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LAaURrA GIOVINAZZI
TOWARDS AND AGENCY-CENTRED
APPROACH TO THE STUDY OF MANAGERIAL
GOVERNANCE IN ITALIAN UNIVERSITIES

Abstract:

This article analyses the complex relationship between evaluation and
managerial power in Italian universities. Specifically, it addresses the rise
of managerial figures following the passing of the first evaluation law in
1993, law n.537. This period symbolises a key managerial turn for schol-
arly literature, yet vice-chancellors’ actions are often deduced as adaptive
rather than being analysed in detail, due to the assumption that they were
subsumed under the pressure of New Public Management policies. At a
closer look, however, the committee of vice-chancellors of Italian universi-
ties (CRUI) keenly advanced its own approach to university evaluation and
practically influenced its development. In contrast to legislators’ generic
approach to evaluation, the CRUI constructed indicators and advanced
guidelines to their implementation. As I suggest, this provides new impor-
tant insights for discussing how university governance has was first reartic-
ulated through evaluation, giving a bottom-up perspective on the rise of the
new public management in the sector.

Keywords:
Evaluation, University Governance, Committee of Rectors of Italian
Universities, Managerialism.

1. Introduction

When law n. 240 was passed in 2010, the university sector was un-
dressed of many of its self-governance powers. By defining the race to
quality benchmarks as the new principle guiding how universities ought
to run and finance their teaching and research activities, legislators expli-
cated evaluation’s disciplining force. The state presented itself ready to
turn evaluation into its own governing power, waiving meritocracy as its
regulatory dogma.
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The law also officialised new and far-reaching powers of a newly-born
national evaluation agency for the Italian university sector, ANVUR
Filled with many responsibilities and resources, the agency soon became
the most debated public body in the Italian university sector (see Rebora
2012). Though not new to a national evaluation body, Italian academics
were shocked at the dirigisme with which the Berlusconi government
reformed the sectors through law 240/2010 (Turri 2014). ANVUR was
commissioned to define minimum quality and efficiency benchmarks for
universities’ research and teaching funds, monitor the quality of universi-
ties’ internal organization, and oversee recruitment policies, amongst other
things. Unlike in the national evaluation exercise (VTR) of 2003, the aca-
demic body was now obliged to submit research for assessment, with the
additional threat of punitive repercussions if it failed to adhere. With the
passing of this law, in other words, it became evident to academics that the
grand majority of universities’ decisional and governance powers would
escape the university walls to enter state ones, albeit with one exception:
the managerial powers of vice-chancellors (VCs from now on).

In fact, whilst for academics and researchers’ evaluation presented more
limits and less powers than before (Capano et al., 2014), for vice-chancellors
it was the grounds of a managerial pedestal. These now had «[...] responsi-
bility for the obtainment of the university’s goals according to quality criteria
and in the pursuit of efficacy, efficiency and transparency» (law 537/1993,
Art.2, comma b). VCs’ leadership was also strengthened by prescriptions on
their role in the board of directors, a restricted team of 11 which could be also
be presided by the VC himself (law 537/1993, Art.2, comma i). VC powers
were thus legally legitimated as executive powers, encouraged to work with
technical experts and with increasing autonomy from the academic senate
(Capano et al., 2014) when taking strategic decisions oriented at the pursuit
of quality. In many respects, legislators articulated evaluation as a limited
expertise restricted to few, shaping decisional powers in a new governance
triad: the state, ANVUR, and vice-chancellors.

Scholarly debate starkly criticises this triad’s power, focusing impor-
tantly on the aggravating effects of ANVUR’s evaluation criteria on the
already existing precarity of academic labour. These include barriers to
access to the academic career (Pavolini ef al. 2016; ADI 2020), the birth
of citation bubbles (Baccini et al. 2019) and the deepening of territorial
north-south discrepancies (Viesti 2016), amongst others. This ongoing de-

1 ANVUR was in fact established in 2006 through law number 286 (see art. 2, com-
mas 138 to 140). At the end of 2010, law n. 240 further explicated its powers.
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bate is key, for it questions the very basis of the existing evaluation frame-
work, namely its ability to concretely ameliorate the sector’s teaching and
research. At the same time, this debate could importantly benefit from a
historical perspective on the CRUI’s role in evaluation. This is because
the centralization of evaluation powers outside universities (Rebora 2012)
—within ANVUR and the state — runs parallelly to a verticalization of pow-
ers within them (Capano et al. 2014), where evaluation is that instrument
empowering managerial expertise. For this reason, emphasizing ANVUR’s
closeness to state interests to problematize managerial governance through
evaluation can only depict one part of the complex picture. Indeed, an on-
going phenomenon in scholarly debates is the tendency to treat the third
component of the governance triad, the Conference of the Vice-chancellors
of Italian Universities (CRUI from now on), as a mere executor of state/
ANVUR policies (Turri 2014; Rebora e Turri 2008; Pinto 2012).

This is surprising and problematic when considering that the CRUI’s
engagement in university evaluation precedes that of ANVUR. The com-
mittee has been actively engaged in the construction and diffusion of eval-
uation criteria in Italian universities since the early 1990s, thus prior to
establishment of key evaluation agencies such as the CIVR and ANVUR
itself. By the mid-1990s, further, the CRUI’s framing of evaluation as an
instrument of internal governance was at odds with the state’s articula-
tion of an «adequate management of public resources» (law 537, art.5).
As I argue here, the conceptualisation of the CRUI as a marginal actor
in universities’ managerial turn stems from an agency gap in new public
management literature?, which sees this turn as a linear reform process in

2 Animportant point must be made here in relation to what is meant by NPM litera-
ture. This literature does not share a single disciplinary field of reference (Hood,
1991). Whilst the key contributions have been made by public administration
scholars, who set off the debate and the coining of the term at the turn of the
1990s, (Hood and Jackson 1991) the governance paradigm has since been studied
through a multiplicity of disciplinary frameworks. This phenomenon is even more
accentuated in studies on NPM in universities, where academics have taken on
the analysis of the phenomenon also as agents directly living the transformation.
For these reasons, it is difficult to generalise NPM studies on higher education
as coming from a single disciplinary field, as contributions include studies from
management, international political economy, organizational studies, sociology,
accounting, political science, economics, higher education research. Given that
scholars studying NPM have defined it as «[...] an empty canvas, you can paint
on it whatever you like» (Ferlie ez al. 1996, p. 23), it is thus more appropriate to
consider NPM literature as interdisciplinary. This can still allow to trace shared
methodological and normative assumptions between scholars coming from di-
verse disciplinary points of departure.
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which state power sets off institutional change in the sector. In so doing,
however, critical standpoints of how evaluation and managerialism were
(and are) legitimated from the bottom up are side-lined. Whilst critically
assessing the CRUI’s role in gathering consensus on evaluation (Pinto
2019) scholars seem to agree on the fact that the verticalization of uni-
versity powers set off following the introduction of evaluation is imbued
with inevitability given the ideological strength of the NPM paradigm.

This article proposes that taking a historical perspective on the ques-
tion by studying and acknowledging the role of the CRUI in evalua-
tion helps to understand whether, and if so how, the managerial turn
in universities may have been explicitly wanted and pushed also from
the bottom-up, from within universities. The risk of failing to do so
is of de-politicising the very managerial powers that scholars aim to
analyse, in this way turning the critique of evaluation into a reinforce-
ment of the agents controlling it (Dahler-Larsen 2019; Borrelli, Gian-
none 2019). As I argue, a return to the context-specific prosses leading
to the emergence of university evaluation criteria is a first step towards
a re-politicisation of the debate on the relationship between the rise of
evaluation and managerial powers in universities. By balancing top-
down accounts with a bottom-up analysis of how evaluation was used
by university agents, scholarly debates can remedy a neutralization of
VCs’ roles which structuralist accounts — perhaps inadvertently — fuel,
and better grasp which specific discursive and practical actions VCs
have mobilized to create the space and powers of the managerial pedes-
tal which they currently stand on.

The rest of this article is structured in 4 sections. Section 2 briefly dis-
cusses scholarly literature which treats the rise of managerial powers in
universities in structuralist terms as a function of evaluation. It presents an
agency-centred approach as a more valid way for unfolding how university
agents articulated and acted on their changing context. Section 3 briefly
outlines the content of the notorious evaluation law passed in 1993. This
is key for Section 4, which presents historical insights on vice-chancellors’
turn to evaluation to make two key arguments. Firstly, that the CRUI’s
articulation of evaluation at the turn of the 1990s was more elaborate than
the State’s. As I suggest, further, the committee’s faming of evaluation in
governance terms demonstrates an active attempt to create new powers
around evaluation for VCs. Secondly, it is argued that the introduction of
evaluation was not a fully state-led process. Section 5 draws out prelimi-
nary conclusions for future research on the topic.
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2. The rise of Evaluation in Italian universities: a case of forced adap-
tation?

According to mainstream accounts (Paradeise et al. 2009), the rise of
managerial powers in university sectors is a direct consequence of NPM
policies which introduced evaluation following the 1980s. In Italy, these
were the notorious autonomistic policies (Capano 2008) — law n.168 of
1989 (part of the «Ruberti reforms») and law n. 537 of 1993 — which
granted universities the ability to self-manage resources and self-organize
teaching and research activities. Interestingly, it is argued that following
these policies university agents actually faced new obstacles rather than
new freedoms (Capano 2008). The state, arguably, tricked universities into
a new model of public governance based on “steering at a distance” (Ca-
pano, Turri 2017) by personifying the NPM principles and thus introduc-
ing evaluation to make devolved governance accountable (Hood 1995).
Autonomy was therefore instrumentalised in order to achieve a new form
of political control over the sector based on the use of evaluation.

All but a concession of unprecedented freedoms, NPM autonomistic
policies are treated as evidence of the state’s determining role in the in-
troduction of evaluation, which then set off the rise of managerial figures
using feedback systems such as internal and external evaluation (Capano
2008). The emphasis on state power as the transformative force fuelling
managerial change is evident in how scholars have used Clark’s categories
(1983)° to explain different states’ manipulation of autonomy for obtaining
universities’ adherence to NPM principles:

3 Clark’s comparative “model of coordination” (1983) was devised in order to
relate governance at the external and institutional levels and describe how it is
influenced by different countries’ state-higher education relationships. Clark’s
model quickly gained popularity due to its ability to categorise countries’ higher
education sectors depending on the dominant type of authority exerted on them.
These are: state authority, market authority and academic-oligarchic authority.
Broadly, the “continental model” is where state power is highly centralized, and
universities have no internal autonomy in decision-making. This model is closely
tied to what has been defined as “oligarchic-bureaucratic” internal governance,
where agents mostly reproduce the formal roles set out by the legislator. Italy has
been identified as belonging to this model because in the mid-1980s it was fully
funded and managed by the State. The American and British models, instead,
reflect two models in which the presence of a strong market authority — variable in
the two countries — leaves wide margins for internal governance initiatives. Colle-
gial governance, typical of the British “Oxbridge tradition”, enjoys positive state
presence through the receipt of public funds, freely distributed internally accord-
ing to universities’ own decisions, which may also tend towards the market. Thus,
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faced with a common problem (increasing universities’ responsiveness),
governments intervened with different strategies: in continental systems,
significant autonomy margins were introduced, whilst in Anglo-Saxon systems
there was a recourse to increasing state regulations and legislations (Capano
2008, p.122).

From this perspective, institutional change in universities can be accounted
for by tracing the linear process through which policy transmitted state
interests in evaluation to the sector. Influenced by the new institutionalist
category of isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), this approach
deduces institutional agents’ agency starting from the assumption that it was
shaped by new NPM constraints, rather than studying it in context-specific
terms. Driven by the necessity to conform in order to survive as well as
safeguard their newly acquired autonomy, universities could do no more but
conform to state reforms (Capano 2008; Moscati 2008).

As I argue, this is a de-politicisation of agents’ actions, framed as adap-
tive re-actions. Methodologically, there is no space for considering wheth-
er — and if so, how — agents may reject or re-define their changing context.
Their actions are theorised from pre-defined categories and not from his-
torical insights, as «[the] analyst takes as given some constitutive features
of the hypothesized individual or actor» (Padgett and Powell 2012, p.2).
Given their subjection state legislation, institutional agents are conceived
as inevitably moulded by it.

This emerges in how Italian vice-chancellors’ managerial shift is framed.
When faced with autonomistic policies, they were «[...] forced to exert a
role much superior to their statutory one» (Capano 2008, p. 123), asked
to turn from mediators of disciplinary interests (Rebora, Turri 2008) to
managers ensuring the efficient running of university activities. VCs’ new
managerial roles thus become the result of the scholarly assumption that
autonomistic policies reflected a new strong constraint which left no alter-
native behaviours. Paradoxically, this marginalises a concrete, context-spe-
cific study of how policies were conceptualised and possibly exploited by
institutional agents, who are locked into scholars’ categories. The lack of
a concrete historical reconstruction of developments occurring within uni-

State authority is shared with the market’s, leaving it to universities to define
their degree of involvement with third parties. The American model, differently
to it, is at the market authority end of the triangle, for both in terms of financing
and decision-making it is defined as strongly entrepreneurial, with business or
industrial lay members importantly shaping internal decisions for the university.
Clark’s framework thus considers how universities’ autonomy can be said to vary
depending on their relationship with the state.
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versity walls through a study of the agents’ actions thus perpetuates a read-
ing whereby state constraints inevitably succeed in reshaping institutional
behaviours. As such, the rise of managerial powers is read as a natural out-
come of the NPM paradigm. University agents’ role is thus de-politicised
both because it is scarcely historicised and because it is conceptualised as
inevitably adaptive, as the outcome of policy. Their actions and powers
within the institutions which they inhabit seem to make no difference to the
broader understanding of the rise of managerial governance in universities.
The result is that universities’ turn to management and evaluation is ana-
lysed without studying the actions of university agents themselves.

As I argue, this perspective reflects a structuralist study of agency (Kna-
fo 2010; Knafo, Teschke 2017). Indeed, a historical analysis of agency is
marginalised to the point of becoming «[...] a supplementary ingredient
that can always be later added [...] to produce a ‘more complete picture’, if
neededy (Ivi, p. 7, original emphasis). To remedy it, this article analyses the
rise of managerial powers in Italian universities by historicizing the radical
changes of the 1990s through a study of vice-chancellors’ engagement in
university evaluation as it emerges from the CRUI’s reports and research
of the early and mid-1990s (Allulli 1995; CRUI 1995).

I seek to debunk abovementioned structuralist accounts on the relation-
ship between the rise of evaluation and managerial power in universities
through a political Marxist, agency-centred approach (Knafo 2010; Knafo,
Teschke 2017). This means discussing innovations brought about by the
autonomistic policies (especially by law n.537/1993) in relation to those
advanced by the CRUI itself.

In the Marxist tradition, the agency-centred approach recognizes that so-
ciety is moulded by unequal power relationships in which dominant agents
tend to succeed. However, it does not study agents’ power as a result of
the structures which they inhabit, but as an open-ended process of interac-
tion subjected to constant re-definition depending on the diverse challenges
posed by yet other agents (Knafo 2010), within or outside such structures.
A key insight of this methodology — amongst others — is the acknowledg-
ment that “structural constraints” reflect an exercise of power, and should
thus be studied in relational terms as a struggle between agents, rather than
in abstract terms as the given successful outcome of powerful agency (/bi-
dem). The method is guided by historical investigations of how agents re-
late to and act in their contexts before, during, and after a constraint is said
to occur. This allows to concretely politicise social change, unveiling the
actions mobilized by different groups of agents to modify their surround-
ing context and ameliorate their position when faced with new constraints.
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Thus, capitalist development is studied in social terms, where «it is the
creativity of these actors, both powerful and weaker, which is the key to the
story» (Knafo and Teschke 2017, p. 21).

3. The 1993 evaluation law: the rise of an Evaluative state?

A brief analysis of the first university evaluation law allows to capture
how the rise of an “Evaluative state™ does not necessarily imply a fully-
fledged state control over the use of evaluation criteria (Neave 1988). As
mentioned, the key innovation of law 537 of 1993 was indeed the demand
that universities set up evaluation, and, specifically, internal evaluation
units® (IEUs from now on). Their establishment in universities would veri-
fy, «[...] through comparative cost-benefit analysis, the adequate manage-
ment of public resources, and the productivity of research and teaching»
thus guaranteeing «[...] the impartiality and well-functioning of adminis-
trative activities» in universities (law 537/1993, art.5 commas 22 and 23).

A second key prescription was that IEUs write up reports and send them
to three key bodies: the ministry, the university council and the CRUT®.
Legislators referred to the use of evaluation by proposing cost-benefit
analysis for analysing the transparency of university activities, yet did not
elaborate on the minimum quality benchmarks that universities were ex-
pected to achieve in order to be considered in line with the law’s demands
(Rizzi, Silvestri 2002).

4 The term “evaluative state” was first coined by Guy Neave (1988) to describe the
British state’s emerging interest in the establishment of a national evaluation frame-
work in higher education. Although scholars use these terms to indicate that states
are turning into evaluators (Dill 1998; Bleiklie 1998; Turri 2014), Neave used it to
indicate a new balance of powers in the sector. Indeed, for Neave the state’s turn
to evaluation was creating a new type of state-higher education relationship in the
UK. This new context was defined as a “broad operating frame” in which evaluation
functions were being «[...] split up and assigned to different levels of decision-
making within the higher education system, rather than being concentrated within
the central Ministry» (Neave 1998, p. 227). Key to the term was thus the notion of a
new dynamic of negotiation being set off between universities, the state and evalu-
ation agencies, all engaged in attempting to define and control evaluation.

5 InItalian “nuclei di valutazione interna”.

6  The law also mentioned that nucleuses’ reports be sent to the Osservatorio, a body
which the state meant to establish in order to develop conditional funding and
monitor evaluation. The birth of this body will not be discussed here, however
suffice it to say that though mentioned in 1993, the Osservatorio was not formally
established until 1996, with the Ministerial Decree of 22 February.
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Passed following the notorious autonomy law n.168 of 1989, the 537
law echoed the principles of devolved governance and accountability, yet
presented a highly ambiguous articulation of university quality. This point
was quickly picked up by the CRUI, which, I argue, made an innovative use
of such ambiguity to affirm itself as a central body, using evaluation as both
a discursive and practical means to do so. As the next section discusses,
the CRUI interpreted the establishment of IEUs within a context of new
university autonomies as an opportunity to speak up.

4. The CRUI's specific articulation of Internal Evaluation

The CRUI added many elements to university evaluation compared to
the law’s prescriptions, proposing a more elaborated and far-reaching in-
terpretation of evaluation than what was being asked by legislators. Its ar-
ticulation of evaluation argued for new powers for itself within the Italian
university sector of the mid-1990s. This emerges in two key ways from
how the committee’s reports (Allulli 1995; CRUI 1996) discussed the
functioning of IEUS.

Firstly, the committee suggested that IEUs work in tight collaboration
with universities’ governing bodies and with the CRUI itself. Starting from
a critique of the law’s ambiguous definition of what the correct manage-
ment of resources meant, «[....] because the enunciation leads itself to ex-
tremely diversified interpretations» (Allulli 1995, p. 13), the committee
advanced its own. Evaluation was defined as an inherent feature of uni-
versities’ new autonomies, such that two were treated as «two sides of the
same coin» (/vi, p. 3). From this perspective, the committee took it upon
itself to safeguard university autonomy by setting up a «process of perma-
nent evaluation and self-evaluation» (/bidem). This process, in turn, was
seen as resting crucially on the roles and work of IEUs, which the CRUI
elaborated in detail.

As «technical and objective bodies» (Ibidem) IEUs’ primary goal was
to gather and elaborate data on university activities to ensure that institu-
tions concretely achieved the productivity goals that they set themselves
(such as a given yearly graduation rate). Peculiarly, although IEUs were
defined as impartial, the CRUI envisioned them working in close contact
with universities’ governing bodies. Specifically, it proposed that IEUs
evaluate pre-set objectives rather than broad ones, suggesting that it was
up to governing bodies — the «subjective powers» — to set such objectives
(Ibidem). Interestingly, in this way the CRUI recast part of the responsi-
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bilities for evaluation also onto governing powers. Whilst it did not rule
the option that IEUs seek criteria and terms of reference autonomously,
the CRUI encouraged future IEUs to assess governing bodies’ specific
articulation of goals.

The evaluation of transparent administrative activities which the law
indicated for IEUs was in this way re-articulated as the internal evaluation
of governing bodies’ goals, a step which diluted the law’s administrative
approach to evaluation into a more malleable meaning. By stressing that
IEUs assess the achievement of internally devised objectives, the commit-
tee framed the evaluation exercise as one highly dependent on the exercise
of objective-setting. In turn, this allowed to define the powers of evaluation
as comprising both technical evaluators and objective-setters, the govern-
ing bodies, bringing individual vice-chancellors the legitimacy to claim a
new role within universities.

A second way in which the CRUI innovated the law’s articulation of
evaluation is its stance on indicators, suggesting that IEUs could quickly
become operative by implementing a specific set of over 70 indicators. In-
terestingly, these were the committee’s own work, namely the result of an
array of CRUI surveys circulated in 61.5% of the public universities of the
time (Allulli 1995). Through this exercise, the committee gathered a wide
array of data on universities, including: budgets, estates, staff recruitment,
numbers of enrolled students, numbers of research and teaching staff and
publications (CRUI 1996), amongst others. Some information was very
specific, such as average expenditures per staff and student and average
scores per course. The indicators first published were averages calculated
at a national level such that, for example, the national average indica-
tor for «number of articles published by each staff member» was 1.71
(Ivi, p. 34). Further, more detailed and unprecedented research indica-
tors were constructed for each staff member, such as number of citations
and number of monographs published both in Italy and abroad, as well as
departments’ number of contracts or conventions with public and private
bodies (Allulli 1995). These indicators were, in all respects, the first con-
crete presentation of sector-wide benchmarks on quality and performance.
Thus, the committee articulated both the principles of evaluation criteria
and its practices. With these indicators at hand, the CRUI in fact made
a practical and far-reaching step-in university evaluation. Indeed, whilst
IEUs were free to devise their own indicators, the committee suggested
that its indicators be taken as «the basis for a starting point» that would
allow universities to «compare their position with national averages»
(Ivi, p. 14). Considering that few universities had IEUs at all in 1993, the
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CRUTI’s step marked a first success for the committee. At first, IEUs did
not construct their own methodologies, working instead as data-gathering
offices (Rizzi, Silvestri 2002). By 1997, in fact — once many universities
established IEUs — 87% of units used the CRUI’s indicators (Osservatorio
1997) for internal evaluation.

4.1. The CRUI s first university performance indicators

The CRUI’s presentation of its own evaluation principles and practices
manifested a high degree of familiarity with notions often considered ex-
traneous to the university sector of the time. Whilst it is likely that many
academics were new to this set of ideas, historical evidences presented
above make it increasingly problematic to affirm the same for VCs. Two
further characteristics of the CRUI’s indicators show, I argue, that it was
actively seeking to develop and diffuse its own approach to evaluation.

Firstly, indicators were constructed according to a precise evaluation
model different to the legislator’s, reflecting an autonomous search for
methods. The CRUI in fact followed the “CIPP” model’ as a guide for
the extrapolation and elaboration of university data gathering through
surveys, and presented it as a viable framework for future indicators
(Allulli 1995; CRUI 1996). Compared to the cost-benefit indicators
proposed by the legislator, the CRUI’s were constructed in and for the
Italian university sector, representing very specific averages based on
up-to-date statistics. This crucially marked a key step ahead in the de-
velopment of data on university activities also compared to national
statistics then available. Thus, «context indicators» were devised to sig-
nal the environment within which university activities were carried out,
whilst «product indicators» reflected how university activities achieved
results such as graduate enrolment rates. It is through this frame that
the committee began defining university performance, making impor-
tant steps in quantifying new relationships between activities carried
out and their possible results. The superior specificity and detail of the
CRUT’s indicators reflect the amount of work mobilised to construct a
fully-rounded, bottom-up articulation of university evaluation. Further-

7  The CIPP model was first ideated by Daniel Stuffiebeam in the mid-1960s as a
means to provide U.S. schools with a framework for internal evaluation. Spe-
cifically, CIPP stands for the four different types of indicators that schools may
develop to orient their resources and activities: there are Context, Input, Process
and Product indicators. Each indicator conveys information on a specific aspect of
educational activities (see Stufflebeam 1966; 2000).
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more, the use of CIPP model suggests that the committee decided not
to use of the law’s proposals on methods, but rather to actively search
a different and more complex framework of evaluation than what was
being requested of universities at the time.

In part, the reason for this autonomous search lie in the CRUI’s pre-
existing interest in university evaluation, set-off in the early 1990s (Rizzi,
Silvestri, 2002). By the time law n. 537 was passed many university vice-
chancellors were all but extraneous to concepts and methods around evalu-
ation benchmarks. Firstly, this is because by 1992 most VCs had agreed to
include their universities in the indicator surveys. Though indicators were
published in 1995 and 1996, the data-gathering surveys then used to con-
struct them were carried out during the 1992-93 academic year, (CRUI
1996) with the first set of indicators already being constructed. In turn, the
thrust for this exercise was given by the CRUI in July 1991, when «[...]
a seminar on evaluation was held [...], followed by a general assembly in
September 1991». Here, the CRUI stated, «[...] universities agreed on [...]
the necessity of preparing an organizational model and key methodologies
which can allow to set off, within universities, internal evaluation nucle-
uses that offer assistance both to the rector and to the elected organs who
manage the university» (Allulli 1995, p. 3).

Issues concerning future developments in university governance fol-
lowing Ruberti’s reform were in fact discussed in a series of academic
encounters held between 1989 and 1993 at the monastery of Pontignano,
in Siena (Vaira 2011). Academics and vice-chancellors gathered to debate
legislators’ partial successes and failures — agreeing mostly on the latter —
and lay out a series of proposals for improving the law’s generic prescrip-
tions on autonomy (/bidem). During these encounters, the engagement of
CRUI members was such that these have been defined part of an “advocacy
coalition” (Ibidem) which pressed for the redefinition of autonomy and the
elaboration of efficiency and productivity concepts.

At a closer look, it appears that this push for evaluation and commit-
tee’s active engagement at Pontignano was also driven by its up-to-date
knowledge of international developments in university governance and
its attempt to remedy Italy’s backward position. Compared to the UK,
France and Holland, for example, Italy still lacked a well-articulated na-
tional evaluation framework. Though willing to help universities achieve
this, Italian VCs felt that they did not have the political influence of their
European counterparts for developing evaluation in the sector. In point-
ing out vice-chancellors’ key influence elsewhere, where evaluation bod-
ies such as the Academic Audit Unit in England were «[...]set up by
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national rectors’ conferences [...] or with their active presence at a stra-
tegic and methodological level» (Allulli 1995), the committee signalled
its keenness to follow their example.

It further tried to build on this and create the grounds for a more active
engagement in evaluation — described as «a strategic step of a broader pro-
ject of optimization of the university system’s activities» (/vi, p. 10) — by
emphasizing how Italy had failed to timely and actively engage in a Euro-
pean pilot project on higher education evaluation initiated by a Memoran-
dum of the Council of Education Ministers of the European Community, a
further aspect which aggravated the sector’s backwardness.

The content of the CRUI’s indicators and the periods in which they
were devised reveal that VCs’ evaluation turn can hardly be defined a
case of adaptive subjection to autonomistic policies. On the contrary, the
committee’s actions discussed here indicate its pre-existing active inter-
est in shaping evaluation. By observing national and international devel-
opments in higher education governance, the committee tried to forge
new powers and expertise around university evaluation principles and
practices. The possibility that evaluation would become more central to
future university governance seemed highly likely given other EU coun-
tries’ experiences. At a national level, the Pontignano discussions showed
that for VCs and academics the question was not so much if, but how, to
engage in future evaluation. This was further the case given the shared
feeling that the Ruberti autonomy reform had too weakly defined new
governance responsibilities, pushing Pontignano participants to draw out
their own views (Vaira 2011).

Indeed, Italian VCs constructed indicators before the 1993 law was
passed. As early as 1991, further, the CRUI conceptualised evaluation as
a new governance exercise in which vice-chancellors took it upon them-
selves to set internal university goals and devise indicators that could of-
fer assistance to rector and elected organs (Allulli 1995). The committee
thus developed evaluation using a managerial framework of university
governance, articulating both the construction and the use of indicators
for decision-making as an exercise taking place at the top of univeristy
hierarchies. The CRUI defined evaluation as dependant on governing
bodies’ objective setting, making space for VCs’ role in internal evalua-
tion, and also influenced IEU’s work by encouraging the use of its set of
indicators. These actions created a dynamic process which was bringing
about significant innovations and redefinitions to existent state policies
which had not yet created such a tight nexus between universities’ execu-
tive powers and evaluation.
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5. Concluding Remarks

This article has returned to the historical context of the moments of
emergence of evaluation criteria in the Italian university sector in the at-
tempt to fill an agency gap in scholarly debates on the rise of managerial
university governance. As has been argued, this agency gap stems from
methodological failures in conceptualising how agents may attempt to re-
define apparent constraints and new demands coming from politics. As
scholars identify NPM policies as the key and determining channel through
which a managerial view of university evaluation emerged (Turri 2014;
Pinto 2012; Capano 2008), they marginalise a due analysis on the innova-
tive character of vice-chancellors’ actions, reified as coherent and adap-
tive to new structural constraints. The result of this top-down approach
(Capano 2008; Capano, Turri 2017) is that there is no concrete account of
how institutional-level developments in evaluation may have influenced
universities’ turn to managerial governance, and thus how agents acted to
reject, approve or actively construct university evaluation.

This leaves no room for a critical understanding of how and why, as the
historical insights presented here show, vice-chancellors articulated uni-
versities’ turn to evaluation as a viable path for the sector. In seeking to
answer this crucial question, this article has presented the CRUI’s own
first turn to evaluation, re-politicising existing accounts on the rise and
establishment of managerial powers in universities. Though at the turn of
the 1990s the state broadly introduced concepts of efficiency and results-
based funding, it was the CRUI who concretely defined the practices for
implementing these within universities. Vice-chancellors did all but adapt
to state policies, constructing evaluation criteria earlier than their formal
introduction by law. In light of the stark differences between state articula-
tions of quality and VCs’ ones, the article has explored how the CRUI had
very specific reasons for wanting to actively shape evaluation, identified
here as the attempts to be a first-stepper in evaluation and in so doing seek
to attain more political leverage in the university sector. These preliminary
conclusions crucially rebalance our broader understanding of the rise of
evaluation and managerial power in universities as the result of structural
constraints passed down by a managerial state. Far from claiming that there
is a direct connection between the CRUI’s long-existing work in evalua-
tion and the university sector’s current national evaluation framework, the
critical insights advanced here question the view that state or state agencies
such as ANVUR be conceptualised as the only groups using evaluation to
managerially govern the sector. This point can stimulate further research
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on the construction and use of evaluation as a political process imbued with
multiple views of, and possible contestations over, the definition and con-
trol of criteria. This compels scholarly literature to focus in more detail on
the actions of university agents when analysing how evaluation is fuelling
the development of managerial governance in Italian universities.
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Universita degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale”
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