
The birth of the European 
Association of Professors Emeriti

At the recent Founding Congress of the European As-

sociation of Professors Emeriti1 the by-laws was approved 

which has the following incipit: “We believe that a university 

professor is called to continue his vοcation as an educator, 

counselor and researcher for life. Especially in these difficult 

times, the emeriti and retired professors offer their aid to their 

still active colleagues and to society in general on a volun-

tary and public benefit pro bono basis”. Emeriti professors 

represent an acknowledged category of retired professors. 

As Derek de Solla Price wrote in 19632 “Any retiring scientist 

looking back at the end of his career upon a normal life span, 

will find that 80 to 90% of the scientific work has taken place 

before his very eyes”. So these professors possess a precious 

capital of knowledge distilled through their lifelong criti-

cal perception. Furthermore, it is now known that teams 

composed of young scientists (they provide innovation) 

and old scientists provide epochal ideas when directed 

by young people.3

Two recent papers4,5 dealing with an inquiry in 20 coun-

tries of high, middle and low growth have demonstrated 

that clinical professors, emeriti or pensioned, continue 

to work hard, even when they do not have an office or 

laboratory. More than 40% of them have produced a 

paper or a book of impact, and more than 50% continue 

teach at all levels. There are a few countries which do not 

nominate professors emeriti, and in others their nomination 

does not foresee benefits (other than a typical honorary 

title). Usually professors emeriti continue to work in the 

departments where they were active. In the USA, age is 

not an indicator for pensioning, although cardiac infarction 

may be. In France, they are nominated for a limited, but 

renewable period of time. In Germany, professors emeriti 

were no longer nominated for a while, but today there 

is more freedom for the individual university to award 

emeriti of excellence, with a view to maintaining the “hu-

man capital of age”. In Italy at the Second University of 

Naples professors emeriti can conduct research, while at 

the universities of Catanzaro, Chieti and Campus Biomedico 

this privilege is not foreseen. In Greece, at the universities 

of Athens and Thessaloniki, professors emeriti are foreseen 

in the constitution, and in both universities associations of 

professors emeriti have been founded and activated. As a 

result of their efforts and those of the representatives of 

14 European countries it was possible to give birth to the 

European Association for Professors Emeriti.

A recent study of Ehrich and colleagues6 on retired 

professors of pediatrics in Europe, which was presented 

ahead of publication in the Journal of Pediatrics, reported 

“that retired professors tend to play a marginal role in the 

academic life of university children’s hospitals of the majority of 

28 representative European countries. This lack of integration 

contrasts with the potential of retired professors of pediatrics 

concerning knowledge and experience in supporting child 

health care services and in developing strategies for coping 

with the crisis of child health care. We conclude that the 

medical faculties should develop career pathways for senior 

academic pediatricians6 and that the Council of Europe and 

the European Commission should start an initiative on em-

powering emeriti in pediatrics in Europe to act as promoters 

for the well-being of children”.

As discussed by Dennis V. Cokkinos “University professors 

who retire from their position in current times, whether desig-

nated emeriti or not, have still a lot to offer to their alma mater, 

their country and to our society in general”. “The unity of the 

old and young generation…” said Dr Prokopios Pavlopoulos, 

President of the Hellenic Republic and Emeritus Professor 

of Law at the University of Athens, “…is a prerequisite for 

the existence of Europe and for the fulfillment of her mission”.

The Athens founding conference was preceded by a 

meeting in Naples “The human capital of age” pointing to 

unity of the two cultures. It was attended by presidents of 

universities, deans, retired and emeriti professors, histori-

ans, historians of medicine and of science, philosophers, 

politicians, neurologists and neuro-radiologists, internists, 

gerontologists, nephrologists (who care for patients who 

become old when they are young), the Chief Rabbi of 

the Jewish Community in Rome, the Cardinal of Naples, 
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the President of the Pontiff Academy of Science in Rome, 

physiologists and philosophers of science. Talks were given 

by mathematicians, experts of Patriarch trees and on life 

in the sea, and in space. Various speakers were present 

in both Naples and Athens, ensuring a thread of cultural 

continuity between the events.

Age is not synonymous with intellectual decadence if 

one is healthy and not afflicted by disease. As Rita Levi-

Montalcini pointed out,7 creativity is not age dependent. 

She analyzed the later contributions of Michelangelo Bu-

onarroti (1475–1564), Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), Bertrand 

Russell (1872–1970), David Ben Gurion (1866–1973), and 

Pablo Picasso (1881–1973).

On the other hand aging, paradoxically, may be as-

sociated with better mental health (“like wine and cheese 

one’s mental health improved with age”), as demonstrated 

by a recent by the group of study of Dilip Jeste, since 

old people get wiser depression is not the rule unless a 

person is affected by a serious disease.8 Indeed, as dem-

onstrated by Sinatra and colleagues recently in Science,9 

aging does not prevent scientific breakthroughs; in fact 

“the highest-impact work in a scientist’s career is randomly 

distributed within his(her) body of work. That is, the highest-

impact work can be, with the same probability, anywhere in 

the sequence of papers published by a scientist – it could be 

the first publication, could appear mid-career, or could be a 

scientist’s last publication. This random-impact rule holds 

true for scientists in different disciplines, with different career 

lengths, working in different decades, and publishing solo 

or with teams, and whether credit is assigned uniformly or 

unevenly among collaborators”.9

D.V. Cokkinos,1 D. Spinellis,1 G. Vasilikiotis,2  

V. Bonavita,3 L. Santini,4 J. Ehrich,5 N.G. De Santo4

1National and Kapodistrian University of Athens,  

Athens, Greece, 
2Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, Thessaloniki, Greece, 

3University of Naples Federico II, Naples, Italy, 
4Second University of Naples, Caserta, Italy,  

5Children’s Hospital, Hannover Medical School,  

Hannover, Germany

References

1. FOUNDING CONGRESS, EUROPEAN ASSOCIATION OF PROFESSORS EMERI-

TI. Role of Emeriti in the dissemination of knowledge and cul-

ture in Europe. September 29–30 and October 1, 2016, Athens, 

Greece. Arch Hellen Med 2016, 33(Suppl 2):10–22. Available at: 

http://www.mednet.gr/archives/contents2016-sup2-en.html

2. DE SOLLA PRICE DJ. Little science, big science. Columbia Univer-

sity Press, New York, 1963

3. GUIMERÀ R, UZZI B, SPIRO J, AMARAL LA. Team assembly mecha-

nisms determine collaboration network structure and team 

performance. Science 2005, 308:697–702

4. DE SANTO NG, ALTUCCI P, HEIDLAND A, STEIN G, CAMERON JS, RUTKOWSKI 

B. The role of emeriti and retired professors in medicine. QJM 

2014, 107:405–407

5. DE SANTO NG, ALTUCCI P, HEIDLAND A, SETIN G, CAMERON JS, RUTKOWSKI 

B. Il ruolo e l’attività dei professori clinici emeriti o in pensio-

ne. L’Acropoli 2014, XV:324–330

6. EHRICH J, NWANERI N, DE SANTO N. The role of retired pediatric 

professors in European Child Healthcare Services. J Pediat-

rics 2016; pii: S0022-3476(16)31189–1 [Epub ahead of print]

7. LEVI-MONTALCINI R. L’asso nella manica a brandelli. Baldini e Ca-

stoldi, Milan, 1998

8. THOMAS ML, KAUFMANN CN, PALMER BW, DEPP CA, MARTIN AS, GLORIOSO 

DK ET AL. Paradoxical trend for improvement in mental health 

with aging: A community-based study of 1,546 adults aged 

21–100 years. J Clin Psychiatry 2016, 77:e1019–e1025

9. SINATRA R, WANG D, DEVILLE P, SONG C, BARABÁSI AL. Quantifying 

the evolution of individual scientific impact. Science 2016, 

354; pii: aaf5239

  Corresponding author: 

  D.V. Cokkinos, President of the European Association of Profes-

sors Emeriti, Athens, Greece

  e-mail: dcokkinos@bioacademy.gr

...................................................................................................................................................


