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All over Europe the research funding system seems to be involved in a process of deep change: public 
national resources are strongly decreasing and they are distributed according to middle term programmes. 
Partnerships between the public research system and the private one are encouraged more and more. The 
EU is becoming the most important investor through European proposals. In short, this means that 
researchers cannot wait for funds any longer: they have to go and search for them. 

In order to reach this goal researchers and research managers at all levels of career, need to develop 
new skills. There is no doubt that being a good scientist today also requires to be a good program/project 
manager, with specific skills in human and financial resources management. 

Changing and adapting to an increasingly competitive system, means breaking cultural habits and 
building a new model of competencies. 

As regards the Italian situation, it has to be underlined that this kind of bottom-up “coming from the 
people” change cannot be completely effective without a prior and strong top-down change. This means 
that real innovation can only be achieved through a partial renewal of rules and laws. 

As regards the management of human resources some of the great problems to be faced are:  

� fixed salaries in the public research system 

� strong brain drain phenomenon 

� strict rules in the national recruitment system 

� lack of evaluation procedures of professional performances 

Broad banding of salaries and retention policies also through HR performance evaluation systems or 
really competitive recruitment systems would also be extremely helpful. 

The above constraints do not help to get the “best people” with good professional skills, such as 
aptitude for team management, leadership and “customer orientation. 

But this is only partially true. 

The most recent European surveys on young people’s vision of their future working life show that the 
salary is not the first issue (it varies form rank four to rank five in the top ten ranking of most frequent 
answers), while personal and professional satisfaction, together with a good balance between professional 
and personal life, seem to be more commonly shared values. 

This new view on work has strong consequences on the mission of human resources management. 
HRM has to concentrate on added value activities and not (only) on cost control: the wealth of 
organisations relies on the professional value of  their human resources, that is people, individuals, so 
people (and their needs)  become strategic more than ever to gain and maintain  competitiveness. 

Retention of talented resources cannot be achieved though benefit and compensation policies, only, 
but has to be pursued through tailored, one to one solutions and programs for self-development. 

The more an organisation is knowledge-oriented, the more its staff of human  resources becomes 
important and valuable. It is such a kind of “Maslow’s pyramid” phenomenon: in the so called 
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“Knowledge era” people are climbing up their pyramid of personal needs and look for professional 
development as a step towards self actualisation. 

No doubt higher education systems produce more knowledge than any other organisation, so no doubt 
either that human resources in this system are definitely the most important asset. Commitment is the key 
word to the development of these organisations, but getting people’s commitment is simply much more 
difficult than it was ever before. 
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The idea that people in organisations should always be committed and motivated in their job is not 
simply a new chimera for HR managers. In complex and changing organizations  there is no evergreen 
solution which may be worked out and transmitted. Getting people involved is a mean to assure that 
organization is a group of professionals able to act and to take decisions  with responsibility and  
independence. 

How then, to convince people to become complete managers in public research systems? A possible 
way is trying to communicate to them that developing higher managerial skills will be useful to them 
anyway, also in personal matters and not only in professional contexts. 

It is with this basic idea as background that INFM started its training program to create regional 
managers in 1999. 

Until 1998 administrative support to research activities was assured by a network of officers spread all 
over the country, one in every laboratory or research center. But this kind of organization was starting to 
show its weaknesses. No professional development was effectively possible for people who worked alone. 
There were problems of communication with the headquarters and no intermediate level to solve various 
issues. Furthermore there were problems in knowledge transfer, difficulty in substituting people absent 
from work (for example for maternity leave). 

The time had come to build up teams of professional management not simply separate research 
groups, but several groups working in the same regional area, sharing experience in a network 
organization. To reach this aim it was necessary to build a spirit of pride and dignity for a professional 
family, which previously was simply engaged in secretarial activities. Moreover, no real compensation 
policy was possible to establish, due to the fixed salaries established by national regulations for civil 
servants. 

That is how the Institute decided to promote a free training course as a personal benefit for people 
who accepted to get involved. 
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In three years 20 persons within the organization took part in the training program. Except two who 
were directly recruited on the labour market, every participant was already employed in the Institute and 
had a quite long professional experience in it. People participating  in the program were selected according 
to their seniority in the Institute and to their potential capability to develop leadership and team building 
skills. In some cases people were happy to be chosen for the program, in others cases they were worried, in 
others again, they were opposed to it. In any case, the research groups managed by these professionals 
were asked to keep  a neutral conduct towards any decision taken by people concerning the participation in 
the training program, in order not to influence (positively or negatively) the motivation of the involved 
persons. 
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The program was planned to be carried out develop in four weeks, two at the beginning of the 
program, one week after three months and the last week after six months. 

People involved in the program could accept to take part in it or not, regardless their future position in 
the organization, which was anyway taken for granted. The Human Resources management of the Institute 
decided to behave in this way to be sure that people understood the real efficacy of this kind of program 
and that they expressed a free opinion about it, enhancing their level of commitment in  case of joining it. 

No technical or professional training was foreseen in the program. This was clearly explained at the 
beginning: most of people were asking for and expected some training in administration or in budgeting, 
but this was not the point. The Institute wanted people able to take decisions and to solve problems-balance 
sheets were all another story. 

People were individually introduced to the program by the Institute’s HR professionals. They had a 
week to think about it and to decide to join it. 

The program started with an  individual counselling session with a psychologist outside the Institute’s 
premises to decide and declare the personal project every single   participant wanted to develop (not 
necessarily a professional one). The underlying idea was that no matter the result you want to achieve, you 
always have to be motivated to reach it and be able to work on your inner personal strengths and resources. 
The results of the individual counselling sessions were kept secret by the psychologist. 

In groups of six, people took part in a two day program of self empowerment through outdoor training 
with professional trainers. Outdoor training may be useful especially for building up teams and for making 
people know, control and fully exploit their point of strength and of weakness. Outdoor training belongs to 
those kinds of “out-of-the-context” training techniques, which make wide use of metaphors  and of the 
personal vision of life and work, though it is completely detached from the typical work environment. It 
aims at demonstrating that, for instance, crossing  a river requires the same skills and strategic thinking 
than taking decisions on the job, which means that personal results in work mainly depend on personal 
skills, will and visions. But what is particularly effective in outdoor training is that people learn from their 
mistakes immediately: if you do not put in action the right strategy to cross that small river, you and your 
colleagues might drop wet!  

Of course things were regularly put back into the right context every day, so after dinner people were 
asked to discuss what had happened and how they had felt during the day, trying to bring those experiences 
in the context of everyday life at work. 

The second part of the training program was centered on individual activities, developing a project 
work according to the aims everybody had worked out during the private counselling sessions.      

At the end, the results achieved were presented to the executive management of the Institute; a 
thorough panel discussion followed this phase. 

Coming back to more conventional training techniques, the second week of work was centered on 
lessons to enhance organization analysis and to transmit tools for problem solving. After this theoretical 
part of the program a real training on the job period started: people were asked to put in action things they 
had learnt and the executive management started a strong delegation process, giving the power to sign 
documents, to establish work procedures and methods, and to supply services for the research groups all 
over the different regions. 
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Of course it is not at all easy to change one’s mind and vision of work or to get brand new leaders and 
managers in few months. 

People participating in the program soon discovered that things were not as easy as they seemed to be 
before start.  

Two typical kinds of behaviour were easily detected: 

1. strong resistance or even opposition to change: some of the new managers got afraid to 
accomplish their track towards leadership (because it might not be accepted by colleagues, or it 
might create a problem to research team leaders) and reacted by pretending that things were 
always the same as they were before they accepted to start the program; 

2. strong increase of conflict: some people interpreted their role of good leaders as becoming strong 
opponents of the organization’s structure and they took (wrong) decisions regardless the whole 
strategy and vision of the Institute. 

In both cases behaviours were conditioned by that natural, human fear of change. 

Dealing with motivation and commitment always should remind us that responsibility and self-
actualization may pass through personal worries. 

The program was then ready to enter its second phase and, nearly one year after its beginning, two 
more weekly sessions, were dedicated to negotiation skills, work organization, and program and project 
management. 

By 18 months after its beginning, the program started giving its first results. The new regional areas of 
management were established and the trainees succeeded in offering their colleagues good chances for 
professional development and knowledge sharing. 

Training programs like this always have lots of pros and cons, so the choice to adopt them or not 
relies on inner visions and opinions of each organization. 

But it has to be emphasised that as regards higher education and research systems dealing with 
motivation is much more powerful, interesting and useful than working with people in their fixed 
professional positions. But higher education or research organizations must accept the challenge of 
investing in people and in long term activities. Are we ready for this? 


