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Abstract: The paper examines the transformation of interaction of a university and non-profit organizations from epi-

sodic initiatives into strategic partnership, which is particularly relevant in the context of implementing the Service Learn-

ing program. The study aims to identify the specific features of strategic partnerships between universities and socially 

oriented non-profit organizations (SONPOs) as a tool for fulfilling the university’s third mission. The empirical foundation 

is based on the federal Service Learning program: the study involved 30 SONPOs from the Rostov region engaged in the 

program during the 2024/25 academic year. Research methods included an analysis of statutory documents regulating the 

activities of NPOs and a survey of NPO representatives to study their experience of interacting with universities within the 

Service Learning program. The research results demonstrate that the Service Learning program is becoming an effective 

tool for solving social problems. Its key significance is manifested in two aspects: firstly, in the development of civic initi-

ative among students; secondly, in the formation of traditions of public service within the university environment as the 

basis for fulfilling the university’s third mission. The study concludes that the strategic partnership between universities 

and SONPOs develops into an integrated model of cooperation. This model ensures both the integration of educational 

processes into the context of state social policy and the training of specialists in line with the current needs of the third 

sector of the economy. Thus, the study confirms the necessity of a systematic approach to building partnerships between 

universities and NPOs within the framework of implementing the university’s third mission. 

Keywords: strategic partnership; higher education; socially oriented non-profit organizations; third mission; civic en-
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INTRODUCTION 

Within contemporary research on the third mission of 

universities, several key directions are distinguished.  

The predominant trend is the consideration of its socio-

economic dimension, where the primary emphasis is placed 

on the role of higher education institutions as agents of re-

gional and national development. This clearly demonstrates 

its social orientation in Russian realities [1]. A number of 

works analyze the third mission through the lens of entrepre-

neurial, innovative, and social approaches, highlighting  

the key characteristics and tasks that shape the multifaceted 

functions of the modern university [2]. It is also worth noting 

studies considering the “third mission” as a multidimensional 

phenomenon that equally includes cultural, social, and politi-

cal dimensions, which allows identifying the specific nature 

of the influence of universities on the society social devel-

opment [3]. Analyzing the essence of the “third mission”,  

a number of researchers examine it within the framework of 

philosophical-cultural and socio-economic approaches: in the 

first case, the university acts as a bearer and transmitter of 

culture; in the second, as a driver for the development of  

the region’s economy and social sphere [4]. 

Particular attention should be paid to the direction re-

lated to the practical implementation of the third mission 

through the Service Learning program. This initiative is 

positioned as an effective mechanism for integrating  

the educational, research, and social functions of a univer-

sity. Empirical studies demonstrate that such an approach 

both helps students develop professional and civic compe-

tencies and fosters social responsibility, trust capital, and  

a culture of engagement with the university among partner 

organizations [5]. 
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In the current context of educational development,  

an important research direction is the analysis of institu-

tional aspects of partnership within the framework of  

the third mission, relying on the theory of sustainable de-

velopment and the principles of the stakeholder approach 

[6]. Here, the emphasis shifts towards the necessity of insti-

tutionalizing partnership relations between the university 

and external stakeholders. These relations should be built 

on the principles of equality, responsiveness, and long-term 

engagement, reflecting the humanistic and civic component 

of the third mission of the modern university.  

Thus, the concept of the university’s “third mission” 

is defined as a multifaceted strategic model encompass-

ing educational, research, social, and economic func-

tions. In this context, the university serves both as a cen-

ter for personnel training and innovation generation and 

as an active participant in public life, contributing to  

the formation of the territory’s social capital, improving 

the quality of life of the population and the sustainability 

of local communities. The third mission is considered as 

an instrument for the university’s strategic impact on 

regional development, ensuring the integration of  

the academic community and society in addressing 

pressing social and economic challenges. 

In the field of education, the category of strategy ac-

quires particular significance, manifested through the stra-

tegic partnership of universities with external actors [7]. 

This partnership ensures the integration of educational, sci-

entific, and social functions in the long term [8]. The strate-

gy of partnership between universities and non-profit  

organizations (NPOs) is considered a systemic, purpose-

driven model of partnership, implying sustainable interac-

tion that extends beyond formal agreements [9]. It involves 

the co-design of educational programs, practice-oriented 

student activities, research initiatives, resource sharing, and 

the creation of conditions for the professional development 

of future specialists. 

The concepts of the “entrepreneurial university” and  

the “triple helix” describe a new institutional logic of inter-

action among universities, business, and the state [11; 12]. 

This allows considering the third mission of the university 

as a key element of the policy of sustainable development 

and regional integration [10].  

In the first two decades of the 21st century, scientific re-

search has linked the third mission of universities to  

the formation of an innovative culture and the development 

of entrepreneurial ecosystems [13; 14]. A special emphasis 

is placed on the contribution of higher education institu-

tions to regional development and their social responsibility 

[15]. Furthermore, the significance of universities in stimu-

lating civic engagement, supporting local communities, and 

building human capital is emphasized [16–18]. These stud-

ies demonstrate that in global practice, the third mission of 

universities is increasingly viewed as a strategic function of 

higher education, uniting educational, research, and socio-

transformative tasks.  

Therefore, a pressing task is to move from stating  

the value of partnership that is simultaneously oriented to-

wards the interests of the university, the needs of the third 

sector, and societal demands to identifying the specific 

characteristics of such partnership as a multi-vector, sus-

tainable interaction. This also necessitates an in-depth study 

of the distinctive features and mechanisms underlying the 

cooperation between the universities and socially oriented 

non-profit organizations (SONPOs) within the framework 

of the Service Learning program. 

The aim of the study is to identify the characteristics of 

the strategic partnership between the university and socially 

oriented non-profit organizations in the context of imple-

menting the Service Learning program and the university’s 

third mission. 

 

METHODS  

Research design and sampling strategy 

The analysis focused on SONPOs registered in the Ros-

tov region. According to the official Register of SONPOs 

(Decree of the Government of the Russian Federation 

No. 1290, dated July 30, 2021), as of October 1, 2025, there 

were 931 active organizations in the region1. This array 

reflects the scale and diversity of the third sector. However, 

the aim of this study was not to represent statistically all 

organizations but rather to identify in-depth patterns in  

the interaction between NPOs and universities. 

Sampling procedure 

The sample included 30 NPOs that agreed to participate 

in the study. The sampling method was purposeful (inten-

tional) sampling with elements of stratification by type of 

activity (Patton, 1990; Creswell, 2013) [8]. This approach 

allowed including organizations with diverse profiles: 

charitable foundations and support services, organizations 

for people with disabilities and inclusive centers, ethno-

cultural associations, cultural and educational initiatives, 

regional branches of all-Russian structures, sports projects, 

and specialized foundations. 

Selection criteria and ensuring reliability  

The inclusion criteria for the sample were official 

registration in the Rostov region SONPO register; rele-

vant socially significant activity in recent years; and 

willingness of organization representatives to participate 

in the study and provide information. Within the qualita-

tive research, the primary criterion is achieving infor-

mation saturation. This means that data collection con-

tinues until new cases no longer yield fundamentally 

new information (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Creswell, 

2013). In pedagogical and social research practice, satu-

ration is typically achieved after analyzing 15–25 cases 

(Patton, 1990). The inclusion of 30 SONPOs of various 

profiles, cooperating with universities, allowed identify-

ing stable trends and patterns in the interaction between 

higher education institutions and NPOs. Therefore,  

the sample is limited in the number of participants and 

                                                 
1 The Register of Socially Oriented Non-Profit Organizations, 

established in accordance with Decree No. 1290 of the Govern-

ment of the Russian Federation, dated July 30, 2021. Ministry of 

Economic Development of the Russian Federation. URL: 

https://data.economy.gov.ru/analytics/sonko/region/70. 
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covers only a small fraction of the general population. 

This excludes the possibility of statistical representative-

ness. However, within the qualitative approach, the goal 

is not to generalize findings to the entire population of 

NPOs but to identify typical and variable models of in-

teraction that can be transferred to similar organizational 

contexts. To enhance reliability, triangulation strategies 

were applied: comparing questionnaire data, recording 

the organization’s interaction with universities, and doc-

umentary analysis. Therefore, the research methodology 

is based on the principles of a qualitative approach: pur-

poseful case selection, variability in sample composition, 

achievement of information saturation, and triangulation 

of data sources. 

Organization and stages of the research 

The study was conducted as part of the implementation 

of the Service Learning Program (hereinafter referred to as 

the Program) at Southern Federal University. The empirical 

research was carried out during the 2024/25 academic year. 

The participants of the study were representatives of  

30 SONPOs from the Rostov region. 

Data collection methods and tools 

The data collection method was a questionnaire aimed 

at examining the experience of NPOs in interacting with 

students, the effectiveness of collaborative work, and  

the assessment of results from participation in the Program. 

Additionally, analysis of the organizations’ founding docu-

ments and public materials reflecting their interactions with 

universities and other institutions was used. The question-

naire consisted of both closed-ended and open-ended ques-

tions, allowing for the recording of quantitative indicators 

(choice of answer options) and qualitative respondent 

judgments (textual answers). 

Structure of the research instrument 

The questionnaire was structured on a block principle 

and included six main sections: 

1. General information about the NPO: Questions re-

garding the organization’s name and legal form, year of 

establishment, number of staff and volunteers, geographical 

scope of activity, target audiences, funding sources, descrip-

tion of the most significant project, and the presence of 

official web resources. 

2. Cooperation with universities: Questions about previ-

ous experience of interaction with regional universities, 

types of joint projects, goals of working with students, as 

well as inclusion in the Program. 

3. Experience of interaction with students: Questions 

about formats of student engagement (internships, joint 

social and charitable projects, educational events, research 

activity), assessment of student engagement, tasks per-

formed, and the opportunity for students to propose their 

own initiatives. 

4. Effects and results of interaction: Questions about 

changes achieved within the organization, assessment of 

student competencies, and benefits gained by students from 

participating in the Program. 

5. Assessment of the Program: Evaluation of the useful-

ness of participation for the organization, identification of 

emerging difficulties, suggestions for improving coopera-

tion, and plans for continuing the interaction. 

6. Prospects for cooperation: Questions about directions 

for future collaborative work, new formats of interaction, 

opportunities for student employment, conditions condu-

cive to more active cooperation, as well as additional com-

ments from respondents. 

Data processing procedure 

The questionnaire was placed in an online format on  

the Yandex.Forms platform (https://forms.yandex.ru). Data 

processing involved the systematization of textual respons-

es and the calculation of response frequency for categories 

in closed-ended questions. This approach made it possible 

to record quantitative indicators and identify key patterns 

reflecting the effectiveness of student participation in 

SONPO activities and the implementation of socially sig-

nificant projects. 

Ensuring research validity 

To enhance reliability, triangulation strategies were 

applied: comparing questionnaire data, recording the or-

ganization’s interaction with universities, and documen-

tary analysis. Thus, the research methodology is based 

on the principles of a qualitative approach: purposeful 

case selection, variability in sample composition, 

achievement of information saturation, and triangulation 

of data sources. 

Data analysis methods 

Data processing included several analytical procedures 

corresponding to a mixed qualitative-quantitative approach: 

1. Frequency analysis of closed-ended questions. Ab-

solute and relative frequencies were calculated for the 

main parameters of SONPO-university interaction, 

which allowed identifying the most common forms of 

cooperation. 

2. Content analysis of open-ended responses. Textual 

data underwent a step-by-step qualitative analysis: pre-

liminary reading and identification of semantic units; 

formation of a system of categories reflecting key areas 

of interaction; coding of texts according to the developed 

scheme. To improve interpretation reliability, expert 

code review was applied: a second analyst verified  

the correctness of assigning semantic fragments to cate-

gories, followed by reconciliation and refinement of the 

categorical framework. 

3. Comparative analysis by NPO type. Data from organiza-

tions of different profiles (social, cultural, educational, etc.) 

were compared, which made it possible to identify both typical 

and variable models of interaction with universities. 

 

RESULTS  

The results of the study allowed developing a general-

ized socio-organizational profile of 30 SONPOs from  

the Rostov region participating in the Service Learning 
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program. The analysis also identified their key areas of 

activity, target audiences, forms of interaction, and al-

lowed assessing the results of their cooperation with 

universities. Data analysis revealed that 55.6 % of  

the organizations operate at the regional level, 22.2 % – 

at the municipal level, 16.7 % – at the interregional lev-

el, and 5.6 % – at the international level. The primary 

target audiences of NPOs include children and families 

(18.6 % each), adolescents and young adults (16.9 %), 

people with disabilities (16.9 %), and elderly people 

(10.2 %). The predominant forms of NPOs were public 

and religious associations (38.9 %), autonomous NPOs 

(38.9 %), and foundations (16.7 %). The leading goals of 

organizations were distributed as follows: social, chari-

table, cultural, educational, scientific, and managerial 

tasks (46.9 %); protecting citizens’ health and supporting 

youth initiatives (12.5 % each); and satisfying spiritual 

and other non-material needs (6.3 %). The primary 

sources of funding for NPOs were grants and private 

donations (26.2 % each), municipal and regional subsi-

dies (18 %), and business donations (16.4 %). 

The analysis of experience of cooperation with univer-

sities showed that 94.4 % of the organizations have expe-

rience working with students. The most common partner-

ships were with Southern Federal University (27.3 %), 

Don State Technical University, and Rostov State Univer-

sity of Economics (18.2 % each). The main types of joint 

projects included social and charitable initiatives 

(37.9 %), cultural and educational events (20.7 %), and 

educational programs (17.2 %). The goals of student en-

gagement included solving specific social problems 

(25 %), developing students’ professional skills (22.5 %), 

and promoting the NGO’s mission (20 %). 

Interaction with students manifested in the following 

formats: joint projects (30 %), educational programs and 

trainings (25 %), internships (22.5 %), and apprenticeships 

(12.5 %). The distribution of student activities was as fol-

lows: volunteer assistance – 42.9 %, research work – 20 %, 

event organization – 22.1 %, and other types of activities – 

15.0 %. Furthermore, 55.6 % of organizations rated student 

engagement at a level of 4 out of 5. A significant portion of 

organizations (50 %) provided students with the opportuni-

ty to propose their own initiatives, which were then imple-

mented in practice.  

Organizations noted that student participation con-

tributed to strengthening ties with the university 

(23.9 %), expanding the target audience (19.6 %), im-

proving the quality of project implementation, and in-

creasing the level of feedback from beneficiaries (13 % 

each). The most valuable student competencies for NPOs 

were initiative and creativity (18.9 %), communication 

skills (16.2 %), and responsibility (13.5 %). 

Regarding the benefits for the students themselves, re-

spondents pointed to gaining real work experience (21 %), 

expanding professional knowledge (19.4 %), and forming  

a conscious attitude towards the social sphere and motiva-

tion for work in NPOs (16.1% each). The evaluation of  

the Program demonstrated high effectiveness: 53.8 % of 

organizations rated the usefulness of participation at 4 out 

of 5, and 72.2 % plan to continue cooperation with the uni-

versity if suitable projects are available. The main difficul-

ties in interaction were related to students’ lack of time 

(40.9 %) and insufficient motivation (31.8 %). The sugges-

tions for improving cooperation included assistance with 

organizational issues (23.7 %), regular meetings to discuss 

results (21.1 %), and flexible schedule for working with 

students (18.4 %). 

The final section of the questionnaire related to addi-

tional comments, suggestions, and opinions. Among  

the responses, respondents expressed both gratitude for 

cooperation and successful projects and some critical re-

marks: the need to simplify registration procedures in  

the Dobro.ru system, a desire for closer interaction, and  

an interest in providing students with opportunities for ap-

prenticeships and employment. Examples of responses: 

“We thank Southern Federal University for the joint im-

plementation of a project within the framework of the Gov-

ernor of Rostov region grant competition! We have now 

successfully completed this project and are beginning  

the implementation of the next one, supported by the Presi-

dential Grants Foundation...” 

“The Service Learning program complicated the pro-

cess, more precisely, registration on Dobro.ru... We work 

the old-fashioned way, we call department heads and re-

solve issues regarding apprenticeships, internships, and 

everything else...” 

“Perhaps next time, the survey could be a bit shorter. 

Good luck to the researchers!” 

“Send us students; we are in great need of personnel.” 

“We thank Southern Federal University for its willing-

ness to cooperate, professionalism, and support of new so-

cial initiatives!” 

 

DISCUSSION  

The results of the study demonstrate a high level of en-

gagement of SONPOs in the Rostov region in the educa-

tional processes of regional universities. However, to fully 

understand the identified trends, it is necessary to consider 

both the facts and their interpretation within the context of 

existing research and theoretical approaches. 

Firstly, in our study, the significant proportion of organ-

izations with experience in interaction with students 

(94.4 %) indicates an established and systemic demand 

from the third sector for partnership with universities. This 

figure is higher than the average levels recorded in studies 

from other Russian regions and certain European countries, 

where the level of engagement of NPOs in educational 

practices typically ranges from 60 % to 80 %. This can be 

explained by a number of factors: the active policy of uni-

versities in the Rostov region to develop social partnership 

projects, the high density of NPOs operating in the fields of 

social services, culture, and youth policy, and the accumu-

lated experience of regional programs supporting civic ini-

tiatives. Thus, the high level of engagement reflects both 

the needs of NPOs and the institutional readiness of univer-

sities to act as intermediaries between education and social 

development of the region. 

The Service Learning program, implemented in higher 

education institutions through interaction with partner  

14 Evidence-based education studies. 2025. No. 4



Goryunova L.V., Plakhotnyuk Yu.N., Mareev V.I.   “Strategic partnership between the university and non-profit organizations…” 

 

organizations (including non-profits), has become firmly 

integrated into the higher education systems of many 

countries. Nevertheless, to date, the value-based founda-

tions of university–NPO partnerships within this pro-

gram have not been separately investigated. Although 

scientific studies document the positive outcomes of ap-

plying this model in the educational process [4; 17],  

the literature contains virtually no opinions or evalua-

tions from the NPOs themselves – direct participants in 

the program’s implementation. This data deficit creates  

a significant gap in understanding actual effectiveness of 

the Program’s implementation. This conclusion is con-

sistent with the findings of the study [19] and indicates 

the necessity to include the opinions of NPO representa-

tives into research on the Program’s effectiveness. Cur-

rently, these voices traditionally remain out of sight of 

researchers, which substantially limits the comprehen-

siveness of the analysis of the Program’s effectiveness. 

Secondly, the positive assessment of student engage-

ment by NPOs (55.6 % rated participation at a level  

of 4 out of 5) requires deeper analysis. At first glance, 

this reflects general satisfaction with the quality of inter-

action. However, interpretation of the data indicates that 

the determining factor is not merely students’ diligence, 

but also their behavioral competencies – initiative, re-

sponsibility, and the ability to adapt to uncertain condi-

tions. These observations are consistent with approaches 

according to which Service Learning programs promote 

the development of social intelligence, civic responsibil-

ity, and project-based thinking. Furthermore, participa-

tion in the Program contributes to the accumulation of 

social capital of students, which includes the resources 

available to an individual through their social connec-

tions and can influence their opportunities and well-

being [20]. Thus, the positive evaluations from NPOs 

can be viewed not as declarative loyalty but as confirma-

tion of the real effectiveness of practice-oriented educa-

tional models. 

Thirdly, the identified trend towards the institutionaliza-

tion of partnership (72.2 % of organizations plan to contin-

ue cooperation with universities) requires an analysis of its 

formation mechanisms. The transition from one-time events 

to sustainable models of interaction is likely related to  

the fact that NPOs are beginning to perceive the university 

not merely as a source of volunteers, but as a long-term 

partner for developing their own human resource and pro-

ject potential. Interest in student employment indicates  

a transformation of the interaction: from temporary support 

towards the formation of “personnel bridges” between  

the university and the third sector. This broadens the inter-

pretation of the university’s third mission, which begins to 

encompass both educational functions and mediation be-

tween civil society and the labor market. 

Fourthly, the request for improving the organizational 

conditions of cooperation reveals the existence of inter-

nal contradictions. Although the majority of NPOs eval-

uate the partnership positively, 27.8 % do not plan to 

continue it. Interpretation of the data suggests that this 

may be linked to the limited resources of the organiza-

tions themselves, a lack of administrative support,  

an inconsistency between interaction schedules and uni-

versity academic cycles, or an absence of clear coordina-

tion. These constraints are important to consider when 

designing Service Learning programs, as they define  

the boundaries of initiative scalability. 

Collectively, the obtained results allow asserting that  

the sustainability of the university–SONPO partnership 

depends not only on participant motivation but also on  

the presence of institutional conditions: formalized regula-

tions, resource support, flexible communication mecha-

nisms, and the integration of joint projects into educational 

programs. Thus, the research expands the understanding of 

the mechanisms for implementing the university’s third 

mission and confirms that the Service Learning model has 

the potential to become an integrating link between the ed-

ucational, social, and civic spheres. 

Furthermore, the obtained data suggest that the sus-

tainability of partnership models is formed both at  

the level of individual projects and through the develop-

ment of cross-sectoral communication practices. Their 

enhancement can contribute to the consolidation of local 

civil society and the long-term institutional development 

of the third sector. 

The contribution of this study to the field lies, firstly, 

in the empirical identification of factors contributing to 

the sustainability of university–NPO partnerships at  

the regional level, and secondly, in clarifying the func-

tional role of the Program as their integrator. From  

a practical perspective, the work is significant because 

its results confirm this cooperation format as a viable 

tool for implementing the university’s third mission, 

aimed at developing human capital and strengthening  

the university’s social role in the region.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The conducted study has established that the strategic 

partnership between the university and SONPOs, within  

the Service Learning approach, is formed around three key 

characteristics: high level of NPO involvement in educa-

tional processes; diversity of practice-oriented forms of 

cooperation (joint social projects, educational events, in-

ternships, and apprenticeships); institutional readiness of 

organizations for long-term interaction. 

Empirical evidence has confirmed that the key out-

comes of student participation in NPO activities include 

the development of professional skills and real-world 

work experience, the expansion of professional 

knowledge, and the development of civic motivation. For 

NPOs, the primary results of cooperation with universi-

ties are the strengthening of organizational capacity, 

manifested through: expanding the target audience; im-

proving the project quality and the level of feedback; 

accessing human resources – specifically, proactive and 

creative young specialists. Despite existing barriers, 

primarily related to a lack of time and motivation among 

students, the university–SONPO partnerships demon-

strate sustainability and high demand. 
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Аннотация: В статье исследуется трансформация взаимодействия университетов и некоммерческих организа-

ций из эпизодических инициатив в стратегическое партнерство, что особенно актуально в контексте реализации 

программы «Обучение служением». Цель исследования – выявить особенности стратегического партнерства вузов 

и социально ориентированных некоммерческих организаций (СО НКО) как инструмента реализации третьей мис-

сии университетов. Эмпирическая база сформирована на материале федеральной программы «Обучение служени-

ем»: в исследовании приняли участие 30 СО НКО Ростовской области, вовлеченных в программу в течение 

2024/25 учебного года. Методы исследования включали анализ уставных документов, регламентирующих деятель-

ность НКО, и анкетирование представителей НКО для изучения их опыта взаимодействия с вузами в рамках про-

граммы «Обучение служением». Результаты исследования демонстрируют, что программа «Обучение служением» 

становится эффективным инструментом решения социальных задач. Ее ключевое значение проявляется в двух 

аспектах: во-первых, в развитии гражданской инициативы у студентов; во-вторых, в формировании традиций об-

щественного служения в вузовской среде как основы реализации третьей миссии университета. Сделан вывод, что 

стратегическое партнерство университетов и СО НКО складывается в целостную модель сотрудничества. Эта мо-

дель обеспечивает как интеграцию образовательных процессов в контекст социальной политики государства, так  

и подготовку специалистов с учетом актуальных потребностей третьего сектора экономики. Таким образом, иссле-

дование подтверждает необходимость системного подхода к выстраиванию партнерских отношений между вузами 

и НКО в рамках реализации третьей миссии университета. 

Ключевые слова: стратегическое партнерство; высшее образование; социально ориентированные некоммерче-

ские организации; третья миссия; гражданская активность; обучение служением 
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