
 

 

  

  
 
 
 

Página | 1 

  https://periodicos.utfpr.edu.br/rts 

  

A terminological study about university-
society relations:  third mission, 
socioeconomic surroundings and the 
evolution of the role of academia  

ABSTRACT 

 

Ana Maria Nunes Gimenez 
anamarianunesgimenez@gmail.com 
Universidade Estadual de Campinas 
(UNICAMP) e INCT/PPED 
 
Maria Beatriz Machado Bonacelli 
biabona@unicamp.br 
Universidade Estadual de Campinas 
(UNICAMP) e INCT/PPED 
 

 The relationships and interactions between universities and society that go beyond the teaching 
and research missions have been termed differently by various groups of scholars and in different 
countries and are more commonly known by the term “university extension”. The different views 
and interpretations of university missions relate to the development of the understanding of the 
role of this institution in society. In respect to this, the purpose of the article was to present, based 
on extensive literature review, the conceptualization of the main terms commonly used to express 
the university-society relations: third mission, outreach, extension, vinculación, engagement-
community and civic. The research results allow us to conclude that the terms studied arise from 
very similar situations and purposes, namely: teaching and research missions and responsibilities 
of the university vis-à-vis new visions of the social pact or contract between academic science and 
society.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The university of the twenty-first century has been pressed to reconsider its ways 
of acting with a view to the development of more intense and lasting interactions with 
the various sectors of society, in a process of opening to and immersion in its 
surroundings, abandoning what some scholars have termed “ivory tower” status. This 
term designates not only a posture but also an institutional environment in which 
teaching and research activities are disconnected from the needs and concerns of 
society. Thus, the public support of university research has increasingly depended on the 
relevance of the social “pact” or “contract” signed between academic science and 
society. This relevance is related both to a cultural enrichment and a better 
understanding of the world, namely, the extension and sharing of knowledge to society, 
but, also, to a conduct of research that meets the needs and demands of society and 
even to contributions to economic competitiveness (HESSELS; VAN LENTE; SMITS, 2009). 
Gornitzka et al. (2007, p. 7) explain that, 

a “pact” is a fairly long-term cultural commitment to and from the 
University, as an institution with its own foundational rules of appropriate 
practices, causal and normative beliefs, and resources, yet validated by the 
political and social system in which the University is embedded.  

According to Business/Higher Education Round Table (B-HERT) (2006, p. 3),  

interest in engagement and associated funding for universities has come 
into prominence in the context of growing attention being given to this 
Third Mission of universities and the idea of engagement between 
universities and society. The Third Mission complements the mission of 
teaching and the mission of research. 

Görason, Maharajh and Schmoch (2009) claim that the idea of a third mission 
expresses an understanding for a more active and visible role of the university in society 
and should serve to stimulate and guide the use of knowledge for the promotion of 
social, economic and cultural development. However, Venditti, Reale and Leydesdorff 
(2013) warn that the vast majority of research and studies concerning the third mission 
has focused on examples of “good practices” of American institutions, such as the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and Stanford University, as well as some 
European universities, all in the field of technology transfer, but this attitude only serves 
to strengthen the understanding of the real contribution of the third mission to society. 

It can be seen, therefore, that the involvement in third mission activities goes 
beyond the contribution to the capacity to innovate, assuming a much more 
comprehensive character. One must, then, have in mind that the discussion on the scope 
and coverage of the third mission varies considerably between countries and in different 
contexts. It is our understanding that a lack of comprehension, along with narrow 
mindsets, can hamper the formulation, implementation, and management of policies, 
programs and practices related to the third mission, as well as limit the design of the 
university as a socially active agent, hence the relevance of this research.   

In addition to this introduction, this work consists of four more sections: the second 
section explains the methodological procedures; the third presents a non-exhaustive 
overview of the development of the third mission, from the first experiences of 
university extension to involvement with entrepreneurship, innovation, technology 
transfer and involvement with local/regional demands; the fourth presents an analysis 
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of the evolution of different ways of naming and understanding university-society 
relations, through a terminological and conceptual study; finally, in the fifth section, the 
results of the research are briefly discussed and the final conclusions are drawn. The 
results allow us to conclude that the different ways of naming and understanding 
university-society relations represent the evolution of the understanding on how the 
infrastructural and knowledge capacities of universities can reach audiences that are 
external to the academic community. 

METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES 

This work is exploratory and descriptive in its purpose and the approach adopted 
was qualitative, stemming from a literature review based on bibliographical material of 
interdisciplinary nature. The university-society relationship is called here third mission 
(considering teaching the first mission and research the second).  It is important to 
mention that the literature commonly refers to teaching and research as being the initial 
missions, taking into consideration the origins and development of universities over 
time. While teaching represented its primeval purpose, research was only instituted as 
a university mission in the nineteenth century, with the creation of the University of 
Berlin (1810).  

This article seeks to investigate concepts and practices related to the multi-faceted 
university-society interface, with focus on the concept and scope of the third mission. 
Based on a large bibliographical and documentary study, we have identified recurrent 
terms that have integrated the nomenclature commonly used in different countries to 
name the relations and interactions that result from the accomplishment of teaching 
and research missions and that are destined to extend the knowledge produced 
internally to society. 

We elected a conceptual framework of the main discussions that have been 
developed on the topic of “university-society relations”. To this end, we favored a broad 
and inclusive approach, i.e., one which is not exclusively focused on university-industry 
relations, but which starts from a broader perspective in order to consider the various 
possibilities of interaction between universities and the rest of society, interactions that 
go beyond technology transfer activities, without, however, disregarding them. The 
terms in question are: third mission; extensão (in the Portuguese language), outreach 
(term in English); extensión and vinculación (in Spanish); we also noted that the use of 
the term engagement has grown. The main goal of this study, therefore, is to explore 
this terminological variety so as to determine the evolution of understandings about 
university-society relations, through the emergence of new social demands and 
missions, as well as to identify the differences, similarities, points of contacts or 
conceptual convergence between terms. 

Therefore, this is the nomenclature or terminology that is presented in this paper. 
The aforementioned are terms that, much beyond naming postures, strategies and 
specific policies – namely, the various actions and practices that act as a bridge between 
education, research, dissemination and sharing of knowledge and experience beyond 
the walls of the university – also express different views about the relevance and 
legitimacy of some of these actions in different countries and Higher Education 
Institutions (HEI). 

Concepts are meaningful expressions or terms that exhibit a complex history, full of 
social action. They help delimit and locate the subject they aim to understand. One can 
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infer, then, that the process of conceptualization must consider the surrounding reality, 
as well as the contextual changes through which the object of analysis has been, so as 
not to be a mere lexical activity (MINAYO, 2009). Thus, the study of concepts helps in 
apprehending the evolution of understanding on our research subject: university-society 
relations. It is worth noting, however, that although it is important to understand, 
contextualize and discuss the actions and role of educational institutions in society, 
taxonomies should not be dictated or imposed, but they should represent and describe 
the ways through which universities relate to the world, from a non-reductionist view on 
their possibilities of action (CLOUGH, 2009; E3M, 2012b).  

It is also important to clarify that, in this work, we use the term “community” to 
represent groups or specific social actors, such as corporations, governments, civil 
society organizations and other associations, among others. According to Jongbloed, 
Enders and Salerno (2008), communities can belong to different levels: closer – local and 
regional – or more distant – national, international. Each higher education institution 
(HEI) will define the communities with which they intend to have an interface with and 
this will depend on their physical capacities and knowledge, their size, the volume of 
resources available for such purposes, as well as the specific demands and needs of each 
locality. The term “refers to the relationships that universities and other HEIs keep, or 
could keep, within their closest vicinity: their neighborhoods, their cities, their regions. 
Finally, the term “society” is used to represent the set of all the previously mentioned 
social ecosystems (E3M, 2012b). Therefore, university-society relations, in addition to 
the teaching and research missions, involve any links with the outside world, be it with 
companies or with non-profit organizations, neighborhood associations, policy makers, 
and several other social actors. 

THIRD MISSION: A BRIEF HISTORY FROM SELECTED MILESTONES 

Several scholars claim that the idea of a third mission arose in the nineteenth 
century at the University of Oxford, from 1840/1850, and at the University of Cambridge, 
circa 1873, when they established the foundations for what today is called university 
extension with extramural activities. Mackinder and Sadler (1891) affirm that the term 
“extension” began to be used circa 1845, at the University of Oxford, becoming of 
general use in subsequent years. The movement for extension originated with the 
displacement of some faculty members of these two universities to the heartland of 
England, to minister lectures in places where there was no access to university 
knowledge. At the University of Cambridge, for example, in the second half of the 
nineteenth century (between 1867 and 1873), proposals were approved for the 
organization of courses and lectures to be taken to institutes of mechanics, cooperatives, 
schools and other associations, especially in the north of England, laying the foundations 
for future schools or university extension and adult education departments, not only in 
Britain but throughout the world (WELCH, 1973). It is estimated that, in 1891, England 
already had more than 80,000 extension students (American Society for the Extension 
of University Teaching, 1891). According to Maunder (1972), the first transfers of public 
funds for extension activities were directed to lectures on agriculture. In 1903, the 
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) was created to provide part-time educational 
opportunities to workers from England and Scotland, as well as to implement programs 
of involvement with communities. This initiative was one of the major changes the 
British extension movement has undergone. 
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The Industrial revolution triggered different types of needs within the English 
industrial towns; scientific knowledge would assist in the search for solutions to the 
growing problems of industrial production on a large scale in the nineteenth century. 
This new reality led to the creation of another type of university, the “civic universities”. 
Such institutions should promote the integration between teaching, research and local 
socioeconomic development by connecting to their communities, presenting 
themselves as an alternative to the Oxbridge model (the junction of Oxford and 
Cambridge), which was elitist and closed (BARNES, 1996). 

The connections of these universities with their socioeconomic surroundings were 
numerous, including the following: training of skilled labor for the industries, support to 
industries through scientific advice (offering evening courses for training of workers 
without a college education) etc. (GODDARD; VALLANCE, 2011). However, Fallis (2004) 
explains that Scottish universities, unlike Oxford and Cambridge, have always been more 
open and connected with their surroundings, especially after the Scottish Reformation 
(from the sixteenth century), maintaining ties with governments and local councils, 
enhancing social mobility and the idea of serving society. 

In the United States, extension was developed mainly under inspiration of the 
English experience, although it has differed and developed by adopting characteristics of 
its own. In 1890, the American Society for the Extension of University Teaching, in 
Philadelphia, was created, with the purposes of producing knowledge about extension, 
designing extension activities and cooperating with educational institutions and other 
organizations in this field. The University of Chicago was the first to create an extension 
division, in 1892, comprised of six departments, each with its own assignment (lectures, 
weekend courses, evening courses, study classes, off-campus courses similar to those 
offered regularly by the university, etc.) (UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO LIBRARY, 2006). 
University extension, in its service-provision modality, came up with the land grant 
movement in the United States, and the Land-Grant Colleges were the precursors. The 
donation of 30,000 acres of federal lands for the purpose of financing public universities 
in the American states – although private universities were also financed – was 
authorized by two federal laws, the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, especially for the 
promotion of agricultural and industrial development (LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, 2016; 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, 1862). Kerr (2005) highlights the importance of the land 
grant movement for the access of students from less privileged classes to higher 
education, democratizing access to tertiary education, in addition to it having been an 
important milestone for the creation of agencies for the provision of services and 
experimental agricultural stations. It is worth noting that the American extension model, 
in its rural extension modality, exerted great influence over Latin American countries, 
including Brazil, where the higher schools of Lavras (1921) and of Viçosa (1929), in the 
state of Minas Gerais, were created to provide technical assistance to farmers (ROCHA, 
2001). 

In Latin America, discussions favoring a more inclusive and open university 
emerged in Argentina in 1918, with a reform movement based on the aspirations of 
students at the University of Cordoba, in reaction to a university they perceived as an 
oligarchic “ivory tower”, alien to society (BERNASCONI, 2008). However, even with the 
expansion of reformist ideals in Latin America, the concept of extension that prevailed 
over several decades was that of delivery, of cultural dissemination, which sees the 
community only as a recipient, in a unidirectional and uncritical movement. In addition, 
there were no structured programs with well-defined objectives; extension practically 
remained in the margin of the other university missions, with almost none, or no relation 
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whatsoever, with teaching and research; lecturers showed no interest in its 
development, and there was little projection in the communities. This paternalistic, 
patronizing perspective would only be questioned in the 1970s, with the second Latin 
American Extension Conference, held in Mexico, organized by the Union of Latin 
American Universities (UDUAL), in 1972 (BERHEIM, 1978).  Conway et al. (2009) explain 
that the most socially compromised extension model, which became widespread in Latin 
America, was inspired both by the Cordoba Reform Movement and by Freirean 
influence, which fostered critical extension. It is worth mentioning that Freire (1983, p. 
13) stated that the extension action should not be mechanistic, nor reveal the 
“superiority of the content of those who deliver it and the inferiority of those who 
receive it”. 

The involvement of universities with entrepreneurial activities, in turn, began in the 
United States, in the mid-twentieth century, when academic lecturers and professors 
began to engage with entrepreneurship, innovation and technology transfer activities, 
technology parks, among others, with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
and Stanford University serving as paradigm. From then on, gradually, the university 
started to be considered a relevant actor for economic and social progress and an 
important actor of the National Innovation Systems.  

Burton R. Clark was one of the first authors to use the term ‘entrepreneurial 
university’, in the 1998 book “Creating entrepreneurial universities: organisational 
pathways of transformation”, in which he presented the results of research carried out 
in five universities: Warwick, in England, Twente, in the Netherlands, Strathclyde, in 
Scotland, Chalmers, in Sweden, and Joensuu, in Finland. According to Clark (1998), 
entrepreneurial university is the one that performs modifications in its structure and 
organizational culture to become more proactive, flexible and dynamic in the 
management of its relations to the economy and society. Another approach, the Triple 
Helix, emphasizes the university-industry-government interaction, considering the 
university as a centerpiece of the knowledge-based society and one which can 
strengthen, increasingly, its role in the process of innovation, capitalizing knowledge and 
contributing to economic and social development (ETZKOWITZ; LEYDESDORFF, 1997). 

In Latin America, universities have traditionally focused more on the education 
mission, while the development of scientific and technological skills and processes of 
knowledge transfer to the productive sector were relegated to the background. Facing 
this reality, in general terms, the ties between academia and industry are still weak, as 
are the possibilities for an effective contribution to economic development (SCOPONI et 
al., 2016). Notwithstanding, some authors deem it important to consider that the 
delimitation of the field of action and of the activities that should be included in the 
definition of the third mission vary considerably between countries and in different 
contexts. Göransson, Maharajh and Schmoch (2009, p. 158) observe that  

the international debate on third mission is largely dominated by the 
paradigm of the United States, where spin-off enterprises from universities 
in biotechnology and information technology implied a real economic 
boom. (...) Many countries introduced similar legislation to support 
university patents. The question may be asked whether these models can 
be transferred to other countries, or indeed if they are relevant at all, in 
particular to developing and transition economies.   

Moreover, in the twenty-first century, knowledge centers are expected to play a 
more active role in their regions through the development of a regional mission. By 
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regional mission we mean the opening of universities to the regions where they are 
located and their involvement with specific demands and needs, which can result in a 
wide range of implications and interactions, of cultural, social and economic nature 
(ARBO; BENNEWORTH, 2007). The regional mission has gradually become understood 
as a strategic opportunity to support the adoption of an identity and an institutional 
profile, dissociating itself from the idea of a mere moral obligation to allocate scarce 
resources (PINHEIRO, 2011).  

Grau (2014) proposes that universities should worry about their surroundings as 
much as about their internationalization, through the development of a ‘Glocal’ 
University, which is one that promotes interaction between a global vision and local 
impacts of its activities. It is important to consider that even in the network society era, 
whose main feature is its global nature, “most of human experience is local, both in 
cultural and territorial terms” (CASTELLS, 2009, p. 25). Thus, the development of the 
third mission represents an attempt to change the way universities are embedded in 
their communities and regions (VENDITTI; REALE; AND LEYDESDORFF, 2013).   

CONCEPTUALIZING AND UNDERSTANDING UNIVERSITY-SOCIETY RELATIONS  

This section presents the results of the exploratory and qualitative research through 
which we sought to understand the various ways of naming the relations of higher 
education, more specifically, universities, with society. 

During the reading of scientific articles, reports and surveys produced by authors 
and institutions from different countries (in Europe, the United States and Latin America) 
we found that there are different ways to name and understand the relationship 
between university and society in addition to teaching and research activities, which 
motivated us to explore this conceptual variety. Based on extensive literature review, 
the following conceptualization terms were identified and selected: (i) engagement – 
community engagement, public engagement, social engagement and civic engagement; 
(ii) third mission; (iii) outreach; (v) extension (extensión); (v) vinculación.  

 We now present the results of the terminological research, with a conceptual 
framework of the selected terms. 

Engagement: the engaged university 

The Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities, in the 
report entitled ‘Returning to our roots: the engaged institution’, states that the “by 
engagement, we refer to institutions that have redesigned their teaching, research, and 
extension and service functions to become even more sympathetically and productively 
involved with their communities” (KELLOGG COMMISSION ON THE FUTURE OF STATE 
AND LAND-GRANT UNIVERSITIES, 1999, p. 9). According to B-HERT (2006, p. 3-4):  

“communities engagement” has a broad vista that extends beyond 
business and economic aspects. […] Engagement is a characteristic of a 
university’s policy and practice and is reflected in the responsibilities given 
to senior staff, rewards and incentive mechanisms, career structure and 
promotion criteria, the learning experience of students and the number, 
nature and sustainability of relationships with organisations external to it. 
Engagement should also have a two-way orientation, with institutions 
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outside higher education committed to interactions with universities in a 
similar way. 

The report “Characterising modes of university engagement with wider society: a 
literature review and survey of best practice”, prepared by Conway et al. (2009, p. 2) for 
Newcastle University, stated that they  

use a very wide definition of the term ‘engagement’ in this report, to refer 
to all the relationships and connections which universities have with the 
wider society, including businesses, government, the voluntary and 
community sector and other societal actors   

Thus, engagement occurs not only through an overflow of fundamental university 
activities, such as teaching and research, but it has increasingly become an institutional 
mission in and of itself. 

In a project on the third mission (sponsored by the European Commission), 
“European Indicators and Ranking Methodology for University Third Mission” (E3M), the 
term engagement was used to give the idea of a social purpose for universities and the 
ability to transform the process of driving the third mission into a synergic path 
comprised of discussion, co-creation and mutual learning (E3M, 2012b). “Social 
engagement is usually related to ties of mutual benefit at a local level, between 
university members and communities within its home city and region” (E3M, 2012b, p. 
6). 

In 2006, the Carnegie Foundation created an elective classification, called 
“Community Engagement Classification”, which assesses the level of engagement of 
HEIs with their communities. Thus, according Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching (2013, p. 2), the term community engagement:  

describes activities that are undertaken with community members. In 
reciprocal partnerships, there are collaborative community-campus 
definitions of problems, solutions, and measures of success. Community 
engagement requires processes in which academics recognize, respect, 
and value the knowledge, perspectives, and resources of community 
partners and that are designed to serve a public purpose, building the 
capacity of individuals, groups, and organizations involved to understand 
and collaboratively address issues of public concern.  

Bringle, Hatcher and Holland (2007, p. 15) explain that civic engagement is an 
“active collaboration that builds on the resources, skills, expertise and knowledge of the 
campus and community to improve the quality of life in communities”, in terms of 
education, research and services. Nowadays, the idea of public service aimed at the 
common good has forced higher education institutions to take on a new type of 
commitment, having to rethink their epistemologies, structures and pedagogies, to 
integrate teaching, research and services missions in this commitment (FITZGERALD et 
al., 2012). We now present the results of the terminological research, with a conceptual 
framework of the selected terms. 

 

Outreach  
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Bringle, Hatcher and Holland (2007, p. 15) understand that the concept of outreach 
is the following:  

the application of knowledge and provision of services to the community. 
Activities that extend knowledge in the academy to the public through a 
variety of mechanisms which may be active (e.g., continuing education, 
extension services, public information programs, radio/television 
broadcasts) or passive (e.g., athletic programs, cultural events, library 
services, publications). 

In the context of the UNESCO Chair in Community-based Research and Social 
Responsibility in Higher Education, the ‘Manual on Institutionalizing Community 
University Research Partnerships: a user's manual’ was created. It stated that it was 
during the 1990s that many universities began to use the term outreach to represent 
activities developed with outside public, but the term has been revised because it 
conveys the idea of simple communication and delivery of services and knowledge, not 
necessarily sharing and reciprocity. The manual also differentiated the 
outreach/extension of community engagement as follows: (i) outreach/extension brings 
the idea of passive citizens; it does not involve alliances, partnerships or significant co-
production of knowledge; (ii) community engagement encourages proactive and 
empowering citizens; it assumes doubly beneficial involvement through partnerships, 
alliances, sharing and co-production of knowledge (PRIA; UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA, 
2015). 

Third mission  

Roper and Hirth (2005) explain that, in the US, the third mission evolved from the 
traditional conception of services through a vision of the university as capitalizing 
knowledge (especially driven by the Bayh-Dole Act, from 1980) and contributing to 
economic development, to a new view on the role of the university in the 21st century, 
the university engaged with its communities.  

Conway et al. (2009) explain that the debate around a third mission of higher 
education institutions was intensified in the 1980s, when there was a heightened 
understanding that this mission would cover both interactions with companies and the 
valuation of intellectual property, but also a greater engagement in interactions with 
small and medium-sized enterprises, marginalized communities, non-governmental 
organizations, among other actors.  

Teixeira (2015) mentions that there many universities around the world show a 
growing interest in more openness and integration to their surroundings, explaining that 
this is due to the knowledge economy and the identification of social demands. Thus, 
University Extension has gained an ever-growing importance, both in Latin America 
(where its main focus is direct social actions and interventions that promote citizenship 
and leadership) and in developed countries (focused on services and technology 
transfer). According to the author, “third mission” is the most widely used correlate term 
to extension in Continental Europe.  

In the literature, the entrepreneurial university emerged as a way of achieving the 
third mission, which set the university as the driving force of the economy (TRENCHER 
et al., 2014). In the present day, however, it is understood that third mission and 
entrepreneurial university are not synonymous expressions; on the contrary, as the first 
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is much broader and involves social and economic dimensions, while the second one 
expresses only an economic dimension – although much of the literature usually focuses 
on the latter (INZELT et al., 2006). Thus, the idea of the entrepreneurial university, from 
the point of view of an organizational approach (Burton Clark) or the Triple Helix model 
(Henry Etzkowitz and Loet Leydesdorff), represents a specific dimension of engagement, 
generally more strongly linked to the economic development strand. 

In the context of the “European Indicators and Ranking Methodology for University 
Third Mission” (E3M), for example, the third mission was composed of three dimensions, 
by convention: (i) continuing education; (ii) technology transfer and innovation; and (iii) 
social commitment.  

Molas-Gallart and Castro-Martínez (2007) state the following in the paper titled 
“Ambiguity and conflict in the development of ‘Third Mission’ indicators”: “We use the 
term ‘Third Mission’ to refer to all activities concerned with the generation, use, 
application and exploitation of knowledge and other university capabilities outside 
academic environments” (321), following the understanding of Molas-Gallart et al. 
(2002). However, Molas-Gallart and Castro-Martínez (2007) also mention that there are 
still many differences over the possible interpretations and the scope of the third 
mission. For some, the third mission is an additional source of income, for others it is the 
commercial exploitation of the results of academic research, and there are yet those 
who understand it to be the social impact of universities. In the latter case, the authors 
cite the example of Latin American universities, which have their offices or extension 
schools, by means of which they connect to society. 

In a project called VINCULAENTORNO, co-financed by the European Commission 
and which also featured the participation of Latin American universities, it was stated 
that the development of the third mission is advantageous because it contributed to a 
greater involvement of higher education with society, strengthening and enriching the 
traditional missions (teaching and research), urging academics to pay attention to social 
needs, generate new ideas, create business opportunities and jobs, among other 
contributions (MORA; VIEIRA, 2014). 

A report1  commissioned by the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
(HEFCE), stated the following: “terms such as ‘knowledge transfer/exchange’, 
‘enterprise’, ‘outreach’ or ‘engagement’ are more commonly used in the higher 
education (HE) sector and in Government” (PUBLIC & CORPORATE ECONOMIC 
CONSULTANTS; CENTRE FOR BUSINESS RESEARCH, 2009, p. 1), while   

the term “third stream” refers to interactions between HEIs and external 
organisations in the private, public and voluntary sectors, and wider 
society. It assumes that some knowledge or expertise flows between HEIs 
and users through these interactions (PACEC/CBR, 2009, p. 1).  

Conway et al. (2009) comment that the first third stream experiences were directed 
to financing of knowledge transfer activities and technologies for businesses. However, 
successive policies in this field have led to several additions of third stream activities, 
including broader relationships with the community at large, according to analyses 
carried out by the Centre for Business Research, University of Cambridge (CBR) and the 
Public and Corporate Economic Consultants (PACEC), commissioned by HEFCE, widening 
the range of activities. Currently, hence, third stream involves relationships with 
companies, business organizations and the community, maintaining close relationship 
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with the expertise of HEIs in the field of teaching and research, and consistent with the 
infrastructure of each institution.   

Therefore, taking into consideration the authors that have been mentioned here, it 
is possible to understand that the two expressions, third mission and third stream, have 
been currently used to represent interactions, exchanges, involvements of the university 
with actors outside the academy, converging to the same purposes, namely: connecting 
knowledge and expertise of universities to society, which is increasingly seen as a mission 
of the university. The emphasis on relations, either with the industry or with 
communities, to revenue-raising or not, will depend on the choices that an institution 
makes. However, it is worth noting that the term third stream has been used in some 
studies with an economic connotation, i.e., as a way of obtaining resources. 

Extension and vinculación   

Fernández-Larrea and González (2013) believe that university extension is the most 
objective and complete term to name university-society relations, claiming that it 
involves, among others, cultural diffusion, social action, projection and social interaction. 
The authors also believe that extension is the most appropriate term because of its 
historical character, since it was the first manifestation of social action by the university, 
and also because it identifies more deeply with transformative actions. According to 
them, Latin American universities have adopted their private third mission for many 
decades, an extension plan that is different, in many respects, to the ones seen in 
developed countries.  

For Serna Alcántara (2007), the social mission of the university, that is, its 
responsibility to promote and coordinate actions of culture and knowledge sharing with 
the poorest and least educated members of society and then promote social justice, was 
attributed to university extension. Thus, university extension is considered the 
forerunner of the involvement of universities with the environment that is around it, i.e., 
its surroundings, communities, or, in broader terms, with society. 

In the “Documento de base para un ‘Manual de Indicadores de Vinculación de la 
universidad con el entorno socioeconómico’ - Manual de Valencia”, D'este, Castro-
Martinez and Molas-Gallart (2014) mention that the term third mission was employed 
with the same meaning of vinculación (here translated as linkage), because, according to 
the authors, the first is much broader and involves all the activities and relationships of 
the university with its surroundings. However, the authors recognize that there is no 
consensus regarding its use.  

In the Manual de Valencia (2017), prepared by the Ibero-American Observatory of 
Science, Technology and Society (OCTS-OEI) and the Ibero-American network of Science 
and technology indicators (RICYT), it was assumed that vinculación activities are the 
following: 

a) knowledge generation and the development of collaborative capabilities 
with non-academic agents and drafting of legal and cultural landmarks that 
guide the opening of universities to their surroundings; b) the use, 
application and exploitation of knowledge and other existing capacities of 
the university outside the academic environment, as well as training, 
services supply, advising and consultancy, conducted by universities in their 
surroundings (MANUAL DE VALENCIA, 2017, p. 11). 
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In Latin America, there is preference for the use of the term university extension (in 
the first place), while vinculación (linkage) to the environment or to society is usually the 
second most used term.  Third mission, on the other hand, tends to be rarely used. 
However, it is understood that the three terms – third mission, extension and vinculación 
(linkage) – have common aspects, namely, putting the knowledge that is generated in 
the universities at the service of society, as well as collaborating with surrounding agents, 
which constitute a specific mission of Latin American universities (GRAO et al., 2014).  

According to Grao et al. (2014), in Latin America, the extension has a different 
connotation in relation to the third mission approaches of developed countries, since 
preferences for cultural dissemination activities and social services directed to 
disadvantaged groups are predominant. They affirm that the traditional concept of 
extension has been diluted due to specific demands of a present knowledge society, 
which include the incorporation of innovation, social inclusion and internationalization. 
Also, although some academic sectors are reluctant to accept the involvement of Latin 
American universities with the productive sector, the authors mention that the concept 
of extension is connected, nowadays, to the third mission, with the aim to guide the 
transfer of knowledge to society, which would lead to the problems and demands of 
both universities and society being handled and solved jointly, by means of an 
entrepreneurial, innovation-focused stance.  

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The results allow us to conclude that, although university-society relations are 
understood and named in different ways, it is possible to affirm that the terminology 
studied expresses a set of very similar purposes for the avant-garde universities, i.e., 
those that are ahead of their time, varying only with regard to emphasis and range of 
purposes. Thus, among the goals or purposes identified in the different terms that were 
studied, there are the following: reaching audiences that are external to the academic 
environment; sharing/disseminating university knowledge to society; providing services; 
obtaining financial resources; offering artistic and cultural activities and recreation; 
promoting socio-economic development; among others. In this sense, the meanings are 
similar, which makes it possible to affirm that we are much closer to a synonymy than 
antonymy between these different terms. 

Relationships with society have been diverse, representing an advancement of the 
understanding of the role of universities in society. There have been attempts to 
overcome paternalistic attitudes and one-way transmissions of knowledge and delivery 
of services, moving towards more complex interactions, through sharing and co-
production of knowledge, skills and experience.  

It should be noted that these challenges are a global phenomenon and solutions 
cannot be universal; rather, each country, each region, each university must find the 
models that best fit its reality and its purposes. These purposes may vary in scope and 
this is intrinsically linked to the characteristics of each university (for instance, whether 
the emphasis is on teaching rather than research, or both); to human and financial 
resources; and to the infrastructure that each institution has (laboratories, museums, 
libraries, among others).  

In Latin America, there is a well-established tradition of developing university 
extension, which is deemed the strongest link between Latin American universities and 
society. Due to the specific characteristics of the region, activities aimed at the 
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disadvantaged, along with cultural diffusion, have historically occupied a prominent 
place in the developmental preferences of extension. Vinculación is the term that has 
been used in some Spanish-speaking countries instead of university extension, on the 
idea that it depicts more intense and collaborative commitments.  

In Brazil, for example, certain types of relationships are not well-seen by some 
sectors within the universities, who see them as stemming from utilitarian attitudes that 
interfere with the purity of principles and ideals that they view as absolute and inviolable 
– autonomy and freedom to define research agendas. From this perspective, the 
involvement with external demands, especially of the productive sector, has the power 
to subvert academic values and autonomy.  

We emphasize the need a holistic view which can bring together all possible forms 
of connections between universities and society. The third mission is carried out through 
the transfer of technology, but not only; it also involves university extension activities, in 
all its manifestations and all the possible links that can be thought of and made effective 
in the future, because it is a concept under construction. Is the third mission an additional 
source of income? Is it the commercial exploitation of results from academic research? 
Is it the social outreach of universities? We believe that all these purposes are (and can 
be) present, because it is a term capable of carrying the most diverse directions and 
purposes, be they economic, social, cultural, scientific, technological, among others. The 
activities and scope of commitments, under the title of third mission, will be established 
and negotiated on a case-by-case basis.  

There are several elements or factors that condition the development of the third 
mission, contributing to its sustainability, as shown in Figure 1, below. 

Figure 1. Third Mission Virtuous Cycle 

Third Mission

Academic 
Community 

Engagement

Leadership

Institutional Culture
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Institutionalization 

and Strategic 
Planning

 

Source: prepared by the authors. 

Universities achieves the third mission when they place their physical and 
knowledge capacities at the service of society. However, for this to occur and to last, 
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policies stemming from higher management are needed, with the intent of 
institutionalizing, integrating into strategic planning, providing financial and human 
resources; communicating/disseminating widely; and fostering a favorable institutional 
culture, rewarding and encouraging the engagement of the academic community. We 
reaffirm that engagement presupposes interaction, exchange, sharing, reciprocity, and 
not only the delivery of knowledge, services or technology. In addition, the creation of 
indicators for monitoring the third mission may allow policies, strategies and actions to 
be improved.  

The connections between universities and society stem from the social pact 
between them, and in the twenty-first century it is increasingly expected that the 
benefits of higher education will reach a larger number of people. It also involves the use 
and guiding of the capabilities and expertise of universities so that they can act more 
actively in society, getting involved in and interacting with its surroundings. 
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Um estudo terminológico sobre a relação 
universidade-sociedade: a terceira missão, o 
entorno socioeconômico e a evolução do 
papel da academia 

RESUMO 

  Os relacionamentos e interações da universidade com a sociedade para além das missões ensino 
e pesquisa têm sido nomeados de diferentes formas, por variados grupos de estudiosos e em 
diferentes países, conhecida mais recorrentemente pelo termo “extensão universitária”. As 
diferentes visões e interpretações das missões universitárias dizem respeito à evolução da 
compreensão do papel da instituição na sociedade. Diante do exposto, o objetivo do artigo foi 
apresentar, com base em ampla revisão de literatura, a conceituação dos principais termos 
comumente utilizados para expressar a relação universidade-sociedade: third mission, third 
stream, outreach, extension, vinculación, engagement (community, civic, public). Os resultados da 
pesquisa permitem concluir que os termos estudados decorrem de situações e propósitos muito 
similares, quais sejam: da realização das missões ensino e pesquisa e das responsabilidades da 
universidade em face das novas visões do pacto ou contrato social entre a ciência acadêmica e a 
sociedade.  
 
PALVRAS-CHAVE: Universidade e Sociedade. Conhecimento. Inovação. Compromisso Social. 
Transferência de Tecnologia.  
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NOTES 

1 Report title: “Evaluation of the effectiveness and role of HEFCE/OSI third stream 
funding. Issues Paper 2009/15 for HEFCE”. 
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