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Real concern about Italian academic career management system 
 
 
Dear Minister, 
 
we would like to respectfully draw your attention to an aspect of the Italian academic career 
management system that will potentially have a highly negative impact on the success of Italian 
research, at least in the field of fundamental physics. 
 
The problem was brought to our attention by the recent case of LISA Pathfinder, a very successful 
international mission of the European Space Agency, which last year demonstrated the feasibility 
of spaceborne gravitational wave observatories, a result of historic impact in the field of 
Gravitational Wave research at large. LISA Pathfinder was led by an Italian scientific team whose 
members, we understand, would not qualify any more for their current positions, and actually for 
any permanent position in Italian universities, according to the recently revised Italian regulations.  
 
We understand that this paradoxical situation originates from a blind evaluation algorithm that 
compares the publication records of these colleagues to those of the members of the very large 
collaborations one finds in other branches of physics such as particle physics for example. Also 
paradoxically, the algorithm assigns the same qualification to all members of these large 
collaborations, from their leaders down to the lightly involved supporting scholars, often definitely 
less internationally renowned than the leaders of a small collaboration like LISA Pathfinder. 
 
We would like to respectfully remark, honorable minister, that such a mechanism, had it been in 
place at the time LISA Pathfinder was initiated almost 20 years ago, would have definitely 
prevented any Italian group from taking leadership or simply being part of it, as the risk for their 
personal careers would have been unbearable. It is indeed impossible for highly risky scientific 
endeavors that have groundbreaking potential, to produce a publication record comparable with 
that of large mainstream collaborations or large “small-science” communities working on 
mainstream themes. Not only do groundbreaking endeavors initially concern only the small group 
of scientists who genuinely understand their significance, but also they typically take many years 
or even decades to come to fruition. Nevertheless, after the wider community understands their 
impact, they make their scientists and universities famous.  
 
It is also an easy prediction that the international leadership Italy has gained in the field of 
spaceborne gravitational wave observatories may quickly be lost, should the regulations keep 
jeopardizing the academic careers of the involved teams.  
 
Bibliometric analysis does indeed carry some useful information, but it is not internationally 
recognised to base hiring or promotion decisions on automatic algorithms, particularly if they end 
up comparing activities that are not comparable. Those decisions, in leading universities 
worldwide, are always based on a case-by-case examination by a competent panel of peers. 
Indeed, based on our own experiences, we are all of the opinion that the Italian leaders of the 
LISA Pathfinder team would qualify for an appointment at the top professorial level of any first-
rank US or European university.  
 
The Italian historical record in physics is outstanding. A good part of such success rests on the 
ability of teams of bright Italian scientists to find new but risky research venues. We are confident 
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that you, your Honor, in your wisdom, will find ways to correct such an automatic mechanism 
that, if unchanged, may endanger this great scientific tradition.  
 
 
With best regards, 

 
Prof. Dr. Karsten Danzmann 
Director, Max Planck Institute for Gravitational Physics 
Director, Institute for Gravitational Physics, Leibniz Universität Hannover 
GEO Collaboration Lead Scientist 
LISA Mission Consortium Lead 
 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Takaaki Kajita 
The University of Tokyo, Japan 
Principal Investigator of KAGRA 
Nobel Prize in Physics in 2015 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Jo van den Brand  
Nikhef, National Institute for Subatomic Physics 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
Spokesman of Virgo  
 

 
Dr. David Shoemaker 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA 
Spokesperson of the LIGO Scientific Collaboration 
 

 
Prof. Dr. David Reitze 
California Institute of Technology, Pasadena, USA  
Executive Director of LIGO Laboratory 
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Prof. Dr. Jim Hough 
University of Glasgow, UK 
Fellow of the Royal Society 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Rainer Weiss 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA 
Kavli, Breakthrough, Gruber, and Shaw Prizes 2016 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Michael Kramer 
Bonn, Germany 
Director – Max Planck Institute for Radioastronomy 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Sheila Rowan 
University of Glasgow, UK 
Director of Institute for Gravitational Physics 
Chair of Gravitational Wave International Committee (GWIC) 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Kip S Thorne 
California Institute of Technology, USA 
Feynman Professor of Theoretical Physics Emeritus 
Kavli, Breakthrough, Gruber, and Shaw Prizes 2016 
 

 
Prof. Dr. Bernard F. Schutz 
Emeritus Director - Albert Einstein Institute, Potsdam, Germany 
GEO Data Principal Investigator 


