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THE (IM)POSSIBILITY OF COEXISTENCE OF THE

ENTREPRENEURIAL AND CIVIC DIMENSIONS OF

THE THIRD MISSION OF THE UNIVERSITY FROM
THE STUDENTS’ POINT OF VIEW

Abstract: The third mission of universities is an increasingly relevant
topic of study, often promoted through global educational policies and
approached from a top-down perspective. This paper offers a bottom-
up view by exploring student perceptions of the third mission, with a
focus on its civic and entrepreneurial dimensions. The study is based
on qualitative research involving twelve students from the University
of Novi Sad, using in-depth semi-structured interviews. The section
on students’ perceptions of the third mission forms the basis of the
analysis. Several factors were identified as relevant to how students
understand the university’s role in society. While existing research
often treats the civic and entrepreneurial dimensions as separate, this
study suggests their integration is both possible and valuable. Both
dimensions emphasize engagement beyond the academic context.
Social entrepreneurship, as noted by several participants, may serve
as a way to humanize the third mission and reconcile its economic and
social roles.
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1. Introduction

In addition to teaching and research as the uni-
versity’s core functions—commonly referred to as
the first mission (teaching) and the second mis-
sion (research)—there has been growing scholarly
debate on the so-called third mission, which, in
its broadest sense, refers to the university’s rela-
tionship with its external environment and its
contribution to society (Compagnucci & Spigarelli,
2020). Although this broadly defined concept may
encompass a variety of aspects, scholarly debates
most often unfold within the dichotomy of its two
frequently opposed dimensions—the entrepre-
neurial and the civic (Culum & Ledi¢, 2011). The
growing interest in the third mission of the univer-
sity has led to a reexamination of the traditional
idea of the university. Namely, the conventional
understanding of the university as an ivory tower
has been challenged by a modernist view of the
university as an active participant in knowledge
application and a driver of social development
(Brankovi¢, 2021). However, as noted by Lungulov
and Kisjuhas (2021), although the third mission
may be considered important or relevant in the
context of contemporary discourse and educa-
tion policy, universities have always played a role

in social engagement within their communities,
while also functioning as social institutions in their
own right.

When discussing the role of the university in con-
temporary society, Betts and Lee (2005) empha-
size that universities are expected to assume mul-
tiple roles, including not only providing education
and training but also fostering innovation, devel-
oping partnerships, attracting regional talent, and
facilitating the networking of public and private
sectors. Processes such as internationalization
and globalization have encouraged modern uni-
versities to adopt entrepreneurial approaches,
which can be interpreted through the lens of
(neo)liberal capitalism (Lungulov & Kisjuhas,
2021). Some authors (Kitagawa et al., 2016) point
out that, despite external pressures to adopt a
universal model, universities are developing their
own approaches and models of the third mission.
In this regard, the previously mentioned authors
examine the role of institutional third mission
strategies that contribute to balancing between
homogenizing isomorphic forces and heterogen-
eous practices. They categorize key third mission
activities into the following domains: innovation
and entrepreneurship, skills development and



employability, employer engagement, community
involvement, and civic participation (Kitagawa et
al., 2016).

Other authors (Leko Simié et al., 2022) equate the
third mission of the university with the concept
of the socially responsible university, emphasizing
that it represents a variant of the phenomenon
of corporate social responsibility. In this con-
text, some scholars (Vallaeys, 2014) point to the
importance of distinguishing among three funda-
mental types of responsibility—moral, legal, and
social—as a philosophical task that prevents con-
fusion when analyzing university social respons-
ibility (USR) and corporate social responsibility
(CSR), particularly in avoiding their reduction
to purely philanthropic activities. Furthermore,
Kouatli (2018) emphasizes that although social
responsibility serves as an umbrella concept for
any organization—whether corporations or uni-
versities—that takes into account its impact on
society and the environment, the techniques of
implementation differ between commercial cor-
porations and universities. Based on the university
social responsibility model proposed by Vallaeys
(2014), four key types of impact can be identified:
organizational impacts—internal impacts related
to the functioning of the university as a com-
munity; educational impacts—academic impacts
associated with teaching and learning; cogni-
tive impacts—those arising from the university’s
research activities; and social impacts—external
impacts that the university has on the broader
community. In this context, Vazquez et al. (2015)
argue that educational and cognitive impacts
derive directly from the university as an organiz-
ation, whereas organizational and social impacts
are similar across universities, public institutions,
and private enterprises.

The complexity of the university’s third mission
has also been confirmed through comparative
analyses encompassing diverse cultural and insti-
tutional contexts. In a systematic literature review
conducted by Fedato et al. (2025), 21 empirical
studies from various parts of the world were ana-
lyzed, with the majority focusing on European uni-
versities. The findings revealed that the most fre-
qguently examined third mission activities included
knowledge and technology transfer, continuing
education, social engagement, regional develop-
ment, and the promotion of entrepreneurship.
In addition to these dominant dimensions, some
studies also addressed activities related to social
innovation, research networks and collaboration,
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as well as sustainability and social responsibility—
highlighting the diverse approaches to the third
mission found in contemporary academic litera-
ture.

Starting from the premise that numerous efforts
to actualize and even institutionalize the third mis-
sion of universities are part of initiatives originat-
ing from the top (top-down approach), this paper
aims to shed light on the opposite perspective,
namely a bottom-up approach. The fact that the
third mission is often advocated as part of global
educational policy suggests that the initiatives for
its implementation frequently come from repre-
sentatives of the broader societal community. The
aim of the approach adopted in this study is to gain
insight into the perceptions of those most directly
affected by the new expectations placed on higher
education institutions—students. While univer-
sity faculty are, to a greater or lesser extent, fam-
iliar with the terminology, potential frameworks,
and mechanisms for incorporating and evaluating
such activities, student perceptions of this topic
remain significantly underexplored. Furthermore,
in accordance with the paradigm of student-cen-
tered learning, the research treats students as key
participants in the realization of the university’s
third mission, whether in its entrepreneurial or
civic form. In this context, Gaete Sepulveda (2021)
also highlights the importance of students as
priority stakeholders in relation to social respons-
ibility, which likewise entails the development
and identification of future leaders based on their
unique characteristics. The findings of a qualita-
tive study (Pribisev Beleslin et al., 2024) reinforce
these claims, showing that students emphasize
the importance of personal participation in soci-
ety, which they perceive as a means of improving
conditions within the community. Similarly, other
authors (Leko Simi¢ et al., 2022) underscore that
students are the most important stakeholders
within the university.

In order to explore students’ perceptions of the
university’s third mission, the paper is structured
so that, following the introductory considera-
tions, a review of existing research is presented.
As the study forms part of a broader previously
conducted qualitative research project, it is char-
acterized by a narrower analytical focus, which
is discussed in more detail in the methodology
section. This is followed by the interpretation of
results and a discussion of the study’s limitations,
after which the paper concludes with final reflec-
tions and suggestions for future research.
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2. Previous research on the third mission
of the university

Based on previous research, several approaches
to studying the university’s third mission can be
identified.

The analytical approach to the university’s third
mission is predominantly conducted through
theoretical analyses, but it is also evident in cases
where the third mission is advocated within the
framework of global education policy. Building on
this, Trippl et al. (2012) draw upon four concep-
tual frameworks to structure their comparison
of national case studies: (i) the entrepreneur-
ial university paradigm, (ii) the idea of regional
innovation systems, (iii) the “Mode 2” model of
knowledge production, and (iv) the notion of the
university as an engaged societal actor. Further-
more, a conceptual framework based on intellec-
tual capital approaches for measuring third mis-
sion activities (Secundo et al., 2017) represents
another line of inquiry through which a generic
approach is established for the systematic analy-
sis of third-stream activities in universities. Draw-
ing on the goals of the third mission—technology
and innovation transfer, lifelong learning, and civic
engagement of members of the academic com-
munity—the third mission can also be analyzed
in terms of its contribution to various forms of
capital (Secundo et al., 2017). Research activities
correspond to organizational capital, teaching to
human capital, and civic engagement to social
capital, all aligned with the needs of regional and
national development. This type of research can
be valuable for establishing theoretical founda-
tions or a broader framework for studying the
third mission of the university.

Quantitative studies (Bosanac, 2021; Culum &
Ledi¢, 2011; Karlsdottir et al., 2022; Spanu et al.,
2024; Vazquez et al., 2015; Leko Simi¢ et al., 2022)
are also numerous. For instance, Karlsdottir et
al. (2022) analyze individual and organizational
factors that influence academics’ engagement in
third mission activities. The activities analyzed
are grouped into the following categories: (a)
Community-related activities — collaboration and
communication with earlier levels of education,
volunteer contributions to the community, organ-
ization of conferences and workshops, contribu-
tion to public policy, public lectures, debates, or
discussions with non-academic organizations; (b)
Scientific communication — interviews for print
media, online media, television programs, radio
programs, podcasts, and writing newspaper arti-
cles; (c) External teaching or training — training or
mentoring of company employees; joint courses

or programs with industry or public organizations;
participation in lifelong learning activities; (d)
Applied contract research — joint funding applica-
tions with industry or public organizations; formal
research and development collaborations such
as contract research or joint research projects;
(e) Commercialization — patent publications or
applications as co-founder or applicant; licensing;
participation in or initiation of cluster develop-
ment, science park development, or technology
transfer offices; creation of or participation in the
development of spin-offs or start-ups; joint fund-
ing applications with industry or public organiza-
tions; formal research and development collabor-
ations such as contract research or joint research
projects. The findings of the study by Karlsdottir
et al. (2022) indicate that “soft” activities—such
as community engagement and external teach-
ing or training—are more accurately predicted
by individual-level factors, whereas “hard” activ-
ities—such as applied contract research and com-
mercialization—are better predicted by organ-
izational-level factors. Furthermore, Leko Simi¢
et al. (2022) examine students’ perceptions and
attitudes in India and Croatia regarding univer-
sity social responsibility. Their research is based
on the pyramid of corporate social responsibility,
which includes economic, legal, ethical, and phil-
anthropic dimensions, as well as the ISO 26000
standards for assessing university social respons-
ibility. Relatedly, in a study focused on students’
perceptions of university social responsibility, Vaz-
quez et al. (2015) found that students identified
internal governance—such as working conditions
for staff, promotion of work-life balance, respect
for diversity and equal opportunities, efficient
resource use, and democratic and transparent
leadership elections—as the only dimension with
a significant influence on their overall perception
of university social responsibility. This perception
was further linked to students’ satisfaction with
their studies and the quality of university services
(Vazquez et al., 2015).

Among qualitative studies, Loi and Di Guardo
(2015) conducted an in-depth exploration of the
university’s third mission and identified four dis-
tinct orientation patterns: first, a coherence-ori-
ented model, aimed at aligning public service
objectives with third mission initiatives; second,
an exploitation-driven approach, centered around
patenting practices; third, an openness-oriented
model, characterized by institutional adaptability
to external change and responsiveness to societal
needs; and finally, the ‘old school’ pattern, which
treats entrepreneurial activity primarily as a finan-
cial strategy. Their framework underscores the



institutional complexity of the third mission, chal-
lenging the oversimplified dichotomy between
public and private roles (Loi & Di Guardo, 2015).
Moreover, for a more comprehensive approach to
the topic, Boffo and Cocorullo (2019) highlight the
possibility of distinguishing different dimensions
of the university’s third mission, wherein some
aspects could be conceptualized as constituting a
fourth mission. Additionally, several authors (Leko
Simié et al., 2022; Vazquez et al., 2015) equate uni-
versity social responsibility with the terminology
of the third mission, although referring to differ-
ent levels and domains.

3. Methodology

The research presented in this paper forms part of
a broader study titled Student Social Engagement
and Volunteering in Curricular and Extracurricular
Activities (Bosanac et al., 2024). The overarching
study consisted of four major thematic sections,
which addressed: student social engagement;
ethnic diversity and group-specific considerations
in academic work; the third mission of the univer-
sity; and participants’ volunteering experiences.
In the present study, particular focus is placed on
the data related to students’ perceptions of the
university’s third mission, including both its entre-
preneurial and civic dimensions.

The study employed a qualitative research design,
with semi-structured interviews selected as the
method of data collection. This method was
chosen for its flexibility in guiding the conversa-
tion and for providing participants with the oppor-
tunity to freely express their views, emotions, and
understanding of the topic. At the same time, it
allows researchers to pose questions that may
function as prompts, encouraging participants to
elaborate on their perspectives (Vilig, 2016). This
approach was particularly appropriate given that
many students were unfamiliar with the termin-
ology related to the university’s third mission.
During the interviews, a brief explanation of the
third mission terminology was provided to ensure
adequate understanding. For example:

Historically, when universities first emerged in the
Middle Ages, their primary mission was educa-
tional—limited to the transmission of knowledge.
This is commonly referred to as the first mission.
Later, in the 19% century, with the establishment of
the Humboldtian model of the university, research
became an integral part of the university’s func-
tion, marking the emergence of its second mis-
sion. The third mission of the university has gained
increasing attention in recent years, and in some
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parts of the world, in the past few decades. On
the one hand, this third mission may involve the
development of the entrepreneurial dimension,
associated with the idea of the entrepreneurial
university; on the other hand, it may represent the
university’s contribution to civil society. In essence,
the third mission reflects the university’s engage-
ment with its broader environment through
these two dimensions—entrepreneurial and civic.
From your perspective, what is the role of such
activities within academic study programs? Do
you believe that universities should be engaged in
these activities, or should they be the responsibil-
ity of other institutions?

The interviews lasted an average of 40 minutes,
with the shortest lasting 20 minutes and the long-
est 55 minutes. This variation reflects, among
other things, substantial differences among par-
ticipants in terms of their familiarity with and
interest in the topic. The study involved twelve
students from the University of Novi Sad, half
of whom belonged to the majority ethnic group
(Serbs), while the remaining six participants came
from minority ethnic communities (Hungarians
and Roma). In the broader study previously con-
ducted (Bosanac et al., 2024), attention was given
not only to students’ ethnic backgrounds but also
to their prior volunteering experiences. However,
given that the focus of the present study is on
providing a more in-depth and nuanced analysis
of the responses related specifically to the third
mission of the university, the analytical lens was
redirected toward other potentially influential
factors, such as disciplinary field and level of
study. Findings from the earlier study indicated
that participants from the social sciences and
humanities offered different responses compared
to those from other scientific fields. Accordingly,
this study specifies the faculties attended by par-
ticipants, in order to potentially open up new lines
of inquiry.

The sample in this study includes students from
various educational-scientific and education-
al-artistic fields, faculties, and levels of study. A
total of seven participants came from the field of
social sciences and humanities, including students
from the Faculty of Philosophy (3), the Faculty of
Law and Business Studies “Dr Lazar Vrkati¢” (1),
the Faculty of Sport and Physical Education (2),
and the Faculty of Economics (1). The field of tech-
nical and technological sciences was represented
by two participants—from the Faculty of Tech-
nical Sciences (1) and the Faculty of Technology
(1). Two participants were from the natural and
mathematical sciences, specifically from the Fac-
ulty of Sciences (2). Within the field of the arts,



/&g

L4

Ly,

one student participated from the Academy of
Arts (1). Regarding the level of study, the sample
included students from undergraduate (4), mas-
ter’s (3), and doctoral programs (5).

4. Interpretation of Findings

Although there are numerous and notable differ-
ences among the research participants, what they
share is a common recognition of the importance
of the university’s third mission. In the broadest
sense, two participants (from the Faculty of Eco-
nomics and the Faculty of Technical Sciences)
emphasized—almost identically—the importance
of development in accordance with the times in
which we live. Only one participant, a student of
Pedagogy at the Faculty of Philosophy, expressed
a clear preference for the civic dimension of the
university’s mission, emphasizing that the univer-
sity should not serve exclusively economic inter-
ests:

| believe that through volunteering, everyone can
find as much practical experience as suits them.
| think what we’re missing at universities is more
education for democracy. In my view, the civic
dimension is much more important, and | would
encourage the connection with practice more in
that direction (F!, Faculty of Philosophy, doctoral
studies)™.

This position is also supported by numerous
authors (Apple, 2012; Giroux, 2011), who empha-
size the crucial role of universities in fostering
democratic values, while criticizing contempor-
ary tendencies toward the neoliberalization of
higher education. For this reason, the focus of the
present study was placed on the (im)possibility of
the coexistence of these dimensions. Other stud-
ies (Aznar et al., 2013) have shown that students,
regardless of their disciplinary background, rec-
ognize two key dimensions of the university: the
entrepreneurial—which views the university as a
space for preparing students for competitiveness
in the labor market and for professional special-
ization; and the liberal—which highlights the uni-
versity’s role in personal development, including
the promotion of social cohesion, the reduction of
inequalities, and the advancement of knowledge,
skills, and competences in society, with the aim
of supporting a sustainable and democratic know-
ledge-based society. Although students regard
employability as the most important function of

1 A numerical identifier was added in this case to distinguish
between two female participants who share identical basic
characteristics (gender, faculty, and level of study).

the university, a significant finding of the study
is the high level of agreement with the view that
higher education should also shape the whole
person, including values and attitudes (Aznar et
al., 2013). Similar findings have been reported in
other studies (Brooks et al., 2021; Priddle et al.,
2014), which showed that, in addition to prepara-
tion for the labor market, students also perceive
the purpose of higher education as an oppor-
tunity for personal and social development. In
line with this, nearly all participants in our study
emphasized the importance of nurturing both
dimensions, most frequently referring to employ-
ability and the development of soft skills.

For example, one participant—a master’s student
at the Faculty of Law and Business Studies “Dr
Lazar Vrkati¢”—emphasized in his response the
importance of connecting theoretical knowledge
with practical experience, with the aim of gain-
ing work experience that would enhance future
employability:

When we look at a job advertisement, it usually
requires some work experience. It is very import-
ant that, in addition to formal knowledge acquired
at university, students have the opportunity to
enrich that knowledge through practice, vari-
ous extracurricular activities, and volunteering.
This is an excellent opportunity for all students
to take advantage of the programs available
within their own institution. The civic dimen-
sion applies when it comes to volunteering and
social issues, while the entrepreneurial dimension
relates to finance, business, and management
(M, Faculty of Law and Business Studies “Dr Lazar
Vrkati¢”, master’s studies).

The issue of employability is consistent with the
findings of previous studies (Pribisev Beleslin et
al., 2024; Bosanac et al., 2024), which show that
students perceive social engagement and vol-
unteering as forms of practical learning that can
facilitate the development of professional compe-
tencies, preparation for future careers, smoother
entry into the labor market, and the acquisition of
practical experience.

In addition to employability, the participants also
viewed third mission activities as an opportunity
for the development of soft skills, such as com-
munication, teamwork, and organization.

It gives people the opportunity to gain new experi-
ences—for example, to work on their communi-
cation, certain skills, and teamwork—which can
certainly be beneficial in the context of entrepre-
neurship (F, Faculty of Technology, doctoral stud-
ies).



For me, for example, it was about meeting a lot
of people and learning how to organize things. |
became more and more organized—to the point
where | didn’t even need to write things down
anymore because | could keep everything in
my head (laughs). So | believe that this contrib-
utes to my future work, especially if | decide to
get involved in another volunteering initiative
(F, Faculty of Sciences, undergraduate studies).

Previous research (Maskarin Ribari¢ et al., 2013)
confirms that students report social engagement
and volunteering as contributing to the develop-
ment of soft skills, including communication and
organizational skills, as well as the ability to work
in ateam. Furthermore, within the broader frame-
work of soft skills development, students also cite
prosocial motivations for engaging in social activ-
ities. Specifically, they highlight the development
of understanding, empathy, acceptance, kindness,
solidarity, and democratic values—soft skills that
they once again perceive in relation to their future
professional roles (Bosanac et al., 2024).

The third mission of universities has sparked con-
siderable debate, particularly in the context of its
association with knowledge capitalization, entre-
preneurship, innovation, and technology transfer
(Nunes Gimenez & Machado Bonacelli, 2018).
Souza and Palma (2010) emphasize the import-
ance of the entrepreneurial mission of universi-
ties, which is interpreted in light of fostering eco-
nomic development. However, as some authors
point out (Vefago et al., 2020), the third mission
possesses a multidimensional character, encom-
passing not only economic aspects but also the
social responsibility of universities through active
engagement in the cultural and social life of the
community. Entrepreneurial universities, as key
actors in socioeconomic development, fulfill their
role through effective public policies, state sup-
port, and enhanced cooperation between aca-
demia, industry, and society (Vefago et al., 2020).
In this sense, the concept of the entrepreneurial
university entails not only the transfer of know-
ledge to industry but also the broader involve-
ment of academics in the societal environment.
Teaching, research, and social responsibility are
interwoven through simultaneous collaboration,
enabling the academic community to advance
educational practices and contribute to societal
development through their discoveries and meth-
odological innovations (Amaral et al., 2011). As
Lorentz and colleagues (2017) note, the entre-
preneurial university has the capacity to recog-
nize and respond to social needs, transforming
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them into new research projects and intellectual
paradigms, thereby reinforcing a positive cycle of
intellectual and social development.

The division into civic and entrepreneurial dimen-
sions represents an approach to the third mission
within the framework of an integrative concept of
cross-sector collaboration (Culum & Ledi¢, 2022).
Some participants explicitly refer to social entre-
preneurship, which may be seen as balancing
the two aforementioned approaches. Both par-
ticipants who directly mention social entrepre-
neurship in their responses are affiliated with the
social sciences and humanities. One participant,
a master’s student in Sociology at the Faculty of
Philosophy, emphasizes that he founded his own
association in order to assist the Roma commun-
ity, apply his professional knowledge, and gener-
ate income:

Of course, there are many associations, including
youth organizations that focus on the problems
faced by young people... | mention the lack of
sports activities, cultural programs, extracurricu-
lar activities, and, at the same time, there are also
other areas of social activism, such as engagement
with the Roma community and the challenges they
face. What | am doing, what | have established, is
quite... not rare, but there are many Roma associ-
ations that address the economic problems facing
the community, while there are relatively few that
focus on culture, language, and education (M, Fac-
ulty of Philosophy, master’s studies).

The authors Mitrovic et al. (2023) link social cap-
ital with social entrepreneurship. Similarly, a par-
ticipant in our study indicated that he associates
his engagement, among other things, with the
development of social capital:

| enjoy being in contact with people, helping them,
because | have this desire — | wouldn’t call it a
passion, but rather an interest — to simply do
something useful and positive. | will have access
to sources of information, and that access will also
help me find employment; | will build friendships
and enrich my social capital, my personal network
of contacts. And, of course, as | said, | will also
become more familiar with my own community.
These are some of the motivations that push me
forward (M, Faculty of Philosophy, master’s stud-
ies).

The next participant, a doctoral student in Peda-
gogy, provides a detailed explanation of how she
perceives the role of social entrepreneurship, as
well as the ways in which it could potentially be
integrated into the teaching process:
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| believe that entrepreneurship is indeed import-
ant, but specifically in the context of social
entrepreneurship — contributing to society
and the community. As for how it could be
incorporated into teaching, | definitely think
it should be integrated into curricula, regard-
less of the field of study or the type of faculty...
it should be emphasized because it can contrib-
ute both to further empowering students for
their future work within the community and to
their personal experience of social engagement.
Regarding how it could be integrated... it would
be meaningful to include it within the framework
of elective courses, but as mandatory electives —
that is, we would not necessarily narrow students’
choices, but we would offer elective courses that
are similar in nature, each involving some form of
social engagement. In that way, whichever course
a student chooses, they would still be placed in a
situation where they engage with the community.
Thus, it would be necessary to organize profes-
sional practice in such a way that it includes this
component of social engagement (F?, Faculty of
Philosophy, doctoral studies).

Some authors (Nunes & Zurlo, 2024) place social
entrepreneurship programs within the third mis-
sion, which they describe as an integrated prac-
tice, emphasizing the importance of connecting
social innovations and universities, while other
authors (Lumpkin et al.,, 2013) highlight the
importance of the pedagogy of social entrepre-
neurship. Furthermore, the authors (Staniskis,
2016) distinguish between the third and fourth
missions and speak of the transformative-sustain-
able university. Additionally, as authors (Tracey
& Jarvis, 2007) point out, the literature on social
entrepreneurship is still not well developed, but
it is increasingly being brought to the forefront,
and more and more frequently, the relationship
between social and commercial entrepreneur-
ship is being studied. Moreover, the same authors
highlight the importance of studying social entre-
preneurship on a continuum from purely philan-
thropic to purely commercial, as well as the equal
opportunities for applying social entrepreneur-
ship in the nonprofit, public, and private sectors.

Of particular importance is the study of differ-
ent approaches to social entrepreneurship, as
they can influence both teaching and research, as
well as the third mission of the university. Within
the different approaches, the authors (Shahid &
Alarifi, 2021) highlight the importance of the fol-
lowing three: (a) within the social entrepreneur-
ship approach, the emphasis is placed on creating
a way of thinking or presenting a general under-
standing of the concept and practice of social

entrepreneurship, mostly focusing on content
and being theoretical; (b) within the approach
through social entrepreneurship, an experiential
phase is presented with the goal of going through
the actual process of social entrepreneurial learn-
ing in safe conditions; (c) within the approach to
social entrepreneurship, the focus is on identifying
opportunities for social business, creating, grow-
ing, and developing social enterprises, so this
approach is aimed at practical and prosperous
social entrepreneurs with a focus on providing the
necessary knowledge and skills.

In this context, the same authors (Lackéus, 2015,
as cited in Shahid & Alarifi, 2021) emphasize that
some approaches may be more suitable for every-
one, while others are more appropriate for cer-
tain students. For example, while the approach
of education through social entrepreneurship is
suitable for all students, education about social
entrepreneurship and education for social entre-
preneurship are more suitable for students who
intend to become social entrepreneurs. Applied
to the third mission of the university, the ques-
tion arises as to whether this topic should be part
of teaching and research or whether it should
be separate from the university’s core missions.
Some authors (Gaete Sepulveda, 2021) note that
some pillars of development are connected to
teaching and research, while others are independ-
ent. In this context, (Gaete Sepulveda, 2021) links
lifelong learning to teaching, technology transfer
and innovation to research, while social respons-
ibility is independent of teaching and research.

The mentioned understanding of the third mis-
sion of the university raises an important ques-
tion — how should it be implemented in the
practice of university education? In one study,
Priddle et al. (2014) showed that students believe
employability and sustainability are important
issues that universities should focus on. However,
in situations where these issues were present
within the curriculum, students did not believe
that the courses were effective in preparing them
for the labor market or raising awareness about
sustainability. On the contrary, the results show
that students were almost four times more likely
to agree with the statement that they “developed
an understanding of how to act as a responsible
citizen” outside the curriculum rather than within
the course. Only those skills with a clear academic
character, such as “the ability to assess and cri-
tique information sources,” were recognized as a
result of formal education. The question arises as
to what is the cause of such a situation? (Priddle
et al., 2014).



As part of our research, some participants
expressed the view that activities related to the
third mission of the university should be formally
integrated into the curriculum:

As for how it can be integrated... it would be sig-
nificant for it to be part of an elective course, but a
mandatory elective course (F?, Faculty of Philoso-
phy, doctoral studies).

| believe it would be good if this were part of a
course, at least an elective course. Also, a good
thing are the events organized by these organiz-
ations within the faculty... Additionally, debates
could be held, and | just thought that the civil
sector could be involved, as they debated certain
issues that were not strictly technical, but also
moral ones. Perhaps technical questions that are
being raised in the world today. So, this could be a
way to develop the civic spirit of students (M, Fac-
ulty of Technical Sciences, master’s studies).

One participant in their response also mentions
the need to evaluate the activities of the third
mission by awarding additional points, which
raises a dilemma that is often present in the liter-
ature, relating to how (and whether at all) social
engagement can be (and should be) institutionally
recognized and valued.

| believe that 100% should be part of the faculty...
It would be best if it were a part of some course as
additional points to be awarded as a reward. This
is the best way to approach it (M, Faculty of Sports
and Physical Education, undergraduate studies).

Some authors, such as Butin (2006), argue that
attempts to formally assess social engagement,
particularly through quantification, are incon-
sistent with its essence and could undermine its
transformative and critical potential. In contrast
to participants who advocate for the integration
of the third mission within teaching practices,
some participants express disagreement with
such an approach. Their responses point to vari-
ous reasons for this stance—ranging from criti-
cism of mandatory attendance, to the burden on
students, and a preference for more flexible and
informal models of participation. Some of them
highlight:

Definitely not as a mandatory line because | believe
there’s nothing positive about forcing it. It should
be available, and those people are motivated, and
then we achieve some goal, some success. It’s hard
to work with those who are not really interested in
something they have to do (M, Academy of Arts,
undergraduate studies).
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| don’t think that’s maybe the most practical
approach [through courses], because these would
just be additional courses that would become
another obligation for students who are already
dealing with a lot of responsibilities, such as lec-
tures and exams (F, Faculty of Science, doctoral
studies).

Maybe as additional activities. After all, it’s a
kind of experience that might help with thinking
or understanding the field itself. It can still be an
experience of communication with people, not
necessarily related to the field... something that
isn’t strictly tied only to attending classes, listen-
ing to lectures, and passing exams (F, Faculty of
Sports and Physical Education, doctoral studies).

Although in the past the third mission was often
perceived as external to the core functions of uni-
versities — teaching and research — contempor-
ary approaches increasingly emphasize the need
for its integration. In this sense, there is a grad-
ual but steady shift towards including third mis-
sion activities in teaching and research processes
(Pinheiro et al., 2015). However, the process of
institutionalizing the third mission is not without
challenges. As Compagnucci and Spigarelli (2020)
point out, the integration of the third mission
into core academic flows often faces various con-
straints, including tensions among the missions,
lack of clear evaluation mechanisms, and over-
load of academic staff. Additionally, Pinheiro and
colleagues (2015) indicate that resistance to such
integration often arises from the need to protect
fundamental academic values, including auton-
omy and academic excellence, as well as to avoid
subordinating the university to external interests.

Based on student responses, Table 1 identifies
and summarizes four dimensions of the third mis-
sion of the university, with specific factors within
each dimension highlighted by students. These
factors are accompanied by statements that illus-
trate their views.

5. Limitations of the research

The total sample of the research included
twelve students from faculties belonging to the
social-humanities, technical-technological, nat-
ural-mathematical, and artistic educational-sci-
entific or educational-artistic fields. Medical stu-
dents were not included in the research. During
the initial setup of the research, the primary goal
was focused on various aspects of social engage-
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Figure 1. Students’ perceptions of different dimensions of the university’s third mission

Dimensions of
the University’s
Third Mission

Factors

Example Statement

Entrepreneurial

Employability and
work experience

It is very important that, in addition to formal knowledge gained at the
university, students have the opportunity to enrich their knowledge through
practical experience... (M, Dr Lazar Vrkati¢ University, master’s studies).

Dimension (Social
Entrepreneurship)

Dimension It gives people the opportunity to gain new experiences, for example,
Development of soft . . .. . . .
skills to improve their communication, teamwork skills, which can certainly
contribute in entrepreneurship (F, Faculty of Technology, doctoral studies).
Civic/Social Social responsibility | / think our universities lack more education for democracy. | believe the civic
Dimension and promotion of dimension is much more important, and | would encourage more practical
democratic values work in that direction (F*, Faculty of Philosophy, doctoral studies).
Hybrid | think entrepreneurship is important, but in the context of social

Social
entrepreneurship

entrepreneurship, contributing to society and the community
(F?, Faculty of Philosophy, doctoral studies).

Academic
Integration

Integration into the
curriculum

I think it would be good if this could be part of a course, if nothing else, at
least elective courses... (M, Faculty of Technical Sciences, master’s studies).

Flexibility and
voluntariness

Well, | wouldn’t make it mandatory at all, because | believe nothing positive
comes from obligation (M, Academy of Arts, undergraduate studies).

ment connected to the multicultural environ-

6. Conslusion

ment. However, the results showed that social

engagement largely depends on the field of edu-
cation-science/art, which led to a shift in focus
from the original intention of the study. Future

research is suggested to

include a larger number of students from all
educational fields, faculties, and departments
to potentially gather additional data that could
be significant for further research on this topic.
Furthermore, the condition for participation in the
study was previous volunteer experience, but not
a requirement for involvement in entrepreneur-
ial initiatives (though it is also more challenging
to find such participants). This might explain the
more frequent emphasis on the civil dimension
over the entrepreneurial one. Eleven students
were from public universities, while only one stu-
dent was from a private university, which could
also influence differences in responses. The next
study should aim to include a balanced number of

In addition to teaching and research as the core
functions of universities—commonly referred
to in contemporary literature as the first mis-
sion (teaching) and second mission (research)—
there has been increasing discussion regarding
the so-called third mission of universities, which
broadly refers to the university’s relationship
with its surrounding environment. Given that
initiatives for the activation and institutionaliza-
tion of the third mission often originate from the
top-down, it is especially important to explore
this topic from the perspective of those directly
affected—the participants in the educational
process. Numerous supranational organizations,
including those whose primary focus is not edu-
cation, increasingly emphasize the importance
of developing and studying this topic, further
affirming the need to consider the perceptions of
students as key stakeholders in higher education,
which was the goal of our research.

students from both private and public universities,

which could potentially open up new questions of
significance. Additionally, future research should
rely on quantitative approaches, as they provide a
basis for studying potential contextual and other
variables that may be relevant to researching the

third mission of universities.

The results of this qualitative research suggest
that students from different educational fields
recognize multiple dimensions of the third mis-
sion of universities, which go beyond the trad-
itional divisions into entrepreneurial and civic
dimensions. The participants provide a wide



range of responses, with the majority focusing on
the intertwining of the entrepreneurial and civic
dimensions. Students recognize the importance
of developing professional competencies while
also emphasizing the significance of contributing
to the community. Additionally, some participants
identify social entrepreneurship as a distinct cat-
egory, which could provide a strong starting point
for studying the third mission of universities from
the perspective of the coexistence of civic and
entrepreneurial dimensions rather than their
dualism.

Theresponsesfrom participantsalsoreveal certain
differences in students’ perceptions of the third
mission depending on their educational fields,
particularly among students from the social-hu-
manities sciences, who place greater emphasis
on the civic dimension. This finding, as well as the
results of previous qualitative research (Bosanac
et al., 2024), suggests that belonging to a specific
educational/scientific or artistic field might be an
important contextual variable for understand-
ing students’ perceptions of the third mission,
which should be further explored in future quan-
titative research. Furthermore, students from
the social-humanities sciences, particularly from
the Faculty of Philosophy, recognize the role of
social entrepreneurship, which can be viewed as
a hybrid form of the third mission. In this context,
social entrepreneurship can provide a good foun-
dation for linking entrepreneurial initiatives with a
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framework that includes social rather than solely
economic perspectives. However, despite signifi-
cant differences in the realization of the economic/
entrepreneurial and civic dimensions of the third
mission, there are important characteristics that
link both dimensions (Bosanac, 2021): (a) a greater
focus on the relationship between the university
and its environment; (b) the implementation of
both dimensions based on the modern paradigm
of learning within the constructivist framework;
(c) a focus on the learner rather than the con-
tent; and, finally, (d) both concepts emphasize the
importance of experiential learning.

Interviews with participants also raised the issue
of integrating third mission activities into the
formal educational process, which elicited vari-
ous responses. While some students advocate
for incorporating these activities into the curricu-
lum—either as mandatory or elective courses—
others oppose such ideas, emphasizing the need
for more flexible and voluntary forms of engage-
ment. These differences are also present in aca-
demic discussions about the institutionalization
of the third mission, highlighting its complexity.
Overall, the research demonstrates that students
recognize the importance of the third mission as
an integral part of the university. The results have
raised significant questions and pointed to the
need for further analysis of these issues in order
to gain a deeper understanding of the potential
and challenges of institutionalizing the third mis-
sion from the students’ perspective.
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