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Design Developer Competition
A study on innovation, architecture and
affordable housing, Stockholm
Magnus Rönn
Chalmers University, Gothenburg, Sweden
competition awards implementation
through the developer and a land
allocation agreement. Competitors
risk uncertainty in competing at their
own expense.2 The larger the number
of competent design-teams that
participate, the greater the access to
good competition solutions for the task.
In this case the organisers’ two
primary concerns were architecture
and affordable rental housing, which
establishes a key relationship between
rent and income levels within the target
group – young people in Stockholm.3

1. Introduction
In Sweden, Design-Developer (DD)
competitions are used by municipalities
to transfer publicly-owned land to
developers, contractors and public
housing companies. The procedures have
no national guidelines, but are regulated
locally by the municipalities through
three methods: politically through land
allocation policies; professionally through
competition; and administratively through
contracts with the winners. The DDcompetition evolved after the building
sector deregulation in the 1980s.1
The organisers begin the process by
publishing a brief, multi-disciplinary
developer-led design teams produce
solutions, the jury ranks proposals
and appoints a winner, then the
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This competition had typical qualification
conditions, but invited fresh thinking to
respond to and solve the competition
task, in particular “smart and innovative
solutions” and “new thinking for area
efficiency .4 Innovation and new
thinking can in DD competitions
appear in four delimiting stages.5

• Planning and programming
of the competition.
• Design and submission of the
competition proposals.
• Examination and assessment
of competition proposals.
• Implementation of competition
proposals, continuity of design team.
In the initial planning and programming
stage, the foundation for new thinking
comes through the choice of the jury, the

competition form, and the requirements
in the brief. In the second stage, the
responsibility for innovation transfers
to the design-teams. In the third stage
the jury are accountable for judging
the competition proposals, finding new
thinking, identifying the existence of
innovative solutions, and appointing the
overall best design proposal. In the fourth
stage, the responsibility transfers to the
winner to deliver the implementation
of the new thinking and innovation.6
This case study examines the
competition’s capability to produce good
solutions to the competition task.7 There
are two central competition goals, area
efficiency in cheap apartments, and the
development of innovative solutions. The
case study used collected competition
data analysed through archives,
competition documents, key player
statements and a student analysis.8
2. Case Description
The competition brief was eight
pages long, containing a description
of the competition task, the planning
conditions, submission requirements,
judging criteria, and a list of the jurymembers9. The dwellings are to be
rented, and the land is to be leased to the
winner. The rent bands were prescribed
by the city, but detailed information
about affordable rent levels for young
citizens in Stockholm was lacking.
Jury Members and Design Criteria
The Jury in the DD competition

consists of four officials from the
Development Administration and the
City Planning Office, with professional
competency in the areas of architecture,
planning and construction. The
design proposals were to be judged
on a basis of the design criteria and
qualification requirements, vis

• Architecture and design.
• Innovation and new thinking
for area efficiency.
• Adaptation to given preconditions.
• Average rent in SEK per m2
living space per year.
One criterion is quantifiable rent as E
per m2 living space per year. The other
three criteria are qualitative, with jury
members identifying values, innovation
and qualities which support the brief
criteria. Critical to success was how well
the criteria were understood by key actors
and how well suited they were to the task.
Qualification Requirements
The qualification requirements are a
combination of procurement regulations,
professional references and the city’s
experience with developers. The
binding requirements are as follows:

• Leading officials may not be guilty
of economic crimes/tax evasion.
• The developer (builder) has the
financial stability and sustainability
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Findings
This investigation of the
Stockholm competition reaches
ten general conclusions:
1. Judging Criteria
The competition brief contains four
judging criteria which can be divided into
two groups: hard criteria uantifiable,
rent levels) and soft criteria ualitative,
aesthetic and design considerations .
Criteria have to be interpreted in their
context which demands a careful
examination of the proposals and
good judgment from the members
of the jury. The problem here is that
there is no systematic comparison of
the projects to show how the criteria
were applied, making the ranking by
the jury unclear and unnecessarily
subjective in the jury report.
2. Focus
The jury divided the design submissions
into two categories: conventional
separate apartments and collective
dwellings. The jury effectively continued
to develop the brief after submissions
to enable them to easily distinguish
differences between the proposals.
In the winning design, drawings and
illustrations show a conventional
lifestyle presented as a small areaeffective ‘home’. The runner up
proposes an innovative cooperative or
collective lifestyle for young people.
3. Evaluation
The impression is that the jury has not
judged and ranked the proposals based
116

on individual qualities defined in the
brief, but seen them as representative
of different design principles. This
has clearly influenced how merits
and flaws are evaluated. Sorting the
proposals into two main categories
necessarily leads to the exclusion
of one ‘type’ as potential winner.
3. Affordable Rent Levels
As a key criterion the competition brief
set no base rent levels as a starting
point for the competition evaluation
and projects consequently were only
compared to each other. It is therefore
difficult to tell if the competition
resulted in cheap and area efficient
housing that young people can afford
to ask for” (competition brief, s 2).
Rent levels varied from 1,490 SEK
to 2,550 SEK m2 living area per
year. Corresponding rents for new
developments in Stockholm are 1,704
SEK m2 living area per year according
to Statistics Sweden (SCB). Only 4 of 15
design teams present proposals with
a lower rent, of which two advanced
to the final evaluation, one presenting
a traditional apartment type and one
presenting collective living.
5. Marketing
In marketing the competition the
Stockholm Development Administration
actively sought contractors and real
estate developers off their register,
but not so for architectural offices.15
To receive information regarding land
allocation competitions, architects’

offices and developers’ agents that are
not registered in the city’s market register
have to conduct their own searches
to obtain notices of an opportunity.
6. Costs and Rewards
The competition brief offered no
compensation for the development of
an approved competition project, and no
prize money. It is left to the consultant,
building, and development companies
to carry these costs themselves.
Architects do this through lowering
their fees and aking on unpaid work.
Unpaid work in competitions can both
be seen as an investment in future
commissions, and as practice R&D.
The lack of prize money puts
considerable divisive pressure on the
design team. Only the developer in
the winning design team is partner
to an agreement with the city. In DD
competitions any further project
commissions for the architects are based
on the developer’s verbal promise.16
7. Teamwork
In the Stockholm competition
the teams formed on the basis of
previous collaborations. The initiative
to create teams comes from both
developers and architects, yet the
developers see themselves as more
knowledgeable and therefore more
vital members of the team.
8. Learning
oth architects and developers find the
requirements described in competition

briefs that include a range of issues
that are subject to interpretation to
be normal. These may include for
example low rent, the quality of the
interior and relationship to the site
and urban context. The presentation
of the competition documents
(brief, proposals and jury report) and
transparency of the process should make
it possible to critique the process while
minimising the risk for arbitrariness.
9. Innovation
There is a judged approach to the
concept of innovation and new thinking
by both the jury and design teams.
The jury states that they searched
for new thinking which can inspire
the continued development of cheap
dwellings . Seen as a tool for political
housing and professional laboratory,
the competition offers an opportunity
for new thinking. The regulation of the
rent in the land allocation agreement
stands out as an innovation that has not
been used before by the organizer. The
Development Administration however
is uneasy directing costs this way and
because of developer resistance will not
use this tool for rent control in the future,
unless there is clear political demand.17
10. Competition Experiences and
Competition Perception
Surprisingly despite all this the
Stockholm competition is considered
positively amongst the teams. Half of
the developers’ agents see the benefits
of competition as a tool for engaging in
the politics of housing. Design, building,
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Architects see competition culture as something
that is generally good, promoting debate on uality
in architecture and urban design

and land allocation becomes transparent
in publicly organized competitions.
The competition briefs, competition
proposals and jury reports give the
possibility of insight into the choice of
winner. Contractors and developers are
also stimulated to develop proposals
that aim to lower living costs, and to gain
access to buildable land, developers still
chose to participate in the Stockholm
competition despite the high cost.

Architects see competition culture
as something that is generally good,
promoting debate on quality in
architecture and urban design. They view
the competition as a creative professional
challenge and a part of their professional
traditions. The architectural competition
is a celebrated event within the
profession where ongoing and completed
competitions provide a rich resource
for both students and architects.
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COMPETITION FACTS
Timescale

Open call: June 2014
Final Assessment: December 2014

Submission Required

13 x A3 page submission

Announcement

December 2014

Number of Entries

15

ASSESSMENT & SELECTION
Jury Numbers

4

Jury Composition

Two jurors from the City’s Development Department
and two from their Planning Department

Number Shortlisted

No shortlist

Winner

Familjebostäder the developers (a publicly-owned company), with Origo architects

Runners Up

Järntorget’s with Utopia Arkitekter

Prizes & Awards

None

Conclusion of Process

Access to acquire a land lease on market terms

Project Completion

Under construction, 3 years after the competition

FURTHER INFORMATION

Origo architects: www.origoark.se
Utopia Arkitekter: www.utopia.se
Familjebostäder: www.familjebostader.com
Vinnarhuset öppnar för fler små bostäder’. Dagens Nyheter 7 February 2015. www.
dn.se/arkiv/stockholm/vinnarhuset-oppnar-for-fler-sma-bostader (accessed 26-042018)
Following the competition win the plans of the winning proposal
have apparently been modified. For example, inset balconies have
been deleted and the number of dwellings raised to 33
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