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Abstract

Facing the worldwide economic recession, the public research and development (R&D) policy undergo the 
increasing pressure to economize and improve research performance levels in this way complying with public 
accountability. Thus the design of R&D policy has to integrate an appropriate set of research performance 
criteria together with the balanced choice of relevant indicators for the allocation of scarce funds for the very 
purpose of pursuing scientific advancement in the frames of international rivalry.

During several last decades the discourse of the EU politicians expanded with the term of “research 
excellence”, which became conceptual background for further EU R&D policy development. Often excellence 
in research is used as synonym of “research quality”. Nevertheless, rivalry for the highest evaluation of research 
performance has not yet provided with a single and fixed definition of “research excellence”. 

This paper aims to outline the content of excellence in research and, investigating the existing Lithuanian 
experience to measure it, discuss the R&D policy intervention impacts on the process and the results of pursuing 
high level research. 

The methods of research used are grounded on the investigation of Lithuanian legal acts, valid in the 
field of R&D and conditioning the performance of public R&D institutions. Two levels of policy intervention: 
institution and individual are taken into consideration. Also, in the light of research excellence measurement 
R&D output assessment methodology used by the Government as a basic institutional funding instrument is 
analyzed. 

The conclusions mark that due to the conditions of ambiguous definition of “research excellence” the 
need for the methods to recognize and identify excellence in research are vital. However, its pro-active state-
level management practices should contain an umbrella of flexible, well-balanced and situation receptive 
procedures. Therewith, the research excellence encouragement instruments within the framework of the 
state’s R&D policy should cover the individual and institutional level endorsed and promoted by sustainable 
and diversified measures. 
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Introduction

Present policy discourse most frequently presupposes 
a notion of “excellence” in research as a synonym of 
high quality research, consequently to the perception of 
qualitative higher education. Increasing public pressure 
to find a comprehensive solution between world-class 
quality research and development (R&D), optimum 
allocation of funds, and accountability, influences 
the design of policy, the issue to measure the research 
performance at the same time pursuing scientific 
advancement, especially on international arena.

Even though excellence in research is generally 
understood to be desirable, it is rarely defined in policy in 
detailed and even more rarely measured. (Tijssen, 2003). 
The result of research is under high level of uncertainty 
and risk – with regard to the choice of a method of 

research, expected outcomes, raised hypothesis, etc., at 
the same time pursuing for the better, higher result. 

May the notion of “research quality” be the synonym 
of the “research excellence”? The “quality” in research 
pertains to the conformity of the standard requirements 
embodied with the ambition for the highest level of 
performance. Therefore, under the conditions of such 
uncertainty, specific instruments or methods to discover 
higher level of quality in research is necessary. The latter 
pertains to the creation and development of the perception 
of “quality” or even “excellence” in research, especially 
on the state’s policy level. 

From R&D policy-makers’ perspective, however, 
modeling and measuring are sine qua for decision-making, 
thus, generally, R&D policy impact on research quality 
or excellence directly correlates to the set R&D policy 
objectives. As E. Garfield and A. Welljams-Dorof states, 
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government policy-makers, corporate research managers, 
and university administrators use R&D indicators for a 
variety of purposes, like measuring the effectiveness of 
research expenditure, prioritizing strategic planning, etc. 
(Garfield, 1992) in this way intervening the very input, 
process and output of research. At the same time, research 
quality management (basically, planning, control and 
improvement) is indispensible constituent of the whole 
R&D policy framework (Vukovic et al., 2007).  

The aim of the article is to outline the content of 
excellence in research and, investigating the existing 
Lithuanian experience to measure it, discuss the R&D 
policy intervention impacts on the process and the results 
of pursuing high level research. The methods of research 
used are grounded on the investigation of European 
initiatives as well as Lithuanian legal acts, acting in 
R&D field. The focus on Lithuanian R&D policy lays in 
the deeper analysis of the way R&D outputs are assessed 
and measured. The qualitative standards to researchers, 
who conduct the R&D, are investigated in the light of 
excellence of R&D performance. The Formal Assessment 
Methodology of Research Production of Research 
and Higher Education Institutions and the Order of 
Minimum Qualification Requirements for the Positions 
of Scientific Workers, Other Researchers and Lecturers at 
Research and Higher Education Institutions are studied. 
The findings of such analysis presuppose consecutive 
results and are followed by the conclusions, forming 
the essential tendencies of Lithuanian R&D policy with 
regard to encouraging “excellence” in research. 

Is excellence the objective for research policy?

Even though the importance of excellence in research 
has never been questioned, academic attention to the 
very perception of “excellence” was paid in the 1970s 
and 1980s by sociologists and psychologists, seeking 
to explore the origins of the stratum of scientific elite 
(Jackson, 1987). 

Today research excellence has gained quite an 
exceptional status and has become one of the leading 
themes and/or aims of research and development policy, 
invoking the utilitarian and economic attribute with 
the foreground of “competitiveness”. (Hicks et al., 
2000). “Governments need systematic evaluations for 
optimizing their research allocations, re-orienting their 
research support, rationalising research organizations, 
restructuring research in particular fields, or augmenting 
research productivity. In view of this, they have stimulated 
or imposed evaluation activities.” (Moed, 2005, p. 15). In 
other words, the concept of “excellence” on public R&D 
policy discourse gained the form of impetus for forming 
the framework of R&D policy decisions originated, 
related or designated within frames of the demand of 

“excellence” in research, in a way converting one of 
the constituents of the collection of a certain quality 
management perception. (Vanagas, 2004).

However, it should be stressed that “excellence“ 
in research has never been defined as a legal concept. 
The very perception that it refers to the measurement 
of research perfomance exists across the world (Patton, 
2002). Within the perspective of the EU, the term 
“research excellence“ often overlaps with the perception 
of “research quality“, surveying the linkage between 
measurement of scientific performance and science 
policy decisions. (Leydesdorff, 2005).

With the Green  Paper on the European Research 
Area (ERA) (2007), the European Commission launched 
a broad institutional and public debate on what should 
be done to create a unified and attractive ERA, which 
would fulfil the needs and expectations of the scientific 
community, business and citizens. “The right balance 
should be found between competition and cooperation. 
Researchers and research institutions should be 
stimulated by higher levels of competition on a European 
level to develop world-class excellence. At the same 
time, they should be engaged in stronger cooperation 
and partnerships across Europe and beyond to effectively 
address issues of common concern.” (Green Paper on the 
European Research Area, 2007, p. 12). 

Furthermore, the search of unified guidelines on the 
policy level in providing clear steps for universities to 
enhance the quality (or excellence) of their country’s 
research area, and of the ERA as a whole, stipulated the 
European Commission to head for the overview of the 
member state’s policies to promote quality/excellence 
in research. CREST OMC 3% working group on 
“Mutual learning approaches to improve the excellence 
of research in universities” recently provided with the 
draft report (February, 2009). It offers a great variety of 
information relevant for the national policies to promote 
research excellence: best practices, lists of advantages 
and disadvantages of certain instruments, inventories, 
etc. It should be noted that no common definition for the 
“quality” or “excellence” in research is offered, since the 
very objectives of pursuit of “quality” or “excellence” 
frame their understandings, either by the requirement 
of research funders, disciplines or criteria of existing 
assessment instruments. Nevertheless, the report states 
that there appears to be a common set of instruments 
widely implemented in all or most member states. These 
core set of desirable, basic instruments include ensuring 
excellence promotion in research through competitive 
and performance-oriented funding (institutional and 
individual), some form of evaluation or accreditation, an 
infrastructural development plan, and the promotion of 
institutional quality management. 
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Perception of research excellence at the state’s 
level 

Analyzing Lithuanian R&D policy in the light of 
encouragement of research performance in the research 
and higher education institutions with the specific 
objective to pursue research excellence, it should be noted 
that none of the legal acts uses “research excellence” as a 
legal concept. Notwithstanding, Lithuania is not unique 
in this respect. This is not to state that in Lithuania 
research excellence has never been as a pursuit of either 
academic society or R&D policy making level. However, 
speaking in the general terms “research excellence” is 
more regarded as R&D policy measure.

Basically, two legal acts form the perception of 
“quality” in research on the policy-decision level 
in Lithuania. Two different approaches could be 
distinguished, namely institutional and individual level. 
From the institutional perspective, the Formal Assessment 
Methodology of Research Production of Research and 
Higher Education Institutions, approved by the Order of 
the Minister of Education and Science of the Republic 
of Lithuania No. ISAK-1215, 30th April, 2008 (OJ, 
2008, No 56-2128) (hereinafter – Formal Assessment 
Methodology), outlines the framework of measurement 
of scientific production, based on any possible research 
outputs. The incentive targeted at individual level is 
the Resolution of the Government of the Republic 
of Lithuania No. 906 on Approval of the Order of 
Minimum Qualification Requirements for the Positions 
of Scientific Workers, Other Researchers and Lecturers 
at Research and Higher Education Institutions; of the 
Order of Organization of Competitions for the Positions 
of Scientific Workers, Other Researchers and Lecturers 
at Public Research and Higher Education Institutions 
and of the Order of Awarding of Pedagogical Names 
at Universities  (OJ, 2005, No 102-3786) (hereinafter - 
Minimum Qualification Requirements for the Personnel 
of Research and Higher Education Institutions).

Research excellence acknowledgment: 
institutional level

The most prominent policy making tool in respect 
to “research quality” at institutional level outstands in 
the form of the Formal Assessment Methodology. This 
methodology is mainly based on the internationally 
acknowledged quantitative principles. The number of 
publications, monographies, patents, cooperation with 
business, governmental sectors, and participation in 
R&D projects locally and internationally are under 
consideration.  According to the internationally agreed 
scientific  criteria’s, such as average citation index, 
with regard to the categories of scientific periodicals, 
the ISI database and other international databases 

containing scientific information, research outputs are 
measured every single year. It should also be noted that 
in the Formal Assessment Methodology the scientific 
production within the field of social sciences and 
humanities (SSH) is assessed separately from physical, 
biomedical and technological (PhBT) science fields, 
with different attributes for every assessment item of 
scientific production.

Considering of the principle that “the measurement 
of excellence can be based on indicators (quantitative) 
and “descriptors” (qualitative)” (Luukonen et al., 2006, 
p. 250), it may be stated that the Formal Assessment 
Methodology includes expert assessment of monographies; 
significant scientific works, their translations into other 
languages; material of presentations read in the scientific 
conferences, scientific reviews in periodicals and other 
continuous scientific publications, etc.

In general terms, the procedural tools of the 
assessment of research production according to the Formal 
Assessment Methodology ensure ex-post evaluation and 
are basically connected to the distribution of state funds 
(the so-called basic institutional funding). At the same 
time this methodology seeks to improve efficiency of 
research and higher education institutions and increase 
their international rivalry.

In order to seek the policy impact of the assessment 
of research production of research and higher education 
institutions, let us analyze the dynamics of publications 
during the period 2000-2008. The dynamics of the number 
of ISI articles (Fig. 1) reflects the dramatic increase of 
scientific publication tendencies for both SSH and PhBT. 
The set of Lithuanian research journals became listed in 
ISI database during this time.
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 Fig. 1. Publications of articles of Lithuanian research 
and higher education institutions in ISI database
Data source: Prepared referring to the Report on the 
Activities of the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher 
Education in 2008. Vilnius: Kopa, 2009. 
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Putting aside the assumption that the citation data 
depend on many factors, including research field, 
scientific journal, a kind of an article and author/
reader dependent factors (Bornmann et al., 2008), the 
first glimpse at Fig. 2 below indicate that the Formal 
Assessment Methodology does not efficiently encourage 
higher quality of the published research articles – higher 
citation index in the ISI database.
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 Fig. 2. Average citation index of articles of Lithuanian 
research and higher education institutions in ISI 
database
Data source: Prepared referring to the Report on the 
Activities of the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher 
Education in 2008. Vilnius: Kopa, 2009. 

If the main impact of the Formal Assessment 
Methodology was the burst of research production via 
publications, it should be named that the miner effect 
was that national journals increased their quality and 
were granted by ISI citation index.  From the data above 
it emerges that the Formal Assessment Methodology 
encourages the research and higher education institutions 
produce more scientific publications without addressing 
themselves to seek for the higher number of the citations 
of the articles, event though the latter data indicates 
higher quality of the scientific production.  

Concisely and with regard to the perception of 
“quality” in research, it should be stated that the Formal 
Assessment Methodology presupposes the network of 
the standard requirements to be identified as belonging 
to the “qualitative research” dimension. Since grounded 
mostly on quantitative principles, it is quite substantial 
supporting start for the bibliometric analysis of the 
research production of research and higher education 
institutions. Present Formal Assessment Methodology 
encourages the researchers, their groups or research and 
higher education institutions to seek that their articles are 
printed in the ISI cited publications, however, since this 
provision was strengthened only in 2007, clear reflection 

of its successive results would be slightly too forward. 
The Formal Assessment Methodology does not hint about 
the exact number of certain kinds of articles or likewise, 
it might be stated that it serves as the reference for R&D 
producers on what is assessed and based in certain 
methods on the state’s level. Accordingly, the Formal 
Assessment Methodology may be considered neither a 
stimulus for “research excellence” nor a declaration of 
“research quality”. 

Therefore consecutive suggestions may follow 
that in order to balance the assessment of the research 
production of research and higher education institutions 
necessary changes may include, for example, assessment 
of scientific production of the higher level only, not every 
single unit of the scientific production; comprehensive 
expert evaluation of scientific monographies; or number 
of patents issued to Lithuanian authors and registered in 
the European Patent Office, US Patent and Trademarks 
Office or Japan patent Office (Daujotis et al.,  2002). The 
latter idea may be reasoned by the continuous process 
of pursue of scientific advancement “at all stages of  
research process, from basic to applied research as well 
as in collaboration and partnership with the business 
community as part of research and innovation ecosystems 
within non-linear complex innovation processes.” 
(Diversified Funding Streams for University-based 
Research: Impact of External Project-based Research 
Funding on Financial Management in Universities. 
European Commission Expert Group Report, 2008, p. 
5). Certainly, differentiated assessment procedures with 
regard to separate science field should be retained (van 
Raan, 2003; 2005), perhaps even differentiating between 
social sciences and humanities, in this way encouraging 
the quantitative as well as qualitative dimension of 
separate scientific production.

 It should be stressed that on the ground of 
quantitative results from annual application of the Formal 
Assessment Methodology, the basic institutional funding 
is distributed. Tight correlation between research output 
assessments and the funding scheme is considered as 
a resulting factor to strive for the research and higher 
education institutions for higher research performance, 
what, sequentially, could be named as the pursue of 
research quality. 

Diversification of the research funding sources with 
more emphasis on the competitive research funding 
share by no doubts influences the strategies of the 
research and higher education institutions externally 
(Flick, 2006). Competitive nature of such research 
funding accommodates the concept of “quality” in 
research with a dimension of ex-ante evaluation of non-
existing, yet hypothetical research output, when dealing 
with good intentions and brilliant innovative ideas. 
The competitive research funding is based on different 
criteria than the so-called basic institutional funding. 
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With regard to the concept of “quality“ or “excellence“ 
in research, the problem of research measurement arises. 
The essential principle of competitive research funding  
obliges to measure not the “quality“ or “excellence“ of 
research output, but the ability of a researcher to produce 
“excellent“ research. In other words, the application for 
the competitive research funding does not supply the 
funder with the research output; it only contains the plan 
to pursue it.  

Forasmuch as mentioned above, the strategies of 
the research and higher education institutions include 
instruments complying with the standard requirements 
to receive funding during competition, but at the same 
time, they pertain the ambition to show the highest 
performance indicators among the competitors. In 
succession, the scientific productivity plays a vital role 
within this research funding scheme. Therefore, clear 
formulation and application of the relation of autonomy 
and accountability of research and higher education 
institutions shape the background for integrated system 
of organizational policies and management practices. 
According to M. Gibbons, C. Limoges, H. Nowothy 
et al. “quality control has two main components: one 
is institutional and concerns the spatial position of a 
particular research activity in the cognitive landscape; the 
other is cognitive and pertains to the social organization 
in which such research is performed.” (Gibbons et al, 
1994, p. 32).  Freedom to decide upon the direction 
of the institution’s research performance results in 
every possible warranty of open mind of its scientific 
community. 

However, regardless restless mind of a researcher, the 
research and higher education institution should form the 
boundaries for the constructive outcomes of unequivocal 
drive for research. The principle of accountability, either 
to the research funder(s) or the society itself, should 
comprehend to the reason for research itself. Research 
quality in this frame plays the role of conjunction between 
the researcher, research and higher education institution 
and the end-user, i.e., society (Fujigaki et al., 2000).

Research excellence acknowledgment: individual 
level

Human capacity building derives as one of the 
most important research quality factors. The Minimum 
Qualification Requirements for the Personnel of 
Research and Higher Education Institutions indicates 
the perception of “quality” in research with regard 
to individual level. This legal act sets out compulsory 
minimum requirements for the persons, participating in 
public competition and seeking to occupy the positions 
of scientific workers, other researchers, lecturers at 
public research and higher education institutions. The 
minimum qualification requirements are differentiated 
by the scientific field, but mostly depend on the level 

of the position – professor, docent, chief/senior/young/ 
researcher, etc. In general, the number of scientific 
publications in ISI and other international scientific 
databases, recognized by Lithuanian Research Council, 
the number of international research projects, scientific 
conferences and scientific traineeships, the number 
of prepared monographies, textbooks and other 
methodological means, the number of scientific reviews, 
etc. are taken into account. Additional specific criteria 
may be applied by the research and higher education 
institutions as employers, but the inclusion of the set 
minimum standards, indicated on the state’s level, is 
compulsory.        

Within the frames of the Minimum Qualification 
Requirements for the Personnel of the Research and 
Higher Education Institutions the perception of “quality” 
deviates as a starting position for improvement. This 
legal act provides with the lowest obligatory limit for 
an individual, but at the same time allows possibilities 
to attain higher level. Therefore it forms the basics of 
the perception of “quality” regarding a researcher, but 
surpasses the higher expectations from him/her.

Matching human capacity to research excellence 

The first attempt to match human capacity with 
research excellence by the research output and bring the  
dimension of coordination of the centres of excellence 
on national level and mapping of them in Lithuania was 
first analyzed by the group of researchers in 2008 (Bar 
auskas et al., 2008). The study provided with detailed 
international practice on the methods of coordination 
of the centres of excellence and revealed the possible 
scenarios for the optimization of national financing 
scheme of the centres of excellence. A priori the study 
stated that due to immense research potential in Lithuania, 
significant to the country and abroad, the created 
national R&D funding system with special attention 
to research excellence would allow strengthening the 
research quality and extent of the research groups, their 
international significance and, most importantly, use of 
their results to the state’s economic and social welfare. 
An attempt to identify the advanced and internationally 
competitive groups of researchers was made.

Within the frames of the same study advanced and 
internationally competitive groups of researchers among 
Lithuanian academic society were identified and assessed 
during the so-named ”call for centres of excellence”, 
carried out in 2008. It was based on the mapping of 
the groups of researchers working on similar or the 
same research issue as a team or a group of researchers, 
seeking for common result on one issue or in the same 
or similar field. 

For identification of originally formed centres of 
excellence the basic set of indicators were sorted according 
to the methodology, picking up just the most significant 
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indicators of research excellence (the number of PhDs, 
identifying themselves within the centre of excellence; 
number of scientific monographies or publications equal 
to them; number of publications in the periodicals, 
included in the list of database approved by the Lithuanian 
Research Council; number of publications in foreign 
journals and publications of scientific references, works 
of applied research). Certainly, additional indicators like 
number and size of projects, international expertise, etc. 
were also paid attention to. Besides, the list of applied 
general criteria for the assessment of the centres of 
excellence were competitiveness, conformity between 
the centre’s themes and tasks, dissemination of the 
centre’s results and international acknowledgement.  

Notwithstanding, it should be noted, that even 
though the assessment of the centres of excellence was 
differentiated between the technical, social sciences and 
humanities, it was performed one time. The permanent 
feature of this kind of evaluation of the centres of 
excellence in Lithuania, like performed on a yearly basis, 
may supply with better coherence of the R&D policy-
making measures and presuppose the solid impetus for 
the centres of excellence themselves to further actively 
perform research and strive for the highest-rated results 
on national and, especially, international scene. Despite 
this, the mapping of the Lithuanian research potential 
allowed identification of the advanced and less advanced 
research fields on national context at the same time 
enabling the segregation of the researchers themselves.

Conclusions 

Similarly to every other member state of the EU or 
worldwide, the perception of ‘quality’ in research on 
Lithuanian R&D policy level is a non-legal concept. 
However, its impact in Lithuanian R&D policy discourse 
determines the formation of R&D policy and may be 
considered as the analogue constituent of the collection 
of certain quality management. 

The legal framework in R&D field conditions 
the very notion of pursuit of quality in research as an 
administrative instrument, i.e., the justification for the 
public funding, and at the same time refers to the purpose 
of effectiveness of research results. In other words, the 
notion of research quality on Lithuanian R&D policy-
making landscape pertains to the requirements of the 
research funding and accountability dimensions defined 
by the existing assessment methods or criteria, applied 
both – on institutional and individual level. 

However, policy intervention (annual assessment of 
research outputs) does not define the upper limit for the 
scientific advancement. Either Lithuanian research and 
higher education institutions or researchers and groups 
of them are allowed to pertain to the conformity of the 
standard requirements embodied with the ambition for 
the highest level of performance. 

Successively, the concepts of “quality” and 
“excellence” in research should be differentiated. This 
is not to say that these two concepts are not inter-related, 
on the contrary, but with regard to the analysis described 
in this article, the concept of “excellence” within the 
R&D policy discourse is more likely to be identified as 
the subsequence of the “quality” standards and denotes 
the higher dimension of the “quality” itself. Herewith 
“research excellence” plays the role of impetus for the 
higher research performance. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that coherent 
outlook of R&D policy with regard to the subject of 
quality in research, addressing both institutional and 
individual level,  and in this way forming the basis 
for the state’s competitive potential in the this sphere, 
simultaneously influences the research input, output and 
process. Undoubtedly, competitive research funding 
schemes must prevail versus the institutional funding. In 
succession to this, the research performance assessment 
methods in Lithuania should be reviewed with the aim 
to include research carried out previously, the proposed 
research as well as potential for renewal in relation to the 
international research frontline. In other words, excellent 
research requires sound and pro-active management 
practices.
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