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Abstract 

Universities are increasingly pressurized to contribute to the socio-economic development of their 

societies. This has led to increasing calls for stronger societal engagement around the third mission 

(TM). In this paper we contextualize developments surrounding TM by comparing policy approaches 

in Norway and the Czech Republic. Our analysis shows similarities as well as differences, and points to 

the importance of assessing TM developments in the light of wider policy dynamics and priorities.  
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1. INTRODUCTION: THE ADVENT OF THE THIRD MISSION 

In the last two decades, the advent of globalization combined with the rise of a knowledge-based 

economy has catapulted the university to the forefront of policy debates. At the turn of the century, and 

as part of the ambitious goal (‘Lisbon Agenda’) of making Europe the world’s leading knowledge 
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economy, universities were identified by supranational agencies like the EU Commission as central 

actors (Pinheiro, 2015). Following multiple “calls for action”, in the form of bold modernization agendas 

(Aghion et al., 2008), national governments across Europe embarked on a series of reform initiatives 

aimed at making universities more responsive to external dynamics, including the needs of various 

stakeholders (Maassen, 2009). The so-called ‘European paradox’ was often alluded to as an example of 

the lagging behind. European universities performed rather well (in comparative terms, e.g. USA) in 

terms of scientific production, but they fell short with respect to their linkages with society, including 

the productive sector or industry. What is more, regional economic asymmetries, both within and across 

countries, have widened in the last two decades (OECD, 2009). Given that knowledge in general (and 

knowledge spillovers in particular) has an important geographic dimension (Bathelt et al., 2004), and 

that fast growing industries tend to be concentrated in the vicinity of knowledge production 

organizations and vibrant knowledge/technological ecosystems (Saublens et al., 2016), policy makers 

(global, national and regional levels) tend to look at universities as critical pillars for advancing local 

economic development (OECD, 2007).  

Despite an array of studies on the topic, there is conflicting evidence regarding the role of universities 

in fostering local economic development and innovation (OECD, 2007, Drucker and Goldstein, 2007, 

Feldman, 1994, Benneworth et al., 2009). There is, however, an emerging consensus with respect to the 

fact that the physical presence of universities in a given locality/region is a necessary but not a sufficient 

condition for economic development to occur (Feldman and Desrochers, 2003, Pinheiro et al., 2012). 

Thus, policy has gradually moved away from focusing on the establishment of universities in peripheral 

geographies or ‘thin’ regions (Pinheiro, 2012b) towards the recognition of the importance of the 

university both as a training ground for the transmission of critical skills and competencies and as 

knowledge producer. These developments take place within the context of a much broader regional 

knowledge ecosystem where the university is one of many relevant actors and where a variety of 

governance approaches are expected (Lester and Sotarauta, 2007). 
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The rise of a knowledge based economy and the importance attributed to global and regional 

competitiveness has led to a shift in the dominant policy logic associated with the role of the university 

in society/economy. A new state of affairs came to the fore which approached the university both as an 

instrument for reaching certain governmental goals (like regional development) and as a service-

provider embedded in competitive markets (Maassen and Olsen, 2007). In other words, the traditional 

social compact (based on mutual trust) was gradually but steadily replaced by a new social contract 

substantiated on formal duties, negotiated deliverables (goals) and ex-post control (outcome-based 

measures), which, in turn, have led to mutual distrust amongst the parties involved (Maassen, 2014). 

The new policy logic is centered on two basic pillars or ‘regimes’: externally (state), on the importance 

attributed to control and accountability (Stensaker and Harvey, 2011); internally, within universities, as 

regards the role played by strategic science, as one of the many side effects of the transformation of 

universities into more complete organizations (Pinheiro and Stensaker, 2014). 

The redefined compact between university and the state, configured as a contractual linkage overseen 

by the state in the light of government policy strategies, was to be carried out through new governance 

arrangements (Paradeise et al., 2009). In this context, “new” stood for the different modes of 

coordinating individual actions or basic forms of social order (Enders, 2004); through networking, 

(quasi)markets, entrepreneurship, contracting out, and/or social activism. In HE, four fundamental new 

governance modes have been recognized, and which vary according to the degree of government 

intervention and the level of specification of the goals to be achieved, namely: hierarchies, in the form 

of the neo-Weberian state (NWS)2; steering at a distance; self-governance; and procedural (Capano, 

2011, 1626). In reality, however, these stylized or ideal type governance modes usually entail the 

application by replacement, layering, drift and/or conversion (Howlett and Rayner, 2007) and are likely 

to overlap and combine, thus giving rise to governance mixes (ibid., 1639). 

 

                                                           
2NWS refers to traditional (Weberian) administrative systems that are in the process of modernization, yet 

retain distinctive public service qualities (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). 
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Against this backdrop, the paper investigates policy measures geared towards the third mission, broadly 

defined here as the purposive efforts by university actors to address issues of relevance to society (for a 

more exhaustive discussion consult Kohoutek et al in this special issue), in the Czech Republic and 

Norway. Hence, the focus is on the systemic or macro level, with the article specifically aiming to: 

 

• Map-out long-term processes affecting third mission policy designs and their enactment; 

• Identify the underlying (new) governance arrangements with respect to policy logics and 

instruments; 

 

In the following sections, we start by illuminating the research questions driving the paper and the 

hypotheses being tested. Following the exposition of the empirical findings for each of the two cases, 

we highlight and discuss similarities and differences. The paper concludes with an overview of the key 

findings and a critical reflection on its research and policy implications going forward.  

 

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESIS 

In the light of the aforementioned elements, the following research questions are addressed in this paper: 

1. To what extent are systemic higher education policy efforts in Norway and the Czech 

Republic aligned with universities’ third mission? 

 

2. What are the similarities and differences in the policy approaches of the two countries? 

 

Two hypotheses are to be tested, namely:  

1. In light of the new social compact and the prominence of new governance approaches that 

emphasize a cooperative approach among stakeholders, we expect to find parallel 

cooperation between sectorial policy areas when it comes to the universities’ third mission. 
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2. Given the increasing policy emphasis put on aspects like excellence and socio-economic 

relevance (impact), we expect new governance arrangements to affect the ways in which the 

third mission of universities is conceived and operationalised (policies). 

 

3. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

The investigation of Norwegian and Czech policy discourses and designs regarding universities’ third 

mission put forward in this paper is based on process tracing (PT), which falls under qualitative 

methodology approaches. PT entails examination of diagnostic pieces of evidence within temporarily 

and spatially bounded instances of a specific phenomenon that can contribute to supporting or refuting 

alternative explanatory hypotheses (Bennet, 2010). In so doing, PT relies on qualitative datasets (e.g. 

historical accounts, expert surveys, interviews, press accounts, etc.) that can be coded for testing 

hypotheses regarding the applicability of a model or theory of the decision process (Ford et al., 1989). 

As a methodological approach, PT is applicable both to within-case analysis and small-n case 

comparative designs (Kay and Baker, 2015). 

 

In line with foregoing methodological foundations, our PT-centered investigation builds on a review of 

relevant literature sources centered on research publications, research reports, policy analyses and 

documents (laws, by-laws, strategies, annual reports) whose subject matter was the role and positioning 

of the state as regards sector wide dynamics and the establishment of an enabling environment for 

universities’ third mission. Our analysis of policy documents spans a 60-year period (1950s-early 

2010s), more than sufficient for investigating long-term policy change (Sabatier, 1993). 

 

We have chosen these two national systems since they represent diverging points of departure within 

the broader European periphery. Norway is a rich (non-EU) country with a long history of HE expansion 

and focus on equity considerations, including paying close attention to regional economic development 

issues (Pinheiro et al. 2016). As a system, Nowegian HE is gradually moving from a binary towards a 

unitary system with comprehensive universities as the key institutional template. In contrast, the Czech 
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Republic is a EU member state with a Communist historical legacy and a much less institutionalised HE 

policy, showing, among other things, a proclivity to top-down governing approaches and policy 

solutions (Harach et al., 1992). Comparing and contrasting policy developments across these two 

systems enables us to shed light on the diversity of policy mechanisms and approaches and the degree 

of convergence or lack thereof within the context of a common European HE space. Investigating how 

governments in both countries have approached universities’ third missions (TM) iluminates the 

complexities associated with the challenges of institutionalising TM (from the top-down, i.e. systemic 

level) as a core university mission.  

 

4. NATIONAL POLICY DEVELOPMENTS AND THIRD MISSION 

 

4.1. The Czech Republic 

Despite its growth over the last twenty years, research on Czech HE shows a lack of research attention 

into universities’ third mission (for one or two exceptions see e.g. Brada and Hanzelková, 2015). This 

is in stark contrast with the expanding global literature on the theme in the last two decades (Kohoutek 

et al., 2017; this special issue). Hence, this section addresses these knowledge gaps and reviews systemic 

developments in the policy area of the TM of Czech universities in order to identify key issues and 

turning points for comparative analysis. The review covers both the Communist and post-Communist 

periods.  

 

Under Communism (1948-1989), TM was a marginal policy issue. The universities were subordinate to 

the state, ruled by the Communist party. Such subordination entailed the curtailment of academic 

freedoms in pursuit of communist ideology through vertical hierarchies (Harach et al., 1992). Ideological 

and practical restraints on academic freedoms factored into restrictions in the transmission of knowledge 

and independent research. Socialist-governed universities were, thus, assigned the role of production of 

qualified workforce for the centralised economy, with the bulk of research efforts concentrated in the 

Czech Academy of Sciences. Engaging with wider society through civic-oriented activities was also 
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tightly controlled, resulting in rigidity, formalism (undertaking of only Party-approved actions) and the 

absence of freely and openly exercised civic-society undertakings (though some did take place in secrecy 

within underground movements and initiatives). Hence, as a result of the Communist ideological bias 

and party control cutting across teaching, research and social engagement, Czech universities were 

insulated and discouraged from TM-related activities, except for the provision of studies in some regions 

‘to assure rights of the working class to higher education’.  

 

After the watershed year of 1989, the TM was, to an extent, part of the national reform agenda linked to 

the policy logic associated with regional decentralisation of HE on equity-grounds (enhanced access). 

This was driven by the intention to locate HE institutions (HEIs) outside traditional territories: Prague, 

Brno, and Olomouc. It was carried out through the establishment of six new regional universities 

between 1991 and 1993 (Šebková, 2006). These were brought into existence by the expansion of self-

standing faculties/institutes of pedagogy, either by merging them with other specialised units 

(engineering), or by establishing a completely new unit. Moreover, the early 1990s saw the burgeoning 

of new university faculties (from 74 to 105) to cater for the rising study demand and research expertise 

within the country’s regions (CHES, 2007).         

 

Beneficial as such undertakings were for the socio-economic advancement of less developed Czech 

regions, they were not part of any system-level policy per se. Between 1990 and 1998, Czech HE 

decision-making was a mixture of learning-on-the-go, good will (partly due to some international 

assistance), and hastily adopted measures, as epitomised by the stipulations of the Act of 1990 

(Hendrichová and Šebková, 1995). The latter centred on the re-establishment of academic rights and 

freedoms, including research, as well as the self-governance of HEIs and their societal status. Its 

significance for the TM policy area was limited to officially upholding the socio-cultural and research 

orientations as part and parcel of the democratic university mission. The HE Act of 1998 (still in effect) 

required public HEIs to establish boards of trustees, whose members were appointed by the Minister of 

Education, “with the view of associating representatives of public life, municipality as well as state 

administration” (Government, 1998: Article 14.1) with the university. In reality the boards of trustees 
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have limited power and tend to oversee university governance, including legal issues (estate, property 

transfers), without much active involvement in TM or strategic governance more generally (Šebková, 

2006). 

 

The 1990s saw no official ministerial policy formulated and promulgated, not least because the term 

‘policy’ became discredited under the Communist period due to its associations with inefficiency, 

banality and logrolling. The first TM-related policy measures appeared in the early 2000s, in the 2000-

2005 Long-term Ministerial plan (MEYS, 2000) and the 2001 White Paper (MEYS, 2001). They set out 

goals in teaching and graduate-related TM activities dealing with re-skilling academic staff, 

harmonization of curricula and labour market demands, and career counselling.  They also referenced 

support for establishing regional centres of lifelong learning and the university of the third age. 

However, by only listing several priorities under the TM heading, neither document outlined any concept 

or analysis of what the TM should (not) encompass. Relatedly, the HE Reform Concept from 2004 

analysed the issue of university-industry relations, identifying broad, official agreement on cooperation 

in curricular designs, internships, R&D activities (including spin offs and patenting), involvement of 

entrepreneurs in teaching, joint promotional events and the sharing of information. However, it found 

inconsistencies in the implementation of policy measures, thus recommending the creation of a standing 

ministerial committee for industry relations.  

 

The 2004 analysis, once again, contained no specific recommendations as regards the TM concept and/or 

policy instruments to be adopted. This conceptual confusion was sustained in the policy strategies of the 

mid-2000s, but changed with the 2009 White Paper on Tertiary Education. The latter set out the TM as 

referring to: “general services HEIs provide to society, formed differently at different institutions by 

concrete regional, economic and political contexts.” (MEYS, 2009, 31) Referring to the triple helix 

concept (Etzkowitz, 2008), the 2009 White Paper put forward a clear orientation on commodifiable 

forms of TM, including but not limited to: R&D entrepreneurship, technology parks, transfer and 

innovations, strategic alliances and business incubators. Yet, due to its controversial nature and harsh 
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criticism from the academic community, it was shelved (though not primarily because of the TM 

positions it contained). Similar developments towards the commodification of outputs could be observed 

in the domain of HE research and development. The Evaluation Methodology, a point-based tool created 

a system for measuring and assigning points to all types of research output, was established in the mid-

2000s and has been used to allocate funding since 2008 (see Young, 2014); however, the system has no 

specific provisions for TM. It is oriented towards the production of excellence and impact, and rewards 

research that is more international in both publication outlets and language. Furthermore, the Czech 

Republic displays very low levels of industry cooperation and investment in university research relative 

to other European countries (Arnold, 2011). Funding for HEIs from EU cohesion funds plays an 

important role. In 2006, the fund ‘Research and Development for Innovations’, led to the establishment 

of eight national centres of excellence and forty regional R&D centres, subsidized by 2 billion EUR 

(MEYS 2014).  

 

Finally, policy documents issued in the early and mid-2010s (the Long-term plan for 2011-2015, 

Strategic framework for Czech HE, the Third role of Czech HEIs), did little to advance a coordinated, 

systemic approach towards TM. We found considerable levels of decoupling between policy intentions 

(aims) and actions (implementation), namely: (a) no systemic links with the objectives set up in the 2004 

Reform Concept or the 2009 White Paper; and (b) repetition and layering of policy goals, e.g. around 

aspects like labour market employability, internships development, advancements in further education 

and formation exchange (platform set-up), that could be marked as “perennial policy priorities”. Equally 

problematic, there are no publicly available TM policy documents that contain any up-to-date synthesis 

of empirical evidence, nor is there clear conceptualisation, evaluation and policy recommendations of 

the TM Concept.  

 

4.2. Norway 

As a means of responding to the popular demands for access to HE, and partly as a result of the resistance 

of the established universities (Oslo and Bergen) to increasing enrollments, the Norwegian government 
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decided to establish a regional college system in the early 1970s. The rationale was threefold: to enhance 

local access; to prevent mass (youth) migration from peripheral areas into the core urban centers; and to 

stimulate regional economic development by providing the regions with a cadre of professionals for 

both the public and private sectors. Earlier inquiries suggest that, generally speaking, the university 

colleges have had a substantial impact on economic activity, innovation, and migration, yet with 

important inter-regional variations (Sæther et al., 2000). Policy-wise, this period marks a phase where 

regionalization policy converges with HE policy (Pinheiro, 2014). In Norway, regions have played a 

prominent role in national policy making since the post-WWII period, with the historical situation 

marked by an increasing tension between the political and economic center of the country, Oslo, and the 

periphery, i.e. the regions.  

 

In the late 1960s, following successful lobbying by regional politicians, the Norwegian parliament 

decided to establish a comprehensive university in the northernmost part of the country, in the city of 

Tromsø. The university was an explicit national policy instrument to promote regional economic 

development as Northern Norway lagged behind the rest of the country in a number of important socio-

economic indicators (Pinheiro, 2012a). According to many, together with the establishment of the 

regional college system, the decision to create a comprehensive university in Tromsø ranks amongst the 

two most important elements for the regionalization of HE dating back to the 1970s (Arbo and 

Eskelinen, 2003). 

 

By the early 1990s, the regional college system had expanded and encompassed close to 100 institutions, 

serving a population of about 4.2 million inhabitants. This created substantial challenges for the Ministry 

of Education for steering the system, and thus a decision was made to simply the system by enacting a 

series of forced mergers amongst the regional colleges as well as other existing high schools (a total of 

98 institutions). The result was the establishment of 26 public university-colleges throughout the 

country, providing the backbone for a binary higher education system. The state colleges, as they came 

to be known, were largely first cycle teaching-only institutions and had a clear mandate for addressing 

the needs and expectations of regional stakeholders. When it came to knowledge production, regional 
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needs were, for the most part, taken on board by social science regional research institutes (most of them 

privately owned, but not-for-profit) that had been established across the country since the early 1970s. 

Their establishment, supported by the national government, was the result of intensive lobbying by 

regional politicians, who wished to lift the research (absorptive) capacity of their respective regions. In 

contrast to the established universities, the research institutes primarily undertook research of an applied 

nature, often in close collaboration with regional actors such as local government and/or industry. In 

other words, for the majority of Norway’s regions, the public university colleges largely performed a 

teaching or training function with the independent research institutes being the primary local arenas for 

knowledge production and transfer.  

 

By the late 1990s, changes in the regulative framework resulted in the establishment of a common legal 

act regulating universities and university colleges, which had previously been governed separately. 

Policy developments leading to the 2003 Quality Reform, the last major comprehensive reform across 

the sector, also enabled university colleges to apply for full university status upon the successful 

achievement of a set of preconditions or criteria (cf. Pinheiro, 2013). This, in turn, exacerbated the 

ongoing pressures (initiated in the mid-1990s) towards academic drift, with the university colleges 

increasingly copying structural and cultural features of the established universities. Following the 2003 

reform, societal outreach became an official task for all HEIs across the country, and changes in the 

governance structures of institutions (Board level) strengthened the role of external actors in strategic 

matters. 

 

In the mid-2000s, and following developments elsewhere regarding the attention paid to technology 

transfers and entrepreneurial behaviors amongst the population, the Norwegian government, through its 

main agencies (research council, Innovation Norway and SIVA/the industrial development and 

cooperation of Norway), initiated a program to stimulate regional innovation and entrepreneurship. A 

total of seven so called ‘TTO (Technology Transfer Office)-regions’, either with a broad or narrow 

technology focus, were established throughout the country. The majority of these were located in the 

vicinity of ‘old’ (research-intensive) universities, with only one in the proximity of a former university 
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college (Stavanger), largely due to the importance of off-shore gas and oil clusters in that region. The 

government financially supported the establishment of TTOs at public universities, with mixed results. 

To the best of our knowledge, few university colleges have well-functioning and vibrant TTO offices.  

 

In 2007, the government established a 10-year research and innovation program (VRI) to promote 

greater regional collaboration between trade and industry, R&D institutions and the government 

authorities, and to foster close ties to other national and international networks and innovation 

mechanisms (e.g. the Arena program, Norwegian Centres of Expertise and the Regions of Knowledge 

initiative). Fundamental components of the VRI programme include: research activity, exchange of 

experience, learning, and cooperation across scientific, professional and administrative boundaries 

(RCN, 2004). Universities and regional research institutes are integral components, and the program has 

led to increasing interaction and strategic joint initiatives between these and other key local actors across 

the public and private sectors. 

 

In 2010, a new research funding mechanism was established alongside the existing national system. It 

distributes funds to seven core ‘research regions’, introduced as part of a political reform to delegate 

power from national to regional authorities. The main objectives of the funds are to: strengthen research 

intended to increase and improve regional innovation and regional development; increase R&D efforts; 

improve research quality and competitiveness of the local R&D institutions; organise arenas for the 

sharing of knowledge and experiences; and establish cooperation with national and international 

programmes and activities. Needless to say, university colleges alongside the regional research institutes 

became major recipients, thus stimulating local research capacity.  

 

In 2011, the government established a series of Centers for Research-based Innovation (SFI), with the 

aim of building up and strengthening Norwegian research groups that work in close collaboration with 

partners from industry and innovative public enterprises (RCN, 2016). A total of 35 centers have 

received funding as of today. The majority of the centers are hosted by the largest (sector-focus) national 
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research institutes, the ‘old’ universities, with only two based at a current (Ålesund) and former (Agder) 

university college. 

 

Finally, in 2015 and for the first time ever, the government launched a long-term (2015-2024) strategy 

for research and HE (KD, 2014). The latter is centered on three main strategic goals: (a) to strengthen 

competitiveness and innovation capacity; (b) to solve major societal challenges, like climate change; 

and (c) to develop high-quality research groups. The strategy follows ongoing regional (Europe) and 

global policy developments focusing on world class excellence (Ramirez et al., 2016), yet it pays little 

attention to the role played by (and future of) mid- and low- tier HEIs (e.g. as regards the importance 

attributed to relevance), most of which are located in peripheral or ‘thin’ regions.  

 

5. DISCUSSION 

Our analysis reveals that policy developments within HE in light of universities’ TM (Table 1) differ 

considerably across the two countries. In Norway, the period 1950-1980 marked a general concern for 

regional development aspects, with the government establishing vocational institutions and supporting 

the creation of research institutes aimed at addressing the regions’ knowledge needs and profiles. This 

was followed (late 90s-early 2000s) by the development of policy instruments aimed at increasing the 

interaction between local HEIs and regional actors across the public and private sectors. More recently 

(mid-2000s), the establishment of a series of centres for applied innovation, some based at HEIs, attest 

to the importance given to regional development and innovation imperatives in light of triple-helix-type 

of arrangements. These arrangements, to a large degree, are based on the notion that HEIs play an 

important socio-economic role in the context of their surrounding regions (TM). In contrast, such policy 

efforts and consistency are lacking in the Czech case. That being said, and despite a general 

acknowledgement of the fact that HEIs play an important socio-economic role, both countries seem to 

have failed in clearly articulating universities’ TM, thus leading to ambiguities and inconsistencies as 

regards policy- design and implementation. Table 1 below provides a summary of the major differences 

between the two countries.  
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Table 1: Comparing historical developments 

 Norway Czech Republic 

1950’s • Popular demands for access to higher 

education 

• Under communism (1950s-1980s) the 

university is a teaching institution and is 

insulated and discouraged from TM 

 

• 1989 fall of communism (watershed 

historical event) 

1960’s • Tromsø University established 

1970’s • Development of the regional college 

system 

• Social science regional research institutes 

begin to be established 

1980’s  

1990’s • First wave of forced mergers 

• Binary system of universities and university 

colleges  

• Common legal act regulating all HEIs 

 

• 1990 higher education act 

• 1991-1993 expansion of system, 

establishing of regional universities and 

new faculties 

• 1998 new higher education act (valid till 

present) 

• 1999 first international comparison of 

research 

2000’s • 2003 reform act: social outreach becomes 

official task of HEIs 

• Creation of TTO-regions  

• 2007 VRI program established 

• 2001 first TM policy measures appear 

• 2004 Higher education reform concept 

paper  

• 2008 research reform act 
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• 2009 white paper with TM policy oriented 

to economic vision 

2010’s • 2010 new regionally based research 

funding mechanism  

• 2011 Centers for Research-based 

Innovation established 

• 2015 national long-term strategy for 

research and higher education  

• 2011 long term plan 2011-2015 

• 2015 Strategic framework for Czech HE 

• 2015 Third role of Czech HEIs 

Source: authors 

 

Broadly speaking, one can clearly identify three critical phases - expansionist, consolidation, and 

differentiation - in the historical development of the two national HE systems. Norway began its reforms 

in the 1950s, at a time when the Czech Republic was under communist rule and the universities’ TM 

was discouraged. Norwegian universities followed the Humboldtian model where teaching and research 

were tightly coupled, whereas in the Czech Republic universities were largely teaching-oriented 

institutions with research activities concentrated in the Academy of Science. It was not until the 

communist regime ended, in 1989, that we begin to see a pattern of expansion similar to what occurred 

in Norway in the early 1960s. Both countries engaged in an expansionist policy based on the de-

centralisation of HE provision in the form of newly established institutions. In Norway, a regional 

college system was established (building on existing high schools) along with a new comprehensive 

university (in the north of the country) which had an explicitly regional development mandate. In the 

Czech Republic there was not a stated reference to the economic mission of regional HEIs, but, like in 

Norway, there was a concerted effort to spread HE provision across the country by establishing new 

regional universities and faculties, alongside new private providers. In Norway, the expansionist phase 

(mid-1950s to early 1990s) was followed by one of consolidation, during which university colleges and 

other institutes were forced to merge. These mergers, however, did not have a regional rationale per se, 

and were largely intended to simplify national HE steering, thus suggesting the decline in importance of 
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TM-related aspects when compared to efficiency concerns. The consolidation phase in Norway has also 

been instrumental in bringing research into the more vocationally oriented university-colleges, aided by 

changes in the legal framework in the 1990s (one unified framework for both sectors). What is more, 

the establishment of regional research institutes in peripheral regions not only complemented the TM 

role played by the university colleges (centred on teaching), but, more importantly perhaps, led to 

enhancing the former’s overall absorptive capacities. Similarly, in the Czech Republic, universities did 

not have a research mission prior to the early 90s. This is not to say that no research was undertaken by 

academics at those institutions (Šima and Pabian, 2013), but it was not part of their legal mandate or 

social mission. Stated differently, their knowledge- production and transfer capabilities, two critical 

aspects inherent to universities’ TM, was largely constrained due to structural arrangements.  

Finally, we see evidence of a third phase of attempted differentiation being pursued by policymakers. 

This phase is more driven by the research policy dimension and the quest for world class excellence. In 

Norway, this is visible with the enactment of a centre of excellence program alongside a long-term 

strategic plan focusing on the concentration of resources in selected units. In the Czech Republic this 

phenomena manifests itself around R&D funding schemes, that attempt to steer funding towards 

excellent research and (few) selected institutions. Although the mechanisms and instruments vary 

somewhat, the overall policy idea or logic is that of turning scientific publications into performance 

indicators which determine future funding allocations. 

Two hypotheses were presented earlier in the paper. Regarding the first contention, namely, increasing 

cooperation across policy portfolios, we expected to find the emergence of a new hybrid policy domain 

encompassing both HE and regionalisation policy. In Norway, such a policy convergence occurred in 

the 1960s and 1970s, but has largely been de-coupled in the last forty years or so. More recently, attempts 

have been made to bring together these two policy spheres, exemplified by the division of the country 

into core regions for the distribution of research funding, in addition to the VRI program aimed at 

stimulating regional innovation (with HEIs play a key role) and the establishment of centres for applied 

innovation. That being said, the recent attention paid to world class excellence as part of the long-term 

plan for HE and research (which is largely about research) is likely to reinforce existing asymmetries 
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between old and new universities and university colleges on the one hand, and core and peripheral or 

‘thin’ (low absorptive capacity) regions on the other. In this regard, the new policy direction for HE and 

research, substantiated on consolidation (fewer and large HEIs) and concentration (of funds), contrasts 

starkly with equity-related dimensions that continue to play a major role in Norway’s regional policy. 

Turning to the Czech Republic, policy developments show few signs of sectorial integration, e.g. no 

linkages between HE and research policy and/or between HE and regional development policy. TM 

rarely appears in the policy documents and where it does, it is often in white- or concept- papers which 

have not been implemented (design-implementation gap). This gap is often not because of the TM 

components of the respective proposals as such, but due to other more controversial elements such as 

the introduction of tuition fees. Yet, the end result is that there is virtually no policy regulating the 

regional function of HEIs.  

Turning now to the second hypothesis, in both countries we find that excellence holds a primary position 

in the current policy discourse, reflecting wider developments across Europe (Sørensen et al 2016). The 

emphasis on excellence can be traced to the early- and mid-2000s when the Norwegian and Czech points 

system for publication results and funding were established. Excellence in both countries is firmly rooted 

in the publication culture, i.e. the output of publications that are highly cited or published in high impact 

journals. Publication in the local language, be it Norwegian or Czech, is discouraged in this system, 

which also defines excellence as ‘international’. The latter is tightly linked with the rise of university 

world rankings. This turn away from ‘local interactiveness’ hits the peripheral regions and smaller HEIs 

most hard, and thus has the potential for negatively affecting TM-related activities, including research 

of a more applied nature. In Norway, as alluded to earlier, the focus on excellence has been 

institutionalized via changes in the funding instruments to HEIs (performance-based), the centres of 

excellence scheme and the new long-term strategy. 

In terms of relevance, there is a clear emphasis in both countries on economic relevance rather than 

social relevance. We find that the instruments and policy discourse heavily favour the former, with little 

mention of relevance that is altruistic or has only social value. Of course there is a connection between 

the social and the economic, but it is the later that takes precedence. In Norway this is seen through the 
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establishment of instruments that link HE and research with the corporate sector, such as TTO regions 

and the VRI programs. Even traditional social aspects like life-long learning are increasingly being 

approached by HEIs as a new source of external revenues. In the Czech Republic, what little evidence 

of TM that can be found in the policies has to do with economic issues, i.e. employment, university-

industry cooperation, harmonization of higher education outputs with industry needs, etc. The one major 

exception to the economic orientation of TM programs is the so called ‘university of the third age’ which 

provides courses for older citizens, and which has been broadly implemented by universities (see 

Smidova et al., this issue). Otherwise, the third mission tools have not gotten past the 2009 white paper 

into law.  

TM, in the form of the regional mission of HEIs, has thus rarely made it into national policy discourses 

except incidentally. We have not found evidence that a new policy area is emerging. Rather, we see the 

tension between the new orientation towards excellence and the regional mission becoming more 

pronounced. The policy expectation of relevance, on the one hand, has also taken something of a back 

seat to the drive for excellence, but where it does become realized in policy, there is a strong tendency 

for it to support existing strengths, rather than benefit the weaker peripheral regions. We have seen how 

both the TTOs established in the mid-2000s and the SFIs from 2011 have primarily been established at 

or in connection with the research universities and in that way have consolidated their strength rather 

than providing a boost for the regionally oriented university colleges. These trends have led the regional 

HEIs to strategically reorient themselves to the model of the research universities, which pulls them 

further from their regional character. A similar trend can be seen in the Czech Republic, where also a 

single law governs all types of HEIs. While this law does recognize two binary types (university and 

non-university), accreditation demands placed on both are similar and the financial and resource benefits 

accrue to the university type, thus encouraging all institutions to aspire to become universities. In this 

way both countries expose the difficulties of attempting to create differentiation of institutions within a 

single legal framework.  
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6. CONCLUSION 

Global policy and academic discourses surrounding universities’ role in society/economy more 

generally and within the frame of TM-related activities more specifically have only to a limited extent  

permeated policy frameworks and initiatives in both Norway and the Czech Republic.  

 

In Norway, the TM came to the fore of the policy agenda during the 1960s and early 1970s when HE 

and regionalisation policy converged, resulting in the establishment of a regional university college 

system. Since then, however, policy efforts geared towards the active engagement of HEIs with their 

surrounding region have largely neglected the existing structural barriers and institutional arrangements, 

which, for the most part hinder rather than promote TM across the board. The dominant policy logic in 

the sector in recent years has been substantiated on consolidation (fewer and larger HEIs), convergence 

(toward a unitary model centered on research-intensive universities), and global excellence with limited 

attention being paid to local engagement and relevance. This seems to be aligned with global 

developments that can be characterised by their general lack of an articulate policy framework for 

creating an environment that enables  HEIs to meaningfully and successfully engage with societal actors 

across the public and private sectors (Pinheiro et al., 2012, Benneworth, 2013). 

 

Similarly, in the Czech Republic, and despite some attempts to address TM-related issues (graduates’ 

employability, technology transfers, university of the third age, etc.) policy makers have only 

symbolically and rhetorically referred to HEIs’ TM role, with little to be shown as far as implementation 

is concerned. The only exception can be found in the systemic consolidation for regional relevance 

carried out through the establishment of regional universities and some new faculties in the 1990s. 

Nonetheless, as is the case of Norway, the dominant policy logic in recent years has focused on economic 

rather than societal imperatives, with research excellence (national R&D methodology, R&D research 

centers) being prioritized at the expense of any sustainable mechanisms for fostering local relevance and 

regional impact. 
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Finally, the evidence presented in the paper has both methodological and conceptual implications for 

TM research in a wider sense. Methodologically, the application of process tracing (PT) has helped us 

identify that the TM policy area in the Czech Republic and Norway follows a common development 

logic substantiated in: a narrow system for measuring excellence; the lack of coordinated and concerted 

attention to the role of university regions; and the lack of an approach for the co-generation of knowledge 

between HEIs and regional actors. More specifically, PM analysis of TM developments reveals a pattern 

of non-systematic patching of agendas and layering of goals in the Czech Republic, where, in effect, the 

TM policy has been envisaged and endorsed in various strategic policy documents but never actually 

promulgated. The Norwegian situation has been marked by decoupling TM policy rhetoric from real-

time policy actions and means, not least because of tensions between local relevance and increasingly 

preferable global excellence. As such, the Norwegian TM policy seems to have been sidestepped by a 

series of actions bearing some relevance to the issue, yet leaving the TM, as a self-standing policy, ill 

developed. Hence, whilst the Czech TM policy has been ill-patched, the Norwegian case shows some 

marks of policy non-design (Howlett and Mukherjee, 2014) and decoupling (Bastedo, 2007). Regarding 

new governance arrangements surrounding HE more generally and TM in particular, the approach in 

both countries seems to show more affinity to traditional organizational hierarchies (top-down policies) 

rather than procedural configurations of networking, contracting-out or entrepreneurial behavior. In this 

respect, the evidence from the Czech Republic and Norway may provide a research impetus worthy of 

further emulation.   

 

Acknowledgment 
The research leading to these results has received funding from the Norwegian Financial Mechanism 

2009-2014 and the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports under Project Contract no. MSMT-

5397/2015. 

  



21 
 

REFERENCES 

REFERENCES 

Aghion, P., Dewatripont, M., Hoxby, C., Mas-Colelle, M. and Sapir, A. (2008) Higher aspirations: An 

agenda for reforming European universities, Brussels: Bruegel. 

Arbo, P. and Eskelinen, H. (2003) 'The Role of Small, Comprehensive Universities in Regional 

Economic Development: Experiences from Two Nordic Case', Paper for the 43rd  ERSA 

Congress;  27-30 August 2003; Jyväskylä, Finland. 

Arnold, E. (2011) International Audit of Research, Development and Innovation in the Czech 

Republic. Final Report. Accessed 10.10.2016: http://audit-vav.reformy-msmt.cz/soubory-ke-

stazeni/zaverecna-zprava-z-auditu-vaval/   

Bathelt, H., Malmberg, A. and Maskell, P. (2004) 'Clusters and knowledge: local buzz, global 

pipelines and the process of knowledge creation', Progress in Human Geography 28(1): 31-56. 

Bennet, A. (2010) 'Process tracing and causal inference', in Brady, H.E. & Collier, D. (eds.) 

Rethinking social enquiry: diverse tools, shared standards, Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 

pp. 207-220. 

Benneworth, P. (2013) University Engagement with Socially Excluded Communities, Drodrecht: 

Springer. 

Benneworth, P., Coenen, L., Moodysson, J. and Asheim, B. (2009) 'Exploring the Multiple Roles of 

Lund University in Strengthening Scania's Regional Innovation System: Towards Institutional 

Learning?', European Planning Studies 17(11): 1645-1664. 

Brada, M. and Hanzelková, A. (2015) Third Mission of Czech Higher Education Institutions, Prague: 

MEYS. 

Capano, G. (2011) 'Government continues to do its job. A comparative study of governance shifts in 

the higher education sector', Public Administration 89(4):1622-1642.  

Capano, G., Howlett, M., and Ramesch, M. (2015) 'Bringing governments back in: Governance and 

governing in comparative policy analysis', Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis 17(4): 311-

321. 

Capano, G. and Piattoni, S. (2011) 'From Bologna to Lisbon: the political uses of the Lisbon ‘script’ in 

European higher education policy', Journal of European Public Policy 18(4): 584-606. 

CHES (2007) Access to Higher Education in the Czech Republic in 1918-2006 Including Historical 

Overview, Prague: CHES. 

Drucker, J. and Goldstein, H. (2007) 'Assessing the regional economic development impacts of 

universities: a review of current approaches', International Regional Science Review 30(1): 

20-46. 

Etzkowitz, H. (2008) The Triple Helix: University-Industry-Government Innovation in Action, New 

York: Taylor & Francis. 

Feldman, M. and Desrochers, P. (2003) 'Research Universities and Local Economic Development: 

Lessons from the History of the Johns Hopkins University', Industry & Innovation 10(1): 5-

24. 

Feldman, M. P. (1994) 'The University and Economic Development: The Case of Johns Hopkins 

University and Baltimore', Economic Development Quarterly 8(1): 67-76. 

Government of the Czech Republic. (1998) Act 111/1998: Higher Education Act, Prague: Office of the 

Government. 

Government of the Czech Republic. (2008) Reform of the research, development and innovation system 

in the Czech Republic, Part III of document Ref. No. 346/08, Prague: Office of the Government. 

Harach, L., Kotásek, J., Koucký, J. and Hendrichová, J. (1992) Higher education in the Czech and 

Slovak Federal Republic: Report to the OECD, Prague: Centre for Higher Education Studies. 

Hendrichová, J., and Šebková, H. (1995) 'Decision-Making in Czech Higher education after 

November, 1989', in K. Hüfner (ed.), Higher Education Reform Processes in Central and 

Eastern Europe, Frankfurt: Peter Lang, pp. 105-117. 

Howlett, M., and Mukherjee, I. (2014) 'Policy design and non-design: Towards a spectrum of policy 

formulation types', Politics and Governance 2(2): 57-71. 



22 
 

Howlett, M., and Rayner, J. (2007) 'Design principles for policy mixes: cohesion and coherence in 

‘New Governance Arrangements’', Policy and Society 26(4): 1-18. 

KD (2014) Long-term plan for research and higher education 2015–2024, Oslo: Norwegian Ministry 

of Education and Research. 

Kohoutek, J., Pinheiro, R., Čábelková, I. and Šmídová, M. (2017) 'Higher education institutions in 

peripheral regions: A literature review and framework of analysis', Higher education policy 

XX(XX): XX [journal editor/production team to insert here] 

Lester, R. and Sotarauta, M. (2007) nnovation, universities and the competitiveness of regions, 

Helsinki: Tekes. 

Maassen, P. (2009) 'The Modernisation of European Higher Education: National policy dynamics', in 

A. Amaral, I. Bleiklie and C. Musselin (eds). From Governance to Identity Higher Education 

Dynamics, Drodrecht: Springer, pp. 95-112. 

Maassen, P. (2014) 'A New Social Contract for Higher Education?', in G. Goastellec and F. Picard 

(eds). Higher Education in Societies, Rotterdam: Sense, pp. 33-50. 

Maassen, P. and Olsen, J. P. (2007) University dynamics and European integration, Dordrecht: 

Springer. 

MEYS (2001) National Plan for Development of Education in the Czech Republic (White Paper), 

Prague: Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports.  

MEYS (2004) The Concept of Higher Education Reform, Prague: Ministry of Education, Youth and 

Sports. 

MEYS (2009) White Paper on Tertiary Education, Prague: Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports.  

MEYS (2011) Long-term Plan for Educational, Scientific, Research and Development and Other 

Creative Activities of Higher Education Institutions for 2011-2015, Prague: Ministry of Education, 

Youth and Sports. 

MEYS (2014) Operation Programme “Research and Development for Innovations”: Review of 

Completed Calls. Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports. Accessed 23.10. 2016.  Available at: 

http://www.opvavpi.cz/cs/siroka-verejnost/prehled-ukoncenych-vyzev/. 

MEYS (2015) Strategic Framework of Higher Education Development till 2020, Prague: Ministry of 

Education, Youth and Sports. 

OECD (2007) Higher education and regions: globally competitive, locally engaged, Paris: 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 

OECD (2009) OECD Regions at a Glance, Paris: the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development. 

Paradeise, C., Reale, E., Bleiklie, I. and Ferlie, E. (2009) University Governance: Western European 

Comparative Perspectives, Drodecht: Springer.  

Pinheiro, R. (2012a) 'In the region, for the region? A comparative study of the institutionalisation of 

the regional mission of universities' Ph.D disertation, Department of Education, University of 

Oslo. 

Pinheiro, R. (2012b) 'Knowledge and the 'Europe of the Regions': The case of the High North', in M. 

Kwiek and P. Maassen (eds). National Higher Education Reforms in a European Context: 

Comparative Reflections on Poland and Norway, Frankfurt: Peter Lang, pp. 179-208. 

Pinheiro, R. (2013) 'Bridging the local with the global: Building a new university on the fringes of 

Europe', Tertiary Education and Management 19(2): 144-160. 

Pinheiro, R. (2014) 'Regional Policy and Higher education: The Case of Northern Norway ', in T. 

Aarevaara and E. Berg (eds). Higher Education and Research in Academe: Who should pay?, 

Luleå: Luleå Tekniska Universitet, pp. 53-64. 

Pinheiro, R. (2015) 'Citius, Altius, Fortius: Mobilising the University for the ‘Europe of Knowledge’', 

in B. Culum, F. Robeiro and Y. Politis (eds). New voices in Higher Education Research and 

Scholarship, Hershey, IGI-Global, pp. 1-17. 

Pinheiro, R., Benneworth, P. and Jones, G. A. (eds.) (2012) Universities and Regional Development: 

A critical assessment of tensions and contradictions, Milton Park and New York: Routledge. 

Pinheiro, R. and Stensaker, B. (2014) 'Designing the Entrepreneurial University: The Interpretation of 

a Global Idea', Public Organization Review 14(4): 497-516. 

http://www.opvavpi.cz/cs/siroka-verejnost/prehled-ukoncenych-vyzev/


23 
 

Pollitt, C. and Bouckaert, G. (2011) Public Management Reform: A Comparative Analysis - New 

Public Management, Governance, and the Neo-Weberian State, Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Ramirez, F., Byrkjeflot, H. and Pinheiro, R. (2016) 'Higher education and health organizational fields 

in the age of “world class" and “best practices”', in R. Pinheiro, L. Geschwind, F. Ramirez and 

K. Vrangbæk (eds). Towards a comparative institutionalism: Forms, dynamics and logics 

across health care and higher education fields, Bingley: Emerald, pp. 35-57. 

RCN (2004) Programme for Regional R&D and Innovation (VRI), Oslo: Research Council of 

Norway. Available at: http://www.forskningsradet.no/prognett-

vri/Programme_Description/1224529235302 (Accessed: 01.10.2016). 

RCN (2016) Centres for Research-based Innovation - SFI. Available at: 

http://www.forskningsradet.no/prognett-sfi/Home_page/1224067021109 (Accessed: 

01.10.2016). 

Saublens, C., Bonas, G., Husso, K., Komárek, P., Oughton, C., Santos Pereira, T., Thomas, B. and 

Wathen, M. (2016) Regional research intensive clusters and science parks, Brussels: European 

Commission, DG Research. Available at: 

http://190.242.114.8:8081/jspui/bitstream/11146/463/1/1653-

Regional%20Research%20Intensive%20Clusters%20and%20Science%20Parks%201.pdf. 

Šebková, H. (ed.) (2006). Tertiary Education in the Czech Republic: Country Background Report for 

OECD Thematic Review of Higher Education, Prague: Center for Higher Education Studies. 

Šima, K. and Pabian, P. (2013) ZtracenýHumboltůvráj: Ideologiejednotyvýzkumu a 

výukyvevysokémškolství [Lost Humboldt: Ideology of Research and Teaching Education], 

Praha: Slon. 

Stensaker, B. and Harvey, L. (2011) Accountability in Higher Education: Global Perspectives on Trust 

and Power, New york: Taylor & Francis. 

Sæther, B., Mønnesland, J., Onsager, K., Sørlie, K. and Arboe, P. (2000) Høgskolenes regionale 

betydning, Oslo: Norwegian Institute of Urban and Regional Research. 

Young, M. (2014) 'Coarsely Ground: Developing the Czech System of Research Evaluation', in J. 

Brankovic, M. Klemencic, P. Lazetic and P. Zgaga (eds). Global Challenges, Local Responses 

in Higher Education. The contemporary issues in national and comparative perspective, 

Rotterdam: Sense. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.forskningsradet.no/prognett-vri/Programme_Description/1224529235302
http://www.forskningsradet.no/prognett-vri/Programme_Description/1224529235302
http://www.forskningsradet.no/prognett-sfi/Home_page/1224067021109
http://190.242.114.8:8081/jspui/bitstream/11146/463/1/1653-Regional%20Research%20Intensive%20Clusters%20and%20Science%20Parks%201.pdf
http://190.242.114.8:8081/jspui/bitstream/11146/463/1/1653-Regional%20Research%20Intensive%20Clusters%20and%20Science%20Parks%201.pdf

