantages and 

immediate socioeconomic requirements, potentially under-

mining the long-term sustainability of their disciplinary de-

velopment strategies while limiting opportunities for genuine 

institutional differentiation. 

6. Conclusion and Implications 

This study provides comprehensive mapping of China's 

provincial-level first-class discipline policies, revealing vig-

orous but relatively homogeneous responses characterized by 

supply-side dominance and strategic discipline prioritization. 

Provinces function as crucial transmission mechanisms 

channeling resources into nationally-defined priority areas 

while making limited contextual adaptations. The implica-

tions are threefold. For national policymakers, greater policy 

instrument diversification is needed, particularly de-

mand-side tools that stimulate market-driven innovation. 

Evaluation systems should better reward regional relevance 

and distinctive excellence beyond publication metrics. For 

provincial governments, strategic discipline differentiation 

would enhance systemic diversity and resource efficiency. 

For university leaders, institutional strategies must balance 

response to external incentives with cultivation of unique 

strengths. Future research should track policy evolution 

through subsequent implementation phases and examine 

correlation between policy approaches and performance 

outcomes. Comparative international studies could identify 

distinctive features of Chinese multi-level governance in 

higher education excellence initiatives. 
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