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Countries Major allocation mechanism Year implemented/ 
Major revision Elements of Performance Based Fundings

United Kingdom Funding formula
1986 (RAE); 2014 

(REF) Based on research outputs (peer review)

Denmark Funding formula (taximeter 
system) 2009 Based on research outputs (bibliometric)

Netherlands Funding formula 2012 Based on research outputs (non bibliometric)

Finland Funding formula 1998/2010/2014 Based on research outputs

Norway Funding formula 2006 Based on research outputs (bibliometric)

Sweden Funding formula 2009 Based on research outputs (bibliometric)

Germany Depending on lander authority Based on research outputs (non bibliometric)

France Funding formula 2006/2008/2013 Based on research outputs (peer review)

Italy
Funding formula 2010; 2014

Based on education metrics and research outputs (peer review 
and metrics)

Spain Depending on regional authority 1989; 2011 Based on research outputs (voluntary application for individual 
researchers)

Portugal
Funding formula mainly oriented 
by education metrics 1996; 2013 Based on research outputs (bibliometric)

Performance Based funding across Europe

Source: P. Landri, R. Lumino & R, Serpieri, 2017.

’Calculemus’: complex games of standardization in higher education,

in Nixon, J., (ed.), Higher Education in Austerity Europe, London: Bloomsbury
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ABSTRACT
This article explores how new public management policy ideas and
technologies circulating in the globalised education space have
been re-contextualised in the re-design of the Italian Higher
Education System. In doing so, it uses the governmentality studies
as a sensitising framework to problematise what we term here as
the ‘calculative and instrumental turn’ in the evaluation of Higher
Education. The work reflects on the complex assemblage of forms
of knowledge, technical means and collective and individual
subjects through which the evaluation of the Italian universities
unfolds in its current form. The attempt is to highlight the
changes produced in how Higher Education and its ethical
subjects are thought and their qualities are conceived and
appraised. The article presents some conclusive remarks on some
of the paradoxical risks of the Evaluation turn, namely
contractualisation, depoliticisation and fabrication, but also insists
on its reflexivity potential, interpreting the current developments
as a missed opportunity.
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Introduction

Two decades ago Neave (1998 , p. 265) noted how there was no Member State in the Euro-
pean Union not firmly engaged with ‘the evaluation of what higher education is doing,
how it is doing it, at what cost and with what results achieved’. Interestingly enough,
Neave’s comment still fits our present, in the European context and beyond. The ascen-
dancy of neoliberalism and the associated discourses of new public management
(NPM) have created the conditions of possibility for a long wave of reforms that are
still ‘setting upside down’ the field of Higher Education (Olssen and Peters 2005, Neave
2012). Through the influence of transnational policy networks coagulating around
OECD, NPM has framed the attack to the traditional professional academic culture,
shaping new moral environments where the emphasis is on performativity, strategic plan-
ning and measured outputs.

If this is undoubtedly a global trend, it would be misleading to ignore that NPM can be
better understood as a ‘collection of diverse doctrines, principles and measures’ (Bevir
et al. 2003 , p. 2). As such, NPM has currently been packaged in different ways, reworked
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independent evaluation bodies. This is about a reductionist interpretation of the role
assigned to evaluation as a matter of accountability and control, that squeezes the space
for alternative purposes in terms of learning for policy and programme design or
execution (Gambardella and Lumino 2015). In such a frame, mathematics and ‘calculative
expertise’ are often employed as an ‘intellectual credential’ to legitimate an idea or a
process as objective (Ewing 2011, p. 667) and a ‘rhetorical weapon’ against the distrusted
political and professional elites.

For what concerns the institutional design, these new knowledges inspire the establish-
ment of a new performance-oriented evaluation, that surely represents a key policy in the
process of modernisation of the Italian HE, and the creation of ANVUR as the national
agency in charge for the steering of the new evaluation system. The new evaluation
system does not occur in a vacuum. A large number of experimentations have been
carried out at national and single university level since the 90s within a sketchy frame
and with the alternation of several bodies in charge of evaluation (OVSU 1993, CNSVU
2000, CIVR, 2004). Even though these experimentations produced very limited results
in terms of governance (Turri 2014), they have lie on the carpet some scraps that have
been later translated into and amplified by the current evaluation system:

. a preeminent top-down introduction of evaluative procedures via legislation, in line
with the hegemonic bureaucratic paradigm that has historically characterised Italy;

. a progressive shift from inputs to outputs, expressed in numbers, whose main power
lies in the extreme simplicity to communicate ensuring the promise of ‘efficient, con-
sistent, transparent, scientific and impartial’ decision making processes (Davis et al.
2012, p. 84);

. an emphasis on standards and benchmarks as steering technologies, according to Euro-
pean processes of HE standardisation aimed at building an European Higher Education
Area (EHEA) as a commensurable space;

. a progressively stricter link between research assessment and funding mechanisms,1

aimed at promoting excellence and costs saving, that would lead a stress on competition
according to a reward-sanction mechanism relying on performance as a means for
redistribute increasingly scarce resources among universities and their sub-units;

. an increasing emphasis on statistical and managerial expertise within the executives
organisms in charge of evaluation. The two ANVUR areas devoted to evaluating
research and governing arrangements are steered by professionals with economist
and managerial backgrounds. The same applies for the ANVUR governing members,
mainly coming from ‘hard’ disciplinary fields.

These trends have been strengthened with the introduction of ANVUR and the sub-
sequent redesign of the National Evaluation system. It is in 2006 that ANVUR has
replaced the existing bodies as a formally independent evaluation agency (de facto
subject to the competent Ministry) with a broad mandate in the evaluation of research
quality and organisational management efficacy. Been in force in 2011 (L. 240/2010,
DPR 76/2010), ANVUR has taken on a growing role in the main governance mechanisms
of the Italian HE, so much so that ‘borders between evaluation and policy definition tend
to overlap’ (Turri 2014, p. 6). Its current configuration lays in the middle of the continuum
between a bureaucratic and autocratic evaluative body (Mac Donald 1977). On the one
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