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The present paper elaborates a critical reflection on the ‘one-size-fits-all’ model which conceptualizes
universities as centres of excellence in education, research and third mission. It is argued that the short-
comings of this perspective are twofold: first, HEIs are treated as homogeneous institutions with equal
capacity to perform and contribute to social engagement; and second, missions are undistinguishable

from each other. Both features lead to mischaracterizations concerning the role of universities and their
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contribution to society. In the view proposed here missions are university strategies linked by complex
relationship of compatibility, and the paper puts in perspective the persisting gap concerning the nature
of and the relations across them.
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1. Introduction

Over recent decades, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)
have undergone remarkable structural and functional changes
(Wittrock, 1993; Youtie and Shapira, 2008) spurred by the ethos
of broadening their remit. By and large this process has been
based largely on the addition of a range of (non-strictly) market-
oriented and knowledge transfer activities, known as the university
‘third mission’, to the traditional areas of teaching and research.
The addition of social and business engagement is seen as reflect-
ing the changing nature of scientific knowledge and the natural
tendency for academia to adapt in response to societal changes.
In the context of a knowledge-based society, universities are
expected to drive the development of regional innovation systems
(OECD, 2007) and contribute to society by generating research
and consultancy income, embedding knowledge in students and
employees, upgrading regional business environments, and poten-
tially improving the process of regional value capture (Benneworth
and Hospers, 2007). Almost automatically, and perhaps uncritically,
the scholarly discourse has focused on the establishment of effi-
ciency criteria to meet these challenges while policy debates have
centred on the “modernization” of HEIs (European Commission,
2006, 2011).
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The present paper calls for a careful reflection on conceptual
issues before embarking on modernization. A central issue is the
persistence of the vision of universities as being, simultaneously,
centres of excellence in education, research and third mission
activities. In other words, the contribution of HEIs is conceptu-
alized as flowing through three main channels coinciding with
the missions of teaching and training, scientific research, and the
promotion of university-society synergies. Building on this from
a policy and managerial perspective, the theoretical concept of
a ‘one-size-fits-all’ university model has emerged through which
HEIs are seen as organizations with homogeneous and uniform
capacities to perform and contribute to social engagement (Clark,
2001) through their three missions. Moreover, this model assumes
that missions are carried outin an interconnected way and combine
them to fulfil expectations, without taking into account the differ-
ences between higher education systems across different countries
and even between institutions within the same educational sys-
tem (Philpott et al., 2011). In the view proposed here missions are
university strategies that are linked by complex relationships of
compatibility, and the paper puts in perspective the persisting gap
concerning the nature of and the relations across them. We provide
an initial critical reflection on whether the expectation that univer-
sities can engage in all three missions simultaneously is realistic
(David and Metcalfe, 2007; Flanagan et al., 2011).

To accomplish this goal, we first examine the changing role
of the university through history. In the archetypical view, the
integration of research and third mission relies implicitly on com-
patibility and even complementarity among missions (Geuna,
1999; Etzkowitz, 2004) and assumes implicitly that both drive
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the behaviour of universities in the same direction. Arguments in
favour of the ‘re-missioning’ are grounded in the belief that HEIs
provide significant push to modern knowledge-based economies
(Ormerod, 1996). However rather than testing this relation empir-
ically, most studies focus on the relationship among specific
activities (used as proxies) as part of an overarching university
mission (Landry et al., 2010; Palomares-Montero et al., 2012;
Bonaccorsi, 2014). The main limitation of this view is the lack of
connection between the rationale of university strategies, and the
materialization of practical activities (Molas-Gallart et al., 2002).
HEIs are complex organizations and performance indicators mea-
sure the multitude of different activities in which they engage.
The problem is that the core of a university strategy may be
reflected by one or more activities and these activities often con-
tribute to an incoherent picture and add to the lack of consensus
on the development and use of indicators (Bonaccorsi and Daraio,
2007).

The paper focuses on the connections across university missions
through an empirical study of Spanish HEIs. The one-size-fits-all
university model in this context goes beyond a theoretical land-
scape, being explicitly incorporated into the legislative framework
that regulates Spanish public universities. This framework, which
defines uniform policies and roles characterizing the process of
engagement, understands HEIs as isomorphic organizations with-
out drawing attention to the individual capacities and unique
operating context of particular universities. We present then an
empirical approach to the concept of mission by addressing the
following questions:

- How do activities carried out by universities group together to
represent a materialization of the university’s strategies?

- Are university missions related? If so, what is their type of rela-
tionship?

The paper makes two contributions to the extant literature. First,
it highlights the limitations of the one-size-fits-all model based on
three channels of universities’ contribution to society, and the con-
tradictions between the theoretical arguments and the empirical
evidence (Section 2). This gap is the starting point for our empir-
ical analysis of the connection between the rationale of missions
as university strategies, and the practical implementation of activ-
ities as the materialization of these strategies. In so doing we check
the validity and importance of performance indicators as proxies
for the Spanish context. The second contribution is the study of
relations in order to assess whether university missions go hand in
hand as part of the HEI's strategy to contribute to society. Section 3
presents the data and methodology used for the analysis in Section
4, Section 5 concludes and summarizes.

2. Universities and their missions: an overview

We define the ‘one-size-fits-all’ university model as the concep-
tual framework which captures uniform policies and management
practice under which universities are conceived as homogeneous
and isomorphic institutions (Philpott et al., 2011) that combine
teaching, research and third mission activities at once. On the basis
of the implicit limitations of this university model and the assump-
tion that missions can be considered HEI strategies, this section
provides a review of the literature to highlight the controversy
between this theoretical approach and empirical evidence of the
history of the university re-missioning. The second part of the sec-
tion discusses activities as materializations of these strategies and
emphasizes the ever-growing spectrum of activities being devel-
oped by universities and lack of their systematic exploitation to
measure performance.

2.1. Paradigm shift: the controversial re-missioning of
universities

To draw on a biological concept, the modern university can be
considered the result of a ‘Red Queen Effect’: they have constantly
adapted, evolved and proliferated not merely to achieve compet-
itive advantage, but also to survive. That is, their role of a social
institution has evolved over time as a result of structural and func-
tional transformations and changes in the environment (Youtie and
Shapira, 2008; Wittrock, 1993).

Universities are purposeful actors that drive growth, produce
valuable knowledge inputs to innovation and transfer this knowl-
edge to society (Goddard et al., 2012). They accomplish these
expectations through carrying out the three missions of teach-
ing -first mission-, research -second mission- and interaction with
the socioeconomic environment (ISEE) - third mission. Although
these three university missions are a major issue in the higher edu-
cation debate, the notion remains ambiguous and differs across
universities, depending on the configuration of their activities, their
territorial embedding, and the national institutional framework.
Larédo (2007, p.13)argues that “universities do not structure them-
selves along the three missions, but articulate them differently
depending on the functions they fulfil: ‘mass tertiary education’
(focus on the bachelor degree); ‘professional specialized higher
education and research’ (focus on the professional master’s and
problem-solving research); and ‘academic training and research’
(focus on the PhD and the research articles)”. This alternative
mode of understanding university functions would structure their
activities in a different way: missions do not exist in isolation,
but rather universities’ activities are constructed and adapted
to respond to changes in the environment (Wittrock, 1993).
Accordingly their positioning is the result of contingent historical
factors.!

Following the concept of ‘three-university-missions’, traditional
teaching and research are part of a more complex nexus of
(non-strictly) market-oriented and knowledge transfer activities
designed to increase the contribution to local socioeconomic devel-
opment (Gunasekara, 2006; OECD, 2007; Uyarra, 2010). That is, the
current university model includes a simultaneous focus on HEIs
as centres of excellence in education, research and ISEE. However,
we argue that this theoretical approach has shortcomings. First, it
assumes compatibility and even a complementarity between the
tripartite university missions. Second it dilutes the variety of uni-
versity capabilities to respond to societal needs. In other words,
it assumes that the three missions go hand in hand, as part of a
university strategy to contribute to a social knowledge economy.
At the same time, it underplays changes to missions as part of
the process of adapting to the environment because it takes no
account of the trajectories and historical context of the univer-
sity, which affects their performance. Recent work has criticized
the homogeneous institutional model, by arguing that strategies
that work for a particular institution in a particular region may
not necessarily work for another institution and/or another region
(Rodriguez-Pose, 2013), emphasizing that there is no unique and
best way for academic research to contribute to regional economic
development (Hussler et al., 2010). These limitations of the pol-
icy framework of HEIs in Spain provide the base motivation for
the present paper. The literature review goes on to identify con-
tradictions between the theoretical arguments and the empirical
evidence.

1 This view emphasizes the changing nature of the mission. Scott (2006, p. 3)
says that “university missions are dynamic and fluid; they reflect the ever-changing
philosophical ideals, educational policies, and cultures of particular societies or
learned institutions”.
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