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Foreword
WHY THIS RESEARCH

After COVID, Italy benefited from substantial European funding under Next Generation EU (NGEU), which, through 
the PNRR – National Recovery and Resilience Plan – made it possible to relaunch the economy after the pandemic 
crisis through reforms and structural investments, often associated with the “Italia Domani” portal.
A significant share of this funding has made it possible to modernise the infrastructure system and improve the 
stock of public buildings.
Until 2023, the public procurement system was governed by Legislative Decree No. 50/2016, which provided for 
several procurement procedures for construction contracts, including the Design Competition, organised in two 
anonymous stages, with access to the second stage through selection carried out in the first stage. Participants 
admitted to the second stage received reimbursement of expenses, and the winner was awarded the design 
services contract.
To encourage the use of the Design Competition, the National Council of Architects, Planners, Landscape Ar-
chitects and Conservationists made available, free of charge, a certified digital platform compliant with current 
legislation, through which local administrations could upload tender documents, participants could access the 
documents and upload their proposals, and all stages of the competition could be managed at no cost for the 
administrations, with costs borne by the National Council.
This system made it possible to manage around 200 design competitions per year.
In 2023, the new Public Procurement Code (Legislative Decree No. 36/2023) entered into force. While it still pro-
vides for the use of design competitions, it reduced the design stages from three (preliminary design, definitive 
design and executive design) to only two stages (technical-economic feasibility design and executive design). 
It also established Integrated Procurement (Design & Build) and the Most Economically Advantageous Tender 
(M.E.A.T.) as the main procurement systems. The Architectural Design Competition (ADC) has therefore been 
reduced to a residual role and, in fact, by 2025 the number of competitions announced in Italy had fallen from 
around 200 per year to fewer than 10.
This new direction adopted by the Italian Ministry reflects the pursuit of greater system efficiency, based on the 
assumption that reducing the number of design stages shortens delivery times and that combining design and 
construction in a single contract guarantees economy and efficiency more effectively than other systems in use.
The National Council of Architects, Planners, Landscape Architects and Conservationists therefore commissioned 
an authoritative company specialising in economic and statistical research, CRESME SpA, to conduct a study on 
the effects of different procurement methods on buildings delivered through the three main procurement sys-
tems used in Italy over the last ten years, in order to obtain objective answers rather than ideological positions or 
views influenced by vested interests.
In particular, given that over the last ten years design services procurements in Italy have been awarded through 
design competitions, most economically advantageous tenders, and integrated procurement procedures, the 
following questions were asked:
What are the differences in design time for a public building when design is procured through each of the three 
procurement methods?
What are the differences in construction time for a public building when design is procured through each of the 
three procurement methods?
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What are the differences in total design and construction time for a public building when design is procured 
through each of the three procurement methods?
What are the differences in design costs for a public building when design is procured through each of the three 
procurement methods?
What are the differences in construction costs for a public building when design is procured through each of the 
three procurement methods?
What are the differences in combined design and construction costs for a public building when design is procured 
through each of the three procurement methods?
What are the differences in construction cost per square metre for a public building when design is procured 
through each of the three procurement methods?
What are the qualitative differences in a public building when design is procured through each of the three pro-
curement methods?
The answers to these questions are intended to provide evidence of the actual efficiency and convenience of the 
procurement methods used in Italy over the last ten years in terms of the time required to obtain the building 
put out to tender, its final cost, and its quality with respect to compliance with the requirements needed for that 
building’s function.
CRESME SpA was asked to use the data contained in the ONSAI database (National Observatory of Architecture 
and Engineering Services), which collects detailed information on all tenders issued in Italy, approximately 10,000 
tenders per year, in order to select a number and type of buildings suitable to ensure the truthfulness and relia-
bility of the requested results.
School buildings were chosen as the subject of the research because they have characteristics that are readily 
comparable and suitable for the purposes of this study.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The results of a prototype survey on public school design are presented here in summary form. The survey com-
pares three different types of tendering procedure: the design competition, integrated procurement, and other 
design tenders.
The survey focuses on the timing and costs associated with the different types of tendering procedure.
The analysis is based on data systematically collected by Cresme Europa Servizi and is structured as follows:
•	 Territorial scope: national.
•	 Economic size of the interventions: above and below the European threshold of EUR 5.5 million.
•	 Reference period for tenders to be analysed: 2015–2024.

The analytical process was as follows: 
•	 from an initial 9,000 tenders, 300 were selected on the basis of specific affinity characteristics, comprising 

100 design competitions with subsequent stages awarded to the winner, 100 integrated procurements, and 
100 other design tenders. 

•	 The different tender types were then analysed and the evaluation criteria for technical offers were defined 
and classified according to how they evolved. 

•	 Subsequently, 100 project tenders were selected for monitoring from award to completion on the basis of the 
analysis performed: 40 design competitions with subsequent stages awarded to the winner, 30 other design 
tenders, and 30 integrated procurements. 

•	 The history of each selected project was then analysed in order to define efficiency and the impact of design 
quality, with reference to execution times and costs for both design and construction, and to verify compli-
ance with the criteria that had led to award on the basis of the required quality. 

•	 The study was completed in December 2024, with an appendix completed in March 2026.



7

1. THE TIMING PROBLEM IN PUBLIC WORKS

One of the major historical issues in public works has always been delivery time. This issue has been examined by 
several studies. In 2018, the Cohesion Agency, within the framework of the Territorial Public Accounts, analysed a 
large sample of public works and highlighted the criticalities of “transition times” from one phase to another in the 
decision-making process.
The “transition times” required to reach the execution phase accounted, depending on the size of the work, for 
between 44.0% and 54.3% of the total delivery time.

Cohesion Agency analysis in 2018
Public works times by sector and phases

Source: ACT - NUVEC processing based on monitoring data as of December 31, 2017 from BDU and SGP databases
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Cohesion Agency analysis in 2018
Public works times by cost classes and phases (in years)

Award timelines by cost class

ACT - NUVEC processing based on monitoring data as of December 31, 2017, from BDU and SGP databases

In 2019, the Bank of Italy also analysed the problem of “inter-phases”, that is, the transition times between one 
operational phase and another. In particular, the Bank of Italy’s analysis showed that transition times had a dif-
ferent incidence in design, procurement and execution activities. In the design phase alone, transition phases 
accounted for 60% of the time.
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Bank of Italy analysis in 2019 – Transition times
Median duration of the phases and transition times impact

Panel (a) shows, for the entire construction cycle and its individual phases, the estimated median duration of the operational phases (blue) and the estimated 
median transition times (red). Panel (b) shows, for the entire construction cycle and its individual phases, excluding the functionality phase, the average inci-
dence of transition times, calculated as the average of the ratio of estimated transition times and the estimated overall duration of the operational phase and 
its associated interfaces.

Source: CRESME elaboration on Bank of Italy data-   

In 2022, the Parliamentary Budget Office also addressed the issue of public works timing and, on the basis of a 
sample of public works, found that in the decade 2012–2021, within the sample of completed works contracts, 
pre-award phases (55.1%) and award phases (20.7%) together accounted for 75% of total project delivery time.
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2. PUBLIC WORKS IN ITALY AND THE ISSUE OF DESIGN

The boom in public works that characterised the country in the years 2020–2024 also translated into a correspond-
ing boom in the design of public works, well documented by the ONSAI Observatory, prepared by CRESME Europa 
Servizi for the National Council of Architects, Planners, Landscape Architects and Conservationists (CNAPPC).

Design tenders by year: the Onsai Cnappc CRESME ES observatory

Growth in Design

NUMBERS
2022/2016 	 + 111%
2023/2016 	 + 76%
2024/2016 	 + 33,2%
AMOUNTS
2022/2026 	 + 959%
2023/2016 	 + 748%
2024/2016 	 + 405%

Source: ONSAI - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES

Number Amount
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Growth occurred both in the number and in the value of tenders: design tenders increased from EUR 783 million 
in 2019 to a peak of EUR 3 billion in 2022. In 2023 the figure fell to EUR 2.4 billion and in 2024 to EUR 1.5 billion, 
marking the beginning of a new phase.
If tenders for other Architecture and Engineering Services and for “other technical services” are also included, 
the value of tenders relevant to designers rose from EUR 1.4 billion in 2019 to EUR 4.2 billion in 2022 and EUR 
4.1 billion in 2023. In 2024, a reduction to EUR 2.7 billion was recorded, in line with expectations, but this value 
was still 93% higher than in 2019.
Between 2020 and 2024, tenders relevant to the activity of designers totalled 24,677, for an overall amount of 
EUR 10.1 billion.
As already noted, the growth in public works also affected the building sector. Within this context, building works 
for education and research, which frame the focus of the present work on schools, saw 5,306 design tenders 
between 2020 and 2024, amounting to EUR 779 million.

Design tender notices by functional destination – Number and value of tenders (amounts in EUR million)

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data
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The importance of building design for 
education and research

2020-2024 
NUMBERS: 22% 
AMOUNTS: 8%

Design activity increased across all territorial areas of the country, but especially in Central and Southern Italy, 
which accounted for 55% of the value of design tenders in 2020–2023.

Design tender notices by territory – year and period – Number and value of tenders (amounts in EUR million)

 

Source: ONSAI - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES

With the PNRR, the importance 
of planning increases, especially 
in central and southern Italy

2020/2024
NUMBERS: 51 %
AMOUNTS: 55%
Population: 43%
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PNRR resources for schools

Source: CRESME elaboration from various sources

The structure of schools
Sample of 76 school buildings constructed between 2021 and 2023 – Load bearing structure
(Expressed as a percentage of the total volume constructed)

Source: CRESME

Concrete

Wood, steel, 
aluminum and 

others

Reinforced concrete beams and column

Wood Wood Steel beams and columns

Load-bearing walls Concrete blocks
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3. SCHOOLS AND NEW INVESTMENTS FOR INNOVATION AND REFURBISHMENT

By way of further background, some of the main aspects relating to the size and characteristics of Italy’s school 
building stock are outlined below.
It is estimated that Italy has more than 33,000 school buildings, 57% of which were over 50 years old in 2025.
On the basis of surveys carried out in 2023 by CRESME for ENEA on school buildings built between 2021 and 
2023, 62.5% of the buildings in the sample have a reinforced-concrete structural frame and 37.5% have struc-
tures in other materials (wood, steel, aluminium, etc.).
In the 2000s, design has increasingly been called upon to address the new challenges of environmental and 
energy transition and process optimisation. Minimising the environmental impact generated by construction, 
renovation and maintenance works; maximising the building’s energy efficiency; and ensuring the presence of in-
tegrated green areas have become mandatory requirements for public buildings, as established by the European 
EPBD directives and by the new CAM environmental criteria.
Likewise, planning school buildings that can be easily adapted, both to create spaces suitable for multiple func-
tions outside school hours, as envisaged by the guidelines for future schools financed by the PNRR, and in view 
of demographic change, which will progressively reduce the number of students, is another example of the new 
objectives of school building design. All these aspects relate to project quality.

New design themes - Qualitative elements
-
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4. SURVEY ON THE VALUE OF DESIGN QUALITY IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS. 
METHODOLOGY FOLLOWED

This section presents the results of the survey on the timing and quality of public school design commissioned 
by the National Council of Architects, Planners, Landscape Architects and Conservationists from Cresme Europa 
Servizi.
The survey is based on data collected by the Cresme Europa Servizi information systems on public works pro-
curement, supplemented by qualitative data on tenders gathered through direct contact with the stakeholders 
involved. Direct contacts were essential to complete the information framework needed to meet the survey 
objectives.
The survey has nationwide territorial coverage; the economic size of the interventions includes works above and 
below the European threshold of EUR 5.5 million. The reference period for the tenders analysed is the decade 
2015–2024.
The analytical process was as follows: starting from 9,929 tenders relating to public schools contained in the 
Cresme Europa database, 300 tenders were selected, of which 100 were design competitions with subsequent 
stages awarded to the winner, 100 were other design tenders, and 100 were integrated procurements.

Project: Survey on the value of design quality. The case of public schools – Reference universe of tenders 2015–
2024

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data

Over the period 2015–2024, 9,929 school-related tenders were identified, of which 411 related to design compe-
titions, 1,378 to integrated procurement, and 8,140 to other design tenders.
From this universe, 300 cases were selected, 100 for each typological segment: competition, integrated procure-
ment, and other design tenders (SAI – architecture and engineering services). The analysis of the 300 cases then 
led to the selection of 103 projects with a rich information base: 41 design competitions, 30 integrated procure-
ments, and 32 other design tenders.
The analysis of the projects made it possible to monitor in detail 10% of design competitions, 1% of tenders relat-
ing to integrated procurement, and 0.5% of the other design tenders.
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Reference framework for the survey

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.

The 103 cases analysed in detail represented an aggregate value of approximately EUR 1.2 billion, correspond-ing 
to an average of EUR 11.3 million per school. The average cost of schools delivered through design competi-tions 
was EUR 13.6 million, compared with EUR 10.1 million for integrated procurement and EUR 9.5 million for the 
other design tenders. According to this analysis, design competitions are used for interventions whose val-ue is 
more than 30% higher than those awarded through other tendering procedures.

Reference framework for the survey – Cases monitored – Number and project cost as of 31 December 2024 – 
Amounts in euro

 
Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.

The value of schools 
in competitions is 30% higher 
than that of other types of procedure
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Although the number of cases analysed is limited, account was taken of the territorial distribution of inter-
ven-tions in an effort to obtain a representative picture of the country’s territorial realities. All Italian regions are 
rep-resented.

Cases monitored by geographical area – Number and project cost as of 31 December 2024 – Amounts in euro

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data

The composition of the sample also took account of different school types and different intervention types: dem-
olition and reconstruction, new build and refurbishment.

Cases monitored by school type – Number and project cost as of 31 December 2024 – Amounts in euro

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.

Cases monitored by intervention type – Number and project cost as of 31 December 2024 – Amounts in euro

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.
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The stage of completion of projects as of 31 December 2024 was also considered. It emerged that 70 schools 
(68% of the total cases examined), with an aggregate cost of EUR 833 million (72%), were under construction; 
29 schools (28%), with an aggregate cost of EUR 273 million (23%), had been completed; and for the remaining 
4 schools (4%), with an aggregate cost of EUR 58 million (5%), the executive design had been approved and 
works were scheduled to start in the first months of 2025.
The distribution of cases also took PNRR programmes into account, and the cases are representative of all 
measures that include school building interventions.

Cases monitored by implementation status as of 31 December 2024 – Number and project cost

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.
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5. THE RESULTS OF THE SURVEY
THE MAIN FINDINGS OF THE ANALYSIS ARE SET OUT BELOW

Average design times
The analysis of 103 cases showed, as a first result, that average design times are 2.6 years for design competitions, 
3.2 years for SAI procedures, and 3.6 years for integrated procurement.
Design times for competitions are 28% shorter than those for integrated procurement and 19% shorter than 
those for SAI tenders.
It should also be noted that the school projects delivered through competitions are 30% larger, both in cost and 
in scale, than those delivered through the other two procedures.

Source: CRESME Europa Servizi processing on ONSAI data - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES

Design times in competitions are 
therefore shorter than in both SAI pro-
cedures and integrated procurement
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Construction execution times
For all three procedure types examined, actual construction execution times diverge from the times provided for 
in the tender documents, increasing from 1.8 to 2.3 years for competitions, from 1.5 to 2.5 years for SAI proce-
dures, and from 1.9 to 2.1 years for integrated procurement.
The evidence shows that in all cases more than two years are needed to complete the works and that SAI tenders 
display the greatest variations (+70%).
Integrated procurement performs best in complying with the planned times, requiring 2.1 years versus 2.3 years 
for competitions. Here too, however, it should be borne in mind that competitions concern larger schools than 
those delivered through integrated procurement (+30%).

Execution times for integrated procurement 
are the shortest, followed by competitions and 
then SAI. Execution times are always longer 
than originally planned

Source: CRESME Europa Servizi processing on ONSAI data - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES



23

Total project delivery times
For all three procedure types under examination, total delivery times for a school are not short: 5.6 years for 
competitions, 6.5 years for SAI, and 5.7 years for integrated procurement.

Source: CRESME Europa Servizi processing on ONSAI data - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES

“Other times”
In assessing overall timeframes, in addition to design time and construction time, the analysis includes what are termed 
“other times”, relating to the time required to award construction works (from publication of the tender to award), the 
time required to sign the contract, and other ancillary activities. In integrated procurement these times are included 
within design time, whereas for competitions they amount to 6 months and for SAI procedures to 8 months.

Source: CRESME Europa Servizi processing on ONSAI data - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES
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Initial and final costs
For all three procedure types under examination, both initial works costs and final costs were analysed. Cost var-
iations occurred under all procedures: 

+18.9% for competitions
+19.7% for MEAT
+15.8% for integrated procurement.

Overall, costs vary in relation to the original 
project by between 16% and 20%

Source: CRESME Europa Servizi processing on ONSAI data - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES
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Initial and final costs of technical services
For all three procedure types under examination, both initial and final technical-service costs were analysed.
On average, technical expenses account for between 10% and 11% of the final cost of the work. 
Compared with the budgeted amounts at project start, an average increase of 5.7% is recorded, although this is 
the result of differing behaviours across the procurement types. Within the sample analysed, technical-service 
cost variations were as follows: 

+11.7% for competitions
+4.5% for MEAT
-5.8% for integrated procurement

The following cost items are included: 
technical expenses for external design appointments
project checking and validation
construction supervision
safety coordination
testing
surveys
inspections
investigations
technical verifications
support activities for the person responsible for the procedure
incentives for technical functions
social-security contributions (4%)
VAT (22%).

Source: CRESME Europa Servizi processing on ONSAI data - National Observatory of Architecture and Engineering Services CNAPPC-CRESME ES
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Analysis: design costs – cases examined

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.
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Costs per square metre by design procurement type
This chapter includes, in the final report of the survey on the quality of public school design carried out by 
CRESME Europa Servizi for CNAPPC, the results of the additional analysis requested on the unit cost deviations 
(EUR/sq m) of procured works, relating to the costs of works delivered through design competition and those 
delivered through the other procedures (integrated procurement and SAI). 
As described in the supplementary work programme, the analysis is based on data systematically collected by 
Cresme Europa Servizi as part of the survey on the quality of public school design, and in particular on the 103 
schools examined in detail. 
All the documentation collected was analysed in order to identify gross floor area (sq m) to be related to the costs 
in the economic framework (initial and final) of the schools, with the aim of identifying a correctly comparable 
EUR/sq m cost for at least 20 schools, including school campuses, nurseries and preschools, primary schools, 
lower secondary schools and upper secondary schools.

Cases monitored by school type – Number and project cost as of 31 December 2024 – Amounts in euro

Total cases Total cases ADC ADC MEAT MEAT
Integrated 
procure-

ment

Integrated 
procure-

ment

Number Cost Number Cost Number Cost Number Cost
School campus (a) 22 314.626.048 11 182.183.117 9 97.832.097 2 34.610.834

Nursery 
and preschool

7 40.181.266 - - 2 7.413.204 5 32.768.062

Primary 18 155.430.260 3 11.216.760 8 80.387.578 7 63.825.923

Lower secondary 30 323.146.913 14 175.736.620 8 66.031.046 8 81.379.248

Upper secondary 26 331.241.420 13 189.649.649 5 51.389.212 8 90.202.559

TOTAL 103 1.164.625.907 41 558.786.146 32 303.053.137 30 302.786.624

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.

In the end, 22 of the 103 schools examined proved to have sufficiently coherent and comparable data to enable 
comparison of cost-per-square-metre figures.
The analysis measured both the initial and the final cost per square metre by procurement type in order to com-
pare not only the cost per square metre itself but also the change in that cost. Final cost is represented both by 
the cost of completed works (8 schools) and by the evolution of cost, updated from the initial cost to the cost 
documented as of 31 December 2025 for works still in progress (14 schools).
Of the 22 schools for which costs and square metres were reconstructed, 7 were designed through competitions 
and 15 through integrated procurement or SAI. For 9 of the 22 schools, design started before 2021; for 13 it start-
ed in the three-year period 2021–2023. Fourteen of the 22 schools are PNRR projects.
The average value of the 22 schools analysed is EUR 9.2 million, with an average design size of 4,389 sq m. Schools 
designed through competitions have an average size of 5,990 sq m and an average cost of EUR 13.3 million, 
whereas those designed through the other procedures have an average size of 3,642 sq m (30.2% less surface 
area) and an average cost of EUR 9.4 million (-38.5%). Competitions therefore deliver larger schools.
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Analysis: unit costs EUR/sq m – cases examined

Source: CRESME processing based on ONSAI / CNAPPC-CRESME ES data.

At the initial design stage, the average cost shown in the economic framework across the 22 cases is EUR 2,158 
per sq m. The cost per sq m for works designed through competition is EUR 2,265/sq m, whereas that delivered 
through the “other procedures” is EUR 2,108/sq m. 
On that basis alone, schools delivered through competition would appear to cost 12.6% more than those de-
signed through the other procedures.
However, that is not the conclusion that emerges once cost evolution is analysed.
The reconstruction of final costs for completed works, or of the change in costs during implementation for works 
still in progress, shows a much more contained variation for works delivered through competition. 
According to the sample analysis, the average increase in cost per sq m across the 22 schools analysed is 20.9%; 
for competitions it is 13.9%; and for the other procedures it is 24.5%.
Accordingly, the final cost per sq m of a school designed through competition is EUR 2,579/sq m, whereas for the 
other procedures it is EUR 2,623/sq m (+1.7%).
The detailed analysis of the 22 works shows the variability of costs, driven by both time-related and design-relat-
ed factors. The least expensive school in the sample is a 2017 integrated procurement project completed in 2023, 
with an initial cost of EUR 1,309/sq m and a final cost of EUR 1,876/sq m (+43.3%). The most expensive school 
is a 2020 SAI project, which had an initial cost of EUR 2,025/sq m and records a cost of EUR 4,275/sq m in 2026.
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