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Medical and Health Sciences

University of Tartu

1. Scientific Impact of Research

1.1. Positive aspects

The facts presented by the institution in the self-evaluation report and during the site visit
confirm the high scientific impact of R&D activities exceeding thresholds. The number of
international peer-reviewed publications per R&D employee has remained on the same level
with an intermittent increase during the pandemics. There are publications that are among
the 10% most cited scientific publications in the world and the institution owns intellectual
properties granted (n=4). There is also an increase of open access publications (from 59 to
75%) and the impact of articles (Normalized Citation Impact from 1.6 to 2.4) with about 20%
of the publications being in the top 10% of their respective fields over the assessment period
(including e.g. The EMBO Journal and The Lancet Regional Health).

Thus, overall, the number and quality of research outputs are relatively good given the size
and breadth of the units. The close association with Tartu University Hospital provides many
significant opportunities for research to be translated to give clinical impact. The panel also
visited a small centre at the Institute of Family Medicine and Public Health, Faculty of
Medicine that worked on the analysis of air and water, used by the local community to assess
environmental quality factors.

Finally, there was a description of a personalised precision bandage/wound dressing, which
is being “spun-off‘into the Company from the Institute of Pharmacy, Faculty of Medicine (with
bespoke drug treatments embedded in the dressing). The technology based around
electrospinning and drug encapsulation is being patented by the Institute of Pharmacy

researchers.

1.2. Areas for improvement

The panel felt that the opportunity afforded by the clinical PhDs represented a unique
national and international opportunity, enabling high impact clinical research, ranging from

basic science to translational studies, to be developed.

1.3. Recommendations

Efforts should be made to expand upon the clinical PhD scheme.
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Assessment of the scientific impact of research

Exceeds threshold.

2. Sustainability of Research

2.1. Positive aspects

In total there are nearly 700 staff of whom >500 are academics in the medical faculty. The
faculty’s senior team were fully engaged and demonstrated a clear strategic vision, including
the importance of PhD training. The Panel also met a group of graduate students and of
early career staff (mainly at associate professor level) separately, both having a good gender
balance. The staff were positive about the Faculty of Medicine and the opportunities for
career development. The graduate students included representatives from across the faculty
at several stages of their studies. All students were content with the organisation of the PhD
programme (one being a clinically qualified anaesthetist with a residency at Tartu
University). The Panel noted a number of strengths, including a residential writing course for
PhD students, a meeting at an annual research celebration (with posters and talks), the
opportunity for conference attendance and/or placements abroad being encouraged. The
faculty has recently introduced a new 2nd year course on underpinning research skills. It
was also noted that all graduate students had opportunities to teach (in both lectures and
laboratories).

The R&D activity is in well-found and modern facilities. It was noted that the number of PhDs
awarded in this assessment period is at a stable and sustainable level, with strong cohorts
of postgraduate students, distributed across the breadth of the activity - providing evidence
that confirmed the panel’s opinion that the R&D that underpins the doctoral programmes
related to the field, is at a good international level.

In terms of infrastructure, the Institute of Genomics, Faculty of Science and Technology is
involved in the curation of a National Genomic Biobank. The Panel visited two centralised
research facilities at the Institute of Biomedicine and Translational Medicine, Faculty of
Medicine — namely a microscopy suite (with a state-of-the-art confocal scanning microscope
with an associated incubator for live imaging) and an animal house (predominantly using
mice including transgenic strains, and rats). In both cases the access and funding models
were described, which were cross subsidised by central support to ensure their inclusivity.

The animal facility included a semiautomated digital microscope for histological studies. The
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University also has a trusted data environment as a safe haven for storing and accessing
patient databases. In summary, the infrastructure that the panel saw is in excellent condition
(at an international standard) and creates very good conditions for R&D in the field and for
conducting doctoral studies.

The panel welcomed the fact that there were specific arrangements in place whereby
gualified clinicians could enroll for a PhD whilst continuing to practice. This is extremely
positive and although perhaps not unique, provides Estonia with an excellent initiative
enabling clinicians to study for their PhD over a period of up to 8 years, without interrupting
their clinical career.

Overall, the facts presented by the institution in the self-evaluation report confirm the

sustainability of R&D activities.

2.2. Areas for improvement

Two areas for improvement were noted, namely (i) that the students noted that many had
only 1 supervisor and were not generally fully aware of any procedures in the University if
difficulties with their project arose; and (ii) that the requirements for PhD submission around
first authorships/shared authorship seemed to vary across the faculty.

2.3. Recommendations

In addition, some thought could be given to the training courses for PhD students. For
example, where a student’s existing knowledge is above the level of the course being
offered. In addition, the mandatory 2- year courses “Research work Students” might be also
developed to an offering of an elective Master Course “Clinical Scientist” in parallel to the
medical studies, and in collaboration with all the partner institutions with special regard to
the National Centre of Translational and Clinical Research (CTM).

Building upon the model for centralised facilities there is an opportunity to improve the
sharing of major research equipment in formalised, well supported equipment and personnel
(including e.g. Mass spectrometry for proteomics as well as gene sequencing etc).

As described above students would be likely to benefit from having a second supervisor as
a mentor. The requirements for publication and authorship should be harmonised across the

Faculty/University.

Assessment of the sustainability of research

Exceeds threshold
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3. Societal Impact of Research

3.1. Positive aspects

The panel felt that overall, the research activity portfolio was greatly enhanced by the
organisation of conferences, participation in networks, invited presentations and plenary
talks. The Faculty of Medicine directly influences government and healthcare policy e.g. in
relation to antibiotic use and food safety. Many people in the faculty (around 100 per annum)
act as external advisors.

As a further positive, it was noted that the faculty had a public dissemination office that
coordinated engagement with the media and digital communications on research, enabling
the impact of the research to be disseminated to the media, and by the extension to the
general public.

3.2. Areas for improvement

Individual scientists interact with patient specific and disease specific groups, including
charities for dissemination of their activities.

Spin-off opportunities, including for example the smart bandages clearly show the
translational pathway between basic scientific research, through a process of knowledge

exchange and innovation, to lead to translational outcomes.

3.3. Recommendations

To further develop the areas of Patient and Public Involvement and Engagement (PPIE)
involving discussion with patients and the public in co-creation of devices and in therapeutic
study design.

In addition, there was discussion of a one health programme across the country and this
institution is well placed to promote that concept, building upon their expertise in

epidemiology, diagnostics and antimicrobial resistance.

Assessment of the societal impact of research

Exceeds threshold.
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4. Assessment proposal

4.1. Proposal summary

In accordance with Section 8.4 of the Regular Evaluation Guidance 2024, the research and
development activities of the University of Tartu in the field of Medical and Health Sciences
are proposed to be evaluated positively, as all assessment criteria meet or exceed the

established thresholds.

5. Additional Feedback

5.1. Feedback on the institution’s additional questions that are described at the final

page of the report

Question:

1. Advice on effective measures to promote the attractiveness of the academic career to
MDs, both clinical practitioners and researchers outside of academia and abroad.
2. Recommendations on the communication strategies towards policymakers about the high
value and urgent need for stable funding for longitudinal studies in clinical, biomedical,
pharmaceutical, public health and sport medicine related research;
3. Advice on measures to further broaden the dissemination of medical research to the lay

public to promote evidence-based health behaviour and disease prevention.

Answer: Aspects of these questions could be addressed through the further development
of a formal group or academic centre in Patient and Public Involvement and Engagement
(PPIE).




