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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Global production transformations, new economic and social challenges, as well as local 

demographic changes have accelerated global competition for international research professionals. 

Also, schools for advanced studies and research institutes in Tuscany have taken an active part in 

this global race. Recently, they have developed appealing doctoral and research programmes, 

adopted international selection standards, and introduced English as a language of instruction and 

work. Also, they provide excellent research resources and facilities, and offer competitive grants 

and services to foreign doctoral students. Presumably, these target policies led to an increase in the 

overall number of non-Italian research professionals in Tuscany. At the same time, the international 

population becomes more diverse in terms of nationalities and scientific backgrounds. Although 

international doctoral students and postdoctoral researchers make up a significant and growing 

proportion of the scientific population in Tuscany, there are no systematic data and studies on this 

population. 

The study bridges conceptual and empirical shortcomings in literature, and contributes to a better 

understanding of migration dynamics in Tuscany. The conceptual goal is to advance general 

knowledge about the international migration of research professionals and explore how factors such 

as policies, regulations, university administration, economic opportunities, working conditions and 

local amenities interactively impact on these categories of migrant in their choice of destination. 

The novelty of the study lies in its empirical implementation. The case study, based on empirical 

research, provides an insight into the dynamics of international migration at four schools of 

advanced studies and research institutes in Tuscany: Scuola Normale Superiore in Pisa, Sant’Anna 

School of Advanced Studies in Pisa, IMT Institute for Advanced Studies in Lucca and European 

University Institute in Fiesole (Florence). Also, the study discusses incentives making the region 

and local academic institutions attractive for international research professionals. Analysis includes 

a discussion about the reasons for which foreign research professionals have chosen academic 

institutions in Tuscany. Focus is mainly on the economic and non-pecuniary factors that 

international research professionals find attractive and appealing. Finally, the study contributes to a 

better understanding of patterns of international migration produced by the academic institutions in 

Tuscany. 
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This research addresses two key questions:  

 (1) Why international research professionals choose academic institutions in Tuscany for their 

work? 

 (2) How do institutional setting and goals, policies, economic conditions and territorial 

attributes affect international research professionals and their choice of destination in Tuscany? 

In addition, a cluster of sub-questions is asked throughout the study: what elements determine the 

size and composition of the international population of research professionals at academic 

institutions? Why and how academic institutions in Tuscany attract and recruit international 

research professionals? How can we explain the rising volume and diversity of international 

scholars at academic institutions in Tuscany? What policies lead to foreign research professionals 

relocating in Tuscany? 

The case study was descriptive and looked at the phenomenon within its local setting. Four 

academic institutions in Tuscany and four categories of international research professionals were 

selected for this case study. It was set to prove an assumption that at the more micro level, there are 

organisational, policy-related, economic and human reasons that influence and shape international 

migration. The findings showed that no one theory explains the location choice of international 

research professionals. However, it is clear that research and education quality is more important 

than economic opportunities either during or after the doctoral education and postdoctoral research 

experience; and that the local amenities and attractions of Tuscany played a small role. To the 

extent that policies affected location choice it appeared that school admission procedures are more 

important than national migrant admission policies which, although viewed as being difficult, were 

nevertheless complied with. In short, the detailed analysis of individuals and institutions reveals a 

complex mosaic of forces that drive choice and these are mostly about transparency in migrant 

admissions, institutional characteristics and missions, as well as educational quality. 

Discussion of conceptual issues 

The study set out to explore the factors that influence the location choice of international research 

professionals in the destination country. Despite the common use of neoclassical and international 

network theories, migration theory does not offer explanations of why and how international 

research professionals choose their destination place. According to traditional neoclassical 

economics, the factors driving international economic migration are salary and employment 

differentials between source and destination countries.  
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Migrants move in response to higher wage rates and workforce demand. At individual level, people 

relocate internationally to maximise the return on “human capital” and improve their standard of 

living. The study shows that high salary differentials and the availability of jobs are clearly 

incentives for international doctoral students and other research professionals, but on the whole they 

are definitely not the most important factors influencing migrant location choice. Clearly, 

international research professionals are attracted to universities that offer good research 

opportunities, excellent working conditions and career development prospects, as well as high 

quality research facilities. Clearly, neoclassical theory does not consider these non-pecuniary 

factors that are crucial to academic and scientific migration.  

The study also shows that the migration networks of colleagues and friends are important to 

internationally mobile research professionals. As Castels contends,  

migrants are not isolated individuals who react to market stimuli and bureaucratic 

rules, but social beings who seek to achieve better outcomes for themselves, their 

families and their communities by actively shaping the migratory process  

(Castels 2007, 37). 

This study confirms that international migration networks are crucial sources of information on 

study and work opportunities, living costs and bureaucratic procedures. In fact, foreigners who 

chose to pursue their doctoral studies or research activities in Tuscany were influenced in their 

decision by their friends or colleagues who were at that time studying or working at the academic 

institution in question, or they were alumni of that institution. 

Florida’s location decision theory was incorporated into the conceptual construct of this study 

because it helps to overcome some shortcomings of neoclassical and international networks 

theories. According to Florida’s location decision theory, a migrant who decides to relocate 

internationally makes his/her location choice based on lifestyle preferences. From Florida’s 

perspective, only locations that are able to satisfy individual living preferences can attract talented 

and creative people. Although from Florida’s point of view young talented experts are “amenity 

oriented”, this research found that young international research professionals seem to be rather 

insensitive to amenities. Rather, they are attracted by research and education opportunities, career 

prospects and working conditions. In other words, research opportunities and working conditions 

are more important to international research professionals than entertainment and recreation 

amenities. Since the analysis presented in this research is based mainly on answers gathered from 

young doctoral researchers and postdoctoral fellows, deeper investigation is needed to understand 
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inter-generational differences in lifestyle preferences and individual relocation decision-making. In 

addition, it is important to explore whether research professionals exhibit stronger responses to 

some amenities than others. For example, climate, level of security and general conditions of well-

being can be more appealing to research professionals than other amenity factors such as concerts, 

discothèques, gyms and others. In particular, questions about whether younger research 

professionals are more amenity-oriented than older migrants and what facilities are important to 

different categories of international migrants can be addressed by future research. 

This study supports the conceptual propositions described above and expands the construct to 

include a wide range of local factors that influence research professionals in their choice of location. 

In particular, the analysis suggests that research professionals migrate internationally because it is 

natural to the intellectual and scientific work they conduct. Also, they wish to gain interesting and 

rewarding international experience, enhance skills and improve knowledge. Their location decision 

depends on a combination of the factors present at the destination, and personal and intervening 

factors. Factors at the destination location are described as the attributes that make it appear 

attractive and desirable for migrants. These factors are institution-based (the prestige, quality and 

reputation of the institution; conditions of employment; working/studying environment; and 

integration/inclusion) and territory-based (economic setting; socio-cultural setting; lifestyle; safety, 

climate and environment; and infrastructure). Intervening factors can be defined as obstacles or 

positive forces that stand in between the countries of departure and arrival. These factors can be 

physical, legislative and/or bureaucratic, and can have a positive or negative impact on international 

migration. Finally, personal factors include: advancement of professional career, new lifestyle, 

experience of being abroad, change of socio-cultural situation. 
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Table 1: Factors influencing the location decision of internationally mobile research professionals 

Destination factors – What do research professionals search for at their destination location? 

Institution 
 

 Research students Postdoctoral fellows, researchers and tenured 

academics 

Prestige, quality and 

reputation 

 

Quality of academic programmes Quality of research opportunities 

Academic human capital profile Renowned colleagues and stimulating research 

groups 

Accuracy of teaching methods High quality research facilities 

High quality research facilities Conferences, workshops and other events 

Internationally recognised doctoral degree Access to international networks 

Access to professional and social networks 

Conditions of employment Affordability of tuitions Remuneration and reward 

Availability of scholarships and students grants Terms of contract: length of appointment, renewable 

contract, working conditions, starting date 

Access to bursaries and grants for conferences, 

summer schools and visiting posts abroad 

Allowances 

 

Free lunches and dinners, accommodation, access 

to facilities 

Taxation 

 

Working opportunities at the institution after 

graduation 

Availability of conference bursaries 

International mobility and mobility allowances 

Career prospects 

Working/studying 

environment 

 

Working language 

Workplace diversity 

Creative working environment, presence of human and intellectual capital 

Integration/inclusion 

 

Work stability 

Participation in institutional bodies 

Language courses, community activities 

Housing services, legal consultancy, assistance to family members 

Territory Economic setting 

 

Affordability of living costs 

Working opportunities for migrant’s partner/spouse 

Public assistance and social services: kindergarten, schools, healthcare 

Socio-cultural setting Liberal society: open and tolerant community, freedom of religion, respect for minorities 

Social, cultural and entertainment opportunities 

Lifestyle 

 

Quality of life 

Global city/isolated place 

Multicultural place 

International environment 

Safety 

Climate/environment 
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Infrastructure 

 

Transportation: good connections worldwide 

Flexible housing market 

Intervening factors – What factors encourage or hamper international migration of research professionals? 
 Incentives Obstacles 

Physical Geographical vicinity Physical and mobility barriers 

Cultural, historical ties Language and cultural differences 

Legislative 
 

Regulations that facilitate admission and stay of foreign research 

professionals  

Inefficient regulations that hamper admission and stay of foreign 

research professionals  

Possibility to change status from student (doctoral student) to 

worker (researcher or other) 

Impossibility to change status from student (doctoral student) to worker 

(researcher or other) 

Family reunification – respect for family life Difficult to unify family 

National recruitment programmes opened to foreigners, including 

fellowships, grants 

Language and integration tests before admission 

No language or integration tests before admission  

Bureaucratic Efficient organisational power given by cultural customs, 

behavioural patterns and traditions 

Inefficient organisational power given by cultural customs, behavioural 

patterns and traditions 

Quick and transparent procedures for issuing visas, granting 

official documents and completing family reunification 

Length and complicated procedures for issuing visas, granting official 

documents and completing family reunification 

Recognition of international qualifications and diplomas Problems relative to recognition of international qualifications and 

diplomas 

Personal factors – Why do research professionals migrate to a specific destination place? 
Advancement of 

professional 

career 
 

Enhancement of professional growth and development 

Maximisation of job opportunities after earning doctoral degree or completing post-doctoral research  

Gain of credentials and experience for work in other country or in home country  

Development of professional and personal networks 

Gaining more independence and autonomy 

New lifestyle 
Experience of being abroad (atmosphere and lifestyle in foreign country)  
Change of socio-cultural situation 
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Methodology 

The analytical approach used in this study is descriptive and evidence supporting the analysis is 

derived from different sources. The following four methods of research provide the data and 

information needed for the generation of answers to the research questions. First, the study relies on 

an extensive review of existing scholarly literature and on sources of factual information such as 

laws, reports, official statements and materials posted on the websites of the academic institutions 

of concern. 

Second, the analysis of factors that attract international research professionals towards academic 

institutions in Tuscany is based on a small-scale survey conducted at four study sites between June 

and September 2010. Specifically, the survey aims to explore why international research 

professionals chose an academic institution in Tuscany, and how they feel about their decision. 

Also, the survey focuses on their perception of the study, working and living conditions in the 

region. Finally, the analysis reveals information about the participants’ future professional and 

migration plans. The questionnaire contains 19 questions divided into four thematic clusters:  

• academic position, nationality, gender and education background; 

• reasons for moving to Tuscany; 

• work/doctoral studies in Tuscany; 

• future professional and migration plans. 

Altogether, 323 foreign research professionals received the survey.
1
 There was a 30 percent 

response rate, meaning that 98 research professionals answered the questionnaire. Specifically, 

answers were received from 83 PhD students (29 percent response rate), two postgraduate fellows 

(33.3 percent), seven postdoctoral fellows (87.5 percent) and five researchers (25 percent).
2
 

Unfortunately, none of the six foreign professors who received the questionnaire completed it.  

To get a better understanding of the phenomenon it was necessary to complement the survey with 

in-depth interviews, some conducted via electronic correspondence. By combining the information 

received via the web-based survey and the interviews, it was possible to gather interesting and 

revealing information about the international research professionals. In total 20 interviews were 

conducted with foreign research students and postdoctoral fellows who work at Sant’Anna School 

in different fields spanning from engineering to social sciences.  

                                                 
1
 The population is comprised of 914 foreign-born research professionals from which six postgraduate fellows, 700 PhD 

students, 120 postdoctoral fellows, 14 non-tenured researchers (assegno di ricerca), five tenured researchers (assistant 

professor), and 69 professors at four academic institutions of concern. 
2
 One person did not answer the question about his/her occupational position. 



 

The following three open questions were posed: 

• Why did you choose Sant’Anna for your doctoral studies and postdoctoral research?

• How do you feel about your decision and your experience at Sant’Anna?

• What are your future plans? In which country/sector are you going to work afterwards? 

Third, qualitative material on institutions’ policies, objectives, mission, working and economic 

conditions were collected from official documents and structured one

with the Directors, Presidents, Deans of Studies, heads of International Relations offices and heads 

of PhD offices at the four academic institutions of concern. In particular, 12 in

were conducted between May and 

and the interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Last, to provide a comprehensive picture of 

the volume and composition of the international population at four academic institutions in 

Tuscany, the statistics reported in this study were obtained from the sites under study. 

Distribution of international research professionals

International research professionals make up a significant part of the local academic and scientific 

workforce. The share of international research professionals at the four academic surveyed 

accounted roughly to 60 percent of the total in 2010. EUI, as an

received more than triple the number of non

institutions together. Altogether, EUI hosted 699 non

which the majority were doctoral students (75 percent of the total). Looking at each occupational 

category at EUI separately, non

fellows for 87.5 percent.
3
 

Figure 1: Number of international research professionals at four academic institutions in Tuscany and three Italian 

                                                 
3
 No data available on the size of professorship at EUI.
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The second destination institution for international research professionals is Sant’Anna School with 

a staff of 108 persons, followed by 

Differences in the share of international research professionals in each occupational category are 

significant. For example, the share of international doctoral students accounted for 33 percent at 

Sant’Anna School and 44 percent at IMT Lucca.

half at IMT Lucca and 1/5 at Sant’Anna School. It is interesting to note that the international 

representation among researchers and professors is generally lower co

positions but there are significant differences among the institutions. Specifically, the share of 

international non-tenured researchers was 5.5 percent at Sant’Anna School but 21 percent at Scuola 

Normale. The share of foreign tenu

professors 3.2 percent, while the share of foreign professors accounted for 7.9 percent at Scuola 

Normale. 

Figure 2: Number of international research professionals by academic

Figure three shows that a substantial proportion of international research professionals have come 

from an EU member country, Eastern Europe or South America. Indeed, the 2010 statistics confirm 

that the greatest number of interna

member country (561 persons), Eastern European country (75 persons), South America (53 persons) 

or the Middle East (47 persons). EUI, as an international institution, attracts a large number 

or EFTA nationals (535 persons). 

                                                 
4
 Data not available for SNS. 
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Figure 3: Composition of the international population at four academic institutions in Tuscany, data sorted by 

geographical area of origin, 2010 (percentage)
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Discussion of empirical findings 

This study reveals that foreign doctoral students, postdoctoral fellows and researchers in Tuscany 

are attracted most by the quality and prestige of academic institution, as well as economic 

conditions including scholarships, research grants, and services such as free meals and housing. In 

addition, a distinguished faculty and academic community are important to foreigners. Also, an 

“attractive place to live” in terms of local cultural amenities, environment, climate and tolerant 

community is an important reason to the respondents while other reasons appear to be less relevant. 

It is revealing that respondents to the survey consider diverse academic environment as an 

important, but not crucial, reason for immigration. Also, respondents strongly disagree with an 

assumption that “family”, “friends” and “family, integration and immigration policies” are reasons 

for coming to Tuscany. Finally, the reason “invitation from a professor” generated a broad spectrum 

of answers from strongly agree to strongly disagree. In many ways, these results are not surprising; 

instead, they are consistent with the theoretical proposition discussed in the second chapter of this 

study. However, further analysis is necessary to understand what factors or reasons motivate 

individuals from different countries, scientific fields, occupational categories and gender. 

Table 2: Reasons for choosing an academic institution in Tuscany 

1. Quality and prestige of the institution 

2. Economic reasons 

3. Renowned professors/academic community 

4. Attractive place to live 

5. Quality of doctoral courses, mobility programmes 

Working conditions 

6. Diversity 

7. Invitation from a professor/researcher 

8. Security 

9. Friends 

10. Relative ease of getting a study/work permission and visa 

11. Family policies 

12. Integration policies 

13. Partner/family/relatives who live in Italy 

 



 

Figure 8: Reasons for choosing an academic institution in Tuscany

However, distinction should made between migrants who are EU citizens and who can thus relocate 
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Only six percent of respondents are married and live in Tuscany without their spouse.

Table

1. Dealing with local authorities

2. High living costs

3. Local language

4. Housing

5. Contacts with local community

6. Unification with my family

7. Social and private life

8. Working environment, habits and rules

9. Recognition of academic qualification, certificates

Reasons for choosing an academic institution in Tuscany

However, distinction should made between migrants who are EU citizens and who can thus relocate 

freely from one to other EU country, and those who are non-EU citizens who need Italian 

visas and leave to stay. In fact, EU citizens agree that the relative ease of obtaining 

immigration documents was one of the reasons for choosing an academic institution in Tuscany. On 

EU citizens claim that the visa and leave to stay procedure is stressful and time

consuming due to its complicated and bureaucratic nature. However, complicated immigration 

policies and procedures do not discourage non-EU citizens from choosing academic institutions in 

igh living costs and Italian language are among the most frequently 

mentioned difficulties. It seems that respondents encounter less difficulty at work, and in their 

social and private life. In fact, they are less concerned about their interactions wi

community or with being reunited with family members. Family matters are a rather distant concern 

presumably because the majority of respondents are single (51 percent), 12 percent are married and 

live together with their spouse in Tuscany, while 10 percent of respondents live with their partners. 

percent of respondents are married and live in Tuscany without their spouse.

Table 3: Difficulties upon arrival in Tuscany 

Dealing with local authorities 

High living costs 

Local language 

Housing 
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1. Career prospects

2. Economic conditions of employment

3. Working conditions
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5. Lifestyle/quality of life

6. Bureaucracy and administrative procedures

7. Language

8. Personal/family reasons

Figure 10
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return back to their country of origin. In particular, students and postdoctoral fellows from Japan, 

China, Thailand, India and Brazil wished to return back home in the long
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There is very little future for research professionals in Italy, especially for non
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are poor, the career ladder is terribly badly organised and hierarchical. To work at
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so showed that the most important factors that push foreign research professionals from 

Tuscany elsewhere are career opportunities, economic matters, and working conditions. The 

prospect of an academic career can strongly convince foreign researchers to wo

country or return back home. In fact, doctoral students and postdoctoral fellows expressed their 

wish to return back to their country of origin, but before doing that plan to undertake some 

postdoctoral research activities in a West-European or North-European country or in the USA. This 

finding reveals the low retention capacity of the studied academic institutions.

Table 5: Reasons for relocation 

Career prospects 
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Analysis also revealed that doctoral students, postdoctoral fellows and researchers are influenced in 

their choice of destination by their friends and colleagues. In the case of Tuscany, foreign doctoral 

students and researchers reported that they had been informed about study/research opportunities by

their friends who were at that time students or researchers at one of the Tuscan institutions 

themselves. Thus, the capacity to persuade non-Italian doctoral students and postdoctoral 

researchers to choose a specific academic institution lies mainly within migration networks. In 

addition, it is also linked to migrant capacity to pass adequate information relating to the quality of 

the institution, economic and working conditions, as well as living standards to others in their 
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institutional assets (a combination of the university’s setting and objectives, policies, and funding 
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large majority of non-Italian research professionals are doctoral students and young postdoctoral 

fellows who work on short-term projects and against grants. After short periods of time (maximum 

three years) they usually relocate to another place in Italy or country.  

Thus the migration pattern is the result of institutional and national policies on tertiary education 

and academic recruitment, institutional objectives, economic conditions of employment and local 

job opportunities. In fact, the recruitment and admission policies developed and implemented by 

Italian academic institutions exhibit a similar objective and focus-pattern. However, the distinction 

between the three Italian academic institutions and the EUI (inter-governmental institution) is 

evident. The migration pattern at EUI differs significantly due to its international focus: mission, 

objectives, policies that are independent from national legislations and diversified sources of 

funding. On the other hand, migration patterns at three Italian academic institutions are influenced 

by the national policy on higher education and academic recruitment, public economic resources, 

and the overall economic-labour situation in the region.  

Territorial attributes and national immigration policy do not seem to impact on immigration in-

flows in the first place, although many experienced researchers and tenured academics consider the 

local economic setting and job opportunities at their intended destination. This is because they often 

move internationally with their spouses and children. Thus, they consider the educational 

opportunities, healthcare system, transportation and other services for their children, as well as job 

opportunities for their spouse before they decide to relocate. Experienced academics simply prefer 

places where they and their families are better off and where their future social and professional 

prospects are attainable. Often, when their expected socio-economic opportunities are not met they 

will refuse the job offer. Also, young research professionals who migrate individually seem to be 

affected by socio-economic and cultural opportunities, and local services and transportation at their 

chosen destination, but only ex-post. In other words, these criteria do not necessarily influence their 

location choice in the first place, but rather impact on their integration and retention in the region.  

Summary of findings 

The findings of the study are summarised in table five. 
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Table 5: Summary of findings 

Key Questions Summary of findings 

Why do international research 

professionals choose academic 

institutions in Tuscany for their work? 

The analysis showed that the quality and reputation of the institution, 

understood in terms of teaching and research excellence, high-quality 

facilities and access to resources, is the most important factor that attracts 

international doctoral students and postdoctoral researchers to the four 

academic institutions in Tuscany. Economic reasons and distinguished 

faculty are ranked second and third. Different factors attract different 

categories of research professional: doctoral students seek good training in 

research and a degree that gives them access to highly specialised jobs in 

academia, industry, public and private institutions. Postdoctoral fellows 

desire to improve their research skills in an institution/laboratory of 

excellence and build up their professional networks.  

It is difficult to say how many of those who came to Tuscany as doctoral or 

postdoctoral researchers did so because of their desire to stay in Tuscany 

permanently. On the other hand, the findings suggest that doctoral and 

postdoctoral fellows are most likely to leave their institution and Tuscany 

after their training period – returning back home or moving to another 

OECD country.  

How do institutional settings, goals, 

policies, economic conditions and 

territorial attributes affect international 

research professionals and their choice 

of destination in Tuscany? 

This study showed that institutional setting and objectives, policies and 

economic conditions of employment are the most important factors that drive 

and shape immigration in the region. Territorial setting is of secondary 

importance. It is, rather, the quality of research and education, career 

opportunities, economic and work conditions that attract international talent. 

The choice of academic institution is also influenced by the migrant job 

choice. It is noteworthy that doctoral students at Italian institutions who wish 

to work in academia feel poorly prepared for academic work and are thus 

less competitive in the international academic labour market. This is because 

they can hardly develop their teaching skills and gain practical experience 

from lecturing and tutoring.  

On the other hand, those who wish to work in industry, for international or 

national public institutions or NGOs seem to be happy about the choice of 

universities and doctoral research programmes. Finally, the findings suggest 

that migration of research professionals in Tuscany is driven by networks of 

friends and colleagues who share information about education and research 

opportunities, living costs and bureaucratic procedures, etcetera. 

 

The analysis also showed that the factors attracting foreigners to academic 

institutions also push them from Tuscany to other places. The research 

showed that international research professionals relocate because: (1) they 

did not find what they were looking for (they are dissatisfied with career 

development opportunities and the economic conditions; (2) they planned to 

stay in Tuscany only for a limited period of time from the very beginning (to 

gain research experience or a doctoral degree and afterwards move 

elsewhere); (3) they cannot continue their career at the same institution - a 

rule established by the academic institution (e.g. institutional policy). 

 
Sub-questions Summary of findings 

What elements determine the size and 

composition of the international 

population of research professionals at 

academic institutions? 

This study illustrated significant differences in the size and composition of 

the international population at the three studied Italian sites and the 

international EUI. These differences are mainly due to institutional setting 

and objectives, policies and funding that are indeed the elements that 

determine the size and composition of the international population.  

Institutional settings include the university’s structure, legal status, mission, 

and market-orientation. Objectives drive academic institutions to adopt 

appealing recruitment policies and programmes. Such aims, as discussed in 

this study, are: international competitiveness and networking, human capital 

accumulation, research quality and academic teaching excellence, 

international cooperation and development in non-EU countries, workplace 

diversity and economic objectives. Academic institutions adopt appealing 

recruitment policies, selection procedures and research programmes, thus 

incentivise immigration. On the other hand, an inflexible national 
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Sub-questions Summary of findings 

immigration policy, policies on higher education and academic recruitment, 

as well as bureaucracy and high migration costs can hinder or slow down the 

inflow of international talent. High living costs, bureaucracy and 

communication with local authorities, the Italian language, and housing are 

the most frequent difficulties faced by international research professionals in 

Tuscany.  

Why do academic institutions in 

Tuscany attract and recruit 

international research professionals? 

This research showed that academic institutions are driven by cultural, social 

and political aspirations depending on the institutional structure, legal status, 

mission, short-term and long-term objectives as well as market-orientation. 

Economic factors such as shortages in the domestic labour force or student 

fees are not important to the academic institutions under study. 

Sant’Anna School attracts and recruits international doctoral students and 

other research professionals in its quest for the internationalisation of 

education and research, diversification of the student and academic body, 

international cooperation, the promotion of the international circulation of 

researchers, and the development of international contacts and networks.  

On the other hand, the Faculty of Science at Scuola Normale and IMT Lucca 

select non-Italian talented individuals who can add to the quality of teaching 

and research capacities. Finally, the EUI, as an intergovernmental academic 

institution founded by six European countries in 1976, has always been 

oriented towards the European and international arena. 

How do academic institutions in 

Tuscany attract and recruit 

international research professionals 

The three Italian institutions studied enjoy a high degree of autonomy in 

determining the selection procedures for PhD and postdoctoral fellows. 

Hence, they have implemented internationally standardised calls, simplified 

the overregulated admission procedures and adopted the system of quotas. 

They also promote the transparency of the selection process and recognise 

foreign academic credentials. To attract non-Italian candidates, the 

institutions started to: use English as a language of instruction and work; 

offer competitive grants and services for doctoral students; and provide 

excellent research resources and facilities. However, the findings show that a 

proactive admissions policy of quotas aiming at the selection and admission 

of non-EU doctoral candidates does not necessarily produce a higher inflow 

of foreign applicants and does not provide any guarantees for the selection of 

the most talented and qualified individuals. 

Recruitment of permanent academic staff such as tenured researchers, 

associate professors and full professors at three Italian academic institutions 

is more complicated than that of doctoral and postdoctoral fellows. This is 

because national legislation and financial resources pose limits to 

international recruitment. Therefore, Italian universities avail themselves of 

the facility to recruit distinguished international scholars through a simplified 

admission procedure such as direct calls, contracted professorship or the 

“Return of brains – Brain gain” programme. 

The EUI applies a system of national quotas when selecting doctoral 

candidates – the number of selected doctoral students from each country 

depends on the number of scholarships granted by EUI member states. 

Postdoctoral fellows, researchers and academics (all temporary) are selected 

on a competitive basis and there are no limits on nationality. 

How can we explain the rising volume 

and diversity of international scholars 

at academic institutions in Tuscany? 

Analysis showed that international migration of research professionals at the 

four studied sites has become increasingly intense and diverse. Specifically, 

the size of the international population increased by more than 1/4 between 

2005 and 2010 and the number of people of different nationalities, 

occupational profile and scientific background has changed significantly. 

These dynamics can be explained in the light of globalisation processes, the 

liberalisation of labour markets, internationalisation of higher education, 

intensification of scientific research, and global race for technological 

development and innovation. In the case of the EUI, it is its mission to 

attract, select, train and recruit European academic talent. However, 

constraints on attraction are due to the following shortages: 

(1) National legislation;  

(2) Scarcity of economic resources, uncompetitive salaries and inadequate 

reward system; 
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Sub-questions Summary of findings 

(3) Lack of working opportunities for international research 

professionals;  

(4) Underdeveloped research sector and missing infrastructure such as 

lack of laboratories, centres of excellence and equipment;  

(5) Language.   

What policies lead to foreign research 

professionals relocating in Tuscany? 

International research professionals are headed towards those places that 

offer them good research and educational opportunities, high quality 

research facilities, and good remuneration and reward. Other incentives 

include supportive working environment, high quality human and 

intellectual capital, housing and other public services, local amenities, 

climate, lifestyle and inclusive local community. Policies that support and 

enhance these assets are required at national, local and institutional levels:   

(1) National level: (a) ease immigration rules and entitle PhD students to 

long-term leave to stay, and non-European research professionals with work 

authorisation to search for a qualified job in Italy; (b) define general 

guidelines for recruitment procedures and offer competitive economic 

conditions including fiscal advantages; (c) develop performance appraisals, 

compensation incentives and other evaluation measures; (d) address the 

precarious situation of young researchers. 

(2) Local level: (a) develop communication channels between immigrants, 

academic institutions and local authorities; (b) make bureaucratic procedures 

fast and efficient; (c) improve access to services for foreigners. 

(3) Academic institutions: (a) keep the selection system simple, transparent 

and trustworthy; (b) inform timely and in English about research 

opportunities; (c) offer good career development opportunities and 

competitive economic conditions; (d) adopt assessment criteria and 

performance appraisals similar to those in other countries; (e) reflect upon a 

suitable retention or integration strategy; (f) eradicate nepotism and inertia. 

Policy-oriented recommendations 

Scuola Normale and EUI have a tremendous advantage in the competitive environment of social 

sciences and humanities, while Sant’Anna School is successful in experimental sciences, medicine 

and engineering. The potential of IMT Lucca is great, especially in the fields of economics and 

computer science. This diversity of excellence and high specialisation in specific scientific fields 

provides Tuscany with a competitive edge. It is apparent that these academic institutions have the 

capacity to attract non-Italian research professionals from other countries. However, a number of 

economic, legislative, and bureaucratic problems hinder academic and scientific immigration.  

Respondents noted that the main problems that combine to make Italy an unattractive country for 

international researchers are:  

(1) National legislation – due to strong protectionism in the academic labour market and 

insufficient immigration policy on highly skilled immigration academic institutions find it 

challenging to recruit international researchers.  

(2) Scarcity of economic resources, uncompetitive salaries and an inadequate reward system – 

due to severe reductions in public resources mean that institutions are unable to recruit new 

staff and are consequently obliged to limit their teaching and research activities.  
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(3) Lack of working opportunities for international postdoctoral students and other research 

professionals who hold temporary positions. 

(4) Underdeveloped research sector and missing infrastructure, such as adequate research 

facilities, laboratories and centres of excellence. 

(5) Language barriers. 

In this section, I propose policies and actions to be put in place at the national, local and 

institutional levels.  

National policies 

In this study, I argued that the impact of immigration policies on the size and diversity of the 

international population of research professionals is unclear due to insufficient theoretical and 

empirical evidence. The case study showed that immigration policy influences only marginally a 

migrant’s choice of destination; it rather affects his or her life and work in the destination country. 

On the other hand, national tertiary education and academic recruitment policies seem to influence 

immigration in-flows significantly. I discussed that the Italian academic labour market remains 

closed to international research professionals – specifically to experienced researchers and tenured 

academics. The recruitment, remuneration and reward of tenured academics who are permanent 

civil servants are strictly regulated by Italian national legislation. The study showed that the Italian 

government defines modalities of selection and recruitment, as well as setting salary levels. 

However, these rules are inflexible and insufficient for academic institutions, making the whole 

system rigid and slow. In principal, the government should define the general guidelines for 

recruitment procedures, leaving the universities to define operational tools based on international 

criteria. At the same time, it should eliminate rules that make the system too bureaucratic, non-

transparent and inflexible. 

Also, the Italian government and academic institutions should cooperate together and with other 

universities and research centres to revise the actual rules and develop best practice recruitment 

policies. Sharing best practice and experience with other institutions worldwide could help improve 

selection and recruitment policies, develop the rules for the assessment of research professionals, 

put in place integration programmes, and define the rules for the dismissal of researchers and 

academics in Italy. This leads to another critical point related to performance appraisals, 

compensation incentives and other evaluation measures that are non-existent in Italian academia. 

Scholars have widely discussed the rules regulating promotions and career advancement in Italy. In 

particular, they criticised the insufficient practical application of existing rules, lack of transparency 
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and inadequate evaluation policies that hinder academic retention (Gagliarducci et al. 2005; Perotti 

2002). Since performance appraisals are more important to research professionals than salary levels 

and financial compensation (Gagliarducci et al. 2005; Perotti 2002), transparent rules on quality 

evaluation and reward must be put in place immediately. Additionally, the Italian government 

should address the precarious situation of young researchers who deal with weak career 

development opportunities, job instability, and insufficient remuneration and reward.  

[The] international circulation of talented young researchers cannot be boosted by the 

precarious economic and working situation, but rather by academic production, good 

quality research and education opportunities and rewarding research experience.  

Therefore, it is necessary to improve the structural problems discussed through this study to enable 

Italian academia and its research and education institutions to become more appealing for foreign 

talent. Finally, it is necessary to improve data collection and reporting. Specifically, data on the 

international scientific population should be systematically collected and regularly reported at the 

level of institutions, regions and the state. 

Local level 

At the local level, three particular actions need to be taken: (1) develop communication channels 

between immigrants, academic institutions and local authorities, (2) make bureaucratic procedures 

fast and efficient, and (3) improve access to services for foreigners. First of all, active and regular 

dialogue between migrants, academic institutions and local authorities should be established. For 

example, local government representatives and immigration officers could hold regular meetings.  

On such occasions they can collect immigration applications, requests and complaints about public 

services. Local government should also discuss the possibilities for the placement of highly skilled 

foreign experts who have been trained in Tuscany. A single placement office supported by 

academic institutions, local authorities, businesses and industry could partially address the problem 

of the drain of human and economic resources from the region. 

Second, bureaucratic procedures including the issuing of immigration documents and family 

reunification processes need to be speeded up. Also, the European Directives on the conditions of 

admission of third-country nationals for the purpose of study, and on a specific procedure for 
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admitting third country nationals for the purpose of scientific research must be put into practice.
5
 

The second Directive allows the Italian public administration to speed up the admission procedures 

relating to researchers and their families who are non-EU citizens. No “cap” on the admission of 

researchers are permitted, and researchers are no longer obliged to obtain a work permit in the 

destination country. What is more, non-EU researchers are admitted via simplified procedure and 

can move freely among EU countries for research purposes. 

Third, access to local public services must be improved. Specifically, information about the housing 

market, healthcare assistance, education, transportation and other services should be provided in 

English. Additionally, it should be possible to see English-speaking doctors and specialists, and put 

children into kindergartens and elementary schools where English is the language of instruction. 

Also, access to the housing market must be eased to non-Italian speakers. Finally, there is a need to 

promote cultural activities and events such as concerts, exhibitions and performances in English, 

and disseminate information among members of foreign communities. 

Other actions to be taken at local level can be summarised as follows: 

(1) build a high-wage technology-oriented economy and leading-edge research centres and 

universities; 

(2) improve local clustering of research opportunities; 

(3) improve career opportunities for foreign scholars in the region; 

(4) strengthen efficient cooperation between local authorities, immigration offices, academic 

institutions and immigrants; 

(5) improve infrastructure and transportation; 

(6) make housing market and public services more accessible to non-Italian speakers; 

(7) make the healthcare system better accessible to foreigners who do not understand Italian – 

provide information in English, establish private clinics with English-speaking staff; 

(8) involve non-Italian research professionals in civil life and community activities; 

(9) ensure respect for ethnic, language, cultural and religious diversity in the region; 

(10) put forward strong international branding of the region as a place of cutting-edge research 

(make the best of local assets). 

                                                 
5
 Council Directive 2004/114/EC of 13 December 2004 on the conditions of admission of third-country nationals for the 

purpose of study, student exchange, unremunerated training or voluntary service. Council Directive 2005/71/CE of 12 

October 2005 on a specific procedure for admitting third country nationals for the purpose of scientific research. 
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Academic institutions 

The main obstacles that make Italian academia hardly accessible to international research 

professionals are: 

(1) national legislation;  

(2) scarcity of economic resources, uncompetitive salaries and inadequate reward system; 

(3) lack of working opportunities for international research professionals;  

(4) underdeveloped research sector and missing infrastructure such as lack of laboratories, 

centres of excellence and equipment;  

(5) language. 

 To make academic institutions in Tuscany more appealing for international research professionals, 

and the procedures less stressful and chaotic, a number of actions need to be taken at institutional 

level. Firstly, it is necessary to keep the selection system simple, transparent and trustworthy. 

Nowadays, public competitions are hardly accessible to foreigners for reasons such as lack of 

adequate information, poor transparency of selection and promotion procedures, excessive 

bureaucracy and language barriers.  

Apart from the EUI, academic institutions do not systematically plan public competitions and calls 

for postdoctoral fellows. Moreover, academic institutions do not inform adequately and timely 

about research opportunities. Also, information is published on institutional webpages in Italian and 

is only rarely spread through other channels, e.g. community portals and web-based interest groups. 

Lack of access to information and the language barrier makes it difficult for non-Italian speakers to 

comprehend the terms of competition and selection rules. To make the selection process more open 

and appealing to foreign candidates, it is necessary to:  

(1) put in place transparent procedures, adequately inform candidates about the selection and 

granting criteria, and publish the results of competitions; 

(2) schedule competitions for postdoctoral grants and researchers in advance; 

(3) make information available in English; 

(4) publish calls on different web portals, including community portals, interest groups and 

blogs online; 

(5) apply internationally recognised selection and recruitment principles and standards; 

(6) pay more attention to academic and research achievements; 

(7) facilitate one-to-one interviews or implement long-distance examination, e.g. 

videoconference or Skype. 
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Secondly, assessment criteria and performance appraisals are missing in Italian academia. This 

shortcoming must be addressed by both the Italian government and academic institutions. Another 

issue relates to the status of PhD students. Specifically, this category of research professional is 

viewed as being students in training, and as such they are not automatically involved in academic 

activities such as teaching or the supervision of bachelor students. Consequently, they are unable to 

get teaching or assistant experience and feel unprepared for their academic career. On the other 

hand, doctoral students at three of the Italian sites studied seem to be prepared for work in research 

and consulting since they gained practical research experience from working on European research 

projects. Another interesting finding relates to retention strategies. Specifically, the academic 

institutions under study have not implemented any specific retention or integration strategy. As a 

result, local and national human and economic resources have been constantly drained from 

Tuscany to other countries. However, the academic institutions in the region do not have the 

capacity to employ foreign talent who have trained there, and local companies, businesses and 

industry do not show interest in foreign highly qualified experts.  

The last recommendation concerns Italian professorship: nepotism and inertia must be eradicated 

from Italian academia. Clearly, central government is unable to address these shortcomings alone. 

The real change must come from the academic body as well as from individuals who should open 

up to non-Italians, adopt English as a working language and accept international competition. 

Italian universities can remain protected from international competition, but they will loose their 

competitiveness, attractiveness and innovative capacities. Consequently, their students will be less 

competitive at international level and insufficiently prepared for global challenges. Also, the 

importance of English as a working language should not be understated as it is a strong attractor for 

foreign doctoral students, researchers and academics. Since the academic institutions under study 

wish to provide high-quality training to domestic and international students and make a distinctive 

contribution to scholarship, tenured academics must open up to international competition and 

influence. Recommendations for academic institutions in Tuscany can be summarised as follows: 

(1) take the recruitment process seriously to guarantee the quality of selected candidates, and 

ensure the credibility of the selection system and academic institution; 

(2) adopt an appraisal system based on merit and achievements; 

(3) adopt English as a working language; 

(4) take steps leading to the active engagement of foreign research professionals, in particular 

doctoral students and young researchers, in the local academic community; 

(5) develop an attractive working and socio-cultural climate; 
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(6) conduct surveys to understand how satisfied or unhappy foreigners are with the quality of 

doctoral programmes and research, including the services provided by the institution; 

(7) establish partnerships with universities, research institutes and science clusters worldwide, 

and create a network of contacts and relationships; 

(8) develop joint doctoral programmes and research programmes with other institutions in the 

region. Take advantage of sharing economic, human capital and scientific resources. The 

four academic institutions studied can draw on good location, short distances, rich resources, 

national and international prestige and strong links. By developing joint programmes, each 

institution can multiply its research opportunities and enhance research capacities in the 

region, thus become more attractive for international talent. 

Through the study, I argued that economic matters are important but money is only the second 

concern for PhD students and postdoctoral fellows who decide to move to Tuscany. Number one is 

the quality and characteristics of the academic institution, including its educational quality, facilities 

and faculty. Simply, money and scholarship do not attract foreigners in the first place, although they 

influence migrant decisions to come to Tuscany and eventually relocate elsewhere. Therefore, 

universities cannot expect high inflow of talent if they offer good grants and salaries but offers poor 

quality. In other words, academic institutions can better attract foreign talent by improving the 

quality of education and research, including access to research resources, facilities and excellent 

experts, rather than by increasing salaries and grants. To attract international talent, academic 

institutions should be able to offer: 

• interesting research projects 

• diverse working and studying environment 

• creative work 

• independence at work 

• responsibility for research projects 

• international mobility  

•  networking and partnership with other institutions in Tuscany, Italy and abroad 

• well equipped laboratories 

• good library and access to scientific sources on-line 

• close and intensive working relationship 
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Final words 

This study provided a baseline from which future research can further explore international 

academic and scientific migration and the sustainable migration management of research 

professionals. The design and concept of this research can be applied to other settings, thus 

expanding the general understanding of the drivers of international migration amongst research 

professionals, in addition to the decision making and location choices of individuals. Increasing the 

number of settings expands the capacity to draw generalisations about what drives the international 

migration of research professionals towards locales and what influences their permanent stay in the 

territory. In particular, future research can benefit from the design of this study which has proved 

useful with multi-source data-related and conceptual issues. On the other hand, future research 

could usefully address some of the problems faced by this research relating to access to data and to 

the foreign population. It was especially problematic to get information about tenured academics in 

Tuscany. Due to denial of access to this category it was not possible to include tenured academics in 

the study. This limitation can be addressed in the future. 

Another topic for future research is the impact of the global recession on international researcher 

migration. This study was prepared between 2008 and 2009, and conducted in 2010 when the 

negative consequences of the global economic crisis for research and teaching activities, as well as 

academic recruitment started to appear. The economic crisis has definitely influenced international 

migrants and academic institutions. Opportunities and economic resources in research and academia 

are drying up, and academic institutions have become more selective towards future grant-holders. 

Consequently, international competition among doctoral students and postdoctoral researchers for 

grants seems to be fiercer than before, and the intensity of global competition for foreign doctoral 

students and young research professionals may have decreased significantly. In consequence, 

universities may focus on the selection of only the most talented individuals who can make a very 

significant contribution to scholarship. Thus, according to Lowell (2008), today’s challenge is not to 

implement policies leading to an overall increase in the size and diversity of research professionals 

at the academic institutions of concern or in the region; rather to design well-balanced selection and 

recruitment policies, as well as mobilisation and attraction strategies which are able to target, attract 

and select the most talented and skilled experts.  

In 2010, research students and postdoctoral fellows were attracted by the quality of the academic 

institution moreso than by economic factors. Also, territorial attributes, climate and culture in 

Tuscany were appreciated by foreigners. Since then, location choices and migration preferences 

may have changed. Similarly, the motivations of institutions to recruit, train and financially support 
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non-Italian doctoral students and other research professionals may have been reviewed. 

Specifically, the priorities of the universities may have changed as a result of shrinking public 

resources, decreasing capacity to use foreign human capital and increasing unemployment rates 

among domestic doctoral and postdoctoral researchers in Italy. At the same time, the number of 

internationally mobile doctoral students and early stage researchers who look for advanced studies 

and postdoctoral research has risen significantly (Florida 2005).  

 


