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Abstract 

Universities are increasingly required to address societal challenges in teaching 

and research as their third mission (TM). We took an educational-psychological 

approach to assessing parameters which support university members in setting 

goals and taking action for TM activities. For that purpose, we conducted semi-

structured qualitative interviews with the deans of all 19 faculties at the University 

of Vienna assessing opinions and recommendations related to the TM. In addition, 

we conducted interviews with 23 TM actors and a university-wide online survey to 

capture current TM activities. Key requirements for implementing the TM were 

improved visibility and explicit appreciation of related activities. 
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1 The diverse conception of the Third Mission 

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, the interface of basic research, 

innovation and societal/civic engagement has become increasingly important. Uni-

versities and other higher education institutions are called upon in using the results 

produced by their first (teaching) and second mission (research) to help resolve the 

growing challenges societies and local communities are facing (Bleiklie, Laredo, & 

Sörlin, 2007; Pinheiro, Langa, & Pausits, 2015; Schober, Brandt, Kollmayer, & 

Spiel, 2016). This Third Mission (TM) of universities involves actively taking re-

sponsibility for society, on whose behalf they are working (European Commission, 

2011). 

Amongst others, TM activities involve social and civic engagement, technology 

and innovation transfer and entrepreneurial activities (E3M, 2013; Henke, 

Pasternack, & Schmid, 2015; Observatory of the European University, 2006). 

Specifying what the TM means for universities as well as for individual academics 

is hampered by different conceptions of “relevance” or “social impact” by different 

scientific communities and domains (Pinheiro, Benneworth, & Jones, 2012). This 

controversy has been identified as a key challenge for the TM’s realization 

(Pinheiro et al., 2015). 

Despite this challenge, there are many higher education institutions conducting a 

variety of TM activities in research and teaching. However, these are often neither 

systematically documented, nor sufficiently interconnected (Lassnigg et al., 2012; 

Pausits, 2015). Based on the increasing external demand for universities to fulfill 

their TM in society, the rectorate of the University of Vienna commissioned the 

project “Third Mission of the University of Vienna” (first project phase: March 

2016 – February 2018; Third Mission of the University of Vienna, 2017). The 

starting point was a clear commitment to the TM expressed in the university’s de-

velopment plan (University of Vienna, 2016). Therefore, the University of Vienna, 

which is the largest university in the German-speaking area with around 94,000 

students and close to 10,000 employees, seems particularly suitable for exemplify-

ing the development of a systematic strategy for the realization of the TM. The 
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experiences gained in the negotiation process related to the definition and first im-

plementation steps of the TM at the University of Vienna may help university 

managers entering the debate on Civic Engagement and the TM at their own uni-

versities. 

1.1 Definition of the Third Mission at the University of Vienna 

In a first step of the project, the university management determined the general 

focus of the TM. Given the size of the University of Vienna and its large variety of 

disciplines, the focus was rather broadly defined and two key priorities of the TM 

were determined to achieve greater societal impact of research: 

1. Targeted use and transfer of academic knowledge to help resolve diverse 

societal challenges 

2. Transfer of technologies and innovations in the form of cooperation with 

public and private companies 

According to the project’s definition, TM activities have to meet the following 

criteria:  

1. Relevance to society/economy: Activities expand research and teaching to 

societal/economy transfer 

2. Activities are based on (one’s own) research 

3. Networking: External cooperation partners are included 

4. Sustainability: The activity has a long-term perspective and includes quali-

ty/impact measures 

The project team determined these criteria considering the relevant international 

literature and in consultation with the university management. Roessler and col-

leagues (2015) propose two different approaches to defining the TM: TM may be 

seen as (1) separate from teaching and research, and (2) embedded in and fulfilled 

through teaching and research activities. In addition, there may be hybrid forms of 

both approaches. According to the University of Vienna’s definition, the TM is 
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strongly connected with research and teaching, while at the same time expanding 

these missions to engagement with society and economy. 

2 Supporting structures for Third Mission 

activities 

A successful realization of the TM requires a conceptual framework for this “third 

task” of universities, and a systematic strategy for its implementation. As a precon-

dition, this implies creating a climate that promotes university members’ motiva-

tion for the TM (Spiel, Schober, & Strohmeier, 2016). 

2.1 Evaluating preconditions for implementing the 

Third Mission at the University of Vienna 

The project “Third Mission of the University of Vienna” follows an educational-

psychological approach to assessing parameters which are necessary for a person to 

set goals and take action in relation to the TM. This approach is based on the ac-

tiotope model. The so-called actiotope of a person is “the subjective living space 

with which a person comes to terms by means of his/her actions” (Ziegler et al. 

2006, 144). Promoting a person’s actions in specific areas requires to systematical-

ly focus on all relevant action parameters (see Fig. 1): 

(1) If and how a person takes action depends on their currently available op-

tions for operation, i.e. their action repertoire. 

(2) The subjective action space addresses a person’s attitudes and preferences, 

values, self-view and interests. Based on these variables, specific parts of 

the objective action-repertoire are selected and concrete action-goals are 

formed. 

(3) Goals determine the direction of actions; i.e., they limit the action-

repertoire to those actions which are necessary to achieve a specific objec-

tive. 
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(4) The choice of goals and options for operation as well as their conduction 

are co-determined by environmental features such as the expected appreci-

ation and reinforcement for a specific action. 

  

 

Figure 1: The actiotope model (ZIEGLER et al., 2006) 

To assess the status quo of these parameters at the University of Vienna, we con-

ducted semi-structured qualitative interviews with the representatives of all 19 

faculties and centers (one interview per faculty/center), in order to (1) assess the 

perception of the TM, (2) gain insight into existing and planned TM activities, and 

(3) evaluate supporting conditions and barriers for the realization and sustainable 

implementation of TM activities. 

2.2  Interviews with deans at the University of Vienna 

The interview guide addressed each component of the actiotope model (see Fig. 1) 

in order to capture the status quo regarding the four action parameters in relation to 

the TM at the University of Vienna.  
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Prior to the interview, the deans were introduced to the TM-concept and the pro-

ject. During the interview, we first inquired about the current perception of the TM 

and related activities at the faculties/centers to capture the deans’ subjective action 

space. Subsequently, we asked for ongoing TM activities in order to gain an insight 

into the currently available operational options (action-repertoire). To identify 

goals with regard to the TM, we asked for activities planned in the future. Finally, 

the deans were asked for requirements (environmental features) for the realization 

and sustainable implementation of the TM. 

The interviewees’ answers were recorded in writing and on tape. Interview proto-

cols were created and sent to the interviewees with the option for amendment. Af-

ter the interviewees’ approval of the protocols, we categorized the data using a 

deductive code system (Forman & Damschroder, 2007) based on the actiotope’s 

action parameters. We categorized the information on each parameter into topics 

and ranked them according to their agreement among interviewees (from “all deans 

mentioned this aspect/agreed on its importance” to “only one dean mentioned this 

aspect/considered it important”). In the narrative description of the results below, 

we included topics/aspects that were mentioned and considered important, respec-

tively, by at least one third of deans (n ≥ 6). The aim was to provide an overall 

representation of the university, and not to single out faculties/centers or persons. 

2.2.1 Results 

The results represent the appraisal of all interviewed deans concerning the four 

actiotope components.  

2.2.1.1 Perception of the Third Mission – subjective action space  

The attitudes of the deans themselves as well as the perceived attitude of the major-

ity of faculty/center members toward the TM were positive. However, they repeat-

edly mentioned that existing activities are difficult to document, since the TM label 

is rather vague. Moreover, the majority of interviewees pointed out that the percep-

tion of the TM depends on the specific research focus. In contrast to applied re-

searchers, basic researchers were described as more focused on “pure” knowledge 
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production. Some interviewees – particularly those from faculties oriented toward 

natural sciences – noted that taking responsibility for society and participating in a 

societal discourse are rather new tasks to them. 

The perception of the TM differed distinctly depending on its focus. Activities 

related to the use and transfer of academic knowledge to help resolve societal chal-

lenges were perceived unambiguously positive. The interviewees shared the opin-

ion that researchers have a responsibility to disseminate scientific knowledge to 

target groups outside of the university and to react to acute critical situations. In 

contrast, a transfer of technologies and innovations in the form of cooperations 

with public and private companies was seen more skeptical. In this context, disci-

plines which traditionally work in cooperation with industry partners – mostly nat-

ural sciences – were described as distinctly more open to intensifying these collab-

orations; e.g. through EU grants or start-up firms. 

The deans agreed in that university members’ motivation to conduct TM activities 

would considerably increase if their efforts were higher valued and supported, 

which in turn may increase the quality and intensity of such activities. The aim of 

the TM should be to better communicate research results and to make them more 

accessible to society. However, research would have to remain autonomous, and no 

“TM pressure” should emerge. Moreover, there was high agreement that the rec-

torate should propose an overarching strategy, whereas the concrete activities and 

their content and focus should be organized by the faculties/centers themselves. 

2.2.1.2 Third Mission activities – current action repertoire 

It became apparent that the humanities are involved more actively in social en-

gagement activities, while natural sciences tend to engage more frequently in coop-

eration with economy. Irrespective of their focus, it was repeatedly mentioned that 

activities were frequently neither visible nor interconnected. 

With regard to social engagement, primarily activities in the following areas were 

reported: research to achieve social progress (regionally and internationally); inter-

disciplinary and translational research platforms focusing on societally relevant 
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topics; social engagement in acute crisis situations; cooperation with political and 

educational stakeholders; developing education concepts for practitioners and the 

interested public; libraries and web-resources open to the public; organization of 

exhibitions and active contributions to museums with the aim of giving access to a 

wide audience. 

Activities with an emphasis on technology and innovation transfer primarily fo-

cused on the development of societally-relevant products; interdisciplinary and 

translational research platforms focusing on technological innovation; the founda-

tion of start-up and spin-off firms; the systematic placement of students in firms 

(e.g. as an integral part of Master or PhD programs); direct cooperation with public 

and private companies; “career days” (personnel departments of companies are 

being invited to present their firms and career opportunities). 

2.2.1.3 Activities planned in the future – goals  

Effective collaboration was mentioned to be particularly relevant to meet the di-

verse challenges of our time. In this context, virtual research centers were seen as 

an innovative way to combine expertise and for reacting more rapidly to ever-

changing environmental and societal conditions.  

The majority of deans expressed their concern that many potential collaborations 

with economy or society fall through due to a lack of information about ongoing 

activities and existing expertise at the university. An improved online presence was 

seen as a potential approach to improve this situation. Some interviewees also men-

tioned actively reaching out to the society as a primary goal for their faculty in the 

future; e.g. presenting their research in schools. 

2.2.1.4 Requirements for the realization and sustainable implementation of the 

Third Mission – environmental features 

Besides additional monetary resources to increase staffing, the deans identified 

appreciation for ongoing activities as a key requirement for the realization and 

sustainable implementation of the TM. The interviewees concurred that acknowl-

edgement of TM activities within the university would best be achieved by inte-
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grating related activities in individual evaluations as well as in performance indica-

tors and university target agreements.  

The predominant focus on publications in high impact journals was mentioned as a 

barrier to communication with society. Especially representatives of disciplines 

outside the natural sciences stressed the importance of a successful communication 

between the university and politicians, which may lead to increased consideration 

of scientific knowledge for political decisions. 

Increased collaboration with industry partners was seen as indispensable for ensur-

ing a long-term, sustainable transfer of technologies and innovation. A proposed 

solution for establishing contacts was organizing events together with industry 

representatives. The interviewees also identified a more intense support of start-

up/spin-off firms as an important mechanism to increase technology transfer. 

Finally, increasing enthusiasm about science in society was seen as an important 

task of the university, in addition to building awareness about the objectives and 

results of research. This kind of legitimization of scientific work was thought to be 

crucial for strengthening society’s support of the university. 

2.3 Making third mission activities at the University of Vienna 

more visible 

In the interviews with deans, it became obvious that a variety of different TM ac-

tivities with diverse foci exist at the University of Vienna. In order to clearly pre-

sent the activities, three categorizing dimensions were derived from the scientific 

literature (E3M, 2013) and interviews: 

1. “Social Engagement” refers to the targeted use of scientific knowledge for 

resolving manifold societal challenges 

2. “Knowledge Transfer” includes the preparation and sharing of scientific 

knowledge with target groups outside of the university (e.g. practitioners, 

politicians, high school students), and the systematic integration of scien-

tific knowledge in societal discourses 
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3. “Technology and Innovation Transfer” involves the transfer of 

knowledge/know-how, ideas, technologies, innovations and patents from 

the university to economic contexts 

Continuing education was not included as a dimension – notwithstanding that it is 

an important element of the Third Mission – since continuing education courses at 

the University of Vienna are already anchored at an institutional level (e.g., the 

Postgraduate Center). 

In the interviews with the deans, appreciation for ongoing activities was ranked as 

a top priority for the successful implementation of the TM. However, a prerequisite 

to the appreciation of activities is to make them more visible. Therefore, the next 

step of the project included systematically documenting existing activities related 

to the TM. For this purpose, we conducted a second round of interviews to capture 

good-practice examples of TM activities at the University of Vienna. In addition, 

we performed a university-wide online survey in order to document existing activi-

ties as completely as possible. For both assessments, we used the definition for TM 

activities based on the four criteria mentioned above (see chapter 1.1). 

2.3.1 Interviews with Third Mission actors & university-wide online survey 

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 23 TM actors. Interview candidates 

were identified in the interviews with deans and included members of the universi-

ty across all faculties/centers who are involved in innovative TM activities. We 

asked the actors to describe their activities in detail, including their relation to the 

TM, aims, cooperation partners, results, impact, and quality assurance measures. 

We created protocols of the activity descriptions which were published on the pro-

ject website as good-practice examples of TM activities after the interviewees’ 

approval. Nine of these activities were categorized in the dimension “Social En-

gagement”, ten as “Knowledge Transfer”, and four as “Technology and Innovation 

Transfer”. 

In a second step, we distributed an online-survey to the entire research staff of the 

University of Vienna. Similarly to the interviews with TM actors, we asked for a 
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detailed description of activities related to the TM. Besides the four criteria de-

scribed above, survey participants were referred to the 23 good practice examples 

for additional clarification of the definition of TM activities. Overall, 152 individu-

als participated in the online survey. Of those, 86 persons had conducted or were 

currently conducting TM activities, and they reported a total of 127 activities. The 

vast majority of reported activities (n = 92) was categorized as “Knowledge Trans-

fer” followed by “Social Engagement” (n = 24), with the least mentions in the cat-

egory “Technology and Innovation Transfer” (n = 11). 

The project team screened all activities and discussed in multiple feedback loops 

whether each activity met all four criteria of TM activities. Based on this review, 

83 activities were classified as TM activities and published on the project website 

(see http://thirdmission.univie.ac.at/). 

The main emphases of the reported activities were health promotion in society 

(primary, secondary and tertiary prevention); justice and human rights; access to 

education and promotion of students’ and teachers’ competences; knowledge trans-

fer and increasing society’s enthusiasm for science. In light of the focus of this 

special issue, we particularly recommend referring to the “Social Engagement” 

activities as they highlight how TM activities may be aligned to increase Civic 

Engagement of universities. 

4 Discussion 

Our findings provide insight into the perspectives, existing activities and future 

plans as well as perceived barriers related to the TM at the largest university in the 

German-speaking area. 
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4.1 Third Mission actors: Perspectives, current activities 

and future goals 

Constituting an important supporting factor for conducting TM activities at an in-

dividual/person level (subjective action space), the interviewed deans had a posi-

tive attitude toward the TM and acknowledged the increasing necessity of 

knowledge and technology transfer. Actively engaging the society in research and 

innovation processes is also increasingly acknowledged as a key aspect by national 

politics; e.g. within the initiative “Responsible Science” by the Austrian Federal 

Ministry of Science, Research and Economy. Apart from the Austrian context, this 

development can also be observed at the EU level and internationally (Roessler et 

al., 2015). 

Apart from a positive attitude toward the TM, it became apparent that commitment 

to the TM requires a clarification of the “TM label”; i.e., a specification of the uni-

versity’s orientation and strategy in realizing the TM. Consistent with this finding, 

the ambiguity in the definition and conception of the TM has been identified as a 

considerable challenge in its implementation (Pinheiro et al., 2012, 2015).  

Regarding the current action-repertoire, numerous ongoing TM activities at the 

University of Vienna with multifaceted emphases were identified. However, those 

were frequently neither visible nor interconnected. This result corresponds to the 

observation that TM activities are still frequently conducted without formal proce-

dures such as reward mechanisms and measures of quality assurance (Koryakina, 

Sarrico, & Teixeira, 2015).  

Both in the interviews with TM actors and the online survey, activities classified as 

“Knowledge Transfer” were reported most frequently. This finding indicates that 

this TM dimension is already an integral part of the professional self-conception of 

many members of the University of Vienna. In regard to “Social Engagement” 

there was high agreement that researchers have a responsibility to react to societal 

needs. However, reports of activities in this dimension were mostly limited to hu-

man, social and cultural sciences (see http://thirdmission.univie.ac.at/en/third-

mission-activities/). The perception of activities related to “Technology and Inno-
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vation Transfer” was more skeptical, and, correspondingly, the smallest number of 

activities was reported in this dimension. In this context, it is important to consider 

that the University of Vienna is embedded in a diverse higher education landscape, 

with 19 different universities based in Vienna. Whereas the University of Vienna 

offers a broad range of disciplines, most other universities are defined by their high 

specialization and applied research foci.  

4.2 Third Mission environment  

From the deans’ perspective, decisive environmental requirements for the sustaina-

ble implementation of TM activities at the University of Vienna comprise a) ex-

plicit appreciation of such activities, b) extended national and international cooper-

ation with societal actors and the economy, c) improved communication of existing 

activities and competences, and d) additional resources to meet these challenges.  

The need for changing career incentives and valuing TM activities similarly to high 

impact publications was ranked as a high priority for a successful realization of the 

TM. This result corresponds to requirements identified in prior studies for creating 

bottlenecks to successfully institutionalize such types of activities (Benneworth, de 

Boer, & Jongbloed, 2015; Gunasekara, 2006; Kohtamäki, 2015; Koryakina et al., 

2015). While still discussed controversially, the TM has the potential to expand – 

not replace – the dimensions which are used to define scientific excellence beyond 

classical academic and research criteria (Montesinos, Carot, Martinez, & Mora, 

2008).  

In terms of an implementation of the TM, the deans of the University of Vienna 

evaluated an exclusive top-down approach in determining the focus of TM activi-

ties as counterproductive. Similarly, the findings from an exploratory case study 

indicate that promoting the TM through top-down instructions by the university 

management decreases university members’ motivation considerably (Philpott et 

al., 2011).  
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4.3 Lessons learned and next steps 

Our findings indicate that the “subjective living space” (i.e., the actiotope) of many 

university members supports TM activities. In accordance with prior studies, there 

seem to be more environmental than internal/motivational challenges (Koryakina et 

al., 2015). Based on our experiences, we recommend a combined top-

down/bottom-up approach to developing a strategy for the realization of the TM. 

That is, the university management proposes an overarching strategy and a clear 

statement concerning the importance of the TM, while the responsibility for organ-

izing concrete activities is entrusted to the faculties/centers. 

Defining what the TM means for a specific institution and which activities it in-

volves is a longer-term negotiation process. Involving all stakeholders – from the 

university management to the individual researcher – in this process has the poten-

tial to create a climate that promotes university members’ motivation to engage in 

the TM. Pertaining to the frequent “invisibility” of TM efforts at universities, sys-

tematically documenting existing efforts related to the TM is an important first 

step. Some of the TM actors we interviewed indicated that (finally) being asked 

about these kinds of activities was an important form of appreciation in itself. 

Moreover, presenting good practice examples of TM activities, e.g. on the universi-

ty’s website, may not only increase their visibility but help clarifying the individual 

university’s orientation in realizing the TM for their members and the broader pub-

lic. 

Despite the differences between universities and scientific communities, common 

themes seem to emerge with regard to challenges in developing concrete measures 

for institutionalizing the TM. These include the (lack of) appreciation of TM activi-

ties, the visibility and communication of existing activities and competences, both 

within universities and externally, and the need for additional resources to meet 

these challenges. However, this does by no means imply that there is a “one-size-

fits-all solution” to successfully implementing the TM at universities, given the 

vastly differing institutional conditions and, perhaps even more important, the dif-

fering societal needs (Sánchez-Barrioluengo, 2014).  
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Our findings highlight the necessity of adapting the definition of the TM to the 

(unique) regional and contextual factors of each higher education institution. In this 

context, it has been suggested that developing a fuller institutional understanding of 

the relationship between universities and their contexts is an important step toward 

realizing a university’s potential with regard to the TM (Lebeau & Cochrane, 

2015), while also considering the possible impact of increased regional engage-

ment activities on existing cultural norms (Gunasekara, 2006). Developing the 

content-related orientation of a university’s TM based on its existing strengths and 

research foci seems to be a viable option to increase researchers’ commitment to 

the TM, while at the same time focusing on the essential pillars of the university, 

namely research and teaching (Dornbusch, Kroll, & Schricke, 2012). 

Further research on supporting structures for TM activities should particularly ex-

plore similarities and differences between university contexts and their subjective 

living spaces. For this purpose, interviews and surveys with department leaders at 

other universities that are also based on the actiotope as a theoretical framework 

would expand the present study’s explorative results. Augmenting the scope of this 

research, universities that already have reward mechanisms for an implementation 

of TM activities in place should be surveyed with regard to the impact of these 

supporting structures on systematic knowledge transfer efforts. Correspondingly, 

developing and measuring common indicators for an impact assessment of support-

ing structures and reward mechanisms would shed further light on the question of 

how to systematically support TM activities at universities. 
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