CORRESPONDENCE

Italian university structure

SIR — Many readers not familiar with
the structure of Italian universities may
be confused by the recent controversy
aired in these columns'™. As a foreigner
(Australian) with several years experi-
ence of Italian academic life, I am per-
haps well placed to try to explain some
of the more unusual aspects of academic
promotion that engender so much excite-
ment and rancour in Italy.

Italians are renowned for their
creativeness and adaptability, but their
institutions are not, and the university
system is sadly no exception. Despite
some recent moves towards limited
autonomy, all Ttalian universities remain
firmly under the centralized control of
the Ministry of Universities and Re-
search. Individual universities can neith-
er appoint nor promote their own pro-
fessors. To promote a colleague, a de-
partment must apply to the ministry for
a new position at the higher level, after
lengthy and often heated debate by the
full councils of the department, school of
studies and faculty. If the request is
granted, the chair is listed to be filled in
the next concorso, the centralized selec-
tion procedure, with a total lead time of
around five years. Vacancies from all
universities are gazetted together in
groups of similar disciplines (with no
advertisements in Nature or the like).
Applicants apply for whole groups of
positions, not for individual chairs, ex-
pressing no preference for faculty, uni-
versity city or region. This explains in
part why many Italian academics, like
the not atypical characters of David
Lodge’s Small World®, teach in cities
remote from their abode: I myself live in
Pisa.

For each group of positions, a com-
mission of professors is elected by all
professors in the relevant discipline. Of
those elected for each commission, 60
per cent are eliminated at random, in a
rare example of a selection procedure
where randomness is considered to im-
prove performance (by noise lineariza-
tion?). Those remaining have the task of
selecting the best applicants, considering
only the scientific and didactic merits of
the candidates. Full professors are
selected on the basis of a written curricu-
lum (without interview), while associate
selection is a more gruelling affair, in-
cluding a public lecture on an unfamiliar
topic at 24 hours notice. Only after
selection do applicants apply to the
faculties of their preferred univesities,
who in turn select their preferred candi-
dates (but in practice there is often no
real choice®).

Now, does any reader believe that the
system really works like this? Do the
members of the departments and facul-
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ties of the individual universities have so
little say in the selection of their profes-
sors? Do candidates apply for pools of
vacancies, with no preference for re-
search institutions or prior knowledge of
where they may end up? Of course not.
Unless the preferred candidates com-
pletely disgrace themselves in the oral
examination, the concorso is usually only
a legal formality. Most of the real selec-
tion occurs behind the scenes, in hud-
dled discussions at conferences and other
clandestine encounters.

It is not hard to imagine how the
discrepancy between the theoretical and
actual selection criteria leaves the system
wide open to criticism by disgruntled
losers. Applicants who are best on paper
may not be selected for a host of valid
reasons, including local research,
teaching and clinical rtequirements.
However, if the real reasons are not
legally acceptable, others must be in-
vented, and this ambiguity can clearly
lead to resentment. But the real problem
arises from the fact that once one
accepts that the law has to be bent to
allow the system to work, it is a small
step to bend it a bit further to make the
system work for less honourable mo-
tives. As Alan Friedman’ convincingly
argues for the business sector, academic
institutions in Italy remain largely feud-
al. Many senior professors (still often
referred to as “barons™) view university
chairs as fiefs to be awarded to loyal
vassals (ensuring their eternal fealty)
rather than to independently creative
scientists. Competition for control of the
fiefs is keen, with deals, vote-trading and
other forms of favour-swapping, includ-
ing grant distribution (for which there is
no peer review). Alliances form along
similar lines to those in the thirteenth
century city states, and conspiracies and
conspiracy theories abound.

I am in no position to express an
opinion of the cases published in
Nature'™, but there is no shortage of
concorso anecdotes in Italy. For exam-
ple, a close friend recently applied for
promotion to associate-professorship. In
the unofficial ‘pre-concorso’ hearings,
her curriculum (including four first-
author papers in Nature) led her to be
judged a clear leader, and she so im-
pressed the commission at her interview
and public lecture that a commission
member said that “she performed so well
it will be extremely difficult for us to find
a way to eliminate her”. But they did,
and all positions went to feal vassals of
the commissioners and their allies. My
friend was eliminated through no fault of
her own, but because the commission
considered that her padrone (who super-
vised her PhD 12 years ago but has not
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since worked with her) had not partici-
pated fully in the concorso games.

It is difficult to assess quantitatively
the degree to which promotion is more
unfair in Italy than elsewhere. Certainly,
we all believe that our own promotions
are merited and, despite the unusual
selection techniques, I suspect that the
great majority are. However, the few
blatantly outrageous promotions, com-
bined with the ambiguity and hypocrisy
inherent in the system, have created a
general perception of corruption and
nepotism, and this perception is serious-
ly eroding morale. And the fact that
sycophancy is more highly prized than
originality is a real impediment to in-
novative research. Concorso power-
mongering is a sport for the barons, with
little consideration of its impact on the
young (and often not-so-young) appli-
cants who must survive the trial-by-fire
oral examination, only to learn that the
real selection was made months earlier
on the basis of entirely different criteria.
Why not dispense with the charade?

Most Ttalians agree that the system has
major problems, and many talk of little
else, but few agree on the remedy.
Certainly it is unlikely that change will
come from within. Not many professors
seek the honour of serving on selection
commissions (involving up to 20 days out
of town, and maybe 150 hours of boring
committee work) unless they have good
reason to do so. But little is to be gained
by vilifying the individual commission-
ers, most of whom are honest scientists
trying to make an unworkable system
work. My personal view is that the only
way to restore some dignity to Ttalian
academic promotion is to accept that
centralized control is unrealistic, and to
give some real autonomy to the universi-
ties, allowing them to select and prom-
ote staff to suit their local needs. Many
cynics will argue that freedom from cen-
tralized control will lead only to in-
creased nepotism, but I believe that this
unfortunately widespread aspersion on
the integrity of Italian scientists is un-
warranted. The system is at fault, not
the individuals. With appropriate
mechanisms, such as linking university
funding to performance, universities
would soon see the advantages of choos-
ing good people, and might even consid-
er advertising for them.

David Burr

(Professore ordinario di Psicologia),
Universita di Roma,
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