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Brain drain and brain gain are two expressions quite familiar to managers of higher education and 
research organisations: we spend a lot of time reading or analysing data about the effective results of 
European policies to enhance mobility on one side, while we worry about the risk to lose our best minds on 
the other side. 

As regards the Italian situation, the  brain drain phenomenon is widely known: in fact lots of Italian 
scientists and academics leave their country permanently, while foreign personnel, especially coming from 
China, stays in Italy for short term periods (typically three years) only.  

Fixed salaries in pursuance of national labour contracts for civil servants, difficulty in developing 
effective retention policies connected to reliable career plans, but also the lack of a real competitive system 
for the distribution of economic resources are only some of the most outstanding problems at the bases of 
brain drain problems at a national level. 

In short what really happens is that Italy, and in general most European countries, have difficulties in 
developing long term policies for “investing in people” as the most valuable economic assets in the 
knowledge era. This difficulty also depends on a generalized lack of funds for research and higher 
education: the Italian 1.75% of GDP dedicated to scientific research is of course completely insufficient to 
assure long term plans of development. 

From this point of view brain drain is a false problem. We had better talk about “resources drain”, 
which means that investments in higher education are too low to guarantee a proper “return on 
investment”. Reality shows that we are risking not only to have inadequate returns but even to loose 
everything.  

Coming back to the brain drain issue, it would not be a great problem if we had a “brain gain” equal 
to or higher than the “drain”: in a global economy it should not be so important if Indian academics work 
in Europe and the European ones work in the USA. But when European academics go to the USA and do 
not come back and Indian researchers come to Europe and do come back, well the general loss is definitely 
clear to everybody. 

������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������

It is obviously clear that policies to control brain drain and to encourage mobility have to be 
developed and managed at the level of National Government policies, but single organisations may give a 
contribution to manage the problems linked to the internationalisation of the labour market, and human 
resources managers can also do their bit in this. 

In order to retain and motivate academics and scientists to work in our organisations, it becomes more 
and more important to create a wealthy work environment taking care of people’s personal and private 
needs. From this point of view, the so called “diversity management” policies and tools may represent a 
good opportunity to develop pleasant and respectful work places, where different cultures and religions are 
appreciated, equal opportunities rights policies are really developed and physical handicaps are not an 
obstacle to professional development. 

In fact it is important to outline that the so called skill gap problem concerns not only higher 
education and research but nearly every economic sector in Europe. Specific competencies still needed in 
most countries (��
� mechanics) are lost for ever; at the same time some emerging jobs cannot develop 
properly because of a gap – or a simple delay - in education systems. 
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Industries and corporations across the world are well aware of these problems and they are working 
hard to find to a solution soon. Multicultural environments will soon become a rule in most working places 
for companies which want to survive on the global market. 

That is why diversity management is becoming a so outstanding issue nowadays. 

Many definitions of diversity have been worked out, but in a simple way the expression “diverse” 
may be translated into “individual”, “specific”, to outline that at present the world economic system has to 
rely on a wider range of professionals to keep developing. 

That is why professional categories which were previously considered “weaker” have gained more 
importance now. 

From a strictly economic point of view, gender issues have become more important simply because 
we have to get a higher profitability from women’s contribution to work; disabled people have to be 
integrated because no company can consider them as a cost and nothing else any longer, and, finally, 
multicultural environments are more and more necessary to fulfil companies’ needs of updated skills and 
of knowledge about local markets. 

We should take in consideration the fact that higher education and scientific research are sectors 
which might be used as good examples of what diversity really is. By definition we are accustomed to deal 
with people from different countries, we are concerned in national/transnational/community policies for 
equal opportunity rights, and normally we have to fulfil regulations regarding disabled people at work, at 
least more than private companies have to do. 

We worry about the brain drain phenomenon, but we do not think that we are simply experimenting a 
problem that any economic unit is going to live in a very short time. 

In an economic system with a growing lack of resources, all resources get their specific value. 

We should take our chance to work out solutions and to test new ways for the management of human 
resources which might be adopted as useful models by any economic organization in the near future. 

���������������������������������������������	������

The Italian Institute for the Physics of Matter and for materials science (INFM), today an institution 
within the Italian national research council (CNR), started developing a higher sensitiveness to diversity 
management issues in 1998, on the occasion of a quite big recruiting procedure organized to increase the 
staff at its laboratories. 

We needed new young researchers and doctoral students to empower our production. In many cases 
we were looking for people with specific skills. 

More than two months after the job calls were posted a disturbingly low number of applications had 
been received.  

It could not be a question of salary level only. 

We found out that many people with the right skills and work experience had given up sending an 
application because they thought they had lost the competition (especially women) or because job 
descriptions were unfamiliar (people from other countries). 
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So we decided to restart our procedures, paying more attention to all potential categories of 
applicants. From that moment on, gender and different cultural issues, etc., became strategic for the 
Institute’s development. 

It seemed to us we had been deaf to the truth until that moment: in Italy PhD women hold more than 
50% of the total number of doctorates, but less than 10% of our researchers were femal. 

We worked with research teams everywhere in the world, but foreign researchers were not informed 
about our recruitment procedures. What was happening? 

We started studying the problem in a quite serious way, connecting to international networks of 
experience and we slowly started developing a simple, but somehow effective, policy for diversity. 

����������	���
Why did excellent women with a PhD not come to us? Because they could not face motherhood 

problems, because if they had a fellowship, they were not paid and lost their opportunity for professional 
development in case of motherhood, because they were slowly pushed out of the system because they were 
unable to attend seminars abroad, and so on. Unluckily, motherhood or simply the necessary balance 
between personal and professional life may be a serious obstacle to a career in higher education and in 
scientific research. 

To contribute to solve the problem, some simple actions were taken: 

a. All international workshops, congresses and seminars provide a nursery service, so that young 
women can take advantage of the chance for professional updating without worrying about their 
children. For medium or large workshops the cost of the service doesn’t affect the conference 
fees. 

b. A permanent nursery was built in the main premises of the Institute for children in the age 
three months – three years. As INFM is a network of 42 units all over Italy, it is impossible to 
solve the problem everywhere at present.  

c. The Institute decided to work out its own regulation for fellowship holders, providing a five 
month allowance for women’s motherhood. According to Italian laws this allowance is only given 
to women with a contract. 

d. Women were particularly encouraged to take part in recruiting procedures. 

e. Work on a three-year plan for positive actions started, to be published and communicated within 
the scientific community. 


	���	��	�������������������������
Changing and widening communication channels and methods was enough to encourage foreign 

researchers’ applications for our job vacancies, but we soon discovered that a lot of work still had to be 
done. 

We needed an HR management staff sensitive to cultural differences and able to prevent problems 
from arising. 

A number of competencies were therefore developed: 

a. Experts in immigration rules and regulations in order to avoid problems with labour contracts and 
employment procedures 
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b. Expertise in Italian regulations on taxes and similar issues worked out specific consulting services 
for foreign personnel 

c. All the databases Institute’s were provided with specific fields and sections for gender, nationality 
as well as family situation. A fully integrated HRM software was developed to monitor people’s 
competencies, skills, individual needs, and specific problems. 

d. Specific travel policies were worked out in accordance with international standards. 

e. International procedures for performance and skills evaluation and assessment were established. 

f. Where possible, some spaces were destined to prayer rooms. A list of supermarkets, bars and 
shops selling specific food responding to religious requirements is always provided to the new 
comers. 

���������
It seemed to us that disable people had a lower rate of productivity and we accepted that as a matter of 

fact, but we soon discovered that differently able people may be very effective and definitely useful in a 
wide range of jobs. Our Institute was growing fast in numbers and the request for more sophisticated ICT 
systems to manage complexity was increasing. That seemed to us like a great chance to integrate disable 
workers in our groups. 

We adopted the following policies to favour the professional development of the disabled: 

a. All disable people recruited by the Institute are asked to experiment an internship period of about 
four weeks to train and learn the basics of ICT. 

b. The Institute takes part in regional initiatives for the professional development of the disabled and 
hosts people for free training periods to favour integration processes. 

c. All people who are going to work in a team with a disabled are obliged to follow a training course 
about the integration of this kind of workers. Lessons are given by specialists of problems 
connected to disability and they aim at changing the behaviour of people in working places, who 
normally tend to treat the disabled in a different and generally speaking more protective way. This 
natural aptitude to “defend the weakest” has to be removed in order to let the disabled express 
themselves from a personal and professional point of view. 

����������

Thanks to all of these small expedients, women researchers today make up 35% of our total work 
force. One out of seven researchers (both employed and with fellowships) come from abroad, and the 
disabled at work are over the minimum rate established by the law. 

We can say that our efforts with regard to diversity have helped us in keeping our global 
competitiveness and our overall ability to have a confrontation at an international level. 

This experience also suggests that diversity management is the real challenge for human resources 
managers and a great opportunity for higher education systems to readjust the “return on investment” on all 
the categories of people, regardless their gender, nationality, religion or physical condition. 


