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Moving beyond teaching and research:  
economic and social tasks of universities in Latvia 

Anda Adamsone-Fiskovica, Janis Kristapsons, Erika Tjunina 
and Inga Ulnicane-Ozolina 

As a small European country that joined the European Union in 2004 after being part of the USSR for 
half a century, Latvia and its system of higher education and research is continually adapting to 
changing conditions, both nationally and internationally. While it experienced a certain depression in 
the 1990s, conditioned by the reorientation from the principles and scale of the soviet system to the 
needs and resources of a small democratic country, more recently an upsurge exhibiting a more 
dynamic development can be observed. During the last decade, the universities in Latvia have 
undergone substantial transformations in respect of both their internal activities and the extending 
operations reaching out into society. This paper attempts to identify these emerging areas of activity, 
characterizing the relevant situation and the ways of coping with the existing challenges related to the 
new tasks faced by universities in the national context. 

HE FIRST UNIVERSITIES were established 
in Latvia at the beginning of the 20th century 
and with the current number of higher educa-

tion institutions (HEIs) now amounting to slightly 
over 30 (see also Adamsone-Fiskovica et al, 2008), 
their official mission and tasks are currently being 
redefined in the new draft Law on Higher Educa-
tion.1 It features an extended emphasis on the integ-
rity of scientific research and study process; the 
focus on both fundamental and applied research; the 
contribution made by HEIs to the cultural and eco-
nomic development of the country; the cooperation 
with entrepreneurs, employers and other social part-
ners; the commercialization of research results; tech-
nology transfer; the provision of services geared 
towards the needs of society; and the popularization 
of science. Similar expectations with respect to the 
activities of universities can also be traced in several 
recent strategic policy documents; hence, on the 

level of public policy, one can identify an intention 
to make universities take up the full spectrum of 
‘third mission’ activities. 

Although the very concept of the ‘third mission’ is 
not widely known in Latvia, even among the key 
stakeholders,2 there is an emerging consensus that the 
mission of universities3 exceeds that of education and 
research. However, the ‘third mission’ of universities 
is treated somewhat differently by exact and social 
scientists, with the distinction being made along the 
lines of the disciplinary particularities of ‘hard’ and 
‘soft’ sciences featuring a certain bias towards either 
commercial or social aspects. Thus, exact scientists 
refer primarily to innovation, knowledge and tech-
nology transfer, commercialization of research results 
and orientation towards the needs of the business sec-
tor, while the representatives of social sciences use 
phrases such as ‘education of the nation’, ‘general 
culture function’ and ‘influence on society and peo-
ple’s minds’. These notions imply a vision of the uni-
versity as contributing to the enlightenment of the 
public and raising its educational and cultural level 
rather than giving merely economic returns from its 
activities. Accordingly, a coexistence of the more nar-
rowly defined and the expanded approach to the out-
reach activities of universities in the present discourse 
in Latvia can be observed. 
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Inevitably, all mission statements in the first place 
represent an ideal type rather than embodying a fully 
realistic reflection of the current state of affairs. 
While such rhetorical declarations represent an indi-
cation of certain conceptual trends in the general 
reasoning with respect to the ‘third mission’ of uni-
versities, these postulates can serve only as a frame 
of reference for the identification and assessment of 
the actual activities and initiatives undertaken to ac-
complish the set tasks. 

Accomplishing the ‘traditional’ missions 

While discussions about the ‘third mission’ of uni-
versities in many countries take for granted the co-
existence of two ‘traditional’ missions of education 
and research, this is still a disputable issue in Lat-
via. This is largely conditioned by its historical 
background (Kristapsons et al, 2003), with a rather 
sharp separation of educational and research func-
tions during the soviet period, when educational 
functions were the sole competency of HEIs and 
research functions were mainly performed by re-
search institutes of the Academy of Sciences. While 
there were individual cases of breaching the artificial 
separation present on a general organizational level, 

these were rather the exception than the rule. It is 
only since the early 1990s that determined efforts 
have been undertaken to integrate the education 
and research functions to strengthen the ‘second 
mission’ of universities and raise the quality of the 
‘first mission’. Yet, while this has been postulated 
in various documents and the majority of former 
independent research institutes are now incorpo-
rated into universities, there are still many prob-
lems to be tackled in achieving their organic 
merger. Against this background, a large step has 
been taken in this direction by the recent declara-
tion of the largest public university to profile itself 
as a research university. 

Aside from the mutual integration of teaching and 
research, one has to look at these missions of univer-
sities as also undergoing individual alterations. 
While the educational function of universities is seen 
as their age-old trade, many HEIs are making con-
tinuous efforts to introduce novel and up-to-date 
pedagogical approaches (e.g. problem-based learn-
ing). Although there has been recent progress in 
terms of integrating studies and research in the 
learning process, this is not yet a rule in all HEIs, 
with practices differing even between faculties, 
study programs and individual lecturers. Addition-
ally, a need for a more active internal reciprocity and 
synergy between different fields of science is being 
voiced to allow for a productive development of in-
ter-disciplinarity as a crucial source of innovation. 
The labor market likewise demands new qualities for 
future employees, with growing concerns being 
voiced about the adequacy of the knowledge and 
skills acquired by university graduates for their suc-
cessful adaptation to practical work. 

Establishing links with the business sector 

Development of linkages between universities and 
the private sector is a relatively new phenomenon in 
Latvia, with far less experience accumulated com-
pared to many developed countries and an even 
shorter national record of accomplishment than inte-
grating education and research, both of which can be 
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treated as a precondition for bringing forth the ‘third 
mission’. Nevertheless, efforts to establish and 
strengthen university–business cooperation have 
been quite active in recent years, which must be 
viewed in the light of the fact that private sector de-
velopment as such in Latvia has a track record of 
less than 20 years. 

At present, there are at least three major factors 
driving the development of these linkages: the lack 
of a qualified labor force, the recent shift in public 
policy, and the accompanying incentives of universi-
ties. The recently aggravated shortage of qualified 
labor resulted from the ‘horizontal brain’ drain of 
science and engineering staff during the transforma-
tion period in the 1990s, the economic emigration of 
the labor force after joining the European Union, as 
well as the marked predominance of students in so-
cial sciences and humanities. These conditions have 
determined the need of the business sector to attract 
best graduates, with companies now developing 
various cooperation instruments with HEIs by means 
of offering internship opportunities, donating 
equipment as well as organizing competitions of 
student research papers and providing assistance in 
preparing their research projects. There is a wide-
spread consensus in academia and in the business 
sector that employers have to be more actively in-
volved in the study process to take account of the 
labor market needs. 

In recent years, encouragement of university–
business cooperation has been prioritized by the 
government as one important step in building a 
knowledge-based economy, which was set as a stra-
tegic policy goal to ensure the competitiveness of 
the national economy, which had so far relied 
mainly on cheap labor and natural resources. The 
need to facilitate these linkages is emphasized in 
many policy documents, and since 2005 concrete aid 
schemes have followed, including financial support 
for the establishment of technology transfer offices 
at universities as well as support for applied research 
infrastructure as an important precondition for uni-
versities to be able to offer advanced technological 
solutions for companies. Several new support meas-
ures facilitating collaboration (e.g. competency cen-
ters, clusters, researcher placements) are envisaged 
in 2007–2013 (Adamsone-Fiskovica et al, 2007). 

Largely in response to this policy orientation, uni-
versities have begun to take more focused actions to 
pursue industry linkages, spurred also by the need 
for additional sources of income and comprehension 
of the need to share their scientific and technological 
competence. Specific administrative units were es-
tablished at various universities to elaborate meas-
ures for partnerships with the business sector. 
Cooperation with business is also emerging as one 
of the selection criteria when researchers apply for 
research grants. 

Yet, some of the main obstacles for universities to 
collaborate more actively with the business sector 
are the lack of researchers; an underdeveloped  

policy for the protection of intellectual property 
rights; the lack of an entrepreneurial spirit; and little 
responsiveness to the needs of the business sector. 
One of the major hindering factors is the shortage of 
researchers, with the existing staff already over-
loaded with teaching responsibilities and research 
tasks. There are also many opportunities for academ-
ics to participate in international research projects, 
frequently limiting additional capacities for cooper-
ating with the business sector. Therefore recently 
special state aid schemes are starting to emerge, to 
prioritize training of new researchers and ensure the 
necessary critical mass of human resources. 

There have also been recent positive developments 
regarding the so far under-addressed policy of intel-
lectual property rights at universities. Nevertheless, 
there are still many unresolved issues with present 
policy not providing strong incentives for research-
ers to commercialize their research results, as the 
current legal provisions define the state as the owner 
of inventions originating from public institutions. 
Moreover, the general attitude towards the involve-
ment of researchers in business activities is still 
rather ambiguous. While some researchers manage 
to combine academic and business posts, which for a 
long time was also a necessity due to very low sala-
ries in academia, such a rotation between academia 
and business is rare at present. An additional hinder-
ing factor is also the stifling bureaucracy at universi-
ties with extensive administrative requirements,  
for example, for signing a contract with business 
partners. To avoid these procedures, many research-
ers choose to enter into contracts as individuals or 
through different companies or non-governmental 
organizations. 

At the same time, an important factor hampering 
more rapid development of university–business  
linkages is represented by the presence of former 
negative cooperation experience of the involved  
parties. Some of the companies cooperating with 
universities complained of their insufficient respon-
siveness to the needs of the business sector as well 
as the occasional outdated and non-timely quality of 
the solutions offered. 

On the other hand, there is generally very little  
interest in proactive innovative activities and a rather 
limited demand for university services in the enter-
prise sector. In 2002–2004, only 17.5% of enter-
prises in Latvia had undertaken innovative activities 
(CSB, 2006). Many companies carry out research 
commissioned by foreign companies, or are subsidi-
aries thereof, whereby R&D activities are often  
undertaken in parent companies abroad. Company 
surveys demonstrate that most Latvian enterprises 
have short-term business strategies, while innova-
tion-oriented cooperation with universities requires 
at least a medium-term business strategy. 

Yet, the interest in innovative activities in the en-
terprise sector can be expected to increase in the fu-
ture, given the above-mentioned shortage of labor, the 
recent rapid increase in labor costs, as well as the 
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sharp rise in the costs of energy resources that would 
force companies to innovate to boost their productiv-
ity. As viewed by many stakeholders, cooperation 
between universities and entrepreneurs in Latvia is a 
matter of time with emphasis placed on the necessity 
to arrive at concrete cooperation projects for both 
sides to apprehend the needs and capacities of the 
other. 

Engaging with the public 

A comparatively less explicitly addressed realm with 
respect to the expanding role of universities in Lat-
via is the development of a stronger link with the 
public. While references to universities as important 
cultural centers in modern society are being made in 
this context, generally, public outreach undertaken 
by universities is being treated as a way to raise 
overall perception of university activities and inform 
the public about the key developments taking place 
within universities through press releases, mass me-
dia, institutional websites, etc. More specifically, the 
term of public engagement is being applied in  
diverse meanings, ranging from one-way initiatives 
to popularize science to more interactive science 
communication activities. Likewise, they can cover 
both direct and indirect involvement of the public in 
the developments undertaken by universities. 

Under current conditions, it is being increasingly 
stressed that there is a need to promote scientific 
literacy among the general population and to make 
science more attractive to the public — a trend pri-
marily motivated by the decreasing number of S&E 
students and graduates. There are several established 
initiatives aimed to promote interest in science 
among schoolchildren (weekend seminars, science 
contests, competitions of research projects), organ-
ized by different university departments. A range of 
activities also aims to popularize science among a 
broader audience by means of popular science jour-
nals, participation of representatives from universi-
ties in various broadcast programs on topical societal 
and scientific issues as well as an increasing number 
of widely distributed popular publications of social 
research relevant for policy-makers and the general 

public. More recently, universities in Latvia have 
started to engage themselves also in various interac-
tive events such as café scientifique, the Research-
ers’ Night and science festivals — all aimed at 
popularizing the role of science and making it more 
accessible to the public. The same principle applies 
to those emerging instruments of public engagement 
that envisage different practical services provided 
for society members or social groups, either by 
means of consultancy or public access to research. 

One of the key stimuli for the development of 
public engagement initiatives undertaken by univer-
sities in Latvia has been provided by the process of 
trans-national learning, since many of the novel ac-
tivities have been introduced with initial ideological 
and financial support from foreign-based public, 
private and non-governmental organizations. The 
public and academic discourse on the expanding 
tasks of universities evolving elsewhere gradually 
starts to infiltrate into the local reasoning, thereby 
contributing to a more comprehensive understanding 
of the social role of universities. References to this 
role are emerging in the rhetoric of public policy and 
this orientation towards extension activities of uni-
versities is also being gradually taken up by the aca-
demic staff. This is conditioned also by the need to 
look for new ways to attract potential students as 
well as by the recently improved financial position 
of universities that allows them to begin looking be-
yond a mere survival strategy. 

At the same time, practically no formal apprecia-
tion of individual initiatives in public engagement is 
reflected in the assessment of the academic quality 
of the staff, which is still primarily based on the  
record of academic publications, citations, etc. On 
the whole, a systematic and structured approach is 
lacking to promote the social role of universities, 
which is currently based on the principle of volun-
tary participation. The existing activities are mainly 
initiated by individual enthusiasts without any addi-
tional monetary incentives, rather than as part of an 
established framework, with the main emphasis at 
universities still being placed on the teaching and 
research duties of the academic staff. Besides, there 
are still rather varied attitudes towards personal in-
volvement in engagement initiatives on the part of 
individual members of the academic community. 
Many academics in Latvia are still relatively resis-
tant to proactively involving themselves in address-
ing various problems of public concern, which can 
be partly attributed also to the lack of social skills 
and adequate training in undertaking public en-
gagement initiatives, which would enable them to 
communicate and share their knowledge with the 
public in an attractive and accessible manner. 

Another way to provide services to the surround-
ing community is embodied in the linkages of uni-
versities with national authorities, with collaboration 
agreements being concluded with ministries and lo-
cal governments. On a more strategic level, of  
directly engaging social partners in the process of 
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determining the development priorities and strate-
gies of universities in Latvia, guided by the need to 
increase their transparency and accountability, there 
is an on-going discussion about setting up advisory 
committees as a mechanism to bridge the gap be-
tween the universities and the rest of society. An 
important factor facilitating cooperation schemes 
with the public sector is the presence of prior per-
sonal contacts. This feature is especially relevant in 
Latvia, given its small size and with people knowing 
each other through formal and informal networking. 

Yet, a fully productive collaboration between  
universities and other public institutions is sometimes 
hindered by the lack of any notable and concrete  
follow-up to rhetoric statements on cooperation, 
which is largely caused by the limited managerial  
capacities of the involved parties. On other occasions, 
the interests of the partners are not being sufficiently 
well balanced, leading to unproductive collaboration 
attempts. Public universities also have certain reser-
vations about openness in cooperation with social 
partners (Muiznieks, 2007:196), due to concerns 
regarding the potential personal motives of involved 
individuals, as well as the fear that political interests 
at stake via such an involvement could pose a threat 
to the autonomy of the universities. 

On the whole, the comprehension of the broader 
goals and essence of public engagement is still 
rather limited within the academic community at 
large. Usually science communication and public 
engagement initiatives undertaken by universities in 
Latvia are primarily motivated either by the desire to 
educate society and fill in the ‘missing knowledge’ 
or the need to raise the prestige and publicity of the 
particular academic institution. To a lesser extent, it 
is perceived as an effort to engage in discussion with 
society and stimulate feedback on topical and fre-
quently controversial scientific matters with broad 
implications for society. Although initiatives of pub-
lic engagement are starting to emerge, for now it is 
too early to speak of an officially declared and de-
termined strategy for such communication efforts as 
an integral mission of the universities in Latvia. 

Concluding remarks 

Although the concept of the ‘third mission’ is still 
quite unfamiliar in Latvia, elements thereof are be-
ing increasingly addressed in both the academic and 
public domains. The ‘third mission’ of universities 
in the national context is still in the making, cur-
rently undergoing an active phase of apprehension 
and development. While various mission statements 
on an institutional and policy level make rather ex-
plicit references to the needs to promote cooperation 

with the business sector, to commercialize research 
results and to ensure public accountability and en-
gagement, the actual implementation of these out-
reach activities is still rather limited, not least due to 
the lack of human resources and strong incentive 
structures. Other issues are currently being given 
higher priority, not least in terms of integrating the 
first two missions, a successful merger of which is 
seen as an important precondition for the extension 
activities. 

While there is a certain tension between the social 
and the commercial role of universities in terms of 
the underlying goals and the means employed, these 
should be treated as two sides of the same coin, 
since both are based on the premise of the need to 
communicate and cooperate more extensively with 
stakeholders beyond the academic community. 
While generally it is possible to speak of some 
common trends in the activities of universities in 
Latvia, there are still rather diverse conceptions of 
the overall mission of universities in terms of the 
scope, profile and number of their specific tasks that 
currently to a large extent determine different levels 
of readiness to undertake specific initiatives within 
the ‘third mission’ framework. 

Notes 

1. The initial draft law to substitute the Law on Higher Education 
Institutions (1995) was elaborated in 2006 and is still (October 
2008) in the process of harmonization. 

2. The study is based on document analysis, expert interviews, 
case studies, and a special workshop. 

3. Although in Latvia a differentiation exists between universities, 
HEIs and academies, here the term ‘universities’ is used to re-
fer to all academic institutions simultaneously providing higher 
education and undertaking research. 
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