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Abstract 
Universities represent important institutions in the process of regional development. Especially in recent years, in 

addition to education and research, studies are increasingly talking about the third role of universities - the promotion 

of regional development. This role is understood in many forms and ways. In this article we will analyze how regional 

strategies in Czech and Slovak republic reflect this changing role of higher education institutions, especially 

universities. We analyzed involvement of universities in the process of strategies creation as well as their roles assign 

to them in these strategies. We found a lack of involvement of universities in regional development process, especially 

in the area of community development compare to their activities in entrepreneurial university role. 
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1 Introduction 
Universities were for many years considered as the institutions providing education and basic 

research, but the third role of universities has evolved over the last years. Universities are expected 

to fulfil their traditional missions like teaching and research and in addition has appeared a third 

mission that reflects multiple contributions to society in economic, social and cultural area (Trippl 

et al., 2012). Universities are viewed as centers of knowledge, expertise and education which can 

contribute to local economic growth (EC, 2011b). Higher involvement of universities in regional 

development is also part of strategy Europe 2020 that emphasizes the role of innovations in 

intelligent, sustainable and inclusive growth. OECD Study Higher Education and Regions: 

Globally Competitive, Locally Engaged (2007) highlights that universities are key factor 

influencing local availability of new knowledge and technologies. Although there is a broad 

literature on the changing role of universities in regional development, the term of third role is still 

not uniformly understood (Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Goldstein, 2010).  

 

There are different views on the number of missions or functions university has but authors usually 

agree on three approaches – entrepreneurial approach, regional innovation systems approach and 

engagement university approach (Uyarra, 2010; Dan, 2012). These forms can co-exist in the same 

region or country. While the entrepreneurial type of mission is very controversial in sense that 

many universities are public funded and use these funds to generate profits, the innovative and 

social missions are expected by the society (Uyarra, 2010; Montesions et al, 2008). 
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Most of the studies analyzed this new role in developed countries, but some studies tried to 

understand this development also in Central Europe. In many developed countries the strong 

relationships between university and industry are essential, permanently built and cultivated. On 

the other hand, the European universities are forced to look at the industry because of the budget 

cuts so the cooperation does not come naturally. Last decades put pressure and challenges on 

universities, especially in the Western Europe. Society expected from universities to come with 

solutions for the economic development whereas Eastern Europe universities just experienced 

returning their autonomy and academic values (Dan, 2012). Most of them underperform in their 

basic roles and are under strong pressure to increase their outputs mainly in the research as well as 

in their role as local innovations drivers (Kwiek, 2012), so they try to adapt to these new roles. 

These universities were brought to the difficult task to learn again about their role in the society. 

However, in both cases were universities forced to face the global competition and struggle for 

students, funds, staff, research projects etc. (Dan, 2012).  

 

Výrostová (2008) found that some Slovak universities have already mentioned and included their 

missions in regional development in strategic documents. However, these documents do not 

necessarily express real engagement of universities and their involvement depends on more factors 

like sources, competent employees, support of university or willingness of other regional actors to 

cooperate. Study HEREG (Hanová et al., 2016) through case studies conducted in Slovak regions 

suggests that universities participate on regional development directly by creating, rising and 

spreading knowledge base or indirectly through students and employees being a part of academic 

mission and activities. Study also shows that forms and extent to which universities cooperate with 

regional or local government are very different. Different role in regional innovation systems play 

universities also in the Czech Republic (Maťátková and Stejskal, 2011). 

 

This paper deals with the strategic documents in the Slovak and Czech Republic in order to find 

out what forms and to which extent is this cooperation planned in Eastern Europe countries. Our 

aim is to identify how universities participate on creating development documents as well as 

regional innovation documents and what is the role of universities that documents assign to them.  

 

 

2 Third role of university 
In addition to teaching and research, a common interest in a third role of university has appeared 

worldwide. The literature on changing role of university and its third mission transformation is 

broad and diverse. We present three most appeared approaches that are understood under the term 

third role and it is entrepreneurial approach, regional innovation systems approach and engagement 

university approach. Table 1 provides their main characteristics. 
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Table 1 – Key characteristics of approaches to the third role of university 

 
Entrepreneurial 

University Approach 
RIS Approach 

Engagement 

University Approach 

Concept 
Economic autonomy, 

knowledge transfer 

Nodes between 

subsystems of knowledge 

generation & exploitation 

Adaptation of 

university functions to 

regional needs 

Main role of 

university 

Active 

commercialization role 

Bridging role in the 

innovation-production 

process 

Developmental role 

Activities 

Spin-offs, patents, 

science parks, 

incubators, licencing 

Diverse and interactive, 

depending on prevailing 

RIS 

Local activities and 

projects directed to 

needs of region and the 

local population 
Source: Compiled by authors according to UYARRA, E. 2010 and TRIPPL, M., SINOZIC, T., LAWTON SMITH, 

H. 2012.  

 

First appeared an entrepreneurial university approach that is attributed to the revolution in 1980 

when the Bayh-Dole-Act gave US universities control of their inventions and other intellectual 

property resulted from government funding. The Act has led to participation of universities in 

technology transfer and commercial collaboration by applied forms of research and helped the US 

regain competitiveness as well as innovative capacity (Mowery and Sampat, 2005). Governments 

around the world have tried to adopt and simulate such strategies in order to reach the same 

academic revolution like US (Lawton Smith, 2006). Most authors thus agree that an entrepreneurial 

turn of university is a third role or mission of university (Goldstein et al., 1995; Uyarra, 2010, 

Montesions et al., 2008; Grimaldi et al., 2011; Nelles and Vorley, 2009; EC, 2011a). By this 

meaning university has an active commercialization role and its activities are seen in creating spin-

offs, science parks, incubators, patent registration, licensing or transferring know-how by 

consultations and contracts with the industry. The development and commercialization of 

technology arise from university-based research and changing norms of behaviour, incentives, 

internal regulations and governance of universities in order to remove barriers to others (Goldstein, 

2010). Related to the entrepreneurial role, Perkmann et al. (2011) pointed out that individual 

scientists prefer contract research and R&D collaboration which are indirect forms of collaboration 

with industry in opposite to commercialisation of university research (patenting, licensing and new 

firm formation). There is also a little evidence on university generating substantial income from 

entrepreneurial activities, except for a few cases (Geuna and Nesta, 2006). Additionally, Martinelli 

et al. (2008) claim that entrepreneurial university does not necessarily have a strong impact on 

region, on the other hand Goldstein (2010) found spillovers from basic research to be less localized 

than for applied one and spillovers from highly ranked universities more geographically 

widespread.  

 

An entrepreneurial role has been by some authors extended to innovative area - so called the 

regional innovation systems (RIS) approach (Uyarra, 2010; Dan, 2012). Universities are besides 

creating links with corporations seen to serve a new regional client base – regionally-based clusters 

and supply chains. University as a partner of the SMEs in the region according to the triple helix 

model fits regional networks and clusters and plays bridging role in the innovation-production 

process. Their activities are then seen in interactions with firms and other local institutions (EC, 

2011b). RIS approach also emphasizes knowledge transfer like entrepreneurial university model, 
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but additionally to commercialization activities takes into account a wider set of knowledge 

exchange mechanism such as consulting, contract research and formal R&D co-operations by 

knowledge transmission that does not include financial compensations for universities. It can be 

seen in knowledge spillovers through graduates to the local labour market and informal 

collaboration with industry. Moreover, universities also increase regional attractiveness for 

external R&D (Benneworth and Hospers 2007).  

 

Another third role of university that the literature identifies goes beyond universities providing 

support for innovation in the narrow sense and consists of engaging university in regional 

development (Goldstein et al, 1995; Uyarra, 2010; Dan, 2012). University is here considered as a 

regional stakeholder and active local and regional promoter in area it is located. It is thus expressed 

in direct and proximate activities that lead to adaptation of university functions to regional needs. 

Activities can take different forms in variety of areas e.g. adjusting teaching to local needs through 

regionally focused programmes, recruitment of local students and retaining of graduates. 

Moreover, universities engage in local communities through maintaining local libraries, galleries, 

museums, providing services for the retired senior personnel or social networking. University 

involvement can be seen also in formal integration of regional needs in university priorities, 

regional networks coordination or providing policy recommendations to different local and global 

actors (Uyarra, 2010; Gunasekara, 2006; Goddard and Chatterton, 1999, Montesions et al, 2008; 

EC, 2011b). However, universities in many countries operate under national and not regional 

framework conditions including public funding and regulation of teaching programmes. Thus 

universities are more-or-less told what they can and should do (Dan, 2012). An engagement 

university approach is criticized for lack of systematic empirical evidence of successful forms of 

engagement together with poorly understood core mechanisms and effects that are related with 

various options of engagement in social, economic and political areas (Uyarra, 2010; May and 

Perry, 2006). Additionally, results of such activities might be hard to measure. It confirms the study 

of Science and Technology Policy Research (2002), where authors decided to analyze activities 

rather that results or impact. They argue that impact assessment is difficult to measure for all 

activities and some of them do not bring results that are possible to measure. 

 

3 Methodology 
Our aim is to identify how universities participate on creating development documents as well as 

regional innovation documents and what is the role of universities that documents assign to them. 

To reach the goal we went through regional strategies of Slovak and Czech regions. We paid 

attention especially to development documents – a Program for Economic and Social Development 

in Slovakia and a Program of Development in the Czech Republic (main development strategies). 

These documents are created on regional level in both countries usually for the period of 5-7 years. 

They provide an analysis of current situation of economic and social area in region and set strategic 

goals, development priorities and strategic areas that should be reached. To see an engagement of 

universities in RIS we searched for Regional Innovation Strategies (RIS strategies) in each region 

in both countries. RIS Strategy is a strategic document for innovation development in region. All 

these strategic documents are publicly available on the websites of regions and we looked for the 

newest versions. We analyzed documents of 8 regions in the Slovak Republic and 14 regions in the 

Czech Republic, thus 44 documents in total. We tried to capture two aspects - an engagement of 

university in the process of preparation of such a document and the role of university stated in the 

documents. As we have shown in the previous section, a university´s third role is seen mostly in 
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entrepreneurial activities, RIS activities and development activities. Our aim is to analyze whether 

the strategic documents assign any of the roles to universities in regions. Additionally, we took a 

look whether the creation of documents was funded from EU sources through projects.  

 

4 Results 
We have analyzed 44 strategic documents from the Slovak and Czech Republic. Most of the 

documents was created or updated between the years 2014 – 2015 and stated for the years 2014 – 

2020 or higher. However, in some cases were strategies older, adopted between the years 2008 – 

2012. Only 13 strategies were funded from EU sources through projects, 7 of them in SR and the 

proportion of RIS vs. main development strategy was very close to each other. University as a main 

coordinator was seen just in 2 RIS strategies and one main development strategy and only in 

Slovakia (Table 2). These 2 RIS strategies were funded from EU resources and in one case were 

other partners involved into the process of designing the document. The most used coordinators in 

SR were firms out of region, then firms in region and universities. In 4 strategies was not stated 

who was a main coordinator – mostly in RIS strategies. University appeared as a partner in Slovak 

strategic documents just once – in case of main development strategy.   

 
Table 2 – A share of main coordinators of strategies in the Slovak and Czech Republic 

 Slovak Republic Czech Republic 

University 19% 0% 

Regional development agency 6% 25% 

Self-directed 6% 21% 

Firm in region 19% 11% 

Firm out of region 25% 25% 

n/a 25% 18% 

Soucre: Own calculations according to RIS strategies and development programs of regions 

 

In the Czech Republic was university never a main coordinator of strategy. As oppose to Slovakia, 

the most used form was creating the documents by Regional Development Agencies and 

contracting firms out of region like in Slovakia. Agencies cooperated with other partners in 3 cases 

and in 2 of them were universities involved. Contracting firms out of region was mainly in main 

development strategies and firms also cooperated with another partners, in one case also with 

university. Unlike Slovakia, widely used was also self-preparation by regional self-governments. 

Almost all these documents involved another partners – usually representatives of private and 

public sector, towns and cities or only other firms. In 4 of them were universities or their employees 

involved, mostly in RIS strategies. We see that in both cases (SR and CR) were services provided 

rather by firms out of region.  

 

Generally, regions quite heavily rely on private companies, very often out of regions. It suggests 

quite weak internal and institutional capacities to support the development. Situation is better in 

the Czech Republic, where regional development agencies are much more involved in these 

processes.  

 

Besides participation on designing strategic documents, it is also interesting to see what role is 

assigned to universities in the documents. In Slovak main development strategies are universities 

mentioned marginally and are considered to be national institutions rather than regional. One 
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reason might be that regions do not have a direct reach on universities. On the other hand, regions 

do not directly influence elementary schools but these are often mentioned in the strategies. Only 

one strategy in Slovakia (Košice region) deeper describes the role of university in creating labor 

supply. The rest includes universities only in sense of support R&D but measurements focus more 

on general support of research institutions. The only more specific activity that appears in strategies 

is support of cooperation of universities with private sector but it does not suggest how the 

cooperation should look like. Strategies have very little indicators that could be measured – one 

that often appears is volume of expenditures on science and research. We can also see an 

inconsistency between the analytical and program parts of the strategy, where analyzes almost 

exclusively present the numbers of universities, their focus and the number of students, without 

significant research analyses; in strategic parts the measures are almost solely research oriented but 

without deeper base in analytical part. 

 

Universities in the Czech Republic are less involved in designing development documents which 

is particularly due to the higher share of regional development agencies. This suggests that in 

Slovakia universities replace agencies which actually do not have sufficient capacity to produce 

such documents. Nevertheless, the role of universities is often assigned in the documents in more 

details, and even in activities that we could call the third role of universities. There are often 

activities in the strategy like promoting and searching for talented people and ideas, promoting 

international mobility and collaboration, promoting lifelong learning or marketing activities in the 

region. Marketing activities appear much more comparing to the Slovak Republic where they 

absent. In the Czech Republic, the understanding of the importance of universities by regions is 

more common and the strategies more reflect universities as an important tool for the inflow of the 

future labor force as well as their potential for the arrival of new companies. In this case, support 

of cooperation between universities and businesses is the most common measure. However, this 

measure often occurs only at the general level, with only some regions having more specific 

measures (for example, the Pardubice Region emphasizes this link in the form of cluster initiatives). 

 

In both countries is a significant lack of involvement of universities in two major areas - creation 

of regional labor supply and analyzes that would be a core for creation and definition of 

development priorities. In the first case, many regions remain only at elementary and secondary 

schools, possibly dealing with lifelong learning as the main tool for adjusting job supply in the 

region. Very few strategies devote the attention to universities influencing this supply. Even worse 

is the understanding of universities as a possible source of expertise for mapping regional 

development needs. First of all, it should be said that the overall understanding of the need of 

adequate data and its targeted collection and analysis is often not the subject of the strategies 

themselves, although significant progress has been made comparing to previous strategies. 

Because main development documents are basic development documents, we cannot expect a more 

detailed identification of the role of universities. Thus we have also analyzed regional innovation 

strategies that should more accurately identify the role of higher education institutions in the region 

as one of the key elements of the innovation systems of the regions. 

While main development documents have all regions already approved for the period after 2014, 

only some regions have new innovation strategies. More than half of them still have the latest 

regional innovation strategies approved in 2008 - 2010. In the Slovak Republic, universities are 

more mentioned as in the main development documents, but they are still only in the formal level 

of promoting cooperation and building centers of excellence or competence centers (which are 

responses to the actions defined in operational programs of support from cohesion policy). 
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Innovative strategies in the Czech Republic are much more concrete and universities play a very 

important role in them. Unlike in the main development strategies, there are often also specific 

universities mentioned. Strategies include a large number of specific activities, mainly supporting 

business activities of universities - research commercialization, innovation vouchers, joint projects 

with practice, and especially research in the fields of smart specialization. Some regions (such as 

the South Moravian region) even introduce specific indicators relating to higher education 

institutions, such as the proportion of publications in quality journals. 

 

Significant activities are also in the field of education and work supply, and in less developed 

regions, also in the area of talent support and search. The most common activities are shared 

infrastructure, dual education, collaboration on learning processes, or collaboration with graduates. 

Higher education is also envisaged in lifelong learning activities. The strategies also focus on data 

collection, partial strategy development and process evaluation, even though they see higher 

education institutions in these tasks only marginally.  

 

5 Conclusion 

Universities are an important institutional component of development processes. They are 

considered to be very important in terms of future developmental potential and, in addition to the 

traditional role of research and education, there is a growing pressure in recent years to fulfill other 

developmental roles as well. 

 

In our article, we analyzed how these tasks are enhanced in the Czech and Slovak Republics and 

how these tasks are reflected in the key development documents at the level of the regions. In most 

regions, universities are considered to be supraregional institutions and, therefore, relatively little 

attention is paid to them in the main development strategies in both countries. In innovative 

strategies, universities are already considered, especially in the Czech Republic, to be part of 

regional innovation systems. Nevertheless, many measures are rather aimed at ensuring the 

competitiveness of higher education institutions on a European scale as to be better linked to the 

regional innovation system itself. There is a great lack of perception of higher education institutions 

as a local development actor and, in this respect, are the biggest differences compared to the 

Western European countries. This can also be caused by the insufficient differentiation of 

universities, especially in the Slovak Republic, where almost all public higher education 

institutions are universities. Considering the three possible models mentioned in the article, 

especially engagement approach is very little used in both countries. 

 

In future research we will try to find out why there is so little attention paid to the universities. 

Interviews with academic and regional actors should help to answer the question. 
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