
Employment relationships of junior research fellows-doctoral students until the 
implementation of doctoral reform in 2022 

 

From 1 January 2021, a person who has a master’s degree or an equivalent qualification and is 
matriculated to doctoral studies meets the requirements of the position of a junior research fellow. 
This change is a part of the larger reform agenda that is prepared by the Ministry of Education and 
Research and should take effect as of 1 September 2022. The doctoral reform aims for a situation 
where the majority of doctoral students work as junior research fellows at universities, research and 
development institutions or enterprises and the main content of their work is directly related to their 
doctoral thesis.   

Until the law amendment is implemented, i.e. until the autumn semester of the 2022/2023 academic 
year, employment contracts with junior research fellows are made, amended and terminated in 
accordance with the laws currently in force.   

From this year, the position of a junior research fellow at the University of Tartu is meant only for 
doctoral students of the University of Tartu1. The matriculation requirement results from the Higher 
Education Act, which means that external students cannot be employed as junior research fellows. 
The university has no obligation to make employment contracts for the junior research fellow position 
with all doctoral students – whether the employment relationship is initiated depends on the needs 
and the possibilities of the unit. Figure 1 shows the stages in the process of the employment 
relationship of junior research fellows. 

 

 

1. Application, admission and matriculation to doctoral studies 

 

Application to doctoral studies at the university takes place during four admission periods and doctoral 
students may begin their studies either in the semester following their confirmation of coming to 
study (the usual case) or in the same semester. 

                                                           
1 An exception applies to junior research fellows who started work before 1 January 2021 under 
an employment contract made for a specified term and who are not matriculated to doctoral studies – they 
may continue working in the position of a junior research fellow until the expiry of the employment contract 
(the contract will not be extended). Employment contracts made for an unspecified term with junior research 
fellows who started work before 1 January 2021 and who are matriculated to doctoral studies are terminated 
on general bases pursuant to the Employment Contracts Act. 



 

Admission schedule to doctoral studies in 2021/22 

Application period 
 

Admission decision 
 

Confirmation of coming 
to study 
 

Matriculation 
 

11–15 February 
 

by 15 March 
 

by 22 March 
 

during spring semester 
or from the beginning of 
2021/22 academic year 
 

1–15 May 
 

by 15 July 
 

by 22 July 
 

from the beginning of 
2021/22 academic year 
 

15–30 September 
 

by 15 October 
 

by 22 October 
 

during autumn semester 
 

15–30 November 
 

by 15 December 
 

by 22 December 
 

from the beginning of 
spring semester 
 

 

Generally, the Office of Academic Affairs signs the directive for matriculation of doctoral students at 
least three days to a week before the planned beginning of studies. After the admission decision and 
before matriculation, applicants must send the certified paper copies of their graduation documents 
to the university. The university must send learners’ data to national registers (Estonian Education 
Information System) and therefore, the matriculation directive is made before the beginning of 
studies, when it is certain that the student will not give up the student place. 

If a junior research fellow’s employment contract will be concluded with the doctoral student, it may 
be necessary to issue the matriculation directive earlier: for example, in the case of citizens of third 
countries, it is important to issue the matriculation directive as early as possible to conduct the 
election procedure of the junior research fellow, make the employment contract and then start 
applying for residence permit. 

If the matriculation decision is needed earlier for making the employment contract, please contact 
Ringa Raidsalu, Admissions Coordinator for Doctoral Studies in the Office of Academic Affairs 
(ringa.raidsalu@ut.ee, +372 737 5630).  

 

2. Opening and filling of junior research fellows’ positions 

 

Until the law amendment enters into force in 2022, the Regulations for Recruitment of Academic Staff 
must be followed when employing a junior research fellow. 

• As junior research fellows’ work is related to their doctoral studies, employment contracts for 
a specified term must be made with junior research fellows (clause 4.2 in the regulations). 

o Before opening a position, the unit must consider its possibilities and needs, but also 
the term of the employment contract, the duties and the possible workload. Based on 
the Employment Contracts Act, a fixed-term employment contract can be made for 
up to five years, but as the standard period of full-time doctoral studies is four years, 
there is no reason to conclude the employment contract at the beginning of doctoral 
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studies for such a long time. The term of the employment contract depends on many 
factors, including the time until the end of doctoral studies, the finances of the unit, 
the duration of duties (e.g. when related to a research project). 

o The junior research fellows’ duties should support their doctoral studies. Although in 
the transition period there is no reason to refuse making an employment contract for 
performing other duties, the junior research fellow’s duties (for example, high 
teaching workload) must not interfere with doctoral studies. 

• There is no need to organise a competition to fill a junior research fellow’s position (however, 
if necessary, it may be done, and in this case the requirement of matriculation to the UT 
doctoral studies must be added), but the applicants are evaluated and elected according to 
the Regulations for Recruitment of Academic Staff. Junior research fellow candidates are 
evaluated by their future immediate supervisor, and the election is held in the council of the 
institute/institution. Currently, the university is not obliged to recruit doctoral students to the 
position of a junior research fellow; when recruiting junior research fellows, the council has 
therefore the right to make the decision: this means that council members are entitled to vote 
against an applicant to the position of junior research fellow (clause 43.3 in the regulations). 

• A matriculation directive must be made before the meeting of the institute council, because 
matriculation is a mandatory prerequisite for being elected to the position. In the process of 
electing a junior research fellow, it is possible to use the documents submitted when applying 
to doctoral studies, by adding the future immediate supervisor’s evaluation of the applicant 
(clause 37 in the regulations) and the application for the position of junior research fellow. 

For questions about filling the positions of junior research fellows, you are welcome to seek advice 
from Kairi Herik, Senior Specialist for Personnel Recruitment (kairi.herik@ut.ee, +372 737 5844), 
and Helin Jaakma, Legal Adviser in Personnel Matters and Contracts (helin.jaakma@ut.ee, +372 737 
5142) in the Human Resources Office.   

 

3. Making and amendment of employment contracts 

 

The procedure of making employment contracts is the same as for all other employees. The immediate 
supervisor discusses the conditions of the contract (content of work, workload, salary, date of starting 
work, term of contract, etc.) with the person filling the position of junior research fellow, and prepares 
the draft employment contract. The employee’s application documents and the decision of the council 
of the institute/institution must be attached to the draft. It is not necessary to add the matriculation 
directive, as the Human Resources Office can verify the person’s status from the SIS. 
The most important aspects to consider when making an employment contract with a junior research 
fellow are the following. 
 

• The employment contract may be signed in advance, so that, for example, the date of starting 
work is at the beginning of the next semester. This may be necessary in the case of 
international staff from third countries, who need to apply for residence permit etc. before 
starting work. 

• When making an employment contract, it should be taken into account that the annual 
holiday entitlement of junior research fellows is 42 calendar days and they may take up to 30 
days of study leave according to the law; they are also entitled to all types of parental leave. 
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As the employment contract of a junior research fellow is not yet exclusively connected with 
doctoral studies, a doctoral student is entitled to an academic leave without suspending the 
employment contract as a junior research fellow. 

• Pursuant to the Employment Contracts Act, the employer must provide the employee with 
equipment required for work, and if the employee works outside the rooms of the employer, 
agree about remote working. 

• The University of Tartu only conducts professional reviews of academic staff working under 
employment contract for unspecified term. As junior research fellows’ contracts are made for 
a specified term, they only undergo progress reviews as doctoral students. The procedure of 
progress reviews is provided in the Study Regulations (clause V.5). 

• The employment contract (workload, duties, term, etc.) can be amended by agreement of the 
parties. 

• An employment contract for specified term can be extended once in five years. Therefore, if 
the employment contract is made at the beginning of studies for one year, it should be 
extended after the successful progress review until the expected end of doctoral studies (for 
three or four years). 

In specific questions, you may seek advice from the personnel management specialist of your unit. If 
the situation is more complex, the legal counsel may be involved.  

 

4. Termination of junior research fellows’ employment contracts 

 

Junior research fellows must be matriculated to doctoral studies at the University of Tartu, so in the 
case of deletion from the matriculation register, the employment contract with a junior research 
fellow will be terminated based on general legal grounds. 

An employment contract can be terminated: 

• on the initiative of the employee, 
• by agreement of the parties, or 
• extraordinarily, on the initiative of the employer after the term for advance notice provided 

by law, depending on the length of the employment relationship at the university. 
 

When a person is deleted from the matriculation register, the Human Resources Office does not 
automatically terminate the employment contract of a junior research fellow; the proposal/decision 
of the structural unit is needed. Upon deletion from the matriculation register it is most reasonable 
to submit an application for termination of the employment contract as a junior research fellow at the 
person’s own request, or the unit may agree with the person to terminate the contract by agreement 
of the parties. If possible, another job may be offered. When a doctoral student with whom the unit 
has made an employment contract as a junior research fellow is deleted from the matriculation 
register2, it is important to also notify the personnel management specialist of the Human Resources 
Office of the deletion. Good and timely communication between the unit, the Office of Academic 
Affairs and the Human Resources Office will surely contribute to finding a solution. The Human 

                                                           
2 An exception applies to junior research fellows who started work before 1 January 2021 under an 
employment contract made for a specified term, who can continue working until the expiry of the 
employment contract. 



Resources Office is prepared to fully advise and support units about the options of terminating 
employment contracts. 

The timeframe of cancelling an employment contract by the university also depends on whether the 
doctoral student wants to appeal the deletion from the matriculation register – the doctoral student 
can file a complaint to the administrative court within 30 days from being informed of the decision. 

After successful defence of the doctoral dissertation it is possible to sign the termination of the 
employment contract with a small delay within reasonable time, i.e. in three months following the 
defence. In this case, the employee can finish the ongoing projects, apply for and be elected to the 
next position, etc. Depending on the needs and possibilities of the unit, a public competition to the 
position of a research fellow may be announced (generally, with a contract for unspecified term). It is 
also possible to make an employment contract for a specified term without announcing a public 
competition for performing fixed-term duties in the position of a research fellow, or appoint the 
person to the position of a visiting research fellow.  

 

  

 


