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Foreword
Economic and social development on the one hand, and the
activities of education and research institutions on the other,
are interrelated and co-dependent in every country. Moreover,
as a country becomes more prosperous, it becomes more
important that its research can be converted into goods and
services that benefit business and society. Both the overall
quality and the value added of research are critical. And in
a world that is changing ever more rapidly and becoming
more complex, one must search for and uncover the tools
and strategies that enable us to survive as well as grow. Undoubtedly, research plays a key role in this task. It is critical to
keep in mind as well that in Estonia, our language and cultural
development are directly connected to the performance of
our education and research institutions.
From this report, we can see that with respect to many quality
indicators, Estonian research is above OECD and EU averages. And it shows that in various areas, we very much need
to improve. For example, we need closer relations between
research and business, more private sector investment in
research, more attention to raising the next generation of
scientists, and more certain funding.
We can improve in the rankings to the extent that we meet
these challenges. At the same time, gaining higher positions
in rankings is not a goal in itself – the goal is to increase the
economic and social impacts of our research. This raises the
issue of risk management. Investment in research is inherently risky. We cannot predict with certainty which projects
will yield results. But failing to invest means that we will not
make progress. And so, our investment strategy should balance risks and opportunities.
Reliable statistics that allow for international comparisons are
a prerequisite for adequately assessing our situation and developing smart research policy. This statistical overview, with
expert commentary, provides a solid foundation for further
discussion and decision.
I hope that it is also enjoyable reading!
Maris Lauri
Minister of Education and Research
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Ants feeding.
Author: Heiti Paves (Tallinn University of Technology, Faculty of Science,
Department of Gene Technology).
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Introduction
Andres Koppel
Head of Estonian Research Council
How do we assess the quality of our research and the work
of our researchers and how do these assessments comport
with international standards? The answers to these and many
other related questions can be found in numerous articles,
statistical overviews, and databases.
Indeed, there is a great deal of information about Estonian
research, development and innovation. Unfortunately, this
information is dispersed in various channels and sources. In
order to make information about Estonian research, researchers, and the relation between research and business more
accessible, we decided to publish this overview.
The overview consists of two interrelated parts. The first part
contains facts about Estonian research along with short commentaries. It is divided into four subsections. The first two
subsections relate to available resources - ongoing financial
support for scientific work, and the human resources that are
available to the scientific community. The last two subsections
describe the outputs one receives from combining financial
and human resources. First is a look at outputs that can be
relatively easily measured – publications. This is followed by
outputs that are much more difficult to measure – the links
between research and the economy. The second part of this
overview consists of short articles on current research policy
issues. To make the overview more concise for the reader, we
have had to limit the material to themes that are currently
most pressing in the development of the Estonian research
system. The overview is illustrated by photos provided by
Estonian researchers.
In order to assess our research system in a broader perspective, which includes expressing pride in our strengths, but
more importantly, recognizing our weaknesses and risks, we
must look at the development of our system over time and
in comparison with over countries.
While the overview is dated “2016”, we are only able to include
data up to September of that year. And unfortunately, some
of the data series end much earlier – for example in 2014 or
earlier still. You will find data from OECD reports and databases, from Eurostat reports, from Statistics Estonia, from the
Ministry of Education and Research, from the Universities
Estonia, from Archimedes Foundation, and from the Estonian
Research Council. Data on scientific publications also comes
from the ISI Web of Science database of articles.
This overview and the figures that you find here are available
on the webpage of the Estonian Research Council1. You can
also find graphs and tables there that depict this information.
1

Thus, anyone who is interested can use that information for
further analysis, or if needed, use the graphics for presentations. An editorial board of three professors oversaw the
compilation of this publication. They are Urmas Varblane,
Jüri Allik and Tiit Tammaru. Staff from the Estonian Research
Council provided terrific assistance in gathering the material, especially, analyst Kadri Raudvere and executive director
Karin Jaanson. Many thanks to them and to the authors of
the articles for their hard work.
We hope that the data in this overview offers food for thought
for researchers, policy makers, and others who are interested
in this area. We also hope that the information provided will
offer better opportunities for readers to participate in discussions about how Estonian research can contribute more to
life in Estonia, and what should be done to promote the more
rapid development of science.

The Estonian research system
The legal basis for the organization and functioning of the
Estonian research system is the Research and Development
Organization Act. Based on this act, parliament approves the
overall research strategy, and once per year considers the
prime minister’s report on the execution of that strategy, as
well as the state budget for research. The government develops actual research policy, prepares sectoral development
plans and coordinates inter-ministerial cooperation. The Research and Development Council provides technical advice
to the government as needed.
• The policymakers are the parliament and the government, who are advised by the Research and Development Council.
• The policies themselves are prepared by and implemented by the ministries. The Ministry of Education and Research is advised by the Research Policy Committee, and
the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications is
advised by the Innovation Policy Committee.
• Funding for organizing and supporting research comes
through the Ministry of Education and Research and the
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communication. Under
their supervision, the Estonian Research Council funds
research and Enterprise Estonia funds innovation.
• Research and development work is carried out by universities and other public and private sector education and
research institutions.
• The Estonian Academy of Sciences has a separate legal
basis, and as an independent and high level association
of researchers, contributes to solving problems related to
Estonian research and social and economic development
issues.

Estonian Research Council. www.etag.ee.
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Estonian research and development organization structure
Source: Estonian Research Council

Estonian research and development institutions
Twenty (20) research and development institutions have successfully passed regular evaluations. Among these are six (6)
public universities: the University of Tartu, Tallinn University
of Technology, Tallinn University, the Estonian University of
Life Sciences, the Estonian Academy of Music and Theatre,
and the Estonian Academy of Arts. Estonian researchers are
mostly found in universities, where most of the research is
done.
The number of research institutions has decreased over the
years, as many have become affiliated with universities. And
in 2016, negotiations began to merge a number of state or
public sector research institutions with universities.
Public research institutions acting under the supervision of
the Ministry of Education and Research include the Estonian
Literary Museum, the Institute of the Estonian Language,
Tartu Observatory and the Estonian Biocentre. Under the
Ministry of Social Affairs is the National Institute for Health
Development. Under the Ministry of Culture is the Estonian
National Museum.
Only one public research institute operates pursuant to a
separate and independent legal basis, the National Institute
of Chemical Physics and Biophysics. The Under and Tuglas
Literature Centre operates under the Estonian Academy of
Sciences.
8
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Six private research institutions have successfully passed
evaluations: Cybernetica AS, Protobios OÜ, Estonian Business
School, Vähiuuringute Tehnoloogia Arenduskeskus AS (Competence Centre for Cancer Research), Tervisetehnoloogiate
Arenduskeskus AS (Competence Centre on Health Technologies), OÜ Tervisliku Piima Biotehnoloogiate Arenduskeskus
(Bio-Competence Centre of Healthy Diary Products LLC).

Definitions and methodology
Public sector – for the purposes of this overview, this sector
includes higher education sector and the government sector.
Private sector – for the purposes of this overview, this sector includes business enterprise sector and the private nonprofit sector.
Individual entities within the public and private sectors are
understood in accordance with international standards, where:
• business enterprise sector – includes all enterprises,
organizations and institutions whose main activity is
the production of goods or services (other than higher
education), offered for sale at an economically viable
price.
• higher education sector – includes universities and other
institutions that offer higher education and all institutions
under their direct control or associated with universities

Foreword

(research institutes, clinics, science centers, etc.), regardless of their sources of financing or legal status.
• government sector – includes agencies and offices funded by government or municipalities whose main activities are not the production of goods or services for sale
and which do not belong in the higher education sector.
The sector includes also private non-profit institutions
mainly financed by government.
• private non-profit sector – includes non-profit organizations, societies, funds, and their research units (excluding
those primarily financed from government sources, or
servicing private enterprises).
The following three sectors are included in the non-profit
sector in order to distinguish them from the business enterprise sector.2
Personal Research Funding (PRF) – Project financing for
individuals or working groups at research and development
institutions for high level research. Financing is based on a
public competition on terms and conditions set by the Estonian Research Council and approved by the Ministry of
Education and Research. Applications are evaluated by the
Estonan Research Council and funding is provided by the
Ministry of Education and Research.
Institutional Research Funding (IRF) – Financing for the
activities of high level research and development institutions
(related to their research areas), and support to insure instiutional continuity and maintaining, developing and modernizing
needed infrastructure. Funds for these purposes are allocated
from the budget of the Ministry of Education and Research.
Applications are evaluated by the Estonian Research Council.3
Baseline Funding – Financing of research and development
institutions for the purpose of attaining their strategic development goals. This includes providing co-financing for
domestic and international projects, opening new research
directions, and investing in infrastructure. Baseline funding
is allocated to research and development institutions that
have received regular positive evaluations via the budget of
the Ministry of Education and Research.4

2

Definitions and Methodology. (2006). Statistics Estonia. – http://pub.
stat.ee/px-web.2001/I_Databas/Economy/28Science._Technology._
Innovation/04Research_and_development_activities/08RD_in_non_profit_
sectors/RD_01.htm (31.10.2016).
3
Research Funding 2016. Estonian Research Council. – http://www.etag.ee/
en/funding/research-funding/ (02.11.2016).
4
Base funding and centres of excellence. Ministry of Education and Research. –https://www.hm.ee/en/activities/research-and-development/basefunding-and-centres-excellence (02.11.2016).
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The spore-forming structures of mold Aspergillus sp.
Author: Sulev Kuuse (Institute of Molecular and Cell Biology, University of Tartu), 2007.
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Research and development expenditure:
an investment in the future
Andres Koppel
Head of Estonian Research Council

Introduction
The share of research and development expenditure (hereafter “R&D expenditure”) of gross national product is one of the
simplest indicators for comparing the development capacity
of countries. The general rule is that the larger the share of
R&D expenditure, the more competitive the economy will
be and thus, the higher the standard of living of the population over time. Today’s R&D expenditures are essentially an
investment in the country’s future.
It is no surprise, therefore, that most European countries,
including Estonia, embrace the strategic objective to increase
their R&D expenditures. By the year 2020, it is hoped that the
total R&D expenditure in Estonia will increase to 3% of its GDP,
with 1% from the public sector and 2% from the private sector.5
But if research is to act as the well-oiled engine for the benefit
of society and the state, more is needed than just increased
financing. It is essential as well, that the system that produces
research becomes more efficient, and that all of the links
between research and society become more active.
The following overview focuses, however, on just one aspect
of the research system - R&D expenditures.

Estonia lags behind other developed countries in
R&D expenditures
Estonia’s R&D expenditures over the last ten years reflect
two general trends (Figure 1.1). First, the level of public sector
expenditures (hereinafter, this includes spending by government and higher education sector) has remained relatively
stable, although there was a decrease after the recession
of 2009, followed by a small net increase. The increase has
come mainly from EU Structural Funds. Second, the share
of R&D expenditures by the private sector (hereinafter this
includes spending by the business sector and the private
non-profit sector)6 has fluctuated considerably from year to
year, for example, in the period from 2008 to 2014 varying
by a factor of three. The interim increase seen in the years
2011 and 2012 was due to large, one time investments into
the R&D in the energy sector. The increase in the share of
5
According to the Estonian Research and Development and Innovation
Strategy 2014-2020 ‘Knowledge-Based Estonia’, the R&D funding from
the government budget and local government budgets was supposed to
increase to 1% of GDP by 2015 and stay at that level. (Estonian Research
and Development and Innovation Strategy 2014-2020. „Knowledge-based
Estonia“. (2014). Ministry of Education and Research. – https://www.hm.ee/
sites/default/files/estonian_rdi_strategy_2014-2020.pdf (02.11.2014))
6
As the private sector also includes the non-profit sector, the respective
expenditure ratios do not fully match the business enterprise intramural
expenditure on R&D (BERD) often used internationally.

private R&D expenditure in 2011 to approximately 1.5% of GDP
raised the overall share of R&D expenditures to 2.3% of GDP,
which placed Estonia in an excellent global position. By 2014,
however, the share of private sector spending was just 0.64%
and that of the public sector, 0.79% of GDP.
Estonia remains in the lower half among the countries monitored by the OECD for their levels of R&D expenditures as a
percentage of GDP (Figure 1.2). Estonia’s R&D expenditures
are one third of those of countries at the top of the list, such
as Korea and Israel and less than one half of Finland, Sweden
and Denmark. The main reason for Estonia being left behind
is the low level of R&D expenditures by the private sector.
From Figure 1.2, in thirty countries, private sector R&D expenditures are larger than those of the public sector. In only seven
countries (Estonia, Portugal, Turkey, Poland, Slovakia, Greece,
and Romania) are public sector R&D expenditures higher.
We should keep in mind that the share of R&D expenditure as
part of GDP reflects the relative effort of society to invest in
its research system. In light of the large differences between
the actual GDP levels of various countries, the differences in
actual R&D expenditures is even more dramatic. As public
sector research is one of the most competitive fields in the
world, with open labor markets, large differences in levels of
research funding become a significant factor in the mobility
patterns (and migration) of researchers. How does this impact
Estonia? Very simply put, if the Estonian R&D system does
not become more attractive – or if it becomes even less attractive – compared to other countries, then we are at risk of
losing our talent, and the idea of attracting researchers from
other countries to Estonia will remain an unfulfilled dream.
The linkages between research performers and those financing
research are complex (Figure 1.3). And R&D expenditure statistics
from various sources may be confusing to readers who are not
familiar with the nuances of the statistical data. It is important
to see who is funding research, and where this work is done
and the expenditures incurred. The main financier of R&D in
Estonia is the government. Most of the funding provided by the
government (90%) goes to research in the public sector, with approximately 10% allocated to the private sector. Likewise, private
sector R&D financing tends to stay in the private sector, indeed
even more so (94%). Only 6% of private sector R&D financing
goes to fund research by universities and research institutes. An
in depth analysis of the money flows between sectors in Estonia
with comparisons to other countries can be found in the article
by Professors Varblane and Ukrainski in this publication.
Of the funds coming to Estonia from abroad (more than half
of which come from EU Framework Programmes and less than
half from private business contracts), approximately two-thirds
go to the public sector and one-third to the private sector.
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Figure 1.1. Gross domestic expenditure on R&D in Estonia (million EUR and as a percentage of GDP) from 2008 to 2014.
Source: Statistics Estonia7; there was no data for 2015 at the time this publication was compiled.
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Source: OECD.8,9

7

Statistics Estonia. www.stat.ee (20.10.2016).

8

Main Science and Technology Indicators Database. (2016). OECD. – www.oecd.org/sti/msti.htm (14.10.2016).

9

Minor divergent on Figures 1.1 and 1.2 (ratios differ 0,01 percentage points in 2014) result from different number of decimal places provided by different
data sources (OECD and Statistics Estonia) that after rounding result in slight differences.
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Flows of funding
and incurred
expenditures
on R&D between
sectors in Estonia
in 2014 (million
EUR).

R&D expenditure
incurred

Source of funds

0.72%
of GDP

PUBLIC
SECTOR
144.4
million EUR

0.53%
of GDP

PRIVATE
SECTOR
106.6
million EUR

129.6

PUBLIC SECTOR
158.5
million EUR

0.79%
of GDP

PRIVATE SECTOR
128.3
million EUR

0.64%
of GDP

TOTAL
286.7 million EUR

1.44%
of GDP

6.5

14.
7

9
23.

100.1

0.18%
of GDP

SOURCES
FROM ABROAD
35.7
million EUR

1.44%
of GDP

TOTAL
286.7 million EUR

11.9

Figure 1.3. Flows of funding and incurred expenditures on R&D between sectors in Estonia in 2014 (million EUR).
Source: Statistics Estonia10 and OECD11, calculations by Estonian Research Council.

From 2008 to 2014, the relative share of public and private
sector R&D expenditures often changed (Figure 1.4). This was
caused by volatility in both private and public sector funding.
The availability of EU Structural Funds caused the volatility

in public sector funding (for example, investments in large
research facilities). Foreign funding is on a growth path. Annual fluctuations in foreign funding are largely caused by the
cyclical nature of EU framework funding (see also Figure 1.10).
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Figure 1.4. Gross domestic expenditure on R&D in Estonia by source of funds from 2008 to 2014. Bars show the proportions (%) of R&D funding sources, and figures refer to respective volume of expenditure (million EUR).
Source: OECD.12
10

Statistics Estonia. www.stat.ee (10.10.2016).

11

Main Science and Technology Indicators Database. (2016). OECD. – www.oecd.org/sti/msti.htm (07.10.2016).

12

Reseach and Development Statistics. (2016). OECD. – www.oecd.org/sti/rds (07.06.2016).
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Figure 1.5. The research budget of the Ministry of Education and Research and its main components (million EUR) in 2016.
Source: Government Budget.

Estonian research is highly dependent on EU
support
Investment in R&D by the Estonian government is tightly
linked to EU Sructural Funds. So, from 2011 to 2015, EU Structural Funds comprised more than half of the research budget
of the Ministry of Education and Research13. This situation,
where a large portion of the research budget depends on
temporary funding sources, is very dangerous. In 2016, the
percentage has dropped to less than half, 48% (Figure 1.5).
This was caused both by a reduced level of R&D funding from
EU Structural Funds as well as an increase in the Estonian
permanent budget for research, which is a positive development. Estonian Research and Development and Innovation
Strategy 2014 - 2020 (hereinafter the R&D Strategy)14, sets
forth that in order to free ourselves of dependence on structural funds, we need to develop an appropriate plan well in
advance. In order to reduce this dependency and stabilize
the Estonian research system, it is inevitable that we need to
increase permanent funding on an ongoing basis.

Changes in financing allocations between research
fields are not significant
In general, the pattern of public sector spending on the various fields of research has been rather stable over the years
(Figure 1.6). The largest share has gone to the natural sciences, engineering and medicine. A closer inspection reveals
that compared to the average increase in expenditures over
the six year period (which was 1.4 times) the share of social

sciences, medicine, and life sciences has increased slightly.
The share of engineering, agricultural sciences and the humanities has somewhat decreased.
The largest part of the Ministry of Education and Research
budget for research is composed of research grants and
baseline funding for research institutions. These are the main
financial instruments the government uses to maintain the
broad range of research work.
This started to change in the year 2012 when Estonian Research Foundation grants (hereinafter ERF grants) were transformed into personal research grants (hereinafter PRG) and
targeted research grants into institutional research grants
(hereinafter IRG). Figure 1.7 provides background about these
changes. In 2016, ERF grants and targeted research grants
ended almost completely. Figure 1.7 shows the decrease in
financing during the recession, stagnation in the following
period, and then a slow but steady increase from the year
2013. 2008 levels were not achieved again until 2015. The
lion’s share of this increase is in baseline funding.
The distribution of research funding among the four ETIS
research fields 15 has been very stable throughout years (Figure 1.8). Neither the Estonian Research Foundation nor the
Scientific Competence Council or, since 2012, the Evaluation
Committee of the Estonian Research Council has considered
it necessary to change the proportions of funding between
these fields. It would have been especially difficult during the
period when funding levels were stagnant.

13

The share of structural funds is even bigger in the budgets of other
ministries.

14

Estonian Research and Development and Innovation Strategy 2014-2020
„Knowledge-based Estonia“. (2014). Ministry of Education and Research. –
https://www.hm.ee/sites/default/files/estonian_rdi_strategy_2014-2020.pdf
(02.11.2014).

14
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Estonian research information system fields of research. Estonian Research Portal. – https://www.etis.ee/Portal/Classifiers/Index (02.11.2016).
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Competition in applying for research funding is intense
Both personal and institutional research grants are provided
on a competitive basis. This competitive approach, using high
quality standards to evaluate applications, has been one of
the fundamental principles of the R&D system that was
adopted after Estonia regained its independence. Applying
these principles certainly has been a very important foundation that enabled the leap in quality that Estonian research
has achieved (see the article of Prof. Allik in this publication).
The success rate of IRG applications has been almost twice
as high as PRG applications. From year to year, the intensity
of IRG competition has varied. This has depended on the
level of financing available for new topics, which has varied
from year to year. Success rate of IRG applications could be

considered quite high in comparison with the conventional
research grant applications. But in view of the institutional
nature of this funding scheme, this competition has been
overly intense, resulting in certain research fields receiving
no funding and others being severely underfunded.
The competition for personal research grants has been most
intense in the fields of culture and society, as well as in the
natural sciences and engineering. In these fields, the success
rate usually has been below 20%. In the last decade, competition
for research funding has intensified all over the world. Even if
the competition in many countries is even more intense than
in Estonia we can consider the 20% success rate as too low.
Such a low rate wastes time, a scarce resource for researchers,
makes the application process cumbersome, and wastes money.

Table 1.1. Average success rate in institutional and personal research grants application rounds (by project commencement year).

IRG 2013

Share of funded projects among all applications
Biosciences and
Natural Sciences
Health
Environment
and Engineering
50.0%
40.0%
77.8%

Culture and
Society
26.7%

Total
41.3%

IRG 2014

68.6%

59.1%

64.3%

48.5%

59.5%

IRG 2015

50.0%

39.4%

50.0%

30.4%

40.5%

PRG 2013

23.1%

22.2%

26.7%

18.3%

21.6%

PRG 2014

9.8%

14.0%

21.7%

11.1%

13.1%

PRG 2015

28.0%

21.2%

35.3%

18.8%

23.0%

PRG 2016

27.1%

16.8%

27.3%

13.1%

19.0%

Source: Estonian Research Council.

Table 1.2. Centres of excellence in the period of 2008 to 2022 and funding volumes (million EUR) for the whole funding period.
2008–2015

Total budget
(million EUR)

2016–2022

Total budget
(million EUR)

Centre of Excellence in Environmental Adaptation

3.1

Ecology of global change: natural and
managed ecosystems

4.4

Mesosystems - Theory and Applications

2.9

The Dark Side of the Universe

4.0

High-technology Materials for Sustainable
Development

2.9

3.9

Dark Matter in (Astro)particle Physics and
Cosmology

1.5

Centre for Nonlinear Studies

2.7

Frontiers in Biodiversity Research

4.3

Centre of Excellence in Genomics
Translational research for improvement of
diagnostics and treatment of neuroimmunological
diseases

4.8

Emerging orders in quantum and
nanomaterials
Advanced materials and high-technology
devices for sustainable energetics, sensorics
and nanoelectronics
Centre of Excellence for Genomics and
Translational Medicine
Center of Excellence in Molecular Cell
Engineering
Centre of Excellence in Estonian Studies

4.8

5.0

Zero energy and resource efficient smart
buildings and districts

4.4

Estonian Excellence in Computer Science - EXCS

4.2

Estonian ICT Centre of Excellence in
research - EXCITE

5.1

Center of Excellence in Chemical Biology

5.6

Centre of Excellence in Cultural Theory

4.8

Centre for Integrated Electronic Systems and
Biomedical Engineering

4.7
46.5

Source: Estonian Research Portal (ETIS).17
17

Estonian Research Portal. www.etis.ee (22.10.2016).
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4.7
5.1
4.8

41.2

Research and development expenditure: an investment in the future

A very important scheme for funding excellence in research
is support for centres of excellence, which had support from
the second and third stages of EU Structural Funding. Each
centre of excellence includes research teams from different research institutions. Centres of excellence create useful opportunities to develop cooperation between research
institutions and teams, as well as international cooperation, to
support the next generation of researchers, and to popularize
research results. The OECD has emphasized the importance of
centres of excellence as a tool that countries are using more
frequently after the last economic crisis in order to increase
productivity and restore economic growth18.

Estonian research funding is mainly based
on competition
Research funding instruments can be divided according to the
decision making mechanism used for financing or according
to the relationship between funder and user of resources into
competition- or non-competition based instruments. But this
distinction may be oversimplified and imprecise. Instead, a more
accurate way of analyzing the instruments may be division of
funding instruments into thee categories based on how free the
recipients of funds are to choose research themes and topics.
The choice of themes or projects is completely free in the typical
grant framework (such as the ERF and the IRG and PRG, from
the Estonian Research Council) where the grants are funded
on the basis of competition19. In programme funding, the funder
defines the programmes but the choice of projects may still be
free. Competition may remain the basis for receiving a grant.
Non-programmatic funding is typically institutional block funding.
Nevertheless, dividing the funding methods into two categories
(competitive funding, whose most common form is project
funding, and non-competitive funding, whose most common
form is institutional block funding) can be useful for generating
some general research policy conclusions. Data on the division
of research funding mechanisms between these categories for
country comparisons is incomplete. Though data is available
for the key public sector research institution, universities.
OECD data on the ratio of project-based and institutional block
funding shows significant variation by country (Figure 1.9). The
share of project funding is the highest (65–71%) in Chile, Korea,
New Zealand and Ireland; and it is the lowest in Switzerland,
Austria, Netherlands and Denmark, where the permanent funding of institutions is from 25-35%. The two funding methods are
almost equally important in Finland, Czech Republic and Norway.
Statistics Estonia has not gathered this type of data. For that
reason, the data for Estonia in Figure 1.9 is a compilation of data
from the three main instruments the Estonian government uses
18

OECD (2014), OECD Science, Technology and Industry Outlook
2014, OECD Publishing. – http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/sti_outlook-2014-en
(22.10.2016).
19
The effectiveness of national research funding systems. (2014). Dialogic
and Empirica on behalf of the European Commission. – http://ri-policy-analysis.eu/studies/the-effectiveness-of-national-research-funding-systems/
(22.10.2016).

for funding research. It shows the proportion of grant funding
(IRG + PRG) and baseline funding. Baseline funding only started
in 2005 and in that year, the ratio of project to baseline funding
was 90:10. Ten years later in 2015, the ratio was approximately
80:20. In 2016, when baseline funding increased by 50%, the
ratio was 73:27. We might note that most EU Structural Funds
support schemes are competition based. Estonian universities
receive block funding to provide higher education, and a portion
of that is used to fund research. This somewhat reduces the
pressure from relying on competitive funding. The small proportion of baseline funding limits the ability of the universities and
research institutes to make strategically important choices. It
is now universally accepted that the goal for the coming years
should be to significantly increase baseline funding to institutions in order to reach a 50:50 ratio.

Estonian research is increasingly successful in EU
Framework Programmes
Estonian researchers (and also private sector institutions and
enterprises) have increased their participation in EU R&D Framework Programmes over the years. Although the number of successful project applications and the overall amount of funding
fluctuate from year to year due to the cyclical nature of the programming, the overall growth trend is significant. So, for example,
from 2005, the amounts received from framework programme
projects has exceeded the amount provided through Estonian
Research Foundation grants, and after that, it exceeded the
amount provided through personal research funding. In recent
years, the difference is more than two fold (Figure 1.10).
Estonian researchers have proven to be very successful in international competition. If you compare the ratio of financial resources received through Horizon 2020 competitions and GDP,
Estonia has been three times more successful than the EU average. If we eliminate the effect of a lower than average GDP, and
use per capita H2020 funding, Estonia is still in a good position,
exceeding the EU average by one and a half times (Figure 1.11).
There are several factors that explain our success in EU
Framework Programmes. The main factors are the high professional level of our researchers, their high level of credibility
in the eyes of our foreign partners, readiness to write competitive projects, willingness to work with foreign partners and
a well-functioning framework support service. International
connections are, in turn, a factor that contributes to a higher
level of research quality (see the article of Prof. Allik in this
publication). There is an amplification effect: international
cooperation is successful if our researchers work at a high
professional level, simultaneously the quality of research increases due to this same cooperation.
Although increasing the amount of research funding from
international sources is one of research policy objectives in
Estonia, a significant increase is most likely not possible. Our
involvement in international research cooperation is already
quite large. We might improve further if our researchers take
more leading roles in international cooperation networks.
ESTONIAN RESEARCH 2016
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Doctoral degree holders and researchers in the labour
market: Estonia compared with other European countries
Tiit Tammaru
University of Tartu, professor

Introduction
One of the most influential country ranking indicators, the
Human Development Index, has three components, with education being one of the three. A high level of education is the
key to success both for countries and individuals. In general,
the higher the level a person’s education, the higher his or her
income will be. Moreover, the more educated a population,
the wealthier society will be as a whole. In other words, the
ability of society to help individuals receive ever higher levels
of education is a critical driver of development.
Just 50 years ago, higher education was still a privilege for
the few, both in Estonia and elsewhere in the world. In 1980,
most young people in Estonia received only basic, secondary,
or vocational education (Figure 2.1). However, technology
has done away with many jobs that require only a basic or
secondary level of education and this trend is expected to
accelerate over the next 50 years.
100%
90%

Doctoral or
equivalent

80%

Master’s

70%

Bachelor’s

share (%)

60%

Vocational
education

50%

Secondary
education

40%
30%

Lower secondary
education

20%
10%
0%

1980

1990

2000
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2015

Figure 2.1. Proportions of all persons who completed any
level of education according to year of graduation, 1980-2015.
Source: Statistics Estonia.21

The last twenty years have brought explosive growth in
higher or tertiary education, and receiving higher education
has become the norm for younger generations; for example,
in OECD countries, 30 to 50% of persons between the ages
of 25 to 34 have completed at least the first level of higher
education. In Estonia, the figure is 40%, which is very similar
to our neighbours, Finland and Latvia.
Now that higher education has become a norm, the next critical
question is what changes do we see in tertiary education: how
many people stop, for example, with just a bachelors degree,
21

and how many will go forward to obtain a masters and doctoral
degree? It is important how many people reach the highest levels
of education (i.e. a doctoral degree) and whether the public sector
and private businesses are able to offer suitable employment to
the growing number of persons with those degrees.
This article focuses on changes within the highest level of education: changes in the numbers of persons holding doctoral
degrees, their employment in the public and private sectors,
and comparisons between Estonia and other OECD and EU
member states. The results indicate that both with respect to
students gaining doctoral degrees and researchers participating in the labour market, Estonia is lagging behind, along with
other Eastern and Southern European countries. Estonian
society and its economy have not been able to generate the
same volume of people climbing the education ladder to the
highest level as the more successful education systems in
western and northern European counties.

There are fewer Estonian workers with doctoral
degrees than in successful European countries
According to Statistics Estonia, 29 people defended their doctoral degrees in 1995 and 208 in 2015. Thus, the relative growth
in the number of doctoral degree holders has been impressive.
and in the period from 1991 to 2015, a total of 3,272 people
received doctoral degrees in Estonia. How does this compare
with other countries? It turns out, not very well. While the percentage of young people acquiring higher education in Estonia
is similar to the OECD average, the percentage of persons with
doctoral degrees places Estonia at the lower levels. There are
5 to 10 PhD holders per thousand working age population in
OECD countries. In Estonia, the figure is 4, which is very close
to Portugal and Italy. Among OECD countries, Switzerland outperforms everyone, with 28 PhD holders per thousand working
age population (Figure 2.2). It is also one of the world’s richest
countries. The linkage between the percentage of persons with
doctoral degrees and country wealth is not uniform. Norway is
a major exception to the general rule. It is among the wealthiest
countries but has only an average percentage of PhD holders.
Its wealth, however, is based on its natural resources.
In the OECD, the lion’s share of PhD holders work in the public
sector. In the private sector, Switzerland leads once again, with
one in four PhD holders working in that sector. Data is lacking
for many countries, but it can still be said that Estonia – with
only 8% of PhD’s in the private sector – is closer to eastern
and southern European countries than northern and western
European countries. For example, in Norway and Finland, onefifth of PhD holders are employed in the private sector and
in Austria and Belgium, the figure is one-fourth. Over the last

Statistics Estonia. www.stat.ee (10.10.2016).
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OECD (2015), OECD Science, Technology and Industry Scoreboard 2015: Innovation for growth and society, OECD Publishing, Paris. –
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/sti_scoreboard-2015-en (14.10.2016).
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Main Science and Technology Indicators Database. (2016). OECD. – www.oecd.org/sti/msti.htm (14.10.2016).
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Statististics Estonia. www.stat.ee (20.10.2016).
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Statististics Estonia. www.stat.ee (20.10.2016).
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decade, there has been no significant growth in private sector
employment of PhD holders. In Estonia, both the number of
PhD holders in the private sector and the percentage of PhD
holders employed in the private sector have decreased. In
turn, this means that Estonia shares a problem with many
other eastern and southern European countries, namely a low
percentage of PhD workers in the workforce overall, as well
as a very low employment rate in the private sector.
The small number of PhD holders in Estonia, as compared to
the rest of Europe, is due to two factors. First, the economic
crisis of 2009 caused a significant reduction in the number
of people that were admitted into doctoral studies: in 2005,
440 persons started their doctoral programmes, in 2010, the
figure was 574, and in 2015, it was 370 (Figure 2.3). In 2012,
there were no longer any non-state funded positions in doctoral programmes. This decreased the number of students
admitted to doctoral studies by around one quarter. From that
time, the number of doctoral students entering programmes in
Estonia has not significantly changed. The number of persons
defending their degrees has increased (Figure 2.3), but this
reflects that the larger numbers of students admitted during
the peak years, were now completing their studies.
The second factor is the low level of efficiency of the programmes: almost half of the doctoral students do not complete
their studies. One cause is the small doctoral studies allowance. Doctoral allowances were at their most competitive in
2005, just after they had been raised from €159 to €384, which
was then equal to the average net salary in Estonia (Figure
2.4). Thereafter, net salaries increased significantly, reaching
€882 per month, while doctoral allowances have remained
the same, resulting in a steadily increasing gap between the
two. In 2016, the doctoral allowance was raised to €442, which
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According to Statistics Estonia, from 2000 to 2015, the largest number of doctoral degrees – more than one-third of the
total number – were awarded to students in the life sciences.
Roughly one-fifth were awarded to students in social sciences, humanities and engineering, and one-tenth in health
services. There was a significant structural shift from 2000
to 2005, when the number of doctoral defenses decreased
in the life sciences and increased in engineering. Since then,
there have been no significant shifts between the various
sciences. Estonia is above the OECD average, however, with
respect to the percentage of persons who have received a
doctoral degree in the natural sciences (Figure 2.5).
Estonia is below average compared to OECD and several
western and northern European countries with respect to the
percentage of people who have received a doctoral degree
in health sciences. This is also true of the humanities and
social sciences. Based on these figures, one might say that
the natural sciences have been more successful in Estonia
– and this success should be maintained. At the same time,
we should consider why doctoral studies in other areas are
below OECD averages. The variation between OECD countries
within the average figure is rather large, and there may be
differences in the classifications of doctoral themes within the
various fields. For example, in Estonia, some doctoral themes
are classified under natural science rather than health science.
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is just 48% of the average net salary. On the positive side,
from September 2015, the government has begun paying
social security contributions for doctoral allowances, thus
increasing the social security of doctoral students, and the
government has begun paying health insurance for foreign
doctoral students.
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Figure 2.5. Graduates at doctoral level, by field of education, 2012.
Source: OECD.26
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OECD (2015), OECD Science, Technology and Industry Scoreboard 2015: Innovation for growth and society, OECD Publishing, Paris. –
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/sti_scoreboard-2015-en (10.10.2016).
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Private companies are reluctant to hire researchers

Looking back over the last fifteen years, we find only small
changes in the proportions of researchers employed in the
public and private sectors in Estonia. There was a slight jump
in the percentage of researchers employed in the private sector after Estonia joined the EU in 2004, but after the global
economic crisis began at the start of 2009, there has been a
clear decline (Figure 2.7). Similarly, employment of researchers
in the public sector has stabilized, i.e. the number and percentage of researchers in the Estonian labour market has not
changed in the last five years: there were 4,314 reserchers and
engineers in 2009 and 4,323 in 2014. During the same period
(2009 to 2014), according to Eurostat data, the number of
researchers increased throughout Europe (EU 28) from 1.56
million to 1.76 million. The Estonian research community is
getting older: the number of researchers who are 65 or older
has clearly increased in the last ten years (Figure 2.8). At the
same time, this generation has done well in mentoring: as a
result, the research community has also been rejuvenated,
with the largest growth in the number of researchers over
the last ten years, to be found in the 35 to 44 age group.
They too, mainly have found employment in the public sector.

Along with some other European countries, Estonia lags behind with respect to the percentage of persons with doctoral
degrees. For that reason, the role of Estonian researchers27 in
the labour market is significantly smaller than in more successful countries of Europe. In 2014, Estonia had 4,323 researchers
(scientists and engineers) or 7.1 researchers per thousand total
employment, which is below average among the developed industrial countries (OECD) and the EU 28 (7.8) (Figure 2.6). Estonia’s difference from the Nordic countries, with whom we would
like to compare ourselves, is worth noting. Finland, Denmark and
Sweden have respectively 15.3, 14.7 and 14.1 researchers per total
employment. The situation is not better in the industrial sector.
Estonia has 2.8 researchers per thousand persons employed in
industry, which places Estonia below seventh from last among
the pool of observed countries. The difference from the OECD
and EU 28 average (respectively, 5.1 and 6.3) is even greater.
The difference from Nordic countries is four to five fold. This
confirms that Estonia has considerable room for improvement
in moving towards a knowledge based economy: on the one
hand, Estonian researchers are concentrated in the public sector, and on the other hand, there are far fewer to be found in
industry than in countries that Estonia would like to resemble.
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Here we define researchers according to definition given in OECD
Frascati Manual 2002 (§301, page 93) where researchers are professionals
engaged in the conception or creation of new knowledge, products, processes, methods and systems and also in the management of the projects
concerned. However, the concept of R&D personnel is wider covering all
persons employed directly on R&D, as well as those providing direct services such as R&D managers, administrators, and clerical staff while persons
providing an indirect service, such as canteen and security staff, should be
excluded ((§294 and §295, page 92). http://www.oecdilibrary.org/docserver/
download/9202081e.pdf?expires=1485250228&id=id&accname=guest&che
cksum=E13D864271D52ED45E339D696C9B1E98 (10.10.2016).
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Main Science and Technology Indicators Database. (2016). OECD. –
www.oecd.org/sti/msti.htm (14.10.2016).
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The salaries of academic personnel can be analysed on the
basis of data for six public universities, who employ a total of
3,252 researchers or three-quarters of all Estonian researchers. The average salary of researchers is €1,551, which is approximately 1.5 times larger than the average salary in Estonia
(solid horizontal line in Figure 2.9). Salaries at the lower levels
(teachers, assistants, lecturers, and junior researchers, all together 1,253 people) are similar to the Estonian average. On
average, 35 leading researchers receive the highest salaries.
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Summary and discussion
From 1991 to 2015, a total of 3,272 people received a doctoral degree in Estonia. While the percentage of young people receiving higher education in Estonia is average among
OECD countries, the percentage of PhD holders puts us on
the lower tier. In OECD countries, from 5 to 10 working age
population per thousand have doctoral degrees. The corresponding number in Estonia is 4. In all OECD countries, the
lion’s share of PhD holders are employed in the pubic sector,
but in more successful countries, the share of PhD holders
in business has begun to increase. Thus, Estonian problems
are similar to those of other eastern and southern European
countries where doctorate holders form a small percentage
of the workforce, and a very small proportion in the private
sector. In other words, in Europe one can make a broad distinction between the more successful northern and western
European countries and less successful eastern and southern
European countries based on the proportion of persons with
doctoral degrees. Estonia’s data places it squarely within the
later group.
The small number of persons with doctoral degrees in Estonia compared with Europe can be explained by two factors.
First, since the economic crisis in 2009, the number of people
admitted to doctoral programmes has significantly fallen. In
light of the decreased admission numbers, in the future, the
number of doctoral degree holders will not be sufficient to
meet the needs of higher education and research or to close
the gap between Estonia and the countries of northern and
western Europe that have more successful education systems.
Moreover, over the next six years (the actual average length
of doctoral studies), it is not possible for Estonia to reduce the
gap in the number of people with doctoral degrees (because
of the length of the doctoral studies cycle), which reduces
the competitiveness of Estonia with respect to western and
northern European countries.
A second dimension of the problem is the low level of efficiency of the studies: almost half of the doctoral students
leave their studies before completion. The reasons for this
are very complex, but we should not overlook the fact that
doctoral allowances have not increased over the last decade.
The second critical reason is the lack of a clear career path
for researchers. Universities must become equally attractive
to both doctoral students and researchers. This problem is
addressed in the current reform scheme for research, where
one part is to develop individual career paths and link them
with financing instruments. However, one of the preconditions
for this reform is increased research funding.
As the percentage of PhD holders in Estonia lags behind European levels, it follows that the role of researchers in the labour
market is also significantly smaller than in most successful
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European countries. On the one hand, the Estonian business
community has not increased its demand for researchers.
Moreover, over the last five years, Estonia has taken a step
back, with a decrease in the number of workers employed in
the private sector. On the other hand, for example, holders of
doctoral degrees in engineering have found work in both the
public and the private sector. For this reason, we need a more
detailed analysis whether the small number of PhD holders
employed in the private sector overall is because firms are
not willing to hire PhD holders (a lack of demand) or because
there are just few such persons available (lack of supply).
From this, the key development problems facing Estonia compared to European countries with more successful education
systems emerge. First, too few people are reaching the highest
level of the education ladder (doctoral level), and the trend
is that the number of candidates being admitted into these
programmes is decreasing. Second, there is a bottleneck in
the programmes, as the percentage of persons not completing
them is high. Third, there are fewer PhD holders employed
in the private sector than in successful European countries.
These are the key problems that should be kept in mind in the
political discussions to find solutions that will make Estonia
more competitive in this changing world.
Estonia should not lower the requirements for obtaining a
doctoral degree just to quickly increase the number of persons
holding such degrees. Doctoral studies are and will remain
primarily scientific, and the main output is scientific articles
(monographs in the humanities). In order to develop independent scientific problem solving capacity during doctoral
studies, students’ co-authoring at least three scientific articles
or compiling a monograph on their own is essential. Certainly,
we should consider how to better link the more experimental
doctoral study programmes with the needs of the economy.
Some steps have already been taken in this direction: industrial doctorate studies, smart specialisation grants, and other
similar measures are already helpful in achieving these goals.
At the same time, in the arts, along with general doctoral
studies, we should develop room for specialisation in areas
that benefit creative industries. For that, it is critical to create
better conditions and more clear rules for artistic research
within doctoral programmes in particular, and more broadly
within the scientific community as a whole.
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Introduction
Some people who are not very familiar with research may
think that publishing articles and then collecting citations is
not the most important aspect of scientific work. But the key
feature of science and the thing that distinguishes it from, for
example, soothsaying and witchcraft, is that scientific results
are made publicly available to everyone who might wish to
repeat the experiments in order to confirm or question the
results. With mutual verifiability we can discover whether those
results are erroneous, and therefore no one has a monopoly on
truths that he does not share with others. An entire industry
is devoted to bringing research results to the public, and it
produces around three million articles each year at a cost
that is larger than the annual Estonian government budget.
To better understand the quality of Estonian research, we
should study the quantity and quality of articles published
by Estonian researchers. Unlike many other forms of human
activity, research is very well documented. In 1955, Eugene
Garfield, a young, visionary chemist, published his article
“Citation Indexes for Science” in the well-respected journal,
Science. The article’s main idea is to use science to assess
research articles by mapping citations to those articles.32 This
idea later grew into the most influential research index in the
world, the Web of Science (WoS), which today already includes
more than one billion citations to scientific publications. Elsevier’s Scopus is a competing database to WoS. Mainly with the
help of these two databases, we can observe how Estonian
research has developed over recent years.

From quantity to quality

tions with larger countries. For example, Finnish researchers
published over 18,000 works in 2015, which is significantly more
than Estonians, even looking at the data on a per capita basis.
One indicator of article quality is the number of citations that
refer to it. If, for example, an article is not cited over a ten-year
period, one might suspect that the results were not interesting,
or that there was nothing new that would attract the attention
of other researchers. While attracting many citations does not
automatically mean that an article is original and interesting,
the number of citations to it is one of the most trustworthy
measurements of article quality. The Scopus database, for
example, measures the quality of a country’s research based
on the percentage of articles that reach the top 10% in terms
of attracting citations. An author may publish an article that
attracts few citations. It is still important to publish as many
articles as possible that are influential, that is, articles that are
frequently cited, and the criteria for measuring that is to reach
the top 10% of most cited publications. Figure 3.1 presents
a ranking of selected countries based on this percentage.
Switzerland, the Netherlands and Denmark are at the top:
around one-fifth of all their publications reach the top 10% of
the most cited articles. Estonia’s percentage is 13.5%, which is
slightly better than that of Italy, France and Portugal. Slovenia
is average, where approximately 10% of its publications reach
the top 10% of most cited articles.
Researchers who measure research quality generally agree
that relying on only one indicator is not sufficient. While, the
quality of articles is most often measured by the number of
citations that it attracts, in some cases, this might mask a
tendency towards mediocre research. For example, observers have noted that Swedish researchers publish relatively
few top cited articles, which reflects a tendency to publish
good but not very original ideas.33 To address this problem,
the author of this article proposed a simple scientific quality
index, (High Quality Science Index or HQSI) that gives equal
weight to the average number of citations per publication
and the percentage of all published articles that reach the
top 1% of most cited publications.34 So that these figures can
be more easily understood, the research quality index uses
standardized units (standardized normal distribution units,
with the mean as zero and standard deviation as 1).

In 1991, the year when Estonia regained its independence,
Estonian authors published around 300 articles in journals
monitored by the predecessor of WoS. This figure includes all
articles where at least one of the authors listed an Estonian
address. The number of indexed articles published each year
since then has greatly increased (for example, in 2015, 2.5 million new publications were recorded in the Core Collection of
the WoS, with more than half a million from US authors) and
the number of Estonian research articles has increased in a
similar fashion. For example, in 2015, there were already 2,698
works in WoS where the authors’ addresses mention Estonia.
The fact that Estonian researchers have published the same
number of articles in one year that used to take nine years,
demonstrates great progress. At the same time, it is difficult
for Estonia to compete on the basis of the volume of publica-

33
Karlsson, S., Persson, O. (2012). The Swedish production of highly cited
papers. Stockholm: Vetenskapsrådet.

32

34

Garfield, E. (1955). Citation Indexes for Science: A New Dimension in
Documentation through Association of Ideas. Science, 122(3159), 108–111.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.122.3159.108 (20.10.2016).

Figure 3.2 shows a country ranking based on a research quality index that combines the average number of citations to
article and the share of articles that have reached the top 1%
of the most cited publications. Using this indicator, Iceland,
Switzerland and Scotland are publishing the best research.

Allik, J. (2013). Factors affecting bibliometric indicators of scientific quality. Trames: Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences, 17(3), 199–214.
– http://dx.doi.org/10.3176/tr.2013.3 (10.10.2016).
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Among the countries that publish a sufficiently large number
of articles (at least 4,000 articles over an eleven year period),
Estonia occupies 13th place, which is very high. Estonia is
ahead, for example, of Norway, Canada, Finland and Germany.
Figure 3.2 also shows countries on the bottom of the list: Romania, Russia and Ukraine. Thus, we can see that countries
have very different capacities to produce high quality research.
Other authors take note of almost every article published from
Iceland, Switzerland and Scotland and they cite them so often
that there is a high probability that these articles will reach
the list of top cited articles. Many countries, however, do not
come out as well in terms of producing research. Even if they
produce a large quantity of articles, the articles are not cited
enough to become classics.
As the WoS and Scopus databases are very large, making
concise and meaningful conclusions about them is not always
an easy task. To solve this problem, WoS built a specialized
search engine called the Essential Science Indicators (ESI).
ESI is updated every two months and covers all publications
that have appeared over the last decade, adding two months
until 12 months are reached. Different categories have different
thresholds for inclusion in ESI. For example, in some research
areas, all countries are ranked in terms of their authors’ total
number of references, and in essential research categories
only the top half, that is, only the top 50% of the countries are
included. ESI classifies all research into 22 fields. Unfortunately,
this list does not include the arts and humanities, because the
creators of ESI found that the publishing and citation practices
in this field differ from all the rest. Nevertheless, excluding
the arts and humanities, ESI provides a trustworthy overview
of the most important research performed in each country.
And looking at ESI over a longer time frame36,37 allows one to
see changes in the quality of science over time.
Figure 3.3 shows the changes in the average number of citations
to Estonian articles over the last decade, that is, since 2006. The
years listed are the last of prior eleven year periods. The data
shows that publications of Estonian authors that exceeded the
quality threshold in 2006, were cited 18% less than those from
leading countries. By 2014, for the first time, Estonian publications became as influential as those from leading countries
in research, and even exceeded their average by 5%. In 2015,
Estonian authors were cited 12% more than in the leading group
of countries on average. This is one of the fastest and largest
increases in the influence of research articles from a given
country in the world over the last ten years.
Which area of Estonian research gave us this significant increase in impact? Table 3.1 shows the changes in impact in
various fields over the last decade. They are ranked based
their impact in 2015. For example, articles by Estonian au36

Allik, J. (2003). The quality of science in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania
after the first decade of independence. Trames: Journal of the Humanities
and Social Sciences, 7 ((57/52)), pp. 40–52.

37

Allik, J. (2013). Factors affecting bibliometric indicators of scientific
quality. Trames: Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences, 17(3), pp.
199–214. http://dx.doi.org/10.3176/tr.2013.3.01 (10.10.2016).

thors on clinical medicine were cited 51% more overall than
the average in this field. In addition to clinical medicine, six
more fields exceed the leading group average: environment/
ecology, plant and animal science, molecular biology and genetics, physics, pharmacology and toxicology and psychiatry/psychology, i.e. publications by Estonian authors in these
fields have been cited more frequently than the average of
the field in the period from 2005 to 2015. Five more fields –
biology/biochemistry, neuroscience and behaviour science,
microbiology, computer science and agricultural sciences –
are about equal to those of the leading group of countries.
By way of contrast, the data for Estonian materials science
is interesting. It was the most successful field in Estonia in
eleven years preceding 2006. Its decrease in impact may
not be due to a dramatic deterioration in the quality of the
articles. For example, it may be that their focus shifted and
researchers who worked there are now publishing in journals
that are classified under physics.
The last column of Table 3.1 shows changes in impact during
the last decade from 2006 to 2015. Clinical medicine has increased in influence the most, but the increases in psychiatry/
psychology and computer science also have been impressive. Some fields, for example, engineering and the social
sciences, have been rather stable. One should not take the
last line – multi-disciplinary research – very seriously. It is a
kind of “grab bag” that includes articles published in universal
scientific journals like Nature, Science, etc., and the algorithm
failed to classify them under any specific field.
Filling all of the cells of Table 3.1 since 2008 by a single country
(ignoring the last row) is not the norm. Reaching the top 50%
of countries in all 22 fields of research is an accomplishment
that only strong research countries can accomplish. It would
seem that one of the most salient features of Estonian research is that we are competitive in all fields of our research.
This is good news for our universities. Modern university
education that is not based on world-class research is not
sustainable.
As ESI does not do justice to the arts and humanities, their
success needs to be assessed separately based on WoS. Arts
and humanities can be defined by the following list of fields:
history, literature, music, philosophy, religion, theatre, linguistics, art, archaeology, classics, dance, film & radio & television,
history of science, cultural studies, along with a few additional
smaller areas. We compared Estonian articles in these fields
with those of Finland and Lithuania in the period from 2005 to
2015. Figure 3.4 shows the percentage of arts and humanities
among all WoS publications in Estonia, Lithuania and Finland.
The share of arts and humanities articles among all publications increases from 2005 to 2010. This may be due primarily
to the fact that WoS started to index a larger number of arts
and humanities journals. The percentage of arts and humanities
articles among all publications is the largest in Estonia (6.3%).
Next comes Lithuania (4.6%) and Finland (2.8%) is last. Thus,
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Estonian arts and humanities authors contribute more to WoS
publications than their Lithuanian or Finnish colleagues. As one
can see, the articles of Estonian, Lithuanian and Finnish arts
and humanities authors are cited less and less each year. This
is expected, because the amount of time for citing publications
from 2005 extends to ten years, while the amount of time for
citing articles from 2015 is just one year. The comparison shows
that the publications of Finnish arts and humanities authors
were cited 1.6 times on average, those of Estonians 0.9 times

and Lithuanians, 0.5 times. Thus, Finnish arts and humanities
authors have been writing slightly more influential articles than
Estonians, who in turn have been more influential than Lithuanian authors. The figure also indicates that the influence gap
between Estonian and Finnish articles is getting smaller.
To summarise, Estonian arts and humanities researchers have
done a very good job in the last decade and contributed
significantly to the success of Estonian research.

Table 3.1. Influence of Estonian research fields compared to the average of the top countries in the period from 2006 to 2015.
Field

Change
2006-2015

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

Clinical Medicine

-27.3

-19.7

-13.7

-9.4

-3.5

3.0

14.3

18.8

35.5

51.1

78.4

Molecular Biology & Genetics

-22.4

-9.9

-2.5

1.0

7.6

9.1

6.7

18.1

23.9

40.0

62.4

Physics

-27.0

-28.8

-33.2

-32.5

-28.2

-21.7

-15.9

0.5

16.8

29.3

56.2

Psychiatry/Psychology

-44.2

-38.7

-36.3

-31.2

-30.2

-23.5

-14.8

-7.0

2.6

5.4

49.7

Plant & Animal Science

-0.5

0.0

3.1

7.7

14.2

23.7

25.5

32.4

39.4

45.8

46.3

-49.6

-54.4

-51.4

-35.4

-35.2

-31.6

-31.8

-20.9

-14.8

-3.8

45.8

7.0

10.5

6.4

11.5

9.8

14.7

19.8

34.1

40.5

47.0

40.0

-46.4

-46.8

-43.8

-38.9

-43.5

-37.2

-21.7

-25.1

-19.9

-14.8

31.6

-70.1

-74.1

-69.0

-62.2

-57.6

-50.7 -43.9

-42.0

28.1

Computer Science
Environment/Ecology
Immunology
Economics ja Business
Microbiology

-29.5

-26.2

-28.9

-26.0

-32.2

-28.1

-17.8

-12.6

-3.4

-3.3

26.3

Geosciences

-46.5

-41.0

-37.2

-32.9

-30.0

-22.6

-23.9

-21.6

-21.0

-20.7

25.9

Neuroscience & Behavior

-27.8

-27.7

-34.4

-39.8

-39.3

-36.0

-31.3

-21.2

-12.4

-2.8

25.0

Biology & Biochemistry

-22.0

-22.0

-18.2

-19.9

-21.6

-18.6

-16.7

-19.9

-13.7

-2.1

19.9

Agricultural Sciences

-26.9

-23.8

-22.1

-23.2

-14.2

-18.9

-12.7

-16.7

-15.7

-7.0

19.9

6.4

1.1

-10.0

-26.7

-26.1

-23.7

-14.0

-6.0

5.5

16.2

9.8

Mathematics

-16.6

-29.0

-30.9

-30.8

-33.6

-39.8

-43.7

-26.2

-16.5

-12.3

4.3

Social Sciences general

-33.4

-30.3

-37.5

-43.5

-46.7

-45.8

-53.0

-36.0

-35.0

-34.4

-0.9

Engineering

-17.2

-17.8

-16.8

-15.6

-12.4

-14.3

-25.4

-19.9

-18.0

-21.9

-4.7

Space Science

-19.1

-31.2

-44.2

-47.9

-47.6

-53.0

-49.6

-37.0

-32.4

-24.3

-5.2

-5.5

-8.3

-8.8

-14.5

-14.0

-13.6

-13.1

-14.4

-12.2

23.3

9.5

-6.4

-18.9

-20.3

-26.0

-28.2

-88.6

-54.5

-43.7

-73.7

-28.4

-36.9

-52.0

-123.3

-14.2

-11.4

-8.1

-1.7

5.0

12.2

31.0

Pharmacology & Toxicology

Chemistry

-2.1

-6.3

Materials Science

60.3

43.5

40.6

Multidisciplinary

71.3

82.4

79.9

-18.8

-17.2

-16.8

All Fields

-15.6

Source: Web of Science, Essential Science Indicators, calculations by the author of this paper.
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Figure 3.4. Share of arts and humanities publications of all WoS publications and the citation average in Estonia, Lithuania
and Finland as of 8 June 2016.
Source: Web of Science, Essential Science Indicators, calculations by the author of this paper.

How can the success of Estonian research be
explained?

in the last two decades, despite their rather similar starting
positions in 1991.

Figure 3.3 is the best confirmation of the spectacular success
story of Estonian research. Over the last ten years, its impact
has increased very quickly, placing it now at the forefront,
among the leading group of countries. There is no reason to
believe that this is just a natural and inevitable path that accompanies the overall economic and political development of
a country. For example, the Russian Federation – whose former
research system, the Soviet Union, just a quarter of a century
ago, included Estonia – is, among the high output countries
for articles produced, at the pinnacle of influence. In 1991, the
contributions of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania to international
research literature were rather similar. Each published around
300 articles in journals indexed by the predecessor of WoS38.
Within the last 11 years (2005–2015), journals indexed by WoS
published 14,386 articles by Estonian authors. Latvia, however,
published just 5,423 and Lithuania 19,642 articles in the same
time period. Also, the average number of citations diverged
significantly. The average number of citations to Lithuanian,
Latvian and Estonian articles is 6.9, 8.7 and 13.3, respectively.
Although Lithuanian researchers published over 5,000 articles more than their Estonian colleagues, Estonian articles
were cited 191,108 times and Lithuanian ones only 135,487,
i.e. the difference is more than 55,000 in favour of Estonia.
Consequently, the development of research in volume and
quality has been very different in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania

It is not quite clear what has caused the sharp increase in
impact over the last couple of years39. If we look at research
grants - the main support for writing articles - not much has
changed in Estonia since 2008. (Figure 1.7) Or taking into
account that doctoral students are the main driving force of
research, one might assume that their working conditions
have improved. Figure 2.4 (Tammaru, 2016), however, shows
that the doctoral allowance was raised in order to equal to
the average salary in Estonia in 2005. Since then, the amount
has remained unchanged and the minimum salary level has
caught up with it. The salary increase of our researchers has
definitely not inspired them to write better articles and publish
these in good international journals that are often cited, either.
One possible explanation might be that Estonian researchers have more frequently cooperated with top researchers
in other countries. The number of international publications
Estonian researchers have co-authored has always been relatively large. Figure 3.5 shows the internationalisation of science
in various countries in 2008 and 2012. Estonia belongs in the
same group as the Netherlands, Norway and Finland, who are
leading research countries. However, there is no significant
change in the period from 2008 to 2012. High-quality research
requires international cooperation, but obviously, this is not
what caused the fast improvement in Estonian research in
the last few years.

38

Allik, J. (2003). The quality of science in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania
after the first decade of independence. Trames: Journal of the Humanities
and Social Sciences, 7 ((57/52)), pp. 40–52.
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Allik, J. (2015). Progress in Estonian science. Proceedings of the Estonian
Academy of Sciences, 64(2), pp. 125–126.
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Certainly, one reason for the success of Estonian research is
investment in research infrastructure, made possible primarily
by EU Structural Funds. Nevertheless, modern research infrastructure — buildings, equipment etc. — alone do not produce
original ideas that colleagues all over the world want to cite.

international co-authorship, % of total scientific articles (%)

The fast improvement in Estonian research quality, as depicted
in Figure 3.3, probably does not have a single explanation.
Thus, in addition to the research-environment contributing to
good research, Estonian researchers themselves have made
the right choices and done the right things that have helped
them reach the top. We might call this “research culture”. This
culture seems to be characterised by the lack of the ‘just

another paper’ mentality. Articles are published because they
have original ideas that offer solutions to important problems,
thus catching the attention of colleagues around the world.
One part of this culture seems to be avoidance of ‘convenience’ research and publications. Certainly, one could advance
one’s career with convenient publications that appear in local
journals, for example, but that have rather modest impact
on international research. Convenience research also deals
with local problems rather than those on the cutting edge of
international research. In summary, Estonian success based
on its research culture is characteristic of the world’s best
research countries.
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Research, development and productivity
compared internationally
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profit is no longer physical labour or manual skills, but intellectual skills and knowledge. ‘The most fundamental resource
in the modern economy is knowledge, and, accordingly, the
most important process is learning’41. According to the OECD, a
knowledge-based economy is ‘directly based on the production,
distribution and use of knowledge and information’.42

Kadri Ukrainski
University of Tartu, professor

Introduction
Economic growth in Estonia has been very modest lately
and is expected to be just 1.3% in 2016. There is more and
more talk about economic development slowing down and
Estonia failing to break out of the middle income trap. Indeed,
the average income level of Estonia has been between 74%
and 76% of the EU average over the last five years, and the
gap is not getting smaller (see Table 4.1). However, this is not
unique to Estonia. As seen in Table 4.1, the income level of
many countries is growing more slowly or even regressing
compared to average growth. For example, the income level
of Finland has fallen from 120% to 108% of the EU average
between 2008 and 2015.
The contribution from different sources of economic growth is
changing. Opportunities for increased contribution from several
production factors, in particular the labour force, is limited. In
upcoming years, the working age population of Estonia is going
to decrease by five to six thousand people per year. Such a
situation urgently demands more productive use of the existing
labour force and capital. The main source of value creation and

A condition of breaking out of the middle income trap is more
knowledge input throughout the Estonian economy, thus producing more innovation everywhere in society. This argument
is supported by global experience. But only very few countries
have managed to establish themselves in the so called ‘big
league’ over the last several decades. Among them are several
Asian countries such as Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea,
where their rise largely has been the result of contributions
from research and development (hereafter ‘R&D’). These countries have built a well-functioning national innovation system
that focuses on the creation, dissemination and application of
knowledge. One indicator that reflects this trend is the level
of R&D investment. The generally accepted definition of R&D
includes basic research, whose goal is to create new knowledge
without any specific focus on application; applied research, with
its more practical goal, and testing and development, with the
specific goal of developing new products or processes.
This article provides an overview of the dynamics of Estonian R&D expenditure and the knowledge intensity of our
economy compared internationally. It also describes the options proposed in Estonia for using knowledge to enhance

Table 4.1. GDP compared to the EU28 average in the period from 2004 to 2015, EU28 = 100.
Czech
Republic
Denmark
Germany

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

79

80

81

83

81

83

81

83

82

83

84

85

125

123

123

121

123

122

126

125

126

125

125

124

117

117

117

117

118

116

121

124

124

124

126

125
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55

59

64

68

68

62

63

69

74

75

76

74
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144

145

146

146

132

129

130

132

131

131
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47
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60

52

52
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62

64

64
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56
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63

56
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70

73

75
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49
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50

53
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59

62

64
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67

68

69

56

59
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71

73

73

74
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117
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114

117
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116

115

116

115
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129

123

125

127

126
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125

126

127

124

123

123

Sweden
Source: Eurostat.
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our economic performance. One might say that the knowledge intensity of the Estonian economy is average – this is
reflected in the level of performance of our economy, which
is well below the EU average.
It should be acknowledged that the Estonian innovation system is not yet efficient enough in its ability to transform R&D
expenditure into economic results. To increase knowledge
intensity in the Estonian economy, our companies would have
to adjust their positions in the international value chain and
thus contribute to increased productivity and overall prosperity as well as increase the motivation to partner with research
institutions. As our companies compete more intensively in
the “big leagues”, the more they will need universities, research
and researchers. On the other hand, top-level research and
highly-motivated researchers are their best partners. So far,
the Estonian research funding system and researchers’ career
orientation have not had a strong focus on cooperation with
private enterprises, and changes in this area are crucial to
increase the knowledge intensity of our economy.

The link between GDP and R&D investment
The most broad measure of a country’s knowledge intensity
is the ratio of R&D expenditure to GDP. This includes public
and private expenditure on R&D and it indicates how important R&D is to the country. This indicator is often criticised,
on the grounds that it measures all expenditure or investments, including those that will not bear fruit. Therefore, we
will look at the most general indicator of productivity as well,
which is gross domestic product (GDP) per capita measured in

comparable prices (Purchasing Power Parity or PPP). Figure 4.1
shows gross domestic expenditure on R&D as a percentage of
GDP and GDP per capita measured in thousands of US dollars
(PPP). Thus, Figure 4.1 shows the link between R&D expenditure and income levels. Countries with higher GDP per capita
usually have higher R&D expenditures as well. This, however,
says nothing about the cause and effect relationship, but time
series studies have shown in the case of several Asian countries
that first, they have increased R&D expenditures and then their
GDP has increased as well. That is, R&D expenditure was an
investment in economic growth. But this has worked well only
with the help of a well-built national innovation system44.
Figure 4.1 shows Estonia in a rather modest position among
the OECD countries with respect to the ratio of gross domestic expenditure on R&D as a percentage of GDP and GDP
per capita. Hungary and Portugal are at the same level as
Estonia; and the Czech Republic and Slovenia are at slightly
higher levels. As a whole, R&D investments of the countries
correlate very well with their general productivity level. The
US, Denmark, Sweden and Germany stand out as having very
high R&D expenditures and high GDP per capita. Japan, Korea and Israel are an interesting group of countries, because
their R&D expenditures are relatively higher than GDP per
capita. And there are also countries whose GDP per capita is
relatively higher than one would expect based on their R&D
expenditure. In those cases, the country is usually rich in
natural resources (Norway and Canada) or is a base for foreign investors operating in the EU (Ireland). This allows them
to gain higher GDP levels without making R&D expenditure.
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Figure 4.1. Gross domestic expenditure on R&D (% of GDP) and GDP (PPP) per capita in 2014.
Source: OECD.45
45

Main Science and Technology Indicators Database. (2016). OECD. –
www.oecd.org/sti/msti.htm (07.10.2016).

34

ESTONIAN RESEARCH 2016

44
Fagerberg, J., Godinho, M. (2007). Innovation and Catching Up. –
The Oxford Handbook of Innovation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.
514–542.

Research, development and productivity compared internationally

Estonia’s ability to transform research into
productivity is limited
Figure 4.1 indicates that, in general terms, the level of R&D
investment and the level of productivity in a given country
correlate. The next step is to investigate the link between
productivity and the number of researchers employed in
businesses that use a significant amount of R&D investment.
Naturally, there are great differences among the various fields
of economic activity. The limited scope of this article does
not allow us to delve into these differences; it only looks at
the link between productivity (measured by the value added
generated per worker) and the number of business enterprise
researchers per thousand persons employed in the industrial
sector in OECD countries. This sector of the economy is very
important from the aspect of knowledge intensity of the overall
economy, because high-tech and knowledge-based industry
is a demanding client for many service sectors, thus contributing to the growth of productivity and knowledge intensity
of the whole economy. The vertical axis of Figure 4.2 shows
productivity per employee and the horizontal axis shows the
number of researchers per thousand employed in industry
in 2014. The first conclusion that can be made is that once
again, the relative share of researchers in the labour force
and productivity per employee correlate. This correlation persists over a longer period of time. The second conclusion is
that unfortunately, Estonia is in a very weak position among
OECD countries both as regards the productivity of industry

as well as the ratio of researchers: we are in the same group
as Turkey, Portugal and Poland. Our neighbours to the north
do much better with respect both to productivity and the
percentage of researchers.

Estonian private sector employs few researchers
and PhD holders
As a next step, we might describe the situation with respect
to the main input of the Estonian knowledge-based economy:
its researchers. We ask, what has been the dynamic in the
employment of researchers in Estonian industry and the
business enterprise sector as a whole? Is their relative share
in the labour force increasing? From the perspective of a
knowledge-based economy, we also need to investigate what
has happened with respect to the number of researchers with
a PhD in the business sector. The most important input in a
knowledge-based economy is the number of educated people
and the quality of their knowledge and skills. The share of
highly educated people (45%) puts Estonia in a very good
place in international rankings, but the position is more modest
if we look at the relative share of researchers in the labour
force. Figure 4.3 shows the changes in the total number of
researchers per 1000 employees in the overall labour force
of Estonia in the period from 2000 to 2014. The figure thus
basically reflects the dynamics of the share of researchers
among the labour forces of various countries.
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From Figure 4.3 we can see that Finland occupies a leading
position. They have 15 researchers per 1000 employees. The
number of researchers in Estonia increased from 4.5 to more
than 7 per 1000 employees and then has stayed at that level.
The ratio of researchers in Estonia is thus rather close to
the EU and OECD averages. In addition, Finland, Denmark,
Korea and Sweden are above average. In contrast, the number of researchers per 1000 employees in South Korea has
increased from 5.13 to 13.5 between 2000 and 2014. This is
a rapid increase. Denmark has seen a similar growth trend,
but the data for Sweden and Finland have fluctuated. The
share of researchers is very low in China, Romania and Turkey.
In general, the higher the percentage of researchers in the
labour force, the better the preconditions for R&D cooperation between companies and universities. To summarise, the
dynamics of our indicator have been quite positive. If we look
at industry, however, the situation of Estonia is less impressive. Figure 4.4 shows the number of researchers per 1000
employed in industry in Estonia and several other countries
at different levels of development in the period from 2000 to
2014. The figure indicates that despite improvement, Estonia’s
2.8 researchers per thousand employed in industry is less
than one quarter of that of Finland, Sweden and Denmark,
as well as less than in Slovenia and the Czech Republic. Of
the countries compared, only Poland has a lower indicator.
The country that stands out most is Israel, where the percentage of researchers is extremely high, South Korea also stands
out as a good example of a country with a rapid increase
in its share of researchers. From the countries chosen for
this analysis, Ireland is also interesting, because after a long
standstill, foreign investments have finally started to increase
the number of their researchers as well. Unfortunately, we still
cannot see any increase in the number of researchers in our
industry. This raises the question of why we still have such a
low percentage of researchers in industry. It is probably due
to the role of Estonian companies in the international value
chain: their place does not require R&D job creation. Instead,
the required knowledge comes from abroad.
Another very important measure of the knowledge intensity of
economic sectors is their ability to hire holders of PhD degrees.
The next table, Figure 4.5 shows the number of employees in
business enterprise sector with PhD’s in eight broad fields of
economic activity in Estonia, in the period from 1998 to 2014.
From 1998 to 2010, the number of PhD holders in the business
sector of Estonia increased rapidly from 83 to 292. Unfortunately, in 2011, the number of PhD holders hired in this sector
started to decrease, and this trend has not reversed. During
the period of rapid economic growth, the number of employees
with PhD’s increased especially in the field of R&D, i.e. mostly
in the public research system (see Figure 4.5). At the same
time, the number of PhD holders in the manufacturing, business services, telecommunications and software development
sectors has increased over the long run, but it has decreased
in recent years. The reason is probably that R&D-intensive
services and even production have moved out of Estonia.
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Israel

The electricity and water supply sectors are positive exceptions: their number of PhD holders has increased from 0 to
8. The total number of PhD holders working outside R&D in
Estonia is approximately 75 people. This is directly at odds
with the fact that each year, 150 new doctoral students graduate from Estonian universities. The contrast is more sharp
considering our strategic objective, which is graduating 300
new PhD holders per year.
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Thus, the data from the above figures (showing the low percentage of researchers in industry and very low number of
employees with PhD’s hired by the business sector), clearly
indicate that our economy and society as a whole, are not
able to use the input of highly educated specialists. This, in
turn, is reflected in the low productivity of our companies, i.e.
their moderate capacity to create value, as Figure 4.2 indicates. At the same time, productivity is, in the long run, the
most important direct factor driving competitiveness and the
foundation for economic growth.
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In the Estonian business sector, R&D has a very
narrow basis
R&D expenditures in the Estonian business sector are very
concentrated. Estonia has a total of just 250 companies that
have made any investments in R&D. In 2012, 75% of these
investments were made by 27 larger companies and 85% by
50 companies49. Among these bigger companies are government controlled entities, such as Eesti Energia, Eesti Post
(Omniva) and Elering. On the other hand, more than one-third
of the companies investing in R&D are micro-enterprises that
have fewer than nine employees. There are fewer than ten
companies with more than 500 employees investing in R&D.
This concentration has increased over the last decade.
Figure 4.6 below shows R&D expenditures of Estonian companies by economic activity; these include both in-house and
external R&D expenditure in 2014. The biggest investor is
the ICT sector with 32% of all R&D investments, followed by
manufacturing with 23%, professional, science and technology
sectors with 20%, and the financing and insurance sectors
with 10%. The share of professional, science and technology
sectors has increased rapidly in the last decade. In view of the
future, it will be extremely difficult for Estonian companies to
be competitive in a knowledge-based economy if only very
few of them engage in R&D. We need to have more such
companies and in more diverse fields of activity.
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R&D cooperation between business enterprises and
the research sectors is weak

the government has an important role in directing the activities of state-owned companies. Germany’s 14% is most
probably linked to their highly developed industrial capacity
that needs new knowledge inputs from universities. The role
of the business sector is the most modest in Luxembourg,
Portugal and Ireland. In conclusion, it can be said that the
Estonian data based on percentages is comparable to that
of several important innovating countries. However, the results of innovation studies53 show that although the share of
companies working with universities in innovation has slightly
increased, it is very low, and supports the conclusion that R&D
cooperation is very concentrated. Figure 4.8 below shows the
business enterprises sector R&D financing (million EUR) given
to universities and other non-profit research institutions in
the period from 1998 to 2015.

Previous studies regarding the innovation behaviour of companies have shown that innovative companies use many and
diverse sources of knowledge and work with various partners
(consumers, suppliers, competitors, universities, etc.). Cooperation of this sort is useful primarily because it widens
the resource base and enhances competences. Hence, we
can conclude that the innovation capacity of companies improves with a wider knowledge base, where costs and risks
are shared with others, which takes place through cooperation with other entities (partners). The more complex the
companies’ activities become in the international value chain,
the more diverse knowledge base they need and the more
they turn to universities.

A noticeable change in business sector financing appeared
in 2007, which is linked to the availability of EU Structural
Funds. With co-financing, it became possible for the business
sector to commission research from research institutions.
During the crisis period, expedited launch of several business
measures was important in maintaining the R&D capacity of
the business sector54. While business sector R&D investments
was static from 2008 to 2009, public sector financing in the
R&D of businesses slightly increased, and since 2010, R&D
expenditures have accelerated especially in the business
sector, while public sector expenditure slowed down a bit.

Comparing the contribution of companies in financing the
research activities of universities on an international basis,
Estonia is only slightly below the OECD average. Figure 4.7
shows OECD data on the percentage of higher education
R&D expenditures financed by industry in various countries.
Estonia’s 4.4% is slightly below the EU and OECD average,
i.e. 6.4% and 5.9%, respectively.
Surprisingly, the Estonia data for 2013 is close to that of
the US and the UK. Private sector financing of research in
higher education is extremely high in China and Russia. This
is probably the result of their command economies, where

7.7

8

6.5

6

6.2

7

4.8
4.4

4.5

4.5

4.7

4

3.2
2.4

2.7

2.3

2.5
1.7

2.0

1.8

1.8

2

2.7

3
2.6

million EUR

5.1

5

1
0
1996 1997

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

2011

2012 2013

2014

2015

Figure 4.8. R&D expenditure in non-profit sectors financed by the business sector (million EUR).
Source: Statistics Estonia.55

55

Statistics Estonia. www.stat.ee (20.10.2016).

53
Ukrainski, K., Varblane, U. (2015). Teadmusmajandus kui Eesti eesmärk:
kas läheneme sellele või mitte? – Eesti Inimarengu Aruanne 2014/2015.
Tallinn: Eesti Koostöö Kogu, lk 36–46.
54
Ukrainski K., Karo, E., Kelli, A., Vallistu, J., Tänav, T., Kirs, M., Lember, V.,
Kalvet, T. ja U. Varblane. (2015). Eesti teadus- ja arendustegevuse ning
innovatsiooni strateegia 2007–2013 täitmise analüüs. – Lõpparuanne.
Tallinn ja Tartu: Tallinna Tehnikaülikool ja Tartu Ülikool.

ESTONIAN RESEARCH 2016

39

Next, with the help of Figure 4.9, let us compare the share of
the government in financing business enterprise expenditures on R&D in selected countries. Once again, the variation
is rather large, from less than 1% in Switzerland to almost
one-fifth in Hungary and 14% in Romania. This might reflect
the different development needs of the countries and their
business sectors or different policy choices. The figure shows
that Estonia, with its 10.2%, occupies a relatively high sixth
place, which means that, with the help of the European Union,
our government supports business sector R&D quite considerably. This co-financing gives the government a potential
innovation policy tool to promote closer cooperation between
universities and companies.
While monetary stimulus alone might not be enough to
change behavior, financing as a signal from policymakers
should not be underestimated. Based on this indicator, Estonia
is quite significantly above the EU and OECD averages, i.e.
6.7% and 6.6%, respectively. The rather large share of public co-financing presents a challenge for the government to
channel these support instruments into the development of
society in the best possible way. Setting development priorities
under the Estonian smart specialisation concept poses inherent conflicts for policymakers. On the other hand, this rather
high Estonian indicator might be seen as the government’s
attempt to alleviate the negative impact of limited financial
resources of companies on the R&D activities of the private
sector. In conclusion, we must admit that, except the US, in
countries that lead in innovation, the role of the government
in companies’ R&D financing has been smaller.

The need to increase productivity, drives
companies to become more knowledge intensive
Countries compete with each other over capital and labour
on an ongoing basis, trying to offer the best conditions in
the form of physical and institutional infrastructure. Similarly,
companies compete over production inputs. Their success
depends on their capacity to sell goods and services and
earn profit. The capacity to earn profit depends largely on
how efficiently they use their production inputs, i.e. on their
productivity. This reveals the link between the competitiveness of countries and companies and their levels of productivity. In the long run, productivity is the most important factor
that directly affects competitiveness and provides a source
of economic growth56. It plays this role both on the level of
the national economy as well as with individual companies.
Stable productivity growth in companies allows them to make
more profit, raise real salaries, make additional investments
in new technologies and product development, develop new
channels for entering foreign markets, etc. These increase the
competitiveness of companies in both domestic and foreign
markets. A strong business sector, in turn, is the basis for
the economic strength of the country. Thus, any increase in

productivity directly leads to increased standards of living:
people’s real income increases, they can buy more goods and
services, invest into education, etc.
What is the cause of the low productivity levels of our labour
force? This cannot be explained simply by low intensity work
of Estonian employees. It is very important to see what kind
of work they do, and how complex the products or services
they produce, are. The OECD productivity report says that
it is not important what kind of products a country makes;
instead, it is important what activities the country performs in
the production chain57. Hence, the position of our companies
in the global value chain is extremely important58.
To ensure and improve the competitiveness of the Estonian economy in the future, we must make huge efforts to make our economy knowledge intensive and
offer goods and services that contain much more added
value. And any increase in knowledge intensity is closely
connected with increased productivity - factors that
influence the level of productivity of companies as well
as the country as a whole. It is not enough to intensify
the level of work at the workplace. The position in the
international value chain where a given company operates is very important. Improving productivity is a continuous and complex process that requires continuous
learning. Thus, productivity cannot be increased by
employing one simple solution; instead, it requires the
interaction of many factors and the contribution of both
the private sector as well as the government, with its
economic policy, which goes further than just political
measures based on its RD&I strategy. Many companies
in Estonia are small, and their size limits their ability
to produce and sell more. Furthermore, they often lack
the knowledge of global markets, the technology used
by their competitors, and new organisational solutions,
all of which could contribute to their ability to sell their
products in the global market. Another problem is the
low price level of our products, because these are often
just semi-finished products that that are sold to partners
in Western Europe who then add value to them.
Several studies have shown that within the value chain (from
product development to its sales to final consumer) the production phase creates the smallest added value59. To improve
the situation and increase its productivity, a company has at
least three strategic courses of development if it intends to
stay in the same value chain (see Figure 4.10).
57
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The first option is to continue with current production activities, but try to apply various process innovations and improve
organisational functioning, thus reducing production costs and
increasing added value. In the chart, this would be presented
as moving up the value chain to the next line (see Figure
4.10). It might turn out that production becomes profitable
again, creating more complex products that can be made
with specific skills and knowledge that foreign competitors
cannot easily copy.
The second option is for the company to move towards the
beginning of the value chain - that means developing a new
or upgraded product or service, developing new engineering
solutions, and linking these to production. With these in place,
it is possible to pay more to employees engaged in production,
and the overall value added created by the company increases
(the arrow from production to the left in Figure 4.10). The third
option is to move from production towards the customer, i.e.
to merge sales with production until you are selling your own
brand. Here it would be sufficent for firms to link suitable and
necessary services to the product that is on the market (the
arrow from the production to the right in Figure 4.10). In this
way too, the added value created by the company is larger and
it is possible to pay the employees involved in production more.
In fact, there are definitely fields of activity where it is already
necessary to think much more globally, which means deciding to move the least value adding aspects of production to
other countries, and taking a role in managing the international value chain. The whole discussion above leads to the
conclusion that success is based on the desire, ability and
opportunity to learn continuously. To realize any of the above
strategies, it is necessary to apply new knowledge, and this
should lead companies to develop internally as well as find
new sources of knowledge and thus turn to universities and
research institutions.
To ensure and improve Estonia’s competitiveness in the future, we need to make huge efforts to offer goods and services that contain much more added value. At present, the
preconditions for rapid development in Estonia are not just
companies making large investments in R&D, but also very
skillfully using the technology, management methods and
production systems used elsewhere in the world. Innovation
must not be viewed narrowly, as just developing new products.
Naturally this first requires some explanatory work to be undertaken among company managers at all levels to help them
get used to the need for continuous learning. To summarise,
the key to productivity growth in Estonia is its people, - their
knowledge and skills development. An economy is not a set
of physical structures and technologies, it is working people and their knowledge. The development of competences
among employees initiates changes that later reflect in the
economic indicators of company. Improved innovation and
productivity in the business sector requires a variety
of sources of knowledge and more cooperation with research institutions.
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Government options for increasing knowledge
intensity in businesses
Although this article describes the increase in the R&D in the
Estonian economy and does not delve into RD&I policy making
processes, the following are some policy recommendations
based on other analyses made recently in Estonia.
One key factor in devising the Estonian RD&I strategy for
the period from 2014 to 2020 was the understanding that
the implementation of the strategy should - in addition to
supporting the development of our research system - also
contribute more and in a more direct way to improving the
productivity of our companies, and avoid the situation where
the share of R&D expenditure in GDP is growing and innovation indicators are improving, but the ability of the economy to
add value is increasing very slowly. This requires much more
effective cooperation between the private sector and public
institutions and universities. Cooperation cannot be forced;
instead, there needs to be a motivational and institutional
framework for it to evolve. For the most part, the latter yet
needs to be created, especially with respect to cooperation
between the government and companies.
The first and most critical step is that the Estonian growth
strategy focus should be on increasing the knowledge intensity of our economy, so that government’s activities will be
coordinated in order to unambiguously support this process.
The assessment of the RD&I strategy 2007–2013 highlighted
various problems with coordinating different policy areas,
levels and instruments62, which problems have not significantly changed. This indicates the limited effectiveness of
the strategy (as well as the Ministry of Education and Research, which has the main responsibility for the strategy63)
in resolving this problem as well as the limits of the so called
knowledge sector to solve it on its own initiative.
In using support instruments for business R&D, so far Estonia
has followed the principle of supporting the winners, in effect, strengthening the strongest, as well as companies that
are active in Tallinn and Harju County64. The same applies
to the research side - supporting internationally competitive
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research groups. However, this has not reduced the specialisation gap between higher education R&D and business R&D65.
It is important to widen the base of companies engaging in
R&D outside of Harju County and to develop R&D financing and management mechanisms that are more suitable
for dealing with local socio-economic problems. To increase
the number of companies engaging in R&D, the first thing
to do is to increase their other competences in order to help
them better cope within the open innovation paradigm (ibid).
This can be done through educational cooperation between
universities and companies.
Policymakers and universities alike have viewed the cooperation between companies and universities very narrowly –
mostly as conducting applied research. Our companies, the
government and universities should consider more cooperation options: development and implementation of curricula,
lifelong learning, mobility of students and researchers, management cooperation, etc.66 Such an approach would widen
the circle of potential partners. Our companies, the government and universities should initiate long-term cooperation,
experiment with different forms of cooperation and demand
high quality in cooperation. For example, Estonian companies
could use more researchers’ help in getting additional R&D
financing from the various development programmes of the
EU. Uncoordinated interests are one of the important factors
hindering cooperation. Universities should cooperate more,
for example, towards developing joint curricula, practice arrangements and internationalisation, to become more useful to
companies and become their credible partners. A comparative
study of 14 European countries showed that companies that
export and have a foreign shareholder tend to choose a foreign university as their partner because domestic universities
cannot offer them the knowledge they need. For cooperation
with domestic universities government support was needed
in all countries. This increased the likelihood of cooperation
in 12 out of 14 countries67.

Conclusion
One might say, with respect to the development of Estonia’s
research and economic systems, that to ensure and improve
the competitiveness of Estonia in the future, we need to make
huge efforts to make our economy knowledge intensive and
offer goods and services that contain much more added
value. It might be said that both the Estonian research and
its economy are moving in the right direction in strength65
Ukrainski K., Karo, E., Kelli, A., Vallistu, J., Tänav, T., Kirs, M., Lember, V.,
Kalvet, T. ja Varblane, U. (2015). Eesti teadus- ja arendustegevuse ning innovatsiooni strateegia 2007–2013 täitmise analüüs. – Lõpparuanne. Tallinn
ja Tartu: Tallinna Tehnikaülikool ja Tartu Ülikool.
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universities as cooperation partners? – The comparative view in Europe.
University of Tartu Faculty of Economics and Business Administration,
Working Paper Series, 93, pp. 1–28.

ening their competences. The achievement of the goal – a
knowledge-based economy – is hindered by the fact that our
innovation system is fragmented, as reflected in the context
of this article, in the rather weak innovation synergy between
research institutions and companies.
Increases in knowledge intensity are closely connected with
increased productivity - with factors that influence the level
of productivity of companies and the country as a whole.
For that reason, it is not sufficient to think in terms of intensifying work at the workplace. The place where a company
operates in the international value chain is very important.
Improving productivity is a continuous and complex process
that requires continuous learning. Thus, productivity cannot
be increased by one simple solution; instead, it requires the
interaction of many factors and the contribution of both the
private sector as well as the government with its economic
policy. One important tool is better aligning research and
higher education institutions to cooperate with companies and
the public sector, because Estonia’s research system supports
economic innovation less than that of other countries. The
government can adjust the research financing system and
researchers’ career orientation from high-level publishing to
more applied research and innovation. We should learn from
the reform conducted in the Nordic countries undertaken in
1980’s to direct researchers to investigate more about societal
needs; during which time the research productivity of these
systems did not suffer
Many companies in Estonia, however, are small, and this limits their ability to produce and sell more. Furthermore, they
often lack knowledge of global markets, the technology used
by their competitors and new organisational solutions, all
of which could contribute to their ability to sell their products in the global market. Another problem is the low price
level of our products, as they are often just semi-finished
products that partners in Western Europe add value to. The
meager innovation capacity of Estonian companies and the
weak motivation of both of companies and the public sector to cooperate with universities are also problems, as they
prevent implementation of the so called “open innovation”
method to move up the value chain. Various studies indicate
that Estonian companies act very pragmatic: cooperating
primarily with those stakeholders whose contribution has
an effect that can be measured in money and implemented
immediately. Setting an objective of achieving knowledgebased production and attaining that objective is a very long
process. One of the most important problems in Estonia is
the very narrow base for R&D investment – this has become
very clear especially in recent years. As soon as the oil shalerelated chemical research was frozen, the knowledge intensity
indicators of the Estonian economy fell considerably. With
rapidly-growing labour costs, the R&D base has widened in the
business sector step-by-step in any event, but to accelerate
this process. Attention needs to be focused on the factors
affecting knowledge intensity.
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The stomata of Moses-in-theCradle (Tradescantia spathacea). In opening stoma guard
cells (swollen). You can see vacuoles and chloroplasts (green).
Authors: Sulev Kuuse (photo) and Evi Padu (prepared the sample) (Institute of Molecular and Cell Biology, University of Tartu), 2007.
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Estonian research funding
system needs reorganisation
Andres Koppel
Head of Estonian Research Council

Karin Jaanson
Executive Director of Estonian Research Council

Siret Rutiku
Head of Research Funding Department
of Estonian Research Council

Starting from the time that we regained our independence,
the development of research in Estonia has been significant.
One reason for this has been the successful R&D system
reform of two decades ago. Its main components were the
reorganisation of the research institution network to make it
primarily university-centred, the creation of a competitionbased research funding system, and the use of international
expertise in assessing the quality of research. After the restoration of independence, our objective in those financially
poor circumstances was to increase our scientific potential
and adopt the principles of a western style research system.
We had to support and develop the best parts of our research,
at the cost of abandoning the weaker parts. As the economic
situation of Estonia improved, new objectives could be targeted: modernising research infrastructure and increasing
international cooperation and mobility of researchers. In addition to maintaining its high level and diversity, now research68
is expected to provide more support to the economic growth
of Estonia and to increase the overall welfare of our people.
The current national research funding system is characterised by high proportion of project-based and competitive
R&D funding, and considerable dependence on EU Structural Funds. The large share of project-based funding does
not allow research institutions to set long-term objectives,
or to offer a stable research environment for researchers.
The modern buildings and labs constructed with the help
of EU Structural Funds have created completely new and
internationally attractive research infrastructures, but now
we do not have enough funds to use these in full capacity,
because the volume of funding from instruments financed
from our own tax revenue have stayed more or less the same
since 2008. Estonia’s low R&D investment level compared
to other countries and dominantly project-based funding
have not allowed Estonian research institutions to develop a
researcher’s career model, which among other things would
68

For the purpose of this article, research means research and development as a whole.

support researchers’ cooperation with enterprises and their
international mobility, contribute to their self-development
(incl. in the business sector) regarding knowledge transfer
and innovation, and motivate young people to choose career
in science or engineering.
The research funding system that was created about twentyfive years ago and which contributed to our success has, by
now, become obsolete, and the incremental changes made
to it over time cannot solve the issues that have emerged.
What should be changed?
An effective research funding system should support a researchers’ career and motivate research institutions to conduct fruitful cooperation with enterprises and government
agencies. The system should also support and motivate entrepreneurs to invest in R&D.
A well-functioning funding system should include instruments
that each have their specific role and the instruments together
form a consistent whole. Research funding that is granted
through tough competition is well suited for achieving excellence if it supports researchers at various stages of their career. However, this tough competition does not allow research
funding to ensure the stability of the various research fields
necessary for society, and does not give research institutions
(our biggest research institutions are universities) the tools
that they need to implement their strategic plans. Therefore,
we need to reorganise the current baseline funding of research
institutions into the institutional block funding instrument and
increase its volume to equal the volume of research grants
for researchers. Similar to higher education activity support
that supports providing higher education, the government
can establish the conditions for using research block funding.
For example, the universities have to ensure the provision of
competitive higher education in their areas of responsibility,
they must also ensure high-quality research, support research
of doctoral students, apply the researcher’s career model,
increase cooperation with enterprises, etc.
Grants and block funding together should support the core of
Estonian research, which should be strong enough to form the
intellectual basis for Estonian advancement. However, these
two funding instruments would account for less than half of
total public sector R&D expenditure, even if the public sector
R&D expenditure would increase to 1% of GDP. In addition to
grants and block funding, research is also financed by other
funding instruments and measures administrated by various
ministries. The precondition for achieving the objectives of the
Estonian RD&I Strategy is to maximise the synergy between
all of these instruments and measures. Thus, we need to think
through how the increase in R&D expenditure should support
the development of society and the economy through all the
existing and possible new funding instruments.
To make preparations for these changes, the Estonian Research Council invited experts of various stakeholders (including the Estonian Academy of Sciences, Ministry of Education
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and Research, universities, other research institutions and
young researchers) to come together in 2016. The cooperation resulted in the new concept for grants and block funding
(‘Uurimistoetuste ja baasfinantseerimise uus kontseptsioon
teadus- ja arendustegevuse rahastamise süsteemis’). This
document proposed changes to grants and block funding with
respect to other R&D funding instruments, so these would ensure a logical, coherent and holistic research funding system.69
The new concept of grants and block funding focuses on
these two funding instruments as the basic elements of the
research funding system. To better link other R&D, technology
transfer and innovation funding instruments, joint discussions
among the ministries managing these should start as soon as
possible, because if the research funding system is reorganised without making any changes to the funding of related
activities, it would not be possible to achieve the expected
impact of research on the economy.
To further increase in the overall welfare of our country, we
have no alternative than to invest in people. The essential
precondition for providing high quality higher education is
top-level research. Research also offers solutions for problems
we are faced with, either in business, or in society in general.
Thus, we need to increase R&D investments. In doing so, the
guiding role of the government and enterprises should significantly increase. The opportunities of research institutions
in performing their tasks should increase together with their
responsibilities for the use of research funds.

The younger generation and
careers in research
Heli Lukner
University of Tartu, senior researcher
In the upcoming decade, the talented and motivated young
people who have started their university studies, up to postdoctoral research, will form the next generation of our researchers. Compared to the previous decade, students have
more opportunities to study abroad and participate in international exchange programmes, and these are ever more
widely used70. Our secondary school graduates and university
students are competitive and successfully apply to very strong
foreign universities. One should not underestimate the contribution our system of Olympiads, valuation of pupils’ research
papers and other outlets, including a high-quality secondary
education, make in finding and developing scientific talent. It
is a pleasure to see that there are many talented and ambitious young people who have the mental potential as well as
motivation to become researchers. However, we should keep
in mind that the younger generation has not promised, for
the sake of homeland ideals, just to eat potato peels as the
older generation did. For young people who have grown up
in a free Estonia that has enjoyed rapid economic growth,
further developing themselves and testing the limits of their
abilities are top priorities. Figuratively, to fly as high as their
wings can carry them and to change the world.
When moving from lower levels to higher levels of higher
education, the image of the researcher changes. During the
first level (bachelor’s studies), a teacher/researcher is an
honourable role model, a person whose knowledge is at the
upper limit of human potential. It is an attractive ideal. By the
end doctoral studies, this image is replaced by the recognition that a researcher who enters the research system is
indeed expected to work at the peak of their abilities71 and
not just bask in already acquired knowledge. Finding a position with larger research team is necessary to continue as a
researcher, but these positions are rare. A modern independent researcher who is beginning his or her scientific career is
first and foremost a successful administrator, who can write
applications and manage several projects at a time, network,
obtain equipment, generate ideas, lead a team, perform administrative duties and when working in a university, also
teach. This means that most of one’s working time is spent
on activities and requires competences not acquired or not
expressly considered important during doctoral studies. To
practice science, if one has any energy left, one has to find
70
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time outside of full-time work, i.e. to do that as a hobby. This
exceedingly demanding career stage often coincides with
having a family. That, in turn, fills one’s personal time and
increases income expectations.
How does one begin a scientific career? Our top researchers and visionaries have reviewed in-depth the specifics and
shortcomings of the current Estonian research system and
career model72,73,74 and references therein. Unfortunately, gaining entry
into the system depends on rather random circumstances.
Advancement and exit are similarly random. Furthermore, it
seems that expectations for researchers can be very different
even within a single research institution. Current academic
work demands are not very transparent, with high expectations at every stage while offering only blurry future perspectives. Thus the possibility of burnout is ever present. The
growth and development of our research75,76,77 has, to a large
extent, relied upon internal resources that are running out.
We have reached a breaking point. The work environment and
conditions in the current system are not attractive to those
talented young people who have acquired their experience in
(an) international team(s) on the frontier of research, who can
lead, and for whom we are waiting to come home to modernise
and diversify our research landscape and build the future.
Let us return to the situation facing new PhD holders. Statistics show that in recent years, the number of doctoral graduating per year has remained around 200 (Figure 2.6). It should
be noted that new PhD holders grow to resemble their academic ‘parents’. In the current system, they mostly become
researchers. After receiving a PhD, these young people are
faced with the fact that only 10%–20% of doctoral graduates
are likely to find their place in research. What happens to
the rest? Figure 2.5 shows that the number of PhD holders
finding work in the private sector is significantly lower than
in the public sector, and has been slightly decreasing in recent years. It seems that our economy, in its current form,
does not need the PhD holders coming from our universities.

The 10 years that these capable young people have invested
in their education often turn out to be non-profitable and they
have to re-think their career, go abroad or start acquiring
new applied knowledge in Estonia, and all this at the very
vulnerable time of having a family.
One higher education and research vision for a small country
is offered by Gunnar Okk in his infamous report, where he
stresses the need to build closer links between research and
entrepreneurship78. A knowledge-based economy already has
been a strategic objective of national importance for many
years. Nevertheless, these visions are difficult to bring to life.
Perhaps we have been too impatient to see results? Careful
observation of the current higher education landscape offers a solution to the problem - entrepreneurial graduates,
including PhD holders, are emerging from teams of entrepreneurial professors, who are founding high-tech companies.
If we could apply this model more widely, we would have
a solution for these 80%–90% of PhD holders who do not
continue in research .
On the other hand, Prof. Mart Loog warns us against setting
our objectives in research too low, as that leads the system
toward mediocrity79. His inspiring vision is absolutely necessary for those 10–20% of doctoral graduates who have the
mental and leadership potential and motivation to practice
cutting edge research. The researchers who enter the system
and their abilities will affect the characteristics of the whole
system in the upcoming decades. In conclusion it can be said
that the sustainable development of research requires a longterm vision and a transparent, open, and motivating80 career
model that allows for development, and that is accompanied
with supporting financing.
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Explosion (mold colony).
Authors: Triinu Visnapuu, Sulev Kuuse (Institute of Molecular and Cell Biology, University of Tartu), 2010.
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The importance and impact of
research on society
Robert Kitt
Head of Swedbank in Estonia
Tallinn Technical University, visiting professor
Stripped to the essentials, the claim made in this essay is that
‘Research creates suitable jobs for everybody in society’. But
to reach that conclusion, we to need to step back and gain
some perspective.
Basic economic theory sets forth that the level of output in
society depends on the resources that are available. This idea
was used by Robert Solow to elaborate the first growth model.
That model posits that output equals capital multiplied by
the input of labour. Solow’s model was improved throughout
the second half of the 20th century to include innovation and
intellectual capital among the various factors of growth. At first
it was assumed that the level of development and innovation
was determined by external factors, but since the 1980’s, and
especially on the basis of Paul Römer’s work, many economists have begun to support the endogenous growth theory,
according to which, the level of development of a country
depends on its internal resources. The general understanding by now is that, as the labour force and capital levels are
generally slow to change over time, more focus should be
put into innovation and development of new technologies in
order to boost the economy.
However, it is known that the income distribution in society
is subject to the so called “power law”. In each society there
will generally be large numbers of people with low incomes
and only a small number with high incomes. This phenomenon is also known as Pareto distribution: 80% of members
of society own 20% of value and conversely, 20% of people
earn 80% of the income.

The government as an insurance policy
for the average person
Estonia is a small country with an open economy, and each
citizen is a carrier of our language and culture. As our population is small, each person has a much larger role in preserving
our language and culture than they would in a larger nation.
Thus, as we maximise our economic growth, Estonia should
also definitely provide enough job opportunities for unskilled
labour that ensure decent subsistence for a large part of
the population. To ensure the sustainable development of
Estonia, the government should act as an insurance policy,
where nobody is left without an education, job or basic needs,
without regard to their ideas, beliefs and place of origin, as
long as the person is a carrier of our culture and language.
But how can we solve the seemingly controversial dilemma
of both contributing to innovation, which is necessary for

growth according to economic theory, and providing jobs
that match a wide variety of skill sets, which are necessary for
preserving our culture? The answer turns out to be relatively
simple: we need to stimulate cooperation between research
and the economy.
Entrepreneurs consider research useful only if the money
invested in it somehow improves the prosperity of their companies. In other words, entrepreneurs assess investments
into research mainly on the basis of return on investment.
At the same time, researchers are motivated to solve global
problems by contributing to the development of knowledge
over a very long period of time. The motives of researchers are
usually not to capitalise on intellectual property. By bringing
together research and entrepreneurship competences within
the country, it is possible to create value chains where entrepreneurs are able to capitalise on the results of researchers.
What the are the goals of state funded universities? Should
a university be a research institution or a place where the
required labour force is trained? In view of the fact that universities must ensure education, qualified labour for enterprises
and the preservation of our culture, we can choose neither
extreme. For economic development it is necessary to train
required specialists and to boost innovation and high level
research where these they already have taken root.

How to maximise what entrepreneurship and
research have in common?
Most countries in the world, not just Estonia, are too small to
have the resources to be active in absolutely every field of
research and industry. Thus, in the context of added value,
it is important to maximise the common interests of both
business enterprise and research. This, however, cannot be
achieved by state policies alone; instead, it has to be achieved
through free competition. There is enough global experience
to confirm that centrally planned economic systems are not
viable in the long run. Also, it is doubtful whether artificially
created fields of science will provide any new quality in the
long run. It is natural for research teams to move in directions
where their creations have potential for innovation. They
engage in fields where their work is published and cited.
In a globalised world we would fully expect that researchers
could offer new ideas to the entire world. Those ideas might
not be commercialised by Estonian enterprises, but instead,
this might be done by anybody else in the world who is able to
pay for the right to do so. Entrepreneurs think the same way:
if they can obtain new know-how from abroad, then why not
use it? And the more of our production we can sell abroad,
the better it is for the Estonian economy.
There is no hidden controversy here. The controversy lies in
the fact that in the context of preserving the Estonian language and culture, it is important for local entrepreneurs to
create suitable jobs for large numbers of people while being
at the top tier globally in their industry. This can be achieved
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only through an endogenous growth model, where local entrepreneurs commercialise locally created intellectual property.

Open science

If Estonian researchers create new intellectual property with
Estonian entrepreneurs and through that, Estonian enterprises create new jobs that are suitable to many people, we
reach a situation where Estonian researchers create jobs for
the Estonian people. Research is needed to create jobs that
are suitable for everybody!

Olle Hints
Tallinn University of Technology, professor
Chair of Open Science Expert Committee
The central idea of open science is to provide freely accessible digital scientific information, and to optimize its circulation and use by researchers, various other interest groups
and society as a whole. Open access to scientific publications
and research data are the two major agendas within the open
science movement, but in addition, there are open source software, open methodology, open peer review and other similar
principles that are beginning to replace earlier practices. Why?
Because open science principles foster scientific cooperation,
improve efficiency and transparency, as well as increase the
visibility and citation of research. Equally important are the
increased feedback to society and wider opportunities to use
up-to-date scientific information and ideas in education, state
agencies, amateur science and other areas where access to a
large amount of publications is restricted by paywalls. Many
studies indicate that open science contributes to innovation
and has considerable economic benefits. The latter is without
doubt, one of the most important reasons why the leading
countries in science and innovation, such as the US, China,
EU, UK, Canada and Japan, are pushing forcefully for more free
access to scientific information. The European Union has the
ambitious goal of making all publicly funded European scientific articles and their source data publicly accessible on the
Internet by 2020. Most member states also have introduced
open science policies and many research funding organisations have established open access to results as one of their
financing criteria.
The ideology of open science is not new in Estonia. Our main
scientific journals have been freely accessible online since
their electronic versions first appeared more than 10 years
ago, and open access events, led particularly by the University of Tartu Library, have become an annual tradition.
The political position of Estonia regarding open science is
formulated in the Government’s decision which, in response
to the European Commission’s Communication on access and
preservation of scientific information, sets forth, among other
things: ‘Estonia supports open access to scientific publications and establishing open access as a financing criterion
for research funded by the public sector’81,82. The Estonian
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Research and Development and Innovation Strategy 2014–
2020 ‘Knowledge-based Estonia’83 identifies open access as
one of the measures for increasing the social and economic
benefits of research and development and: ‘encourages open
access to public-financed research results and research data.’
Since 2013, competition-based research funding instruments
have included an open access recommendation. The data from
the Estonian Research Portal (ETIS) for 2015 indicate that
over 40% of publications issued as a result of competitionbased research are already open access.
Estonia has also taken some important steps in establishing
technical solutions that allow the depositing and publishing
of research data. For instance, several objects of the „National Research Infrastructure Roadmap“ have been brought
to life, notably the ‘Natural History Archives and Information
Network’, the ‘Centre of Estonian Language Resources’, the
‘Estonian Centre of Genomics’ and the ‘e-Repository’. In addition the DataCite Estonia Consortium was created in 2015,
providing DOI identifiers to research data sets, thereby ensuring their higher visibility and usability. These possibilities,
however, are only used by a small fraction portion of the
research community – depositing and opening up source
data is currently not a widespread practice in many fields, and
there are no administrative regulations on the accessibility
of research data at present.
What further steps will Estonia take in implementing open
science principles? The Open Science Expert Committee which was formed under the Estonian Research Council in
2015 - has looked for the answer to this multifaceted question. The committee’s work and further open discussion led,
in June 2016, to the publication of Estonian open science
policy recommendation. This document sets forth two main
strategic objectives for Estonia to achieve by 2020:
(1) publications resulting from public sector funded research
should be freely accessible to everybody, no later than one
year after their first publication, and at least half of these
should be available immediately and in their final form; and
(2) research data gathered with the help of public sector
funding should be placed in open repositories where they
should be freely accessible to everyone and reusable unless
restricted by law.84
To achieve these objectives, the committee proposed several
principles and specific actions for entities distributing research
funding, for R&D institutions and researchers. The feedback
from R&D institutions on the policy recommendations showed
general support for the principles of open science, but also
83
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identified several concerns. The main problems mentioned
were the potential extra costs, additional administrative burdens on researchers, and a risk that an open access requirement might have a negative impact on the quality of the
publications. Publication of research data could be hindered
by various restrictions, the additional workload of researchers
and inadequate skills.
A more precise estimate of how much the introduction of
open science ideology in Estonia would cost and how this
could affect the development of research and society will be
made in a study within the Research and Innovation Policy
Monitoring Programme in 2017. Initial calculations indicate
that, for example, providing immediate open access to all
scientific articles in Estonia would cost up to 3–4 million
euros per year. Experiments conducted in some foreign universities show that such an investment could increase the
international visibility and citation of Estonian researchers
by several times. It is worth noting that a similar amount is
currently spent each year on subscriptions to scientific journals by the consortium of Estonian university libraries. If the
current subscription-based publishing model is replaced by
an open access model, a reallocation of existing resources
could be sufficient to cover that cost. However, Estonia can
influence global scientific publishing trends only indirectly,
primarily by supporting European initiatives fostering open
access to scientific information. As a transitional arrangement,
Estonia is able to implement the green open access model,
which calls for self-archiving of publications in open access
repositories. Developing and maintaining a central repository
of scientific publications should be one of the priorities in the
near future for Estonia.
Estonia’s possibilities for standing out internationally in the
field of open science are primarily related to the development
of data infrastructure and data services. The most important task here is participating in the launch of the European
Open Science Cloud by focusing on the fields where Estonia
has experience in developing its national infrastructure and
high level scientific competence, for example, in biodiversity
informatics.
In conclusion, it should be noted that open access to research results is a general trend which Estonian researchers
should increasingly take into account. Whether the transfer to the new models of publishing and data management
will be smooth will depend both on political choices and the
preparedness of research institutions to promote the open
science ideology among researchers and other users of scientific information.
For further information see the webpage of the Estonian Research Council at http://www.etag.ee/en/activities/horizontaltopics/open-science/.
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The carabid beetle is adapted to its habitat.
Author: Enno Merivee (Estonian University of Life Sciences,
Institute of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences)
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How much does research
integrity cost?
Toivo Maimets
University of Tartu, professor

Kadri Mäger
Estonian Research Council, programme manager
Scientific research is the cornerstone of modern developed
societies. Research is the basis for new theoretical and technical
solutions that promote human health, living environment and
welfare, as well as support the development of nature, society,
the economy, culture, and social cohesion. Research is the basis
for a knowledge-based society, research-based education and
correspondingly, human culture itself. Such a central role places
a specific responsibility on researchers and everybody involved
in research - the responsibility for the future.
When assessing research, researchers, and knowledge, trust
is of critical importance. We believe that the knowledge discovered, concluded and created by people who know more
than us in a respective field are based on accurate, complete
and honest conclusions, and are presented fully and correctly.
Research is a process where new knowledge is created on
the basis of existing knowledge, thus making the solidity and
integrity of their foundation extremely important.
Research integrity means that research is performed in compliance with the highest professional standards and ethical
norms, and that researchers are fully responsible to, and
honest with colleagues, students and the whole of society.
Scientific method is based on facts, not biased opinions and
therefore, extreme honesty and truthfulness are expected.

What happens when trust is lost?
A proper house cannot be built on an unsteady foundation. If
researchers cannot rely on the research papers of their colleagues or their independence from ideological, economic or
political interests, their work, results and credibility will suffer.
A given area of research could find itself in a blind ally for
years. This results in a waste of time and money, as well as
the loss of reputation and career.
A very large part of contemporary research is funded by the
public sector. If people’s trust in researchers and their work
erodes, the person violating the rules would not be the only
one to suffer – the whole researchers community and the
establishments where they work will also suffer. If the public
loses trust in research and researchers, they might also lose
interest and desire to finance research. Researchers’ opinions
should be an important basis for solving the major challenges
facing our society. A lack of trust in research would make it
impossible to take those opinions into account. Quite the
opposite, they will be disregarded.

Why some violate research norms?
Research misconduct includes plagiarism, and falsification
and manipulation of data at any stage of research. This list
also includes sloppy science, ignoring conflicts of interest,
improper use of resources, abuse of good relations with colleagues, violation of rules relating to human trials, experiments
on animals or environmental protection, selective publishing
and misappropriation of authorship.

Several reasons why researchers choose the path
of misconduct have been identified:
1) Over the last several decades, the measurement of research quality (both that of individual researchers and research institutions) has become more and more important.
This is primarily due to increasing political pressure to use
(financial) resources more efficiently and to increase public
expectations to implement understandable efficiency metrics.
Although the measurement of the quality of research on the
basis of quantitative indicators is very inaccurate, and often
leads to completely misguided conclusions, the expectation
for ‘understandable metrics’ is so large that it is often thought
that bibliometric data, i.e. the number of articles, citations, the
H index, etc., is sufficient. This is especially seen in countries
where the organisation of research is more administratorcentred, and the self-confidence of the scientific community is
low. The result is the “publish or perish” effect: where funding
provided to research institutions and researchers as well as
their career choices depends too much on such bibliometric indicators. The irrationality of such a situation has been
pointed out for years, but changes are slow to emerge (see,
for example, Lawrence85, Macilwain86).
2) Hyper-competition for resources. For example, in biomedicine, constant growth in the field has produced a steady
growth in resource needs. This has created a situation that
does not encourage the best young researchers to choose this
area of research. and it hinders the normal work of researchers87. Brian Martinson88 gave an excellent example in his presentation at the 4th World Conference on Research Integrity in
Rio de Janeiro in 2015. Over 40 years, the scientific community
studying certain worms as a model has grown from 77 to more
than 4000 people, and all of them compete for more or less
the same amount of money. While researchers are basically
fighting for their survival, (meaning salary and continuation
of the work of their research team) it might resort to extreme
methods to do so. Elisabeth Goodwin from the University
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of Wisconsin, manipulated data when applying for a project
grant, in order to convince the evaluators of the value of the
proposal, and to show herself in a more successful light. Her
student who revealed what she had done, admitted that this
most probably happened because of the obvious pressure
to receive the research grant in order to keep the laboratory
in business. For Goodwin the case ended with a suspended
sentence of two years, a prohibition from applying for public
grants for three years and a $100,000 fine89.
With this Mr Martinson draws attention to the fact that in
research, the competition for ideas has become largely a fight
for resources. Geman and Geman90 add: ‘In fact, many of us
spend more time advertising ideas than formulating them.’
3) Stressful situations, for example, the pressure for fast results, might lead to situations that make people cut corners.
In this respect, the internal culture of the country, institution
or team and their role models are very important.
4) De Vries et al.91 pointed out that researchers see the most
critical problems to be the accuracy and interpretation of
data, research rules (particularly those perceived to be excessive and “over-regulating”), relationships with colleagues,
competition, and the theft of ideas. In conclusion, problems
are caused by everything that relates to the desire to be the
most visible and successful in a given field.
Another similar study92 showed that the ethical behaviour of
researchers depended on organisational justice, that is, how
fair the distribution of resources and the respective procedures are perceived to be.
5) Inevitably, much depends on the individual character of
researchers. For example, one study found that persons who
violate rules, usually have done it repeatedly, work alone, are
characterised by narcissistic thinking and a tendency to always find justifications for their behaviour93. Qualitative analysis indicated that the wrongdoers were convinced that their
acts would not be discovered and that they had the right to
manipulate the data, so that it would comply with their hypothesis. Even more, they did not just want to be honoured
and well known – they wanted to be superstars in their fields.
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How often does this happen?
Fanelli94 produced a meta-analysis of published surveys,
where researchers were asked how often they themselves
had engaged in misconduct or had seen a colleague do the
same. The analysis included 21 studies conducted by various investigators during the period from 1987 to 2008. 2%
of the respondents admitted to plagiarism, falsification or
data manipulation. However, 14% said they had observed this
behaviour by colleagues. As for questionable practices, 34%
of respondents admitted to doing these themselves, and as
many as 72% said they noticed their colleagues engaging in
them. Fanelli concludes that the actual numbers might be
considerably larger.
Gommel95 conducted a survey among doctoral students. Nearly one-fifth of the respondents admitted to having engaged
in misconduct at least once (falsification, data manipulation,
idea theft, etc.) and nearly half admitted that before a course
they had not known much about correct data management
or authorship. This is a direct indication of the inadequate
work of their supervisors and mentors.

How much does misconduct cost?
An analysis of the US Office of Research Integrity’s materials
indicates that in the period from 1992 to 2012 the estimated
cost of recalled articles was $58 million96. The reasons for the
recall of these articles were mainly plagiarism, falsification,
data manipulation and other fraudulent behaviours. In one
case in particular, the direct and indirect costs amounted to
$525,00097. These included the long term hiring of experts for
the investigation as well as other costs. The European Union
is also funding research to identify the cost of misconduct
and the socio-economic impact of research integrity.98

What should be done?
As the causes of the problem are very complex, of course,
there are no simple solutions. It is, however, obvious that
the scientific community itself needs to deal with this problem, because their public credibility and hence the future of
94
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research are at stake. It is important to formulate the common
values, which researchers believe create a self-evident need
for compliance. Also, the problems and possible solutions
need to be clearly formulated. One aspect of defining what is
ethical falls into a grey zone, i.e. it is not always clear whether
a given activity is misconduct, and in certain cases, the assessment depends on the context. The result might be that
researchers who think they are acting honestly may become
blackmail victims. To avoid that, on the one hand, possible
sources of conflicts should be introduced to researchers early
on in their studies and on the other hand, there should be
expert committees that have enough authority to thoroughly
analyse cases and present the results to the public.
Over the years, there have been various attempts within Estonian research institutions to formulate the issues related
to research integrity and mark boundaries of ethical behaviour. The Code of Ethics of Estonian Scientists99 could be
considered one of the more successful attempts. However, a
considerable amount of time has passed since its appearance,
and many problems have surfaced from different perspectives.
Therefore, the University of Tartu Centre of Ethics and the
Estonian Research Council have joined forces to work on a
new approach, which will hopefully benefit all stakeholders:
research, researchers, research institutions and society as
a whole.

99
Estonian Academy of Sciences. The Code of Ethics of Estonian Scientists. – http://www.akadeemia.ee/_repository/File/ALUSDOKUD/Codeethics.pdf (03.11.2016).
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Water flea (Daphnia sp.) with eggs in female brood pouch.
Author: Sulev Kuuse (Institute of Molecular and Cell Biology, University of Tartu), 2007.
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