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CHAPTER 7

The Bumpy Road to Relevance: Croatia, 
Hungary and Lithuania in Perspective

Gabriella Ilonszki, Davor Boban, and Dangis Gudelis

1  IntroductIon: our QuestIons and cases

The emergence and introduction of political science in Europe’s new 
democracies was accepted as a natural given within the context of democ-
ratisation; however, how far our selected countries have travelled down 
the road to relevance—a common theme in the well-established political 
science communities—remains largely unexplored. This gap needs to be 
bridged for two main reasons: it seems that now the newcomer countries’ 
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academia face similar challenges and constraints to those in the ‘West’; at 
the same time, however, certain differences concern the institutionalisa-
tion of political science, which is still an important, often open question in 
some of the latecomer political science communities. We shall operation-
alise relevance on the basis of the ‘Western’ debate on the relevance issue, 
while we shall argue that certain additional aspects should also be consid-
ered when we explore relevance in our cases. We fundamentally accept 
that ‘Relevance in its narrow sense means addressing issues that lay citizens 
care about, or should care about…/and/Relevance in its broader sense 
means bringing new and useful knowledge to a problem that citizens care 
about’ (Gerring, 2015, p.  36). In concrete terms, this means how the 
profession relates to multiple publics, be they ‘normal citizens’ listening to 
a political science commentary, the student body, or decision makers, and 
the profession appears to be more relevant the more these relationships are 
widespread and reflexive. It is more difficult to judge relevance in terms of 
the quality of the knowledge base that the profession creates and provides 
to such audiences. This chapter will focus on the concrete dimensions of 
relevance, leaving quality judgements for later research.

We shall develop these different undertakings in regard to the experi-
ences of three new members of the political science community, namely 
Croatia, Hungary and Lithuania, as they vary in certain important respects. 
Firstly, does it matter that Croatia has a longer history of political science 
education; do proto-political studies place political science in a different 
relevance frame in Croatia than in Hungary or Lithuania? Furthermore, 
given the different political histories of these countries, we can reasonably 
assume that their academic communities adopt different perspectives on 
engagement with the non-academic world. In Croatia, empirical research 
first emerged in the 1960s, and despite the fluctuating autocratic control 
of the state and society, some research was conducted about  political 
behaviour and the political system. At the other end of the scale, during 
the Soviet period in what is now the Lithuanian Republic, a non- 
indoctrinated approach to the political world was impossible, and anyway 
there was nobody listening. Hungary could be placed somewhere in 
between these two, with its ‘soft dictatorship’ of the 1970s and 1980s 
(Linz & Stepan, 1996) during which economists and sociologists were 
able to impact public discourse based on their empirical research, whereas 
political science as such was totally absent. We can also expect that the 
political experiences of the public would affect the way they engage with 
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political science/scientists. Lithuania had to fight for its independence, 
and organised civil movements played a very important role in this pro-
cess. Systemic change consisted mainly of an elite compromise in Hungary 
without any great public engagement, while in Croatia, a painful war of 
secession was followed initially by a hybrid regime: both situations do not 
seem to favour political interest on the part of the public.

Furthermore, the country cases reveal the differences in the dimensions 
of the profession among the countries concerned. Croatia possesses just 
the one political science institution, the Faculty of Political Science (FPZG) 
at the University of Zagreb, that offers undergraduate courses and a PhD 
degree (with two PhD programmes); Hungary offers 8 MA programmes 
and 6 PhD programmes (either as stand-alone programmes or as joint 
programmes with other social science fields), while Lithuania boasts five 
higher education institutions offering 13 MA programmes in the political 
science field (including public policy, politics and media studies, history 
and politics1) together with 2 PhD programmes (see Table 7.1). Finally, it 
remains to be seen whether the recognised differences between develop-
mental patterns in Northern and Southern Europe (Klingemann, 2008) 

1 Public administration study programmes are not included here.

Table 7.1 Some institutional aspects of political science in Croatia, Hungary and 
Lithuania

Country Number of 
MA 

programmes 
either as 

stand-alone 
or joint 

programmes 
including PS 

in 
2019/2020

Number of 
PhD 

dissertations 
in political 
science since 

1990

Membership 
of national 

political 
science 

associations

Number of 
political 
scientists 
identified 

for the 
purposes of 
the COST 

frameworka

Number of 
academic 
journals 

that 
exclusively 

publish 
political 
science 
articles

Number 
of 

academic 
journals 

that 
regularly 
publish 
political 
science 
articles

Croatia 2 164 50 158 3 6
Hungary 8 168 120 233 1 3
Lithuania 13 89 70 198 6 7

aFor the research purposes of the COST project, political scientists were defined as follows: those that have 
a PS PhD, and/or publish in the field of PS, and/or have a PS position at a university or research unit
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are observable in our cases with regard to how political science is engaged 
with its broad context.

Table 7.1 shows some aspects of the institutional reality to be found in 
the three countries concerned, which (among others) will play a role in 
the bolstering of the relevance of political science in these countries.

With the above questions in mind, in Sect. 2 we shall develop our 
approach to relevance by focusing on potential institutionalisation differ-
ences between East and West, and between our chosen cases. In Sect. 3 we 
shall analytically deconstruct the concept of relevance through the experi-
ences of the selected countries and present evidence on the usefulness/
applicability of these dimensions. In the conclusive Sect. 4, we aim to 
establish whether political science can be regarded as relevant in our three 
countries, and if differences exist, how they can be accounted for. The 
analysis is based on two sources: the desk top research carried out by the 
authors, and the country reports and survey results of the COST project.

2  VarIatIons: West and east

The debate over the relevance of political science in the West has been 
going on as long as political science has existed (Stoker, 2010; Stoker, 
2015). From its ethos as being the scientific embodiment and interpreter 
of modern times—and of democracy in particular—to the more current 
concerns over its usefulness and practicality, the relevance of political sci-
ence has often been questioned and analysed. Many years ago, Wilensky 
argued that what distinguishes a science from a profession is that the latter 
has clients (Wilensky, 1964, p. 141). This understanding continues to be 
valid: a profession is expected to provide a well-defined service and engage 
with the clients, unlike mere disciplines ‘which might have clients—if at 
all—as the whole society’, in Wilensky’s words.

This relevance debate went through two substantial upheavals in the 
West, albeit each rooted in different challenges. In the first wave of change 
during the 1960s and early 1970s, a flourishing profession raised ques-
tions about its appointed tasks and missions, which seemed to be changing 
not only due to the increasing knowledge base and professionalisation of 
the discipline, but also due to the changing social and political world in 
which the traditional devotion to democracy seemed outdated (Ricci, 
1984). The second sea-change was witnessed in the new millennium, and 
on this occasion the external driving factors were more explicit. They orig-
inated from a variety of different sources: from the introduction of market 
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principles in higher education following the growth of the student body, 
to the introduction of efficiency demands related to the transformation of 
the university per se. In this regard, Flinders (2013, 2018) argues that the 
demands on the profession have increased so greatly that the question of 
the relevance gap (that is, political science does not offer enough) should 
be replaced by the theme of the expectation gap: in an increasingly 
demanding context, the profession is under stress.

While the two periods of the ‘relevance discussion’ were characterised 
either by a focus on normative or pragmatic expectations in regard to the 
role of political science, they both share the belief that political science 
should be somehow engaged with the external environment. The norma-
tive approach (see, e.g. Eisfeld, 2011) challenges political science on the 
grounds that it has lost its critical approach to the main problems afflicting 
our societies, and does not respond to the most pressing problems. The 
pragmatic approach (see, e.g. Stoker, 2010), on the other hand, claims 
that a more pragmatic orientation and more practical outcomes are rightly 
expected from political science.

Both approaches are clearly understood in our countries, and the two 
focal points of the Western debate, that is the normative and pragmatic 
approaches, appear in compressed forms in the emerging political science 
communities of the newcomer states. Moreover, there are two additional 
dimensions that are important in our specific cases: identity formation, 
and the achievement and preservation of legitimacy, which relate relevance 
to the central theme of this volume, namely certain aspects of institution-
alisation. This will influence how a profession can and does become 
relevant.

2.1  Seeking Identities

Identity will determine how the profession posits its place, how the profes-
sion sees itself and how it acts accordingly—in close interaction with exter-
nal demands and through internal debate. This identity formation is 
important as it will impact the way the profession relates to different 
agents: is it going to be open or is it going to be self-contained? The for-
mation of the profession’s identity has clearly followed different trajecto-
ries in the countries concerned here.

Discussions about the relevance of political science have been on-going 
in Croatia for 60 years. During the communist period of political science 
(1962–1990), these discussions were held by academics and by the ruling 
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elite alike. In the view of the country’s academics, the identity and auton-
omy of their discipline was the major concern (see Chap. 4 in this book by 
Boban & Stanojević). Although political science institutions were estab-
lished by the ‘regime’, political scientists were depicted by one prominent 
communist politician as ‘omniscient ignoramuses’, and there was constant 
fear at the Zagreb Department of Political Science that the Department 
could be abolished. The discipline also suffered from poor public visibility, 
as was to be expected in an autocratic regime: political scientists were not 
called upon by the media to contribute towards open public debate, but 
continued to live in their own realm cut off from society. The 
post-1990 years saw more openings for the discipline, but during the first 
decade of that period the profession was largely engaged with its own 
development and self-reorganisation, including curriculum change. After 
2000, the discipline became to take on its own identity through heated 
debates held at the Zagreb department. Since then, the presence of politi-
cal scientists in the media has grown, although a lack of connectivity 
between political scientists and practitioners remains. Overall, there have 
been more debates about the internal development of the discipline than 
about its connections with the general public and the political sphere. The 
major ‘relevance concerns’ have regarded the decreasing number of poten-
tial students and the problems related to employment opportunities.

The Hungarian trajectory of political science’s role and relevance can 
be divided into three periods. Indeed, the corresponding debate started 
even before political science had been recognised as an academic disci-
pline. Certain members of Hungary’s departments of scientific socialism 
advocated change in the curriculum, with some limited success at that 
time. Furthermore, the Association of Political Science (which was 
founded in the early 1980s) offered an arena for such discussions. In those 
early years, the main concern was how the profession could manage to stay 
as far away from politics as possible. This anti-politics concern is indirectly 
related both to the normative and pragmatic approaches, as defined above, 
and is rooted in the experience of the communist regime where science 
could only flourish if it left the political world well alone. During the sec-
ond period, this self-isolation seemed to diminish, and overall a value-free 
science got precedence; the issue of relevance has emerged once again as a 
result of the developments witnessed during the past decade of illiberal-
ism. Political science’s standing has been challenged, and the field has 
become divided: on the one hand there are political scientists who are 
relevant insofar as they are visible and seem to be well connected to the 

 G. ILONSZKI ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-79054-7_4


195

media and the political sphere, and as such they can provide practical 
advice to those requiring it. On the other hand, however, there are those 
who remain mainly silent and are expected to meet considerable expecta-
tions at university level, as pointed out by Flinders (2018). There can be 
no doubt that political scientists in Hungary know a lot about relevance, 
either as a pretext or as illusion, even if they do not talk about it very much.

The issue of political science’s relevance has been of critical importance 
since the very establishment of the discipline in Lithuania during the years 
of national revival (1988–1990) and following the restoration of the 
country’s independence in 1990. In the autumn of 1988, an open discus-
sion was held on the status and teaching of ideological academic subjects 
such as the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and 
Scientific Communism. Initially, the debate took place in the departments 
of Vilnius University and among its students; however, within a few 
months it had spread to all of Lithuania’s higher education institutes. 
Discussions led to the reform of the social sciences and the establishment 
of political science as an academic discipline, whose curriculum, as the 
reformers argued, would consist of a mixture of law, civic education and 
the political history of Lithuania (Krupavicǐus, 2002, p. 289). Thus, the 
formation of political science received impetus from the need for a scien-
tific discipline which could study the political processes operating in soci-
ety and contribute to the process of civic education and democratic 
transformation broadly perceived by the academic community at that 
time. The identity of the discipline and its relevance to society remained an 
important research topic (Krupavicǐus, 2002, p. 293). For example, the 
Lithuanian Political Science Association (LPSA) organised a conference 
on the status of political science in Lithuania in 1999. Other themes dealt 
with at the LPSA’s annual conferences included important issues such as 
democracy, interest groups, political culture, public administration, secu-
rity policy, and so on. From 1995 to 2000 public administration depart-
ments and study programmes were established in several of Lithuania’s 
universities. Public administration and public policy were perceived as 
branches of political science, and as such they focused on the improve-
ment of policy-making processes; they were thus perceived as more rele-
vant than other branches of ‘pure’ political science. At the same time, as 
Lithuanian political scientists, especially those of the younger generation, 
became familiar with political science research in the West, thus advocat-
ing value-free form of political science also found its place in academia. 
However, the view that political science should somehow contribute 
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towards society and improve political processes still prevails among 
Lithuanian political scientists, and their role and mission as such are rec-
ognised by the country’s media, political parties and government. Political 
scientists regularly comment on political events (elections, etc.) in the 
media, work for ‘think tanks’ and consultancy firms doing policy-oriented 
research and take part in working groups established by government insti-
tutions. A good example of the relevance of political science in Lithuania 
is the ongoing project ‘ManoBalsas.lt’ (My Vote),2 which was started in 
2008 by a team of political scientists from various Lithuanian universities, 
who developed an online-based tool for rational voting. The tool gathers 
responses from politicians and voters to questions of importance to soci-
ety, and measures the correspondence of their political beliefs, thus pro-
viding support for the electoral choice.

This brief overview shows that the role of political science, and its engage-
ment with different actors, has been an issue in our countries. These consid-
erations concerning the relevance of the profession appear to be closely 
connected to the identity aspects of institutionalisation. Both the normative 
and the pragmatic approaches have been adopted at different moments in 
time, and to different degrees, in the countries concerned. In Croatia the 
debate is still on-going, in Hungary it has re-emerged, whereas in Lithuania, 
it has been settled for good. Generational change (particularly in Croatia 
and Hungary) and political change (in Hungary) have a clear impact on 
this. In Hungary, a divided profession is also divided on the question of 
which form of relevance it is focused on (the normative or the pragmatic). 
In Lithuania the trend reveals the profession’s tendency towards pragma-
tism. In Croatia, a small, self-contained political science community is 
mainly concerned with the pragmatic aspects of engagement, particularly in 
the realm of education, in order to gain and maintain legitimacy.

2.2  Legitimacy in Question

While the development of political science’s identity will influence the 
profession’s normative and pragmatic approaches to relevance, and its 
engagement with diverse actors, in the case of the more recently estab-
lished political science communities the legitimacy question may also be 
decisive. Only a legitimate discipline can make its voice heard both socially 
and politically, that is, be seen as relevant. Thus the formal first steps like 
policy decisions and legal documents, legitimising the profession, were of 

2 Mano balsas Lt, https://www.manobalsas.lt/index/index.php.
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fundamental importance. However, legitimacy also needs to be preserved, 
and this shall be the second aspect examined in this section.

The three main institutions in Croatia dealing with the regulation of 
science and higher education are the Ministry of Science, the Agency for 
Science and Higher Education (AZVO)—an independent body in charge 
of accreditation and re-accreditation—and the universities themselves. 
Unlike in Hungary and Lithuania, the discipline has been called ‘political 
science’ in Croatia (to be precise, political sciences or politologija—
politology)3 since its inception in 1962, and has remained accepted under 
this name during the post-communist period, which differentiates it some-
what from the other two cases. The FPZG has sole authority to grant BA, 
MA and PhD degrees, and also enjoys the exclusive right to organise the 
process of academic promotion for all political scientists in the country.

In Hungary, the legitimacy of the profession was established soon after 
the democratic transition. The Hungarian Accreditation Committee 
(MAB), initially set up in 1992 before taking its current form in 1994, was 
an independent (non-governmental) body comprising the leading mem-
bers of academia. The MAB was responsible for formulating criteria and 
accrediting all academic programs and professorial nominations. The pro-
cess was highly competitive, and several institutions—including estab-
lished large universities—tried to launch political science programmes 
which were not always successful, were accepted temporarily, or were 
indeed rejected and the whole process has/had to be started again (Rébay 
& Kozma, 2005).

In Lithuania, the accreditation of study programs was not introduced 
until 2002; however, several legislative acts had contributed towards 
establishing a system of accreditation before then. Government provisions 
introduced in 1993 regulated the control and certification of higher edu-
cation institutions, and in order for such an institution to be certified, its 
study programmes, study methods and measures had to meet the estab-
lished requirements. The provisions in question established that the list of 
study areas and fields proposed by a higher education institution had to be 
approved by the Conference of Rectors of Lithuanian Higher Education 
Institutions and by the Research Council of Lithuania. The same regula-
tions stipulated that every five years, and if necessary more often, the 

3 This word is not commonly used in English, although Philippe Schmitter does use it in 
one of his papers. https://www.eui.eu/Documents/DepartmentsCentres/SPS/Profiles/
Schmitter/Politics-as-a-science.pdf.
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Government of the Republic of Lithuania was to form an expert commis-
sion to assess the level of higher education in the country. The first com-
mission tasked with monitoring performance was formed by the Lithuanian 
Government’s Decree of October 20, 1994. At that time, higher educa-
tion institutions’ performance in the field of social sciences was evaluated 
as one of the lowest of all scientific fields.

Very similar patterns are observable in all three countries, which is not 
surprising given that the process was conducted in accordance with inter-
national standards and adaptation/adjustment requirements. The only 
real difference is the time dynamics of implementation of such provisions: 
they were introduced early and quickly in Hungary, but more slowly and 
following a more complex procedure in Lithuania; Croatia, on the other 
hand, saw a combination of continuity and new institutional requirements.

In the longer term, the legitimacy of a discipline is not built on formal- 
legal requirements only. Its status may well be confirmed or challenged by 
simple things, like the remarks of a decision-maker such as those of the 
Croatian communist party leader mentioned above. To preserve legiti-
macy, performance-related factors have to be taken into account, (even 
though expectations can be forcibly set by external actors), as formulated 
in the ‘Western debate’. On the other hand, the legitimacy of the profes-
sion may be challenged on normative grounds. Whichever of the two rep-
resents the main form of pressure—(abusive) external expectations or the 
aura of unsafety—they could fail to sustain the relevance of the discipline. 
We would argue that as the profession develops, the legal component of 
said recognition should decrease, while evaluative and supportive mea-
sures should increase, as clear signs of the discipline’s continued legiti-
macy. In Croatia, the process of accreditation is conducted regularly every 
five or six years at university departments, to ensure the quality of research 
and education. So far, all re-accreditation of political science programmes 
in Croatia has taken place at the FPZG.  There have been attempts to 
establish one BA and one MA study programme in political science at two 
other universities, but these have proven unsuccessful. At the time of writ-
ing this chapter the most recent accreditation is just going on. The former 
re-accreditation procedure conducted at the FPZG was in 2014 and 
resulted in the reduction in student numbers, as the accreditation criteria 
required the FPZG to have a student–staff ratio of less than 30:1. In 
Lithuania, the newly established Centre of Quality Assessment in Higher 
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Education4 (1996) was tasked with evaluating the country’s higher educa-
tion institutions, and the evaluation process was subsequently developed 
in several stages. The system for the evaluation of study programmes was 
completed in 2002, with the establishment of the procedure for the 
accreditation of higher education study programmes on the basis of their 
assessment.5 Political science programmes at Vilnius University, Klaipeḋa 
University and Vytautas Magnus University were evaluated by external 
experts from the Center of Quality Assessment in Higher Education and 
received their official accreditation in 2008.6 Another step towards 
strengthening the profession’s legitimacy was taken with the official rec-
ognition of political science as a separate study area within the broader 
field of the social sciences. The legislation approving the classification of 
academic disciplines and sub-disciplines, including political science,7 set 
out a list of sub-disciplines comprised within the political science field, 
including Political Theory, Public Policy and Administration, European 
Union Studies, Regional Policy Studies, International Relations, 
Comparative Politics, and Military and Peace Studies. A few years later, a 
team of experts (political scientists from Lithuania’s major universities) 
prepared a description of political science as an area of study, setting out 
requirements for study programmes in this area, and this was subsequently 
approved by the Center of Quality Assessment in Higher Education 
(2014).8 Contrary to the aforementioned patterns of increased quality 

4 The Center of Quality Assessment in Higher Education under the Ministry of Higher 
Education and Science as the major government institution responsible for quality assess-
ment of studies and recognition of qualifications was established in 1995.

5 LR švietimo ir mokslo ministro is̨akymas Nr. 1194 Del̇ Sprendimų del̇ iv̨ertintų aukštojo 
mokslo studijų programų prieṁimo tvarkos patvirtinimo [Order of the Minister of Higher 
Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania No.1194 on Approval of Adoption 
Procedure of Decisions on Evaluated Higher Education Study Programs], 2001-08-13, 
Valstybeṡ žinios, 2001-08-22, Nr. 72-2550.

6 LR švietimo ir mokslo ministro is̨akymas Nr. IS̨AK-570 Del̇ Aukštojo mokslo studijų 
programų akreditavimo [Order of the Minister of Higher Education and Science of the 
Republic of Lithuania No.1194 on Accreditation of Higher Education Study Programs], 
2008-03-03, Valstybeṡ žinios, 2008-03-20, Nr. 33-1201.

7 LR švietimo ir mokslo ministro is̨akymas Nr. V-222 Del̇ studijų kryptis sudarancǐų šakų 
sar̨ašo patvirtinimo [Order of the Minister of Higher Education and Science of the Republic 
of Lithuania No.222 on Approval of the List of Branches within Study Areas], 2010-02-19, 
Valstybeṡ žinios, 2010-02-23, Nr. 22-1054.

8 Politikos mokslų krypties aprašas [The Description of area of political science studies], 
Vilnius: SKVC, 2014. politica https://www.skvc.lt/uploads/documents/files/
Kokyb%C4%97s%20u%C5%BEtikrinimas/krypciu_aprasai/Politikos%20mokslu%20stud-
iju%20krypties%20aprasas.pdf.
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control, and in Lithuania in particular of nuanced prescriptions, Hungary 
saw growing government influence open the way for less clearly outlined 
policies after 2010. The Hungarian Accreditation Committee (MAB) has 
been reorganised—and is now dominated by government nominees. The 
minister in charge of the Government Education Office (OH) often over-
turns even the decisions taken by the new MAB. In fact, the MAB’s mem-
bership of the European Association for Quality Assurance of Higher 
Education (ENQA) has been temporarily rescinded due to concerns over 
its independence and funding. While external evaluation continues, higher 
education institutions need to put their own quality insurance schemes in 
place, which is concerning given that universities are constrained by the 
government’s policy decisions.

While all the three countries in question have been members of the 
ENQA, it would seem that membership conceals a variety of different 
accreditation practices. In Hungary, early and strict accreditation criteria 
are being replaced by opaque, politically motivated provisions. 
Accreditation in Croatia is independent from governmental influence, and 
the AZVO is responsible for the whole process, including the final recom-
mendation made by the Minister of Science or by her/his deputy. In 
Lithuania, the higher education evaluation and accreditation system is well 
developed and is not constrained by government.

The legitimacy of a profession is re-confirmed by the authorities by 
means of several measures, not only the legal-official processes. One seem-
ingly strange, but fundamental, aspect is the allocation of public funding. 
While the shortage of research funding is generalised, there are neverthe-
less considerable differences among the three countries. There is almost 
no research money available in Croatia, with the sum of 200–300 euros 
provided for a handful of research projects by the University of Zagreb. In 
Hungary the flagship national research foundation tends to finance 2 or 3 
political science research projects per year (with an average budget of 
around 50,000 euro for each 3- or 4-year project), and this has not risen 
at all over the past two decades. In Lithuania, on the contrary, since 2009 
the country’s Research Council has been implementing the programme- 
based competitive funding of research, and each year it issues more than 
30 calls for the submission of project proposals from a list of 40 national 
and international programmes on average. The funding portfolio includes 
top-down schemes with pre-defined research topics, such as the National 

 G. ILONSZKI ET AL.



201

Research Programs, as well as bottom-up schemes. Research projects in 
the field of political science may receive funding from diverse national 
research programmes, like ‘Welfare Society’, the ‘Lithuanistics develop-
ment’9 program, ‘Researchers teams projects’, the ‘Lithuanian-Polish 
international cooperation program DAINA, ‘Needs-based research proj-
ects’, and others. For instance, during the period 2015–2020 the Research 
Council of Lithuania has allocated around 8,300,000 euros for 90 
‘Research team projects’ in the humanities and social sciences. Of these, 
10 projects have been in the field of political science (as a main or second-
ary research field), accounting for an 8.3% share (around 700,000 euros) 
of the total funding provided for this particular research programme (con-
sidered to be the most prestigious such programme and the one giving the 
highest quality research results and resulting in the best academic publica-
tions). Consequently, political science research has quite a good chance of 
obtaining funding, as many of these programmes are in some way related 
to policy-oriented research. However, the competitive research funding 
system is a complementary measure, and does not ensure security for the 
profession, since average salaries for teaching and research staff in 
Lithuanian universities are among the lowest in Europe.10 The three coun-
tries’ research-funding capacities depend on several factors; consequently, 
no automatic conclusions may be drawn about how legitimate a profession 
is seen as, on this basis. Still, the differences are clear for all to see and 
funding shortage is visible, particularly in Croatia.

3  releVance: concepts, eVIdence and attItudes

Having seen the contextual differences and the legitimacy-based founda-
tions of the profession, in this section we shall (de)construct and opera-
tionalise the relevance concept, largely building on Flinders’ (2013) 
approach. The three dimensions to be taken into consideration in doing 
so are related to three potential fields of engagement, which we shall call: 
knowledge provision, social presence and practical impact. We are going to 

9 https://www.lmt.lt/en/science-policy-implementation/lituanistics-development/2551.
10 Lietuvos ūkio sektorių finansavimo po 2020  m. vertinimas: Mokslas, technologi-

jos ir inovacijos [Financing of Lithuanian economic sectors after the 2020 Assessment: 
Science, Technology and Innovation], 2019, p.  8, http://www.strukturiniaifondai.
lt/lt//dokumentai//lietuvos-ukio-sektoriu-finansavimo-po-2020-metu-vertinimas/
mokslas-technologijos-ir-inovacijos-5-priedas?type=versions.
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develop some measures of the three and also examine the attitudes of the 
three countries’ political science communities to such fields of engagement.

When considering the question of knowledge provision, we shall identify 
what kind of political science we provide to our students, and the way that 
the curriculum has developed. Has the curriculum become more prag-
matic? Are there courses that reflect on the problems of our time and of 
our countries? Similar questions can be raised when identifying PhD topics 
and observing the profile of the national political science journal or of 
other publications. Social presence will describe engagement with the pub-
lic, and how political science acts in this realm. Are research findings 
divulged to a general audience, including the activities of political science 
associations. Practical impact will reveal the degree of engagement with 
decision-makers. How widespread and acknowledged are these practical 
activities?

In keeping with the above framework, we shall examine the three 
aspects of relevance below. Before doing so, however, it is interesting to 
examine how the respondents in the aforementioned COST project sur-
vey conducted in 2018, indicated their level of agreement with the state-
ments concerning the relevance of the discipline (see Table 7.2).

Table 7.2 Agreement with the statements concerning the relevance of politi-
cal science

Country Croatia Hungary Lithuania Total

Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N

Political scientists should 
provide evidence-based 
knowledge and expertise 
outside academia, but not 
be directly involved in 
policy-making.

2.23 22 2.92 66 3.07 44 2.86 132

Political scientists have a 
professional obligation to 
engage in public debate.

3.48 23 2.61 66 3.07 46 2.91 135

Political scientists should 
become involved in policy 
making.

3.52 23 2.82 66 3.15 46 3.05 135

Political scientists should 
refrain from direct 
engagement with policy 
actors.

1.50 22 1.91 65 1.77 44 1.79 131

Source: PROSEPS Q 14
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The responses were coded using the 4-item Likert scale (from 4—fully 
agree to 1—fully disagree). The table presents mean values calculated for 
the answers given by respondents from Croatia, Hungary and Lithuania. 
The answers can be connected to the relevance frame as described above. 
The statement ‘Political scientists should provide evidence-based knowl-
edge and expertise outside academia, but not be directly involved in 
policy- making’ refers to the ‘Knowledge provision’ dimension. This state-
ment resulted in the highest level of agreement among Lithuanian politi-
cal scientists, while fewer of their colleagues from Croatia and Hungary 
agreed with it. The level of agreement with the second statement ‘Political 
scientists have a professional obligation to engage in public debate’ mea-
sures ‘Active presence’. The political scientists from Croatia expressed the 
strongest support for this statement, while Hungarian political scientists 
were the least supportive. The statement ‘Political scientists should 
become involved in policy making’ could be associated with the ‘Practical 
impact’ of relevance. The survey revealed that respondents from Croatia 
were the ones who agreed with this statement the most, while their col-
leagues from Lithuania were less supportive, and Hungary’s political sci-
entists were even less so. The fourth statement is directly related to the 
third: ‘Political scientists should refrain from direct engagement with pol-
icy actors’ (this fourth statement being formulated in the opposite way—
i.e. negatively—to the other three statements). This was met by the lowest 
level of agreement from all three groups concerned (the differences 
between the groups were not statistically significant), thus confirming 
their support for policy engagement, subject to the aforementioned coun-
try differences. There seems to be support for being present in the public 
realm and also in political practice, albeit with clear country differences; 
Hungarian respondents were less open to such involvement than their 
Lithuanian and Croatian counterparts.

After viewing the attitudes of the responding political scientists, we 
shall examine the three aspects of relevance, and offer some concrete evi-
dence in addition to occasional reference to the attitudes of political 
scientists.

3.1  Knowledge Provision

As specified above, we shall first examine how we are to establish whether 
political science creates and provides knowledge that can be regarded as 
relevant, as this will depend ‘upon judgements about which directions will 
provide the greatest value-added for society’ (Gerring, 2015, p.  47). 
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Although we are not qualified to make such a judgment here, on the basis 
of an analysis of external demand and the considerations of the political 
science community, we shall try to establish the potential relevance of 
knowledge provision.

 a) How can education be relevant?

A first, albeit indirect, measure is the number students, since it is one of 
the things that shows whether society ‘accepts’ political science and finds 
the knowledge provided by this field useful or/and interesting, or indeed 
whether the labour market opportunities for political scientists are promis-
ing or not. Are we going forwards or backwards in this regard?

Table 7.3 includes the number of students enrolled in political science 
programmes at BA and MA levels in 2012 and 2019, including all pro-
grammes bearing the term ‘political science’ (or ‘politics’, ‘policy’, ‘public 
governance’)11 in their title. The COST data revealed that the decline of 
the student body is most clearly evident in the CEE countries, and our 
countries are no exception in this respect.

In Hungary, there has been a decline in student numbers throughout 
the entire higher education system, political science being no exception to 
the rule. In 2020, the overall number of applicants to higher education 
institutions was one-third less than it had been in 2019, which is similar to 
the trend in political science. The proportion of enrolment in MA pro-
grammes compared to that in BA programmes fell from around 40% in 
2012 to around 20% in 2019. There are accredited political science pro-
grammes that are depopulated, as no students apply for admission. In 

11 Students enrolled in public administration study programmes are not included in the 
numbers.

Table 7.3 Number of students enrolled in political science programmes at BA 
and MA levels

Country BA 2012 MA 2012 BA 2019 MA 2019

Croatia 678 182 499 115
Hungary 267 109 372 76
Lithuania 679 314 331 175

Source: PROSEPS database
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Croatia, the abolishment of tuition fees ten years ago prevented most fac-
ulties from earning income from this source, and consequently there was 
a decline in the number of students particularly because accreditation pre-
scribes a rigid student–professor ratio, as mentioned above. This has a 
positive impact on the quality of education, but engenders other prob-
lems. More specifically, the decreasing number of BA students over the 
years has produced a smaller pool of potential MA-level candidates. 
Moreover, BA graduates now can study for their MA at other universities 
in Europe. Finally, the decision of the FPZG whereby only students with 
a BA in political science can enrol in a MA programme in political science, 
has also resulted in a smaller number of potential MA students. In 
Lithuania, the overall number of students, as well as the number of politi-
cal science students at both BA and MA levels, has also been decreasing for 
demographic reasons such as lower birth rates and emigration. The num-
bers of students enrolled in BA and MA programmes fell by nearly one 
half between 2012 and 2019. The reduction in the numbers of students 
enrolled in public administration programmes has been even more dra-
matic: those enrolled in public administration BA programmes decreased 
by almost 90%, from 666  in 2012 to 73  in 2019; and the numbers of 
students enrolled in MA programmes fell by two-thirds, from 297 in 2012 
to 101 in 2019. Universities had to adapt: certain study programmes had 
to be closed; the numbers of teaching staff in political science departments 
had to be reduced, thus increasing the insecurity of the profession. The 
correlation between the BA and MA figures in particular reveals the rec-
ognised prospects of the discipline—indeed its relevance in the eyes of the 
students, and potentially their families who even if they do not have to pay 
tuition fees still have to support the students financially. In Lithuania (as 
opposed to Hungary and Croatia), MA programmes in political science 
(and public administration) have become more popular than BA studies, 
as they attract not only graduates from high schools but also professionals 
with job experience (civil servants). This represents relevance per se.

In addition to demographic trends and government policy, we should 
also consider the possibility that decreasing numbers might be the result 
of declining interest: what does political science offer to students? What 
kind of subjects are included in the curriculum? Have there been any 
changes in this regard? In Hungary, constant attempts were made to 
develop the programmes’ practical aspects so as to ensure better job 
opportunities for students, through courses in methodology, public rela-
tions and political communication. Nevertheless, methodology courses 

7 THE BUMPY ROAD TO RELEVANCE: CROATIA, HUNGARY AND LITHUANIA… 



206

are not strongly present in most programmes, but compared to the early 
years there has been tempering of the political philosophy approach to 
courses and to the curriculum as a whole (Arató & Tóth, 2010). A more 
empirical form of political science has clearly emerged. As political science 
departments and programmes are relatively small in terms of the academic 
staff employed, there is a tendency to establish larger units incorporating 
several previously separate units/programmes. While a broader knowl-
edge base might increase the decisional freedom of students, as they can 
select from a larger range of courses, there are concerns that the profile 
and identity of political science will diminish within such larger units.

In Croatia, given the single institution pragmatic considerations (the 
availability of teaching staff for each field) and functional ones (ensuring 
that recently qualified political scientists with BA and MA degrees can find 
jobs) have been carefully balanced. With the advent of the Bologna pro-
cess, new courses were introduced in all areas of political science, and new 
staff have been hired possessing the expertise required to establish courses 
that had not previously existed. The diversification of the subjects on offer 
gives students a wider choice of courses and specialisation, depending on 
their interests. This also renders the discipline more recognisable among 
the other social sciences and humanities. The political science curriculum 
has changed since the beginning of the Bologna process, with the intro-
duction of new courses in all major fields covered by the discipline, par-
ticularly in area studies, EU studies and studies on democracy. This 
represents a radical departure from the normative approach to the curricu-
lum prior to 2000, when there were a great many courses in political 
philosophy and theory.

In Lithuania, the curriculum was impacted by the national higher edu-
cation reform implemented in 2010–2012. The reform created a new sys-
tem for the allocation of funding to universities, based on the so-called 
student’s basket principle, that is, with the best students receiving full state 
funding for their studies in their chosen field. The reform also increased 
the autonomy of universities by implementing changes in university gov-
ernance such as the election of university rectors by university boards com-
prising representatives of various stakeholder groups, and greater discretion 
in regard to the use of university property. These market-based institu-
tional changes strengthened the competitive environment within the 
higher education sector, creating incentives for universities to treat stu-
dents as their customers, and to invest in advertising and other marketing 
activities in order to attract them. Thus, new study programmes were 
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created with catchy titles, and the curricula of existing study programmes 
were transformed in order to meet perceived student needs. On the one 
hand this trend had a negative effect, especially on the quality of higher 
education in the social sciences, as universities had an incentive to drop 
difficult subjects such as statistical analysis in order to ensure greater stu-
dent satisfaction. On the other hand, it contributed to the increased inter-
nationalisation of the study process as universities, due to diminishing 
national demand, were forced to look for ways of attracting foreign stu-
dents (e.g. by creating joint study programmes with foreign universities or 
by offering their own study programmes or separate subjects in English).

Lithuania has a long tradition of cooperation between departments of 
political science and politicians and government officials, in regard to both 
research and education, especially among those universities located in the 
capital city. When the departments organise conferences and other events 
(e.g. roundtable discussions on relevant policy issues), politicians and gov-
ernment officials (ministers, deputy ministers, civil servants, etc.) are also 
invited as presenters or participants. Professors also sometimes invite poli-
ticians or representatives from the government to give lectures in  their 
own courses. In Croatia, guest lectures are occasionally delivered by for-
eign diplomats, although rarely by politicians. The professors themselves 
are not particularly willing to invite politicians to give lectures since they 
believe that politicians’ knowledge of politics is of a limited quality, whereas 
their practical knowledge and experience is not taken into account. In 
Hungary, practice-oriented events (meetings with, and learning from, 
politicians and men/women of practice) have generally disappeared from 
the sphere of university education over the past decade. It has become 
increasingly difficult to reach out to politicians, and even to carry out 
research that would involve their input. This is a major relevance issue: 
politicians’ knowledge and its critical evaluation cannot be channelled into 
research and education.

Despite achievements such as the stabilisation of BA and MA pro-
grammes, the profession continues to be beset by problems relating to the 
issue of relevance: decreasing student numbers seems to be a common 
problem; the increasing incorporation of political science into larger pro-
grammes could raise identity concerns, although as mentioned above it 
does not necessarily imply the diminishing relevance of the field. The mar-
ketisation of higher education studies and the introduction of certain fash-
ionable and ‘superficially relevant’ programmes would negatively affect 
the quality of education.
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Similar patterns prevail in all three countries with regard to PhD pro-
grams, although this is not directly related to education as such, but con-
cerns the development of the profession. Lithuania’s first political science 
PhD programme was set up in 1992, the first one established in Hungary 
dates from 1993. In Croatia, the first Bologna-type programme started in 
2010 in comparative fields followed through by other sub-fields in 2010. 
Table 7.1 shows the number of PhD degrees which has been characterised 
by two important features: on the one hand, PhD dissertations largely 
concern important, or should we say, topical themes, which is a sign of 
professional relevance, with a proliferation of international and EU topics, 
together with the appearance of diverse policy themes; on the other hand, 
most PhD graduates have not been able to find a position in academia, 
although they can easily find employment in bureaucracy, government 
think tanks, or NGOs.

3.2  Publication Performance

The matter of publication performance is linked to our question in two 
respects: publications offer the profession the opportunity to prove that it 
is very much present, that it delivers and thus deserves its place in aca-
demia. One survey has found that the majority of university academics are 
more interested in research work than in teaching (Teichler, 2014, 
Table 7.2); thus, the expectation to publish seems to be correlated to the 
research-orientated views of academics themselves. At the same time, a 
substantial number of those working in academia do not publish at all 
(Kwiek, 2015) and it is often difficult to reconcile teaching and research 
(Turk & Ledić, 2016). The COST survey portrays a more nuanced picture.

As Table 7.4 shows, a large proportion of respondents (around 40–50 
per cent) have never published anything jointly with an international co- 
author, while a smaller, but still relatively significant, proportion (one- 
eighth in Croatia and Lithuania and around one-third in Hungary) 
reported that they had never published in a peer-reviewed international 
journal. These figures that relate to the international component of rele-
vance, and given the increasing international publication trends (Jokić 
et al., 2019), are significant.12 While in Hungary the entire academic sec-
tor has seen a decline in publications (Polónyi, 2018), a more recent study 

12 We would like to thank Stjepan Mateljan from Institute for Social Research in Zagreb 
who introduced us to the co-authorship network connecting our three countries. Although 
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of political science publication trends provides a more positive picture, 
with a substantial increase observed over the past three decades (Molnár 
& Ilonszki, 2021). The journal of the Hungarian Political Science 
Association—Politikatudományi Szemle—has been the profession’s flag-
ship publication since its foundation in 1992 and has become a quality 
journal that uses a double-blind review procedure. It seems that the ‘rel-
evance debate’ was more often covered by the journal during its early 
years, and mainly concerned the profession, its relation to politics, or the 
quality and focus of publications. For example, the official report of the 

this network has yet to attract any significant number of members, this chapter will certainly 
contribute towards remedying this situation.

Table 7.4 Regarding your publishing record, please indicate whether in the last 
three years you have published

Croatia Hungary Lithuania

Articles in peer-reviewed 
international journals

None % within 
Country

12.5% 27.3% 13.0%
At least 
once

37.5% 39.4% 54.3%

Three  
or more

50.0% 33.3% 32.6%

N 24 66 46
Chapters in edited books 
published by international 
publishing houses

None % within 
Country

37.5% 34.4% 32.6%
At least 
once

29.2% 46.9% 53.5%

Three  
or more

33.3% 18.8% 14.0%

N 24 64 43
Monographs published by 
international publishing houses

None % within 
Country

79.2% 92.3% 85.4%
At least 
once

20.8% 7.7% 4.9%

Three  
or more

0.0% 0.0% 9.8%

N 24 65 41
Published with international 
co-authors

None % within 
Country

39.1% 52.3% 45.5%
At least 
once

43.5% 33.8% 47.7%

Three  
or more

17.4% 13.8% 6.8%

N 23 65 44

Source: PROSEPS Qs. 26 and 28
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Political Science Committee of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
warmly welcomed the fact that publications were beginning to move away 
from public journalism to a more science-based focus (Balogh, 1999). 
There is no systematic information available regarding the readership of 
the journal outside of the political science academic community, but it 
may extend beyond that community. Although mere examples cannot rep-
resent scientific truth, one of this chapter’s co-authors can confirm that 
after publishing an article on ministers she got a letter from a former min-
ister disagreeing with the categories described in the article, including his 
own alleged position. The never-ending argument among political scien-
tists about the language used in academic journals is a recurrent one: the 
argument is that the Hungarian language used in the journal should be 
maintained in order to ensure its local connectedness.

In Croatia, the first political science journal ‘Politicǩa misao’ (Political 
Thought) was founded in 1964, and is published by the FPZG. During 
the communist period, the Marxist theoretical, critical and normative 
approaches prevailed. After 1990, and following changes to the FPZG 
staff’s expertise, the profile of the journal improved and the peer review 
process is now expected to be similar to that of the Annals (published by 
the Croatian Political Science Association since 2004, and also connected 
with the FPZG in terms of its editorial staff). Until a few years ago, the 
contributors to Politicǩa misao were mostly professors at the FPZG. Since 
new rules governing academic staff promotion discourage publication in 
so-called ‘in-house publications’, the FPZG’s professors have generally 
refrained from publishing in these ‘in-house journals’, and have thus been 
encouraged to publish elsewhere, including in foreign journals. Since 
2016, Politicǩa misao has published four numbers per year: two or three 
numbers in the Croatian, Serbian, Bosnian and Montenegrin languages 
(depending on the native language of the author); and one or two issues 
in English. There is also an academic journal—Politicǩe Perspektive 
(Political Perspectives)—which is jointly published by the FPZG, the 
Faculty of Political Science of Belgrade University and the Political Science 
Association of Serbia.

In Lithuania, the first issue of the political science journal Politika (later 
renamed Politologija) was published in 1989. Since 1992, ‘Politologija’ 
has been affiliated to the Lithuanian Political Science Association and pub-
lished by the Institute of International Relations and Political Science 
(IIRPS) at Vilnius University. Until 2017 ‘Politologija’ had been publish-
ing articles in Lithuanian only. Other important political science journals 
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include ‘Public Policy and Administration’, ‘Lithuanian Foreign Policy 
Review’, ‘Baltic Journal of Law and Politics’, ‘Agora’ and ‘Politikos mokslų 
almanachas’. The journal ‘Public Policy and Administration’, founded 
jointly by Mykolas Romeris University and Kaunas University of 
Technology in 2002, has the highest SJR index (0.409) of all these jour-
nals and is included in the Scopus database. Furthermore, political science 
articles are occasionally published in the journals of other social science 
fields, such as ‘Transformations in Business and Economics’, ‘Creativity 
Studies’, ‘Information Sciences’, ‘Philosophy & Sociology’. As in the 
other two countries, the performance evaluation system which is used to 
regularly assess the research performance of individual scientists and aca-
demic units, encourages political scientists to publish.

3.3  Active Social Presence

Several questions in the Survey focus on political scientists’ perceptions of 
the connections between the profession and the public, and the ways in 
which they try to connect to a broader public. It is not easy to account for 
the potential differences. For example, on a scale of 0 to 10, where a value 
of 0 means that ‘the participation of political scientists in public debate is 
not recognised at all for career advancement’, while a value of 10 means 
that it is ‘very much recognised and relevant’ (COST survey question No. 
6), the lowest score, 3.88, is that recorded in Croatia while the highest is 
that of Lithuania with a value of 6.28, while Hungary is ranked in between, 
at 4.95. It would seem that the academic-university context (in terms of 
the perceived importance of engaging with the public) is a clear incentive 
to participation in public debate. At the same time, there is no substantial 
difference between the countries in terms of respondents’ acceptance of 
the fact that an active social presence is part of an academic’s professional 
duties. In response to the statement ‘Political scientists should engage in 
public debate since this is part of their role as social scientists’, average 
agreement measured on a scale of from 1 (fully disagree) to 4 (fully agree) 
ranges from 3.15 in Hungary to 3.63 in Croatia.

Table 7.5 indicates the types and the frequency of such engagement. 
The frequency of engagement was measured on a scale from 1 (less than 
once a year) to 5 (once a week). The table shows that in all three countries, 
the mean response to the statements about contributions to TV pro-
grammes, radio broadcasts, newspapers and magazines (including 
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electronic media and news portals) were close to ‘3’ (at least once every 
three months).

Survey answers seem to confirm the fact that of the three countries, 
Lithuania is the one in which political scientists most openly engage with 
the public. Policy scholars in particular see communication with the media 
as their core activity, and pay less attention to research work and the pro-
duction of scientific publications; but as we have seen, this openness is due 
largely to a university-academic framework that is expected to support this 
type of activity in the name of career development. Political scientists are 
invited onto television and radio programmes, regularly publish com-
ments on important topics (the adoption of socially important laws, the 
issue of presidential and governmental reports, corruption scandals), and 
also provide their assessment of political events on social media.

This contrasts with the situation in Hungary. The presence of political 
scientists in the written media is particularly weak in Hungary, and this is 
possibly related to the lack of press freedom in the country. The public 
media are characterised by a strong degree of political selection, with clear 
preference being given to the advocates of the current regime. In Croatia, 
a few political scientists, generally professors from the FPZG, engage with 
the media; in the main, they are experts on Croatian politics, and some-
times on comparative politics and international relations. Questions of 
political theory or public policy only rarely find their way into the media. 

Table 7.5 Please specify the average frequency of

Country Croatia Hungary Lithuania Total

Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N

Your interventions on TV programmes 
related to political issues (during the last 
three years)

2.93 14 3.20 10 2.92 26 2.98 50

Your contributions to radio broadcasts 
related to political issues during the last 
three years

2.50 14 2.69 16 2.67 30 2.63 60

Your contributions related to political 
issues in newspapers, magazines (including 
electronic ones and news portals) during 
the last three years

2.81 16 2.36 14 3.30 30 2.95 60

Source: PROSEPS Q 2b
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The media clearly display an interest in this type of cooperation, which is 
also of value to the discipline, as it helps the profession, and its sole insti-
tutional entity (the FPZG) gain public recognition. Moreover, Croatia’s 
political scientists are not often appointed as policy advisors, and their 
media participation appears to be a substitute for such in terms of their 
exercising any potential influence. Of course, media participation also 
helps improve the public visibility of those political scientists concerned.

Our information regarding how the public sees the presence and work 
of political scientists, is more limited. In Hungary this ‘reflexive engage-
ment’ has changed substantially over the past three decades. During the 
course of democratisation there was initially a genuine interest among the 
public in political commentary; the new field of interest, the new knowl-
edge and the unprecedented information were appealing. Indeed, political 
science responded to the public’s thirst for knowledge and information. 
Subsequently, a division began to emerge: political analysts and political 
scientists became increasingly separated from each other despite the pres-
ence of the former group in academia. In the new millennium, new insti-
tutional opportunities followed by political events lent this divide 
positional, and then political, features. Quite a few think tanks were 
formed which were able to offer new perspectives and more practice- 
oriented knowledge. The universities were not the ones who met this new 
demand for the provision of more practical knowledge to society. 
Increasing political division meant that advocacy think tanks13 became 
advantageously positioned in the media under government surveillance, 
while in the few remaining media not controlled by government, other 
experts or other think tanks play this part of the relevance game. 
Nevertheless, it cannot be said that the public is not aware of this contro-
versial world. A number of well-known publishing houses have brought 
out political science books written by Hungarian authors. The Political 
Science Research Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences is particu-
larly active in the field of publication—and as its members focus on current 
themes, often on concrete empirical bases, this invites media attention, 
mainly in the online media.

In Croatia, political science books are mainly published by professors 
from the FPZG, and they can easily find publishers; however, there is 
almost no public discussion of these works. In Lithuania, political 

13 Advocacy think tanks have concrete policy goals and want to influence public opinion 
accordingly.

7 THE BUMPY ROAD TO RELEVANCE: CROATIA, HUNGARY AND LITHUANIA… 



214

scientists generally present their research findings and scientific mono-
graphs in the media. Regular surveys of the public’s trust in political par-
ties, state institutions and politicians are conducted, and political scientists 
are invited to comment on the results of these surveys. Major news portals 
have special sections where policy scholars regularly comment on current 
policy issues. Unlike politicians, who usually express their party’s position 
on various political issues, political scholars have a reputation as experts 
who are expected to make objective, impartial assessments. There is wide-
spread trust in the competence and non-political bias of political scientists 
in Lithuania.

An obvious choice of actor capable of designing a strategy aimed at 
increasing relevance, would be the national associations (Flinders, 2018, 
p. 597). However, this is not necessarily what happens, and in any case is 
not always easy to pursue. For example, the Hungarian association of 
political scientists has changed from being a politically engaged actor com-
prising important players in the country’s democratic transition, present in 
person to being a relatively closed, professionally integral organisation, in 
keeping with the broader view of the profession. This new role has served 
to distance the profession from politics as such, and more recently has also 
served to defend the institution against the toxic political atmosphere and 
potential divisions within the profession. This does help the profession’s 
relevance, and apparently serves the unity thereof. The Croatian Political 
Science Association was established in 1966, but its activities have always 
had a low public profile, existing as it has in the shadow of the FPZG. This 
low public profile can probably be accounted for by the fact that it exists 
in a small country which does not possess the potential membership 
needed to create a large organisation dedicated to political science. 
Nevertheless, in the last couple of years, thanks to a more active leadership 
and a changing membership due to the increasing number of PhD gradu-
ates involved, the association’s profile has been enhanced. Since 2017, the 
association has held yearly conferences and round tables are being held. 
Annual conferences of the national associations are a consolidated event in 
all three countries, and yet these conferences rarely receive any broad 
attention from the media.

3.4  Practical Impact

There can be many aspects to the practical impact of political science: from 
the personal to the institutional, from the invisible to the visible, and from 
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the temporary to the permanent, just to name the more obvious dimen-
sions of this connection between political science and its impact on people 
and institutions. Here we shall focus on the personal–individual attitudes 
and activities of political scientists in our respective countries, just as the 
previous section focused on the different institutional patterns of practice- 
oriented public engagement in the media.

The main patterns discerned are as follows: a number of politically 
involved think tanks in Hungary; university-based policy advisory activity 
in Lithuania and hardly any visible practice-oriented advisory capacity in 
Croatia. As for the personal impact of political science, an extreme and 
rarely observed example is that political scientists in person are appointed 
to important policy-making positions quite often: in Hungary, first the 
Minister of Culture and now the mayor of Budapest, both belong to the 
political science academia; in Croatia, government ministers and the mayor 
of the capital city have political science degrees, and the former President 
of the Republic had an MSc in political science; in Lithuania, alumni of 
various political science and public administration programmes, as well as 
former professors, have been appointed to various important positions in 
central and municipal government and the Seimas (e.g. the Deputy 
Ministers minister of Education, Science and Sport; the former Minister of 
Internal Affairs, etc.). While in countries with more established political 
science communities this might be a regular practice, in our countries it is 
reassuring to see that our—new—profession gives credibility to, and sus-
tains, one’s career even if it is sometimes difficult to perceive any real 
impact or pragmatic connection.

Moreover, quite a number of advisors and public officials working in 
the country’s ministries and in other bureaucratic positions, have a politi-
cal science degree, although again we do not know how they use their 
particular knowledge, or whether they have a different focus than the 
majority of those working in such jobs, which are largely held by members 
of the law profession in all three countries. As for the type of practical 
advice in the COST survey (Q 13), respondents could choose from the 
different channels that they tend to use to provide policy advice and/or 
consulting services. It was found that face-to-face discussion enjoyed 
prominence, followed by workshops with a non-academic audience, and 
then by mail/post to the actor or organisation. This indicates a preference 
for personalised connections (other options included publications, research 

7 THE BUMPY ROAD TO RELEVANCE: CROATIA, HUNGARY AND LITHUANIA… 



216

reports, policy briefs, traditional media articles, blog pieces or items posted 
on social media, training courses and phone connections).

Table 7.6 shows the frequency with which political scientists engage 
with policy actors in an advisory capacity. This frequency was measured on 
a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (at least once a week), and shows that political 
scientists from Lithuania act in an advisory capacity more frequently than 
their colleagues from Hungary and Croatia. However, the mean value, 
indicating the level of engagement in advisory activities in all three coun-
tries, is closer to either 3 (at least once a year) or 2 (less frequently than 
once a year).

In this regard, once again Lithuania tops the ranking, while Hungary 
lags behind in all aspects of advisory activity. In Lithuania, political scien-
tists are invited, as experts, to participate in working groups formed by 
Parliamentary committees and commissions, the Government, ministries 
or other public administrative institutions, which prepare draft bills and 
strategic documents. When ministries and other public administrations 
tender for policy analysis services and the preparation of public policy rec-
ommendations or other expert advice, such tenders are sometimes won by 
political scientists (they can submit proposals either in their capacity as 

Table 7.6 How often, on average, during the last three years, have you engaged 
in any of the following advisory activities with policy actors (policymakers, minis-
try officials, interest groups, political parties, etc.)?

Country Croatia Hungary Lithuania Total

Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean N

I provide data and facts about policies 
and political phenomena

2.65 23 2.13 62 2.76 45 2.44 130

I analyse and explain the causes and 
consequences of policy problems

2.67 24 2.08 62 2.93 43 2.47 129

I evaluate existing, policies, institutional 
arrangements, etc.

2.57 23 1.89 61 2.73 45 2.30 129

I offer consultancy services and advice, 
and make recommendations on policy 
alternatives

2.19 21 1.92 62 2.20 45 2.06 128

I make forecasts and/or carry out polls 1.64 22 1.52 62 2.23 43 1.78 127
I make value-judgements and normative 
arguments

2.30 23 1.68 62 2.35 43 2.02 128

Source: PROSEPS Q 8
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university teachers, or as experts from business or public institutional 
teams). Some policy scholars have set up public ‘think tanks’ specialising 
in public policy analysis and policy advice. Researchers in the field of pub-
lic administration are also actively involved in conducting in-service train-
ing seminars for civil servants. A Public Governance Competence Center 
has been established by the Ministry of the Interior at Mykolas Romeris 
University. The Research Council of Lithuania funds research projects 
aimed at providing practical guidance to public policy makers (many of 
these projects are funded by general research programmes, although there 
are also special programmes that fund research into policy recommenda-
tions, policy issues and policy evaluation, e.g. the Need Research Projects). 
For example, in 2020 the Research Council of Lithuania provided funding 
for research projects aimed at assessing the policy decisions made in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.

4  toWards releVance?
In the introduction we foresaw differences between the country cases 
examined here. Indeed, despite several similar challenges, a number of 
important country differences have emerged.

In each country, the legitimacy and the identity of the profession are of 
paramount importance to how the profession performs in terms of knowl-
edge provision, in societal engagement and in providing pragmatic advice. 
Legitimacy-related issues in particular are tied closely to the question of 
relevance: uncertainties and constraints lessen the potential relevance of 
political science. The formation of the new profession’s identity started 
last in Croatia, paradoxically due, in the main, to the prior existence of a 
proto-political science during the communist period, and subsequently 
due to Croatia’s belated arrival as a member of the democratic group of 
countries that emerged after the troubled initial decade following the 
break up Yugoslavia. In Croatia, the profession aims to ensure its relevance 
by taking numerous concrete steps mainly in the sphere of education, 
although the singularity of the institutional framework appears to consti-
tute something of a hindrance. In contrast, the ‘open field’ inherited from 
Soviet times in Lithuania would seem to provide political science with 
considerable relevance. A more open and competitive academic field has 
given Lithuania the advantage over the other two countries concerned. 
The singularity of the institution in Croatia cannot be accounted for by 
the mere size of the country: the population of Croatia is 4  million, 
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whereas that of Lithuania is only 2.8  million. Internal initiatives (from 
within the discipline) together with external policy decisions, seem to con-
tribute to this more competitive, more relevance-oriented environment in 
Lithuania.

Generally speaking, the policy and political aspects of the achievement 
of legitimacy, have an impact on the relevance of the profession both in 
the positive and the negative sense. From the positive perspective, we have 
found evidence that in Lithuania there are strong policy incentives that 
encourage both the social engagement and the pragmatic relevance of the 
profession. On the contrary, when policy and political pressures divide the 
profession and undermine its credibility, the profession’s relevance is seri-
ously harmed, as is the case in Hungary. We should not forget that the 
pace of institutionalisation also appears to affect the degree to which the 
profession is able to preserve its relevance: very rapid institutional changes 
in Hungary have often preceded the profession’s internal formative steps 
and established premature trajectories, as opposed to the slower institu-
tional development witnessed in Lithuania. A north–south divide in terms 
of relevance, with the north ahead of the south, can also be observed. In 
this respect, perhaps the aura of a Baltic region with support from 
Scandinavia plays a role, whereas in the two ‘southern’ country cases, 
troubled political developments appear to have left their mark on the pro-
fession. The political impact on this divide is clearest in Hungary, although 
this divide might also be due to the relatively larger size of the community 
and to an open academic market where the provision of practically relevant 
services is mostly in the hands of advocacy think tanks. This was particu-
larly clear in the attitudes of the surveyed political scientists: Hungarian 
political scientists working in the country’s universities were more hostile 
to a practice-oriented political science than their colleagues from Croatia, 
and even more so from Lithuania. The information provided in this chap-
ter information is based on the authors’ own critical expert analysis and 
the profession’s survey results. While the survey answers are the least 
nuanced of the two sources, we think that the information they provide 
tends to coincide.

Generally speaking, we can rightly claim that gaining relevance is not 
a straight road as deviations or even blind alleys may be encountered along 
the way. If, as we noted in the introduction, relevance means reflecting on, 
and responding to, societal questions, then becoming relevant requires 
the profession to constantly adjust. Furthermore, we may also conclude, 
in general, that the three main aspects of relevance have not been achieved 
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to the same level within the same country: one can be more pronounced 
than the other(s), although we can duly expect a degree of adjustment as 
the three aspects are basically interconnected and will influence one 
another. We have also found that the development of relevance is a two-
way process: government and university policies act as the external con-
text, while the profession’s interests, commitment and ambitions constitute 
the internal force marking the way forward.
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Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to 
the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons licence 
and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the 
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copy-
right holder.
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