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University of Tartu 

1. Scientific Impact of Research 

1.1. Positive aspects 

Research in the Social Sciences at the University of Tartu (UT) mostly results in high quality 

research outputs, with a wide range of topics, including interdisciplinary work, with some 

differences across departments.  

In some areas, such as Psychology, the quality of the outputs is particularly high with a large 

majority of outputs in the top 10% of journals, including Nature Human Behavior, American 

Political Science Review, Journal of Politics, and leading presses such as Cambridge 

University Press. Recent success with ERC grants is also very positive. 

There are various faculty and institute initiatives to encourage interdisciplinary research, high 

quality outputs, and grant capture. These include financial support for research leave 

(sabbaticals), financial support to initiate new projects, and bonuses for interdisciplinary co-

authored papers. All of these initiatives are welcomed by the academics as having had a 

positive impact on their achievements.  

There has been significant investment in infrastructure, most notably the recently refurbished 

building for the Institute of Education, which is noted as a strength. 

The reviewers were pleased to see curiosity-driven research is encouraged, even while 

societal impact remains a high priority. 

The PhD students the reviewers met were positive about the research environment and the 

resources available to them. They noted the encouragement and financial support to attend 

international conferences and to make study visits. The students felt integrated as members 

of staff. 

1.2. Areas for improvement 

The absolute volume of outputs has seen a moderate decline in recent years. Furthermore, 

there has also been a decrease in the proportion of outputs that are in the top 10% of journals 

by IF. This is possibly due to short-term fluctuations in the data, but it should be monitored in 
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case there is an underlying trend. There was a suggestion from the evaluated researchers 

that the Estonian funding system creates a perverse incentive to prioritize quantity over 

quality. 

Attestation procedure was perceived as stressful for the PhD students, who would have 

welcomed a more developmental approach, offering a greater degree of 'feed-forward' 

discussion of their project and progress, as well as feedback. The potential for international 

students to feel socially and culturally isolated is a risk that requires mitigation. 

1.3. Recommendations 

High quality should be prioritized over high quantity. The effect of volume of outputs on levels 

of base-funding is trivial and academics should be encouraged to reject the idea that there is 

any incentive to produce volume over quality. 

The support for the PhD students' well-being is critical in ensuring that they are able to deliver 

the expected performance, which requires careful monitoring and prompt remedial action if 

required. More frequent 'check ups' (non-evaluative meetings) and social events with the 

PhD community are suggested. 

In the self-evaluation document, it is stated that the nature of social science research results 

in typically small sized research groups and that they should be larger to obtain ‘economies 

of scale’. The reviewers agree that critical mass (i.e., the number of researchers working 

independently but in related areas) is important in any academic discipline and typically 

drives standards higher. However, this is not the same as 'size of research groups' (i.e., the 

number of researchers working and publishing together). There is academic support for 

increased group size but based on growing an individual researcher's group (PhD students 

and postdocs), rather than creating clusters of academics deemed able, and then expected, 

to work together simply because they work in related areas. 

Assessment of the scientific impact of research 

Exceeds threshold. 
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2. Sustainability of Research 

2.1. Positive aspects 

Sustainability of research activity requires a strong pipeline, such that successful academics 

approaching retirement are being replaced by junior colleagues with the potential to end their 

careers similarly successful. There is good reason to be confident that there is a vibrant 

pipeline: well over half of the full professors are under the age of 55 and the number of R4 

staff (professors) has increased, particularly of women. There is significant 'institutional 

loyalty' with many of the staff being former students of the institution. There is healthy 

competition for R1 (PhD) places. 

Sustainability of research also requires applications for, and success in, bids for funding. Each 

year, about 120 funding bids are submitted - which represents about a third of academics 

submitting a bid. The success rate (over 30%) and size of grants has resulted in income 

steadily increasing, doubling over the period. There has also been a very significant increase 

in project funding from the Estonian private sector. 

2.2. Areas for improvement 

The university correctly identified the vulnerability (which applies to all R&D in Estonia) arising 

from the increasing reliance on project-based funding. The time spent writing grant proposals 

and then the time required to administer the grants when they have been won, is not 

inconsiderable.  

The self-evaluation document also noted the difficulty in recruitment of early career 

researchers in an environment of high expectations of research output and grant capture. This 

is compounded by the reduction in the potential hiring pool due to the requirement for people 

to teach in the Estonian language. The reviewers agree that this is a challenge. Furthermore, 

it will be compounded if the R1 researchers (PhD students) are allowed to hold the belief that 

the high-expectations will be impossible for them to attain if they are also to have a reasonable 

work-life balance. 

2.3. Recommendations 

The university has identified a number of steps that it can take to mitigate the downsides of 

the project-based funding model (e.g., administrative support during writing; administration of 
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running projects after funding has been achieved; pooling of resources across multiple 

projects; measures to retain talent 'between projects'.) Evidently, 'larger longer' grants have a 

lower resource implication and are being encouraged over short-term funding. We have no 

further recommendations to make, recognizing that this is a problem that is not unique to UT. 

Given that the sustainability of research requires a good pipeline, the R1 staff need support 

to adopt a positive mind-set about the realities, including benefits, of an academic career. 

Assessment of the sustainability of research 

Exceeds threshold. 

 

3. Societal Impact of Research 

3.1. Positive aspects 

More than 10% of the staff are involved in advisory bodies or working groups at a high level, 

including, for example (amongst many good examples), the legal advisor to the President of 

Estonia. The staff to whom the reviewers spoke were very positive about their roles as 

experts and regarded providing advice and information as an important aspect of their 

research and academic positions. 

Income from consultancies and applied projects increased by more than 200% since 2018. 

A large element of this was from work in the Centre for Applied Social Science. 

3.2. Areas for improvement 

In the self-evaluation, it was noted that the imperative to respond to calls for expert input - 

often with short-term (2–3 months) funding and a requirement for fast turnaround on reports 

- was not compatible with the academic cycle. The self-evaluation report identified measures 

that are being taken, or considered, and the reviewers could see the potential value of these 

initiatives. 

3.3. Recommendations 

The reviewers support UT's ongoing plan to convene meetings with ministries and other 
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public bodies to discuss mutually beneficial timetables for more urgent pieces of applied 

research. We believe the University could leverage its status as the National (largest 

and only comprehensive) University, to develop memoranda of understanding - aimed 

at both those commissioning and those doing the research - around policy research 

and its dissemination which would benefit the entire community.  

Assessment of the societal impact of research 

Exceeds threshold. 

 

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 Social 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 

N/A 

 


