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Abstract

The worldwide higher education ecosystem is quickly evolving with the principles of Education 4.0 
and Education 5.0, highlighting digital incorporation, adaptability, sustainability, and learner-centred 
approaches. Although undergraduate and postgraduate programs in India have increasingly embraced 
online and blended formats, doctoral education continues to be primarily conducted on campus. This 
inflexible framework generates a significant policy void that inhibits access for employed individuals, 
women, remote learners, and foreign academics, thus constraining inclusivity and sustainability. This 
study thoroughly analyzes the structural, institutional, and regulatory obstacles hindering the uptake of 
online doctoral education in India, specifically regarding the University Grants Commission (UGC) Ph.D. 
Regulations 2022. Based on global best practices, sustainability frameworks, and initial survey results 
from Indian professionals, the study posits that opposition to online doctoral programs is rooted more in 
obsolete regulatory frameworks and deeply ingrained institutional mindsets than in worries about academic 
rigor. The manuscript presents a staged policy framework for incorporating online doctoral programs 
in non-laboratory fields via strong quality assurance practices, supervisor training enhancement, digital 
research facilities, and clear assessment processes. It concludes that India’s goal to become a knowledge-
based “Vishwa Guru” relies on adopting adaptable, inclusive, and digitally supported doctoral education 
in accordance with Education 4.0 and 5.0 principles.

Keywords: Digital Divide, Doctoral Education, Education 4.0, Education 5.0, Sustainability, Policy 
Reform, Online Learning, Higher Education, India, UGC Regulations

Higher education systems worldwide are being reshaped by the digital revolution. Education 4.0, inspired 
by the principles of Industry 4.0, integrates advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence [AI], 
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machine learning, and data analytics to create flexible and personalized learning experiences[14]. Education 
5.0 extends this paradigm by emphasizing human-centricity, sustainability, and social well-being[28]. 
These frameworks promote accessibility, equity, and environmental responsibility, aligning closely with 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals [SDGs], particularly Goal 4: Quality Education.
In the Indian context, this transformation is partially realized. Undergraduate and postgraduate programs 
have successfully transitioned into hybrid or online formats, aided by government initiatives such as 
SWAYAM and the National Digital Education Architecture [NDEAR]. However, doctoral education 
remains constrained by the University Grants Commission [Minimum Standards and Procedures for 
Award of Ph.D.] Regulations, 2022[26], which mandate significant physical presence for coursework and 
supervision. This policy, though well-intentioned for maintaining quality, inadvertently excludes working 
professionals, caregivers, and geographically distant learners from pursuing research degrees.
The purpose of this study is to analyze this contradiction and propose a reform-oriented framework that 
aligns India’s doctoral education policy with global best practices and the emerging ethos of Education 
5.0. The analysis underscores that enabling online doctoral programs is essential for democratizing 
research, advancing sustainability, and fostering inclusive participation in India’s knowledge economy.

Objectives of the Study

This study aims to:

�� Examine existing UGC regulations and their alignment with the principles of Education 4.0 and 5.0.

�� Analyze global models of online doctoral education with emphasis on quality assurance and 
ethical standards.

�� Assess the demand and readiness for online doctoral programs among Indian professionals.

�� Propose a policy and implementation framework for the recognition and governance of online 
doctoral education in India.

Literature Review

This research is done based on some well cited research works. These are discussed below. The shift in 
higher education influenced by the concepts of Education 4.0 and Education 5.0 has sparked considerable 
academic discussion about the future of doctoral programs. Education 4.0 is commonly perceived as an 
answer to the Fourth Industrial Revolution, highlighting the importance of digital integration, artificial 
intelligence, adaptive learning systems, and competency-based advancement[5, 24]. In higher education, 
this model encourages adaptability, customization, online teamwork, and digital knowledge networks. 
Garrison (2016)[6] emphasized that significant online learning relies on cognitive presence, teaching 
presence, and social presence—factors that can be efficiently nurtured in digital doctoral settings via 
organized supervision models.
Education 5.0 goes beyond just adopting technology; it focuses on placing human values, sustainability, and 
social impact at the core of education[14]. It highlights ethical artificial intelligence, inclusive accessibility, 
and environmental accountability. In doctoral education, this change means integrating technological 
advantages with guidance, research ethics, and social responsibility. Kaliraj and Devi, 2022[9] contend 
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that integrating Industry 4.0 technologies into higher education creates researchers proficient in digital 
skills, while the new Education 5.0 frameworks guarantee that these technologies contribute to sustainable 
development goals [SDGs].
Worldwide, online doctoral programs have developed considerably in the last ten years. Lee, 2022[11] 
recognizes online doctoral education as a legitimate yet intricate academic model influenced by digital 
pedagogy, professional doctorate frameworks, and globalization. Institutions like the Open University 
[UK], Walden University [USA], and the University of Liverpool have created hybrid supervisory 
frameworks that integrate asynchronous coursework, synchronous online meetings, digital libraries, 
and cloud-based thesis development resources. Maor et al. (2016)[12] highlight that virtual supervision 
models need deliberate community-building approaches to avoid isolation and foster the development 
of scholarly identity.
Research evidence supports the academic credibility of online doctoral programs. Bolliger and Halupa, 
(2018)[1] discovered that organized mentoring, consistent feedback cycles, and distinct research 
benchmarks greatly affect completion rates in online Ph.D. programs. Their results question the belief that 
physical closeness dictates the quality of research. Likewise, Salmon (2013)[23] emphasizes that digital 
collaboration tools—like Mendeley, Zotero, Overleaf, and academic research repositories—support 
distributed research oversight and academic networking.
Quality assurance continues to be at the heart of discussions regarding the legitimacy of online doctoral 
programs. Kumar et al. (2025)[10] address “Quality 4.0” in higher education, highlighting digital monitoring 
systems, outcome-focused assessment, and accreditation structures that go beyond the need for physical 
attendance. Joshi et al. (2024)[8] additionally link Education 4.0 technologies to sustainable development 
in educational settings, proposing that digital research environments correspond with SDG-4 [Quality 
Education].
In the context of India, regulatory limitations greatly influence doctoral frameworks. The 2022 Ph.D. 
Regulations by the University Grants Commission (UGC) require attendance for physical coursework and 
conduct viva voce exams in person. Although aimed at maintaining academic integrity, these rules differ 
from the National Education Policy [NEP] 2020, which supports blended learning, digital universities, 
and adaptable academic pathways[7]. Datta et al. (2024)[3] observe that India’s digital credit systems and 
Academic Bank of Credits indicate a shift in policy towards adaptability, while doctoral regulations still 
maintain a conservative stance.
The digital divide makes it even more challenging to access doctoral education in India. Dhawan (2020) 
[4] states that online learning can improve inclusivity for employed individuals and underrepresented 
students if sufficient infrastructure and support for digital literacy are available. Trivedi and Negi (2025)[25] 
demonstrate that engagement facilitated by ICT enhances results in remote education settings. UNESCO 
(2021)[27] and OECD (2023)[15] highlighted that digital higher education minimizes carbon footprints and 
enhances participation, aligning the reform of doctoral education with sustainability goals.
In general, the literature suggests that opposition to online doctoral education is more cultural and 
regulatory than pedagogical. Global studies show similar academic standards when quality control, 
mentoring training, and digital resources are strong. India’s policy framework shows a conflict between 
the transformative goals of NEP-2020 and the limiting doctoral rules set by UGC 2022. Closing this 
gap necessitates gradual reform, strengthening institutional capacities, and establishing digital oversight 
frameworks based on international best practices.
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Moreover, Digital education has become an important component of modern educational systems, 
particularly with the rapid advancement of information and communication technologies. It integrates 
digital tools, online learning platforms, and virtual resources to enhance teaching, learning, and knowledge 
management. In the Indian context, digital education has gained significant attention due to the expansion of 
internet connectivity and the growing demand for flexible and technology-enabled learning environments.
According to Paul (2021)[16], digital education is evolving as a multidisciplinary academic field that 
combines technology, pedagogy, and innovation to create new academic opportunities. The study 
emphasizes that digital education promotes innovative learning systems such as online learning platforms, 
virtual classrooms, and digital content delivery, which support global knowledge sharing. Similarly, 
Paul (2023)[17] examined students’ perceptions of digital education in Raiganj University and nearby 
institutions and found that students increasingly rely on digital platforms for learning, communication, 
and access to academic resources.
The role of educational technology in knowledge management has also been highlighted by Paul and 
Jena (2023)[18], who argued that e-learning systems help institutions manage and distribute knowledge 
efficiently through digital platforms. However, the implementation of digital education also faces 
challenges, particularly the digital divide. Paul, Bhuimali, and Raj (2017)[19] discussed the Internet Saathi 
initiative, which aimed to empower rural women in India by providing digital literacy and internet access, 
thereby reducing technological inequalities.
Furthermore, the concept of digital society discussed by Paul and Aithal (2018)[20] highlights how digital 
technologies are transforming various sectors, including education. Other studies also indicate that 
although digital education improves accessibility and flexibility, issues such as limited infrastructure, 
digital literacy gaps, and unequal access to technology remain major barriers in developing regions[21].
Overall, the literature suggests that digital education has great potential to enhance learning and knowledge 
sharing in India, but effective policies, technological infrastructure, and inclusive digital initiatives are 
essential for its sustainable development.

Summary Chart

Sl. 
No. Author(s) & Year Focus Area Key Findings Relevance to Study

1 Fisk [2017] Education 4.0 Adaptive, personalized, tech-
driven learning Conceptual foundation

2 Shahroom & 
Hussin [2018]

Industry 4.0 & 
Education

Digital skills integration in 
HE

Framework for digital 
Ph.D.

3 Mhlanga [2023] Education 5.0 Human-centered, ethical, 
sustainable education Balances tech & values

4 Garrison [2016] Online learning theory Community of Inquiry model Online doctoral 
supervision

5 Lee [2022] Online doctoral 
education

Legitimacy and structural 
design Global doctoral models

6 Maor et al. [2016] Virtual supervision Community-building in online 
Ph.D. Mentorship strategies

7 Bolliger & Halupa 
[2018]

Online Ph.D. 
completion

Structured mentoring 
improves outcomes Quality indicators
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Sl. 
No. Author(s) & Year Focus Area Key Findings Relevance to Study

8 Salmon [2013] Digital collaboration Tools enhance supervision & 
engagement Research infrastructure

9 Kaliraj & Devi 
[2022]

Industry 4.0 in 
education

Tech-enabled higher education 
models Digital readiness

10 Joshi et al. [2024] Education 4.0 & SDGs Tech-driven sustainable 
classrooms Sustainability link

11 Kumar et al. 
[2025] Quality 4.0 Digital quality assurance 

frameworks Accreditation reform

12 Government of 
India [2020] NEP 2020 Flexibility & digital 

universities Policy contradiction

13 UGC [2022] Ph.D. Regulations Mandatory physical presence Structural barrier

14 Dhawan [2020] Online education in 
India Inclusivity & digital divide Access concerns

15 UNESCO [2021] Digital higher 
education Sustainability & inclusion Environmental dimension

16 OECD [2023] Digital transformation System-level digital policy 
shifts Global comparison

17 Trivedi & Negi 
[2025]

ICT in distance 
education

Enhanced engagement 
through tech Online doctoral viability

18 Datta et al. [2024] Policy & digital credits Academic Bank of Credits 
reform Emerging flexibility

19 Paul, P.K. [2021]
Development of 
digital education 
as a discipline and 
academic innovation.

Digital education integrates 
ICT and online learning 
to create new academic 
opportunities and innovative 
teaching models.

Provides theoretical 
understanding of digital 
education and its role 
in modern academic 
systems.

20 Paul, P.K. [2023]
Students’ perception 
and usage of digital 
education tools.

Students increasingly use 
digital platforms for learning, 
though infrastructure and 
digital literacy challenges 
remain.

Helps understand 
students’ adoption and 
experiences with digital 
education.

21 Paul, P.K. & Jena, 
S.K. [2023]

Role of educational 
technology 
and e-learning 
in knowledge 
management.

E-learning platforms support 
knowledge sharing and 
contribute to the growth of the 
education technology sector.

Shows how digital 
technologies improve 
knowledge management 
in education.

22
Paul, P.K., 
Bhuimali, A. & 
Raj, K. [2017]

Digital divide and 
Internet Saathi 
initiative.

The project improved 
digital literacy among rural 
women and helped reduce 
technological inequality.

Highlights the importance 
of digital inclusion for 
expanding access to 
digital education.

23 Paul, P. & Aithal, 
P.S. [2018]

Concept and 
development of digital 
society.

Digital technologies are 
transforming education, 
communication, and 
knowledge systems in society.

Provides a broader 
framework linking digital 
society with digital 
education

24
Paul, P. K., Aithal, 
P. S., Bhuimali, 
A. & Kumar, K. 
[2017]

Emerging academic 
degrees in computing 
and IT.

Interdisciplinary programs 
in computing and IT 
are increasing to meet 
technological and industry 
demands.

Shows the importance of 
developing new academic 
programs related to 
digital education.
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Identified Gaps
Despite the growing global research on Education 4.0, Education 5.0, and online doctoral programs, 
noticeable gaps persist in the Indian scenario. Initially, current research predominantly investigates 
digital transformation in undergraduate and postgraduate education, with scant empirical attention given 
to doctoral education as a unique academic ecosystem that necessitates advanced supervision, research 
ethics management, and dissertation assessment structures. Secondly, although global research supports 
the effectiveness of online Ph.D. models, there is a lack of comparative analysis evaluating their relevance 
in India’s regulatory framework, especially under the UGC Ph.D. Regulations 2022. The conflict between 
NEP 2020’s digital aspirations and limiting doctoral policies is still not well-explored. Third, studies on 
quality assurance in online doctoral programs frequently focus on technological resources and mentoring 
frameworks, yet they fail to adequately consider the policy reform processes needed for widespread 
implementation in developing countries. Fourth, the convergence of sustainability, carbon reduction, and 
doctoral mobility has been examined worldwide but seldom framed within the context of higher education 
planning in India. Moreover, there is scarce information on the views of stakeholders—particularly mid-
career professionals, female researchers, and international academics—concerning obstacles to obtaining 
a doctorate in India. Ultimately, much of Indian scholarship views the digital divide primarily as an 
infrastructure challenge, ignoring regulatory inflexibility and institutional culture as factors of structural 
exclusion. To tackle these gaps, it is essential to engage in interdisciplinary research that merges policy 
analysis, digital teaching methods, sustainability models, and empirical studies focused on stakeholders, 
aiming to create a fact-based strategy for incorporating online doctoral education in India.

Methodology

This study employed a mixed-method approach combining document analysis, comparative review, and 
empirical survey insights.

Document Analysis
Key documents analyzed include UGC Ph.D. regulations [2022], NEP-2020, and international policy 
frameworks on distance doctoral education. The analysis focused on policy coherence, inclusivity, and 
quality assurance mechanisms.

Component Documents 
Reviewed Analytical Focus Key Variables 

Examined Purpose in Study

National 
Regulatory 
Framework

UGC Ph.D. 
Regulations 
[2022]

Physical attendance 
requirements, 
coursework norms, 
viva voce procedures

Academic 
integrity 
safeguards; 
mandatory 
residency; 
supervisor 
norms

Identify regulatory barriers 
to online doctoral education 
in India

National Policy 
Vision

National 
Education 
Policy [NEP] 
2020

Digital universities; 
blended learning; 
flexibility; 
internationalization

Policy 
coherence; 
digital inclusion; 
academic 
mobility

Examine alignment/
misalignment with UGC 
regulations
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Component Documents 
Reviewed Analytical Focus Key Variables 

Examined Purpose in Study

International 
Quality 
Guidelines

UNESCO 
[2021]; OECD 
[2023]; Quality 
assurance 
frameworks 
in UK, USA, 
Australia

Inclusivity; 
sustainability; digital 
governance; research 
integrity

Accreditation 
standards; 
remote 
supervision 
norms; digital 
assessment 
systems

Benchmark global best 
practices

Sustainability 
Frameworks

SDG-4; Higher 
education 
sustainability 
models

Environmental impact; 
access equity; lifelong 
learning

Carbon 
reduction; access 
expansion; 
digital 
infrastructure 
readiness

Assess sustainability 
dimension of online Ph.D. 
reform

Comparative Review
A global comparative analysis was conducted, drawing from institutional frameworks in the United 
States, United Kingdom, and Australia. Universities such as the Open University UK and University 
of Liverpool, and many more were benchmarked for their doctoral supervision models, online research 
ethics, and technology-enabled mentorship structures. Apart from these, there are so many institutions 
worldwide who are offering online DBA, EdD, PsyD, and DMan types of coursework and thesis-based 
professional doctorates which are aligned with traditional PhDs. This requires further analysis.

Country Representative 
Institutions

Type of Doctoral 
Models

Supervision 
Model

Quality 
Assurance 
Mechanisms

Relevance 
to Indian 
Context

United 
Kingdom

Open University 
[UK]; University 
of Liverpool

Online or 
Distance 
Mode Ph.D.; 
Professional 
Doctorates [DBA, 
EdD]

Structured 
virtual 
supervision; 
cohort model; 
digital thesis 
monitoring

External 
examiners; 
research ethics 
boards; QAA 
standards

Demonstrates 
rigorous 
online research 
ecosystem

United States

Walden 
University; 
Capella 
University; State 
Universities

Online Ph.D.; 
DBA; PsyD; EdD

Asynchronous 
coursework + 
synchronous 
mentoring; 
dissertation 
committees

Regional 
accreditation; 
IRB oversight; 
milestone-based 
progression

Shows 
scalability and 
accreditation 
compliance

Australia
University 
of Southern 
Queensland; 
Deakin University

Blended/
Online Research 
Doctorates

Digital research 
platforms; 
structured 
supervisor 
training

TEQSA quality 
audits; thesis 
examination 
standards

Model for 
policy-
regulated 
online research 
degrees

Global 
Professional 
Doctorates

Various accredited 
institutions 
worldwide

DBA; DMan; 
EdD; PsyD 
[coursework + 
thesis]

Hybrid 
supervision; 
industry-
integrated 
research

Programmatic 
accreditation; 
digital research 
tracking

Highlights 
equivalency 
debates with 
traditional 
Ph.D.
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Survey of Professionals
A preliminary survey was conducted among 30 Indian professionals from management, information 
technology, and social sciences. The survey explored perceptions of doctoral accessibility, willingness 
to enrol in online programs, and perceived barriers to traditional PhD pathways.
Findings revealed that 100% of respondents identified professional and familial commitments as the main 
barrier to enrolling in campus-based programs. Moreover, 93% indicated a strong preference for enrolling 
in accredited online doctoral programs if offered by Indian universities. These findings highlight a latent 
demand and readiness for online doctoral education in India.
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Discussion

The findings of this study reveal a fundamental policy contradiction within India’s higher education 
ecosystem. On one hand, the National Education Policy [NEP] 2020 envisions a digitally empowered, 
flexible, multidisciplinary, and globally competitive higher education system[7]. On the other hand, the 
University Grants Commission (UGC) Ph.D. Regulations 2022, retain a predominantly campus-centric 
framework that mandates physical coursework attendance and in-person viva voce examinations[26]. 
This regulatory rigidity stands in tension with the broader Digital India initiative and the global shift 
toward Education 4.0 and Education 5.0 paradigms, which prioritize technological integration, learner 
autonomy, and sustainability[24, 14].
Education 4.0 emphasizes adaptive learning systems, AI-driven personalization, digital collaboration 
platforms, and competency-based progression [5]. In doctoral education, this translates into digital research 
ecosystems that include cloud-based thesis development, virtual supervision meetings, collaborative data 
analysis tools, and online academic communities. Education 5.0 extends this transformation by embedding 
ethical responsibility, sustainability, and human-centered values into technologically mediated learning[14]. 
However, India’s doctoral regulatory structure continues to equate academic rigor with physical presence, 
implicitly assuming that quality is location-dependent rather than process-dependent.
International evidence challenges this assumption. The Community of Inquiry framework[6] demonstrates 
that cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social presence can be intentionally cultivated in 
online environments. Lee, 2022.[11] argues that online doctoral education has evolved into a mature and 
credible academic model when supported by structured supervision systems, digital research training, 
and transparent assessment milestones. Similarly, Bolliger and Halupa, (2018)[1] found no significant 
differences in research outcomes between online and traditional doctoral students when mentorship 
quality and institutional support mechanisms were robust. These findings suggest that academic rigor is 
determined primarily by supervision design, peer engagement, ethical compliance, and research assessment 
standards—not by geographical proximity.
Technological advancements further strengthen the credibility of online doctoral education. Digital 
plagiarism detection systems [e.g., Turnitin], research ethics management platforms, virtual Institutional 
Review Boards [IRBs], and secure video-conferencing technologies for thesis defenses have significantly 
reduced integrity risks[22]. Quality assurance frameworks in the United Kingdom [QAA], Australia 
[TEQSA], and the United States (regional accreditation bodies) regulate online research degrees with 
stringent standards comparable to campus-based programs[15]. These systems rely on structured progression 
milestones, external examiners, digital audit trails, and supervisor training certification programs. Thus, 
global practice demonstrates that academic quality can be safeguarded through governance mechanisms 
rather than physical attendance mandates.
In contrast, India’s restrictive stance may inadvertently limit its global competitiveness. Marginson, 2016[13] 
notes that knowledge economies thrive on openness, mobility, and research collaboration. By constraining 
doctoral education within rigid residency frameworks, India restricts participation from international 
scholars and diaspora researchers who could contribute significantly to national innovation ecosystems. 
Furthermore, professional doctorates such as DBA, EdD, PsyD, and DMan—widely accepted in countries 
like the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia—integrate coursework and applied research to 
bridge academia and industry. India’s regulatory reluctance to recognize or develop comparable flexible 
professional doctoral pathways may unintentionally protect traditional academic hierarchies rather than 
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fostering industry–academia collaboration. This perceived “protectionism” risks isolating Indian higher 
education from global doctoral trends.
Another critical dimension concerns inclusivity and equity. Traditional full-time doctoral models 
disproportionately exclude working professionals, mid-career administrators, entrepreneurs, and 
women with caregiving responsibilities[4]. Research indicates that flexible and online learning pathways 
significantly improve access for non-traditional learners[2]. Women scholars, particularly in developing 
contexts, often face mobility constraints due to familial and socio-cultural expectations. Enabling structured 
online doctoral pathways could democratize research participation and diversify scholarly perspectives. 
Excluding such experienced professionals represents not only a personal loss of opportunity but also a 
systemic underutilization of intellectual capital.
From a sustainability perspective, online doctoral education aligns closely with global environmental 
commitments. UNESCO, (2021)[27] emphasizes that digital transformation in education can reduce resource 
consumption and carbon emissions associated with travel and campus infrastructure. Similarly, the OECD, 
(2023)[15] highlights how hybrid and online higher education models contribute to institutional resilience 
and ecological efficiency. Doctoral programs often require frequent travel for coursework, seminars, and 
supervision meetings. Virtual alternatives significantly lower these environmental costs while expanding 
access to geographically remote learners. Aligning doctoral reform with India’s commitments under the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals [SDG-4 and SDG-13] would strengthen both social and 
environmental sustainability agendas.
However, beyond regulatory structures, the institutional mindset remains a critical barrier. Higher 
education administrators and senior faculty members must transition from a 20th-century industrial 
model of education to a 21st-century knowledge-network paradigm. Education 5.0 requires empathy, 
collaboration, interdisciplinary engagement, and digital fluency[14]. Resistance to online doctoral education 
often stems from concerns about prestige, control, or perceived dilution of academic culture. Yet, global 
universities have demonstrated that digital supervision can enhance—not diminish—scholarly interaction 
when properly structured[11]. Supervisor training in digital mentorship, structured research timelines, and 
online community-building practices can address many quality concerns.
Furthermore, doctoral reform should not be interpreted as replacing traditional campus-based Ph.D. 
programs. Rather, a differentiated model could be adopted: laboratory-intensive and experimental 
disciplines may retain physical residency requirements, while non-laboratory fields such as management, 
education, humanities, law, and social sciences could integrate structured online or hybrid doctoral tracks. 
Such a phased approach would maintain academic standards while expanding access and innovation.
India’s aspiration to become a global knowledge leader—or “Vishwa Guru”—requires policy coherence. 
The contradiction between NEP-2020’s digital aspirations and UGC 2022’s residency mandates creates 
uncertainty and slows innovation. Bridging this gap requires collaborative dialogue among policymakers, 
university leaders, accreditation bodies, and research scholars. Reform should focus on outcome-based 
quality metrics, transparent digital supervision protocols, secure online thesis defenses, and accreditation 
frameworks tailored to online research degrees.
Ultimately, the debate over online doctoral education is not merely about modality but about vision. If 
India seeks to compete in a rapidly evolving global knowledge economy, higher education governance 
must embrace flexibility, inclusivity, sustainability, and technological sophistication. Protecting traditional 
structures at the expense of innovation risks intellectual stagnation. Transformative change demands a 
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shift in mindset among professors, regulators, and administrators—recognizing that academic excellence 
in the 21st century depends on rigorous processes, ethical governance, and global collaboration rather 
than physical co-location.

Proposed Framework for Policy Reform

I personally think that, through the following phases, a policy reform is possible.

Phase 1: Pilot Initiatives
Select Institutions of Eminence and NAAC A++ universities should be authorized to pilot online doctoral 
programs in non-laboratory disciplines such as management, humanities, and education. These pilots 
would establish protocols for digital supervision, online research ethics, and assessment standards.

Phase 2: Regulatory Framework
A dedicated UGC Regulation for Online Doctoral Education should be introduced, emphasizing:

�� Minimum digital infrastructure standards for host institutions

�� Supervisor training in online mentorship techniques

�� Periodic audits by a National Committee for Online Doctoral Education

�� Integration of plagiarism detection and e-authentication tools

Phase 3: Global Benchmarking and Accreditation
Programs should align with international standards such as the European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education [ENQA] guidelines and Quality Matters certification frameworks to ensure global 
recognition and credibility.
Education 5.0 envisions a system that merges technology and humanity. Allowing online doctoral education 
operationalizes this vision—enhancing accessibility while preserving academic rigor. By incorporating 
digital supervision, virtual colloquia, and community-based research models, India can democratize 
knowledge creation and redefine scholarly inclusivity for the 21st century.

Conclusion

India stands at a critical juncture in its higher education evolution. The digital divide in doctoral education 
represents both a policy failure and an opportunity for transformation. Enabling online doctoral programs 
aligns with India’s goals of inclusivity, sustainability, and technological leadership. It would unlock vast 
reservoirs of professional expertise currently excluded by traditional academic structures. This paper 
concludes that the resistance to online doctoral education stems not from pedagogical inadequacy but 
from outdated regulatory assumptions. To actualize the aspirations of the NEP-2020 and the vision of 
Education 5.0, India must transition from a model of physical exclusivity to one of digital inclusivity. 
The time for policy evolution is now.
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8. Further Scope of Research

Future studies should investigate:

1.	 Comparative doctoral completion rates between online and traditional modalities across Indian 
and global institutions.

2.	 The effectiveness of AI-driven supervision and feedback mechanisms in online research contexts.
3.	 Longitudinal analyses of online doctoral graduates’ research impact and employability.
4.	 Sustainable infrastructure models for digital universities in developing economies.
5.	 Policy simulations on how online doctoral inclusion could expand India’s research output and 

innovation index.
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