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Abstract 
The Finnish architectural competition system is examined in this paper. The purpose is to 
show how a peer review process works for the judgment and selection of the best design 
proposals in competitions. The evaluation of criteria in contemporary competitions is clari-
fied to determine how architectural issues are conceived and examined by the professional 
jury members. The processes of architect as jurors are elucidated; particularly design cri-
teria connected with practitioners’ tacit knowledge and experienced eyes. Open and direct 
interviews were conducted with seven architects who have direct involvement in the Fin-
nish competition processes. They represent a wide array of practitioners’ role at the board 
of jury, from the Finnish Architects Association, which has to approve architectural compe-
titions. 
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Introduction 

This article is about architectural competitions in Finland.1 It sets out to describe, illuminate 

and acquire deeper knowledge about how quality is judged in architectural competitions. 

Here there is a complex of problems that design and architecture have in common with other 

activities of artistic nature. Key concepts, basic criteria, the judgment process and the view-

points of the jury are the focus of interest in this article.  

The research findings are based on interpretations and analyses of data from interviews. 

The research issues deal with how the jury goes about deciding the outstanding entries of 

architectural competitions. On what grounds is the winner of the first prize judged? How is 

an architectural project evaluated, tested and prioritized? How does the jury identify the best 

solutions in an architectural competition? How is a judgment process organized? What are 

the stages the award winning entries pass through?  

                                                
1 The background to this article has been provided by a study of architectural competitions in Finland commis-
sioned by the Swedish National Property Board (Statens Fastighetsverk) carried out during 2006-2007. Reza 
Kazemian, Magnus Rönn and Charlotte Svensson at the School of Architecture of the Royal Institute of Tech-
nology (KTH) in Stockholm conducted the investigation. 
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The architectural competition in Finland is an institution more than one hundred years 

old and is of great importance for the architectural community (Viljo 1992; Velander 1999; 

Huotelin & Kaipiainen 2006). This competition instrument is administered by the architects’ 

professional organizations. The architectural competition is both a means of evolving good 

proposals for design tasks and an instrument for commissioning architectural services (Lip-

stadt 1989; Wærn 1996; Tostrup 1999). In spite of its long history there is surprisingly little 

research about how a jury assesses quality aspects in a proposal and how the winner of a 

competition is nominated (Nasar 1999; Östman 2005). The fundamental principle is that a 

jury comprised of representatives from the architectural community and the organizing body 

review the competition contributions. Those contributing entries must be anonymous with 

regard to the jury. The assessment is based on the demands set out in the competition pro-

gramme. 

2008 the stipulations for architectural competitions in Finland were reformulated and 

ratified by Finnish Association of Architects (Finlands Arkitektförbund). The basic princi-

ples are the same as before. However, regulations from 1986 together with revisions from 

1994 apply when this study was conduced. These have been approved both by the Finnish 

Association of Architects (Finlands Arkitektförbund) and the Finnish Federation of Property 

Developers (Finlands Byggherreförbund). According to these regulations an architectural 

competition is “a competition where two or more architects/planners are simultaneously in-

vited to present proposals for projects within the field of competence of the architectural pro-

fession” (Regulations for Architectural Competitions, §1). 

There are two main categories of competitions: open competitions and competitions by 

invitation. An open competition is open for everyone whereas a competition by invitation is 

for a limited number of participants. Appropriate forms of competition according to the regu-

lations are project competition, idea competition and two-stage competition. The project 

competition is considered appropriate when the task is “to find a solution able to serve as a 

basis for continued planning, as well as a planner for the project” (Ibid, §2). The idea compe-

tition is recommended for “charting various possibilities for solving the task and finding a 

principle solution for a point of departure for continued planning and decision-making with 

regard to the project” (Ibid, §2). The competition does not need to be concluded as a single 

stage. Instead it can be carried out in two stages, where the second stage is “a continuation 

competition within which either all the entries submitted or the best entries from the first 

stage participate” (Ibid, §3).  

The assessment of the entries in an architectural competition is carried out at meeting 
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where only members of the jury, the secretary and expert advisers are permitted to be present. 

These participants observe professional secrecy. The task of the jury is to find the contribu-

tion “that provides the best solution for the assignment” (Ibid, §11). The quality assessment is 

concluded by the jury pronouncing a “recommendation for continued measures on the basis 

of the competition findings” (Ibid, §11). Then the name of the winner and how the prize 

money is to be shared out according to the contributions is also announced. With this the jury 

has completed its task in the competition. The prize-winners are then presented together with 

the verdict of the jury on homepages and in journals. Usually the prize will be awarded pub-

licly to the winners in a specially arranged ceremony. 

 

Methods and providers of information 

In the search for knowledge about architectural competitions an interview guide with open 

questions has been used and structured according to the competition process, from the intro-

ductory programme stage to the final verdict of the jury. Seven experienced persons with 

first-hand knowledge of competitions have been interviewed. Transcriptions from these in-

terviews have been sent to these informants for correcting possible misunderstandings. Here 

the colloquial language in the interviews has been edited in favour of the written language. 

Relating their experience from competitions in this paper are five men and two women 

all based in Finland. Their ages vary between 39 and 74. Together these informants have per-

sonal experience of several hundred competitions, both as participants and jury members. 

The persons interviewed represent the three most important parties in a competition sys-

tem: a) competing architects, b) their professional organisation and c) the organiser of com-

petitions. Two of these informants, Paula Huotelin and Pirjo Pekkarinen-Kanerva, are em-

ployed by the Finnish Association of Architects to work with competitions. Two of the in-

formants, Teemu Kurkela and Jussi Murole, are practising architects that have won several 

competition awards. The other three informants are experienced jury members representing 

the official organisers: Mikael Sundman and Pekka Pakkala from the City Planning Agency 

in Helsinki and Matti K. Mäkinen, who was previously managing director for the Ministry of 

National Property Board (Byggnadsstyrelsen) in Finland. Even these three informants have 

earlier in their professional careers as practising architects participated in competitions. Thus, 

there is a mutual professional culture in the background. The dialogues have been carried out 

from an architectural perspective and it is architectural community’s view of the competition 

system that is articulated in this article. 
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Architecture and Design 

The introductory interview question deal with the relationship between architecture and de-

sign. These are overlapping concepts and can be interpreted in various ways. One reason for 

this uncertainty is because the concept of design has both expanded and subsequently ac-

quired a broader meaning. The English language meaning has been transferred to a Swedish 

language context. As a case in point, architectural competitions are referred to as ‘design con-

tests’ in the EU’s Procurement Directive (Directive 2004/18/EG). 

Among the informants there are two principally different ways of conceptualising archi-

tecture and design. From one perspective design is an overall key-concept. Architecture is 

then seen as a special form of design. One of the proponents of this view formulated it as 

follows: 

 
 “Architecture is the design within built environment. Design is an overall term, which is 
a definition of careful consideration of any objects… Architecture is one kind of design 
but design is more general and covering all kinds of products.” Huotelin, 2006. 

 
For most of the informants the subject of architecture represents an overall comprehensive-

ness. Referring to Vitruvius, architecture is seen as a complete form (venustas), function 

(utilitas) and construction (firmitas). Design, on the other hand, relates to the creation of 

form, industrially produced products on a small scale. The following two responses from the 

interviews are typical for this notion: 

 
“Design is more like designing an object, architecture is much larger; it is like urban de-
sign, talking and feeling what people want from their built environment. Design is more 
detailed. Architecture is larger, design is linked to it...” Pekkarinen-Kanerva, 2006. 

 
”Architecture is what one learns about at architectural schools. Architecture is a totality of 
technology, function and aesthetics. Design, on the other hand, is associated with artistic 
artefacts produced industrially, furnishing and designed products manufactured on a lesser 
scale by industry.” Sundman and Pakkala, 2006. 

 
When design is regarded as the creation of form the informants indicate several differences in 

relation to architecture. These differences concern scale, permanency, notion of quality and 

responsibility. One of the informants expresses this perspective as follows: 

 
”Architecture at its best is almost timeless. Good architecture has ‘eternal’ values and a 
broader perspective. Design, on the other hand, leads your thoughts to something typical 
for its era and relevant for its day, to the world of the artefact. Design has a shorter life 
than architecture. Design comes and goes, while architecture remains…design stands for 
something product oriented. I would not want to term architecture as a product, even if a 
building can be a product.” Mäkinen, 2006. 
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”Architecture is a concept with a broader range in comparison with design…Architecture 
is not just about designing a product but a more comprehensive and broader activity in 
society. Design is something that is applied to products or artefacts…designed artefacts 
are often produced in a small scale…the societal responsibility for architecture is more 
comprehensive than for design. Architecture affects society as a whole.” Mäkinen, 2006. 

 
”… design has a more marked connection to experiences and to the experience industry. 
Architecture has also been drawn in the same direction, particularly during more recent 
years, but has retained an aspect of utility and a broader societal responsibility. Everyone 
is currently talking about experiences. It is vogue… It is a tendency that may contributed 
to younger talents beginning to se architecture and design as an expression for the same 
phenomena.” Mäkinen, 2006.  

 
Design and architecture constitute two different professional cultures, which in Finland have 

been allotted their own separate governmental policies: Finland’s Architectural Policy (Fin-

lands Arkitekturpolitik) and Design 2005! The national design policy reflects a conceptual 

shift towards an understanding of design in an economic context with increased interest in 

marketing aspects. 

 Design contest in the Finnish procurement process has been translated as designing 

competition (Ministry of Trade and Industry 2003). It is also this interpretation of the design 

concept that is shared by the majority of the informants. Design is regarded as being the form-

ing of products. Architecture, on the other hand, is viewed as a broader and more diversified 

field of knowledge. The informants argue that architecture affects the environment as a whole 

and refer to societal responsibility. Place, scale and durability are qualities that clarify the 

differences between design and architecture within these two professional practices. 
 

Quality 

Quality in architecture is regarded as something positive. Quality is a good thing. The concept 

refers to both technological and aesthetical dimensions (Lehtonen 1993; Arge & Bleiklie 

2003; Rönn 2007). Regarding the technological dimension, quality is an issue of functional 

demands and control of implementation. Here there is a span that stretches from rational deci-

sion-making to impressions with feelings and experiences that are difficult to explain. The 

informants identify six perspectives relating to the concept of quality: 
 

• A comprehensive totality; architectural quality stands for a union of technological, func-

tional and aesthetic dimensions to form an architectural wholeness.  

• A concept full of conflicts; architectural quality encompasses two contradictory perspec-

tives. Partly, ‘right quality’ deals with fulfilling demands. Partly, ‘good quality’ refers to 

the aesthetic values/dimensions of architecture. 
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•  A surprising experience; architectural quality contains an element of boundless gran-

deur, a degree of surprise and mysticism.  

• An expression of appreciation; architectural quality is to be found in environments that 

attract people and that have been brought to notice by professionally clever architects. 

• Timeless values; architectural quality reveals as time goes by long-term values that sur-

vive various modes in architecture.  

• A practical issue; architectural quality is an issue of practical and functional solutions. 

 

The first point reflects a Vitruvian perspective. This is a typical historically rooted way for 

architects to interpret architectural quality. Quality in architecture is a totality of form, func-

tion and construction. This concept rests on a 2000-year old tradition that has revealed itself 

as being a very vigorous notion and that architects continually return to in their rhetoric. Ar-

chitectural quality appears in the way in which totality is unified. 

Some informants regard quality as a concept full of conflicts with two contradictory di-

mensions, a technological and an aesthetic. Regarding the technological dimension, quality is 

measurable and controllable demands. ‘Right quality’ is achieved when demands are fulfilled. 

The objective is zero faults. Quality in the aesthetic meaning, on the other hand, signifies 

something good and valuable, an appropriate solution for a design problem. ‘Good quality’ 

means that the environment has been provided with architectural value. The design is good 

and is appropriate for its place, at the same time as the solution wins professional admiration 

among colleagues. 

Quality in architecture also encompasses a mystical property and a grandeur that is hard 

to explain. There is an element of surprise in the experience of quality that reveals itself in the 

assurance of having found a winner in the competition. In spite of quality in this meaning 

being mystical, surprising and difficult to explain, the informants argue that the feeling may 

be evident and clear. 

 
“Quality is about the perfection and satisfaction we receive of a product... Architectural 
quality for me is not only the quality of building; it is the design quality of it. Architec-
tural quality has always been about making a surprise. It means a new kind of combina-
tion of traditional materials; but they are set together in ways which cause feelings of 
satisfaction to one who is experiencing that space.” Huotelin, 2006. 

 
The ability to identify quality is an issue of competence. According to the informants, compe-

tent architects are able to identify competition entries of high architectural quality. Nor does 

the jury normally have any problem in selecting an intimate group for further examination in 

the competition. For this reason, according to the informants, property developers should rely 
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on the professional opinions of the jury members. Two responses illustrating this connection 

between quality and competence are: 

”Architectural quality as professional practice is a consequence of spearhead competence 
that comes to its own right in due course… The subjective side of architectural quality is 
an expression for appreciation. Architectural quality is to be found in all good solutions 
that are appreciated by professionally competent architects. Entries that win competitions 
can be seen as examples of architectural quality. It is the good solutions to the competition 
task that have been identified by the professional assessors.” Sundman and Pakkala 2006.  
 
”At a fundamental level quality is about standards and demands that have to be fulfilled in 
construction. However, above this level there is a remarkably subjective side dealing with 
assessments, aesthetics and personal insights.” Mäkinen, 2006. 

 
However, when quality is ascribed to buildings of everlasting value, which survive the chan-

ging fashions of time, uncertainty comes into the process. It is first with time, after the com-

petition proposals have been implemented, that quality issues can be securely ascertained. 

Quality in architecture thereby becomes transformed into an art of judgement hallmarked by 

strategic considerations. 

 
“Quality deals with aesthetic, utility, usability; it is an environment which just gets better 
and better year after year… By better, I mean buildings and built environment that people 
do enjoy; people love it to be there or live in it.” Pekkarinen-Kanerva 2006. 

 
There is a sense of tension in the view about technology and aesthetics influencing how qua-

lity issues are decided in architecture. This tension touches the very core of the concept of 

quality. Can a jury quantify its decision when awarding the first prize? The informants say no. 

They maintain that quality in architecture is a matter of judgment. There is no objective 

measure for good architecture. One informant formulates his view about the concept of quali-

ty as follows:  

 
”We have architects in Finland that have worked hard for competition entries to be evalu-
ated on a basis of technical tables and criteria based on points. This type of evaluation of 
competition entries has also disappeared and not left any deeper traces. We won the battle. 
Quality is something more than demands that have to be fulfilled. After a while everybody 
probably saw that architectural solutions in competition entries cannot be addressed solely 
from a quantifiable perspective. The objective of the competitions is of course to achieve 
good architecture.” Mäkinen, 2006. 

 
Finally quality can be a practical issue. This notion is described as follows: 

 
“Quality is a practical question. It is difficult to separate different qualities from each 
other but still we can talk about architectural quality, technical quality or functional 
quality. For instance quality can be seen as practical that can be separated from architec-
tural or functional. As architects we should be able to distinguish and include all these 
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qualities and be more responsible to them as architectural quality as a whole.” Kurkela 
and Murole, 2006. 

 

The Responsibility of the Jury 

The jury is responsible for the competition being carried out in accordance with the competi-

tion regulations. The competition programme is produced by the organiser (Rules for Finnish 

Competition). The jury usually decide the programme at their first meeting. After that space 

for amendments is limited. Therefore the informants emphasise the importance of the jury 

being composed so that its members gain insight into the competition task, can influence the 

programme brief and present views about the criteria in the programme that will govern the 

evaluation of the competition entries. 

The informants all agreed that a large degree of responsibility lies on the members of the 

jury.  The effects of implemented competitions stretch out long into the future due to the long 

life cycle of buildings. There is both an individual and collective responsibility. But what does 

this responsibility constitute? To whom is the jury responsible?  What are the obligations the 

jury members have to fulfil? According to the informants the jury’s formal and aesthetic re-

sponsibility in architectural competitions can be summarised in eight moral obligations: 

 
• Regulations and process; the jury shall ensure that the competition regulations are com-

plied with, get acquainted with the programme and supervise that the competition pro-

cess is managed in an appropriate manner. 

•  Choice of winner; the jury must make an effort to find a suitable candidate worthy of the 

first prize in the competition. It is part of the jury’s task to come to agreement about the 

winner. 

•  Description and presentation; those with architect competence shall present the compe-

tition entries impartially for the organiser’s representatives on the jury. 

• Impartial assessments; the jury shall assess the competition entries in an objective and 

unbiased manner on the basis of the competition programme and its assessment criteria. 

•  Independence, cooperation and long-term value for the community; the members of the 

jury shall attempt to unify the wishes of the organiser with societal benefits. The mem-

bers shall not listen to casual opinions and instead make independent assessments, iden-

tify long-term values and act in unison with other persons on the jury.  

•  Motivation; the jury shall be concise and motivate the choice of prize-winners in their 

declaration.  
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• Loyalty; the decision of the jury is a collective standpoint. Individual members must not 

criticise unanimous decisions at a later date. Any member that is dissatisfied or discov-

ers mistakes that are not corrected when pointed out should take personal consequences 

for his/her standpoint and resign from the jury.  

• Reservation; only a member of the jury that has made a reservation against the jury’s 

declaration has the right to go out in public with a deviating opinion on the choice of 

prize winners. 

 
The responsibilities of the jury members take up several pages. Firstly, the informants point 

out that the jury has a responsibility with regard to the organiser (developer, client). Among 

the competition entries the jury has to find a winner for the task as set out in the competition 

brief. Secondly, those with architect competence on the jury have a professional responsibility 

for the best entry being awarded the first prize. Thirdly, the jury has a responsibility with re-

gard to the architects competing in the competition. The assessment of the entries shall be 

impartial and fair. Fourthly, the jury has a responsibility regarding its own organisation. The 

jury shall adhere to the stipulated competition regulations and decisions made by the feder-

ation of architects. Fifthly, the informants state that there is a societal responsibility that en-

compasses the future users of the architecture. This is a comprehensive responsibility for de-

velopment of the built environment that architects administer by profession. The following 

four quotations illustrate the responsibility of the jury: 

 
”In practical terms jury members cannot choose or award an entry without selecting cri-
teria which are set in the competition brief. The criteria are only the tools, which they 
have accepted in the competition brief. Other selecting criteria are not possible to use 
along the competition procedure. Of course, the independency is important. Jury members 
have to be independent and they have to work according to the rules already set up.” 
Huotelin, 2006. 

 
“We feel that we have a responsibility towards the clients who order the competitions, as 
well as to the users and people... When we select an entry we have to reflect the aspects 
and expectations that are mentioned in the programme. We discuss which entry best fulfils 
the requests that are reflected in the programme... The responsibility, in my opinion, lies 
on the future.” Pekkarinen-Kanerva, 2006. 

 
“I think the moral and ethic responsibility is to follow the professional ethical guidelines 
that affect the decisions. We have to be objective and able to answer the requirements 
from the jury and the professional members. It is quite the same responsibility that medi-
cal doctors have when deciding what is the best for the patients. They follow what they 
think is the right procedures and do not act outside it. Society and environment should be 
the ultimate goal of the ethical aspects of architecture.” Kurkela and Murola, 2006. 
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“The jury has to obey the professional and ethic roles. That means that an architect has 
great responsibility towards the client and has to choose the best entry for his client. In 
other words it means that the jury must assume for a part of the client’s responsibility. The 
client might not be aware of his own decisions.” Huotelin, 2006. 

 

Basic Design Criteria 

What are the criteria that the jury base their assessment of the competition entries on? Aside 

specific programme demands, which vary according to the competition in question, there are 

criteria that reoccur in the jury’s task of identifying good solutions. We call these general 

characteristics of quality for basic design criteria. 

What criteria do the informants regard as being central in their assessment of architec-

ture? How are design criteria applied? The jury look for a winner by posing questions to the 

contributions. Basic criteria can therefore be equated with key issues that focus attention on 

central aspects of the design. From the informants’ replies it appears that there is a core of 

questions, general basic design criteria that continually reoccur in the quality assessments of 

architectural projects:  

 
• Context and surroundings: How well do the competition entries adapt to the site? How 

do the proposals relate to nearby buildings and the surrounding landscape? 

• Totality and underlying concept: How have the competitors solved the competition task 

as a whole? To what degree has a strong statement and an attractive design been com-

bined with demands relating to function, economics and sustainability? 

• Entrance conditions: How have the participants solved the access to the site and the 

buildings? How is the relationship between the external traffic conditions and the inter-

nal patterns of movement in the buildings/area as a whole?  

• Functional set-up: How have the competitors planned the spatial organisation? How do 

the proposals function in relationship to the planned activity/usage? 

• Technical solutions: How are the technical systems in the competition entries designed? 

Are the technical solutions safe and feasible in practice? 

•  Development potential: How can the competition proposals be further developed? Is it 

possible to alleviate shortcomings and improve solutions without the underlying concept 

and inherent qualities of the proposal being lost?  
 
The first basic design criterion is about how well the proposals are adapted to the site. The 

fact that this characteristic is important and of vital interest is because architecture has long-

lasting site-related qualities. Districts, green spaces, squares, roads and buildings are not 
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moveable products. For this reason the place and its specific prerequisites are of vital import-

ance when judging quality.  

The jury look for proposals that relate to the place in a well-reasoned manner. The 

power behind the design idea is analyzed. The jury ask themselves how well the competition 

proposals are in harmony with the site, how the proposals relate to surrounding buildings or 

the landscape. The design solutions are tested throw questions. Is the placing of the building 

good? Is the volume appropriate? Are the design qualities suitable? The jury is proved with 

answers from the questions with the aid of models of the competition area. The proposals are 

tested in scaled models. The jury find it easier to pose clarifying questions in connection with 

model studies as opposed to reading plans and interpreting illustrations. In these models the 

jury see how well the proposal is adapted to the place. The eye delivers a convincing argu-

ment in the quality assessment of architectural projects. 

The last basic design criterion, the development potential of the proposal, puts the future 

in the focus of the assessment. Shortcoming in the proposals that are easy to rectify shall not 

be given any measure of great importance in the assessment. Now the laity on the jury has to 

rely on the architects. In order to make a credible statement about the development potential 

of proposals demands professional knowledge. The assessment is carried out in two stages. 

Partly the proposals are tested as they are presented in the competition, and partly they are 

scrutinised to see if they can be improved. The objective is to contribute to a good environ-

ment. 

The assessment of quality leads us to issues of raising quality. Possible detail faults shall 

not be a hinder for the jury to find a best total solution.  It is the merits of the proposals and 

the possibility for further development that shall provide the guiding light for the jury’s 

quality assessment according to the informants. 

Development potential is a basic criterion in competitions that clearly emphasises the 

necessity of the professional competence of the architect on the jury. A response that il-

lustrates this problem is:  

 
”Yes, we have a criterion known as development potential/capability. Here this is about 
seeing to what degree the proposals can be further developed and improved. It is vital that 
the professional members of the jury (architectural judges) are able to present the devel-
opment potential of the proposals to the other members of the jury. Therefore it can for in-
stance be important to differentiate between structural shortcomings in the proposals that 
cannot be remedied whatever one does, and shortcomings in the dimensioning of con-
structional parts that can be corrected without any major problems in the implementation 
phases. In such issues the professional members of the jury of course have the upper hand 
regarding knowledge when assessing.” Sundman and Pakkala, 2006. 
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The controversial concept of quality reoccurs in perspectives about the future. Is it possible to 

quantify the ‘objectively’ best solution? Measurements and measuring procedures instil credi-

bility. However, is there any meaning in trying to measure architectural quality? Can a winner 

be calculated forward? The informants response is ‘no’. It is not sufficient to fulfil functional 

demands to be a winner. Architectural quality must be something more than zero mistakes. 

The jury’s commission is not to search for flawless solutions, but to find the proposal that best 

solves the competition task. The organiser is thus forced to rely of the trained eyes of those 

with architect competence. Good proposals are recognised as being interesting solutions to the 

design problem. The assessment is described as follows: 

 
”The competition proposals shall meet the requirements of the brief and fulfil the de-
mands.  That’s the easy answer. But within this question there is also another important 
assessment issue: Shall the jury look for flawlessness or scrutinise the competition propo-
sals according to their qualities. Is it a minimising of deviations from the brief or a maxi-
misation of merits that is to be prioritised? This is frequently a difficult issue of judgement 
for the jury that demands several kinds of consideration.” Sundman and Pakkala, 2006.  

 
”Earlier lists with quality requirement ranked according to percentages could be found. 
One requirement could for instance be equivalent to 20%-30% of the total assessment. But 
it is not possible to work in that way. Qualities in architecture cannot be weighed against 
each other in a mathematical manner. Several different types of quality demands must be 
compared with each other when the prize-winners are to be decided. At the same time of 
course the competition proposals must be economically feasible. But when all is said and 
done the advantages in the proposals should be more important than any possible minor 
deviations from the brief, which of course can be rectified later during the detail design 
process. The jury shall attempt to find the best solution for the competition task taking 
into account the qualities of the proposals.” Sundman and Pakkala, 2006. 

 

The  Judgment Process 

The time necessary for an architectural competition varies according to the form of the com-

petition. According to the confederation of architects it takes 4-10 months to carry out a com-

petition by invitation. In such cases the jury has 3-5 proposals to decide on. An open competi-

tion is more time demanding and attracts on average 80 entries. Implementation in such cases 

takes 7-11 months (SAFA, Competition brochure). These periods of time encompass the 

competition brief, the competition itself and the jury’s assessment of the proposals. 

According to the informants up to five meetings of the jury are needed in order to select 

the winners. Between these jury meetings there are several informal working sessions when 

the members meet in smaller groups in order to scrutinise the proposals, assess their qualities 

and clarify issues about quality. 



- 13 -  
 

 
Paper presented at the Nordic Conference: Beyond Dichotomies, August 16-18, 2007, Department of Ar-
chitecture, University of Oulu, Finland.  

The architect members have the task of describing and ranking the competition entries. 

Poor proposals are rejected. Good solutions are emphasised. The members of the jury point 

out their favourites. In open competitions it is usually easy to arrive at a handful of especially 

interesting solutions to the competition task. The difficulties arise first with the final judg-

ment. One solution is seldom superior on all counts. If it is difficult to come to an agreement 

the jury will discuss the matter one more time with the aim of reaching consensus. This is 

clear advice on the part of the informants. If the jury cannot come to agreement there is a risk 

that the competition task will remain unsolved. 

The jury’s judgment of the competition entries have their point of departure in the de-

mands set out in the competition brief. But how then does the jury go about its work? What 

stages are included in the assessment process? What kind of quality issues do the jury discuss 

at their meetings? The informants present an image of the judgment as a process involving six 

stages: 

 
• Handing-in check; the jury begin their assessment with a formal control. The competi-

tion entries must have arrived in time and fulfil basic quality demands in order to be 

able to compete in the competition. According to § 10 in the competition regulations in 

2006, a competition entry will be disqualified if it (a) is not strictly confidential, (b) has 

not been handed-in in accordance with the stipulations in the competition brief, (c) if the 

jury unanimously considers the entry to be immature or (d) lacks documentation de-

manded in the competition brief, exception if this shortcoming is considered to be of 

secondary importance. According to the regulations an entry can be disqualified if a 

named envelope is missing or not handed-in within the ascribed deadline.  

• Order of work and scrutinisation; the jury decide how their work is to be carried out and 

begin to acquaint themselves with the proposals. The jury members walk around in the 

gallery, individually or in groups, to study the displayed entries. Usually the jury form 

themselves into smaller groups in order to give extra scrutiny to the proposals and pre-

pare for coming meetings. The nature of the competition task determines the need for 

working groups and specialist support. It is primarily for competitions dealing with 

urban planning and special purpose buildings that the jury enlists specialists. Cost calcu-

lations are used in the final assessment to see if there are any decisive economic differ-

ences between the competition proposals. 

• Choice and preliminary assessment; The architect members of the jury make an initial 

quality assessment of the proposals, often in consultation with the competition secretary. 
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This is a professional evaluation that results in a selection of proposals that are con-

sidered to have appropriate solutions for the competition task. Selected proposals are 

presented for the jury as a whole. This assessment is preliminary and there is nothing to 

prevent changes being made in the selection. The jury members can reconsider propo-

sals that have been sorted away. The final choice is made in stages as part of a searching 

process that is initially open in character. 

• Presentation of interesting contributions; the architect members of the jury formulate an 

unbiased and professional description of the selected competition contributions. This list 

is complemented if necessary after discussion among the jury. The members emphasise 

their favourites. Then comes an evaluation of the proposals singled out. The architect 

members have a special informative responsibility with regard to emphasising good so-

lutions and taking up shortcomings. This is a matter of identifying qualities behind 

graphically seductive presentations of environments and photomontages full of people. 

A compact cluster of proposals now begins to crystallise. The jury members then go 

back to their working groups and continue to scrutinise the selected competition propo-

sals. 

• Ranking; the next time the jury meet, as a basis for their discussion, there is usually a 

suggestion as to the ranking of the competition proposals. The need to find a winner 

leads to the members being forced to make valued judgements. Doubt must also be 

overcome. A critical situation occurs when each jury member is forced to give personal 

opinions. It can be especially difficult to distinguish between the best proposals. The 

jury shall take account of how the proposals can be further developed and make a fu-

ture-oriented overall assessment where shortcomings of detail character can be ignored. 

Sometimes specialists are called in to provide complementary information before the 

jury finally decide on a winner. In open competitions the jury shall award 1st prize, 2nd 

prize, 3rd prize as well as possible purchases and awards of distinction. The prize sum 

will then be shared out among the prize-winners. Regarding invited competitions it is 

sufficient to proclaim a single winner as all the participants receive the same fee. 

•  Decision and architectural criticism; the jury completes their quality assessment by 

issuing a recommendation to the organiser and providing an account of the winning pro-

posal, other prize-winners and criticism of the competition. The jury’s verdict contains 

two types of criticism about the competition. This is partly a general criticism of the 

competition and partly an individual criticism of the prize-winning projects. Sometimes 

the jury point out so many shortcomings in the winning proposals that their choice 
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seems surprising. However, this criticism shall be interpreted as advice prior to an im-

pending detail design commission. It is the forward-looking function of the criticism 

that causes the jury to point out any uncertainties and shortcomings in the winning pro-

posal that need to be reworked in the implementation phases.   

 
This description is a model indicating how the assessment process in competitions is organ-

ised, but also how the assessment should be organised in such a way that the jury can find a 

winner among the proposals, according to the interviews. The structure supports the jury iden-

tifying a proposal that can be considered to offer the best overall solution for the competition 

task. The assessment starts with a formal control and is concluded by the jury formulating a 

declaration containing decision and criticism of the competition. The informants describe the 

central stages of the assessment process as follows:  

 
“The architects usually make the first selection. All competitions have a working group 
from the jury members... In competitions dealing with urban design, we invited traffic en-
gineers, and when it was the question of building design we always have the areas, vol-
umes and the costs calculated by experts.” Pekkarinen-Kanerva, 2006. 

 
“Experts (will) always be engaged to help in the process of selection, in terms of evaluat-
ing the expenses, design and the question of fitting in local environment. Then the jury 
goes more deeply to distinguish the qualities and finally the finalists, the prize group, five 
entries. Normally we have the first, second and third prizes and two purchases... In some 
cases the winner pops up at the very last stage. Very soon we will be convinced that this is 
the one we want.” Huotelin, 2006. 

 
“To select the first five entries are often not so difficult. But the ranking of them takes 
time and requires thorough analyses. Sometimes it becomes difficult to decide among the 
best ones, especially when they vary a lot in terms of innovations, ideas and design solu-
tions.” Kurkela and Murole, 2006. 

 
”The jury’s work begins when the proposals are displayed in an exhibition hall….Then 
the jury begins to wander round the hall to get an overview and to gain a first impression 
of the competition entries… After that the jury members assemble to discuss their impres-
sions… After a time it is usual for the members to point out some of the proposals that 
appear to offer interesting solutions to the competition task and that they would like to 
discuss further… At the subsequent meetings the proposals are discussed, their various 
qualities evaluated and tested. Some proposals fall by the way after discussion and new 
proposals may be brought forward for assessment and comparison. It is a searching pro-
cess. Gradually the jury comes to a situation when there only remains a select group. It is 
from this select group that the jury concentrates on finding a winning proposal. Now a 
thorough quality assessment of the proposals takes place and the prize-winners are identi-
fied.” Mäkinen, 2006. 
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One informant sees the quality assessment of the competition proposals as an expression of 

architectural criticism. This is a perspective that maintains the professional responsibility of 

the architect for the assessment:  

 
”I see the assessment as a form of architectural criticism. For my part issues relating to the 
assessment of architecture have always been important. The members of the jury – in par-
ticular the professional architect members – should understand and have experience of ar-
chitectural criticism. Those that in their profession articulate issues about architecture 
have a responsibility for the assessment. Architectural criticism is a means of approaching 
the issue of the essence of architecture. Qualified architectural criticism places demands 
on theoretical background, as a point of departure for the way of looking at and assessing 
architecture. It is therefore I consider that architectural criticism is of central importance 
for the jury’s evaluation of the competition proposals… With this I do not mean a scrutiny 
of the proposals in terms of plus and minus, but an assessment through debating assess-
ment issues and an unbiased architectural criticism and testing of the competition propo-
sals.” Mäkinen, 2006.  

 
Tensions are a matter of course in the assessment process, because the members of the jury 

have different roles and represent varied interests in the competition. The demand to reach 

consensus means that these differences must be bridged-over. The following quote illustrates 

this problem:  

 
”Normally there are no disagreements when the jury commences its work.  Then everyone 
is a trifle shy and they are getting to know each other. It is when one has come a third of 
the way through that the jury members start to express differing views that give rise to 
varying degrees of tension. These tensions usually loosen up but later reoccur when the 
prizes are to be shared out and the winners nominated. Firstly, there are usually different 
perspectives on functional issues and how buildings work. Another issue that brings out 
differing views is the relationship to the surroundings… to what degree the proposal sticks 
out or blends in with the environment.” Mäkinen, 2006. 

 
“A typical disagreement is how to decide at this stage when an entry suggests too big and 
too costly designs. This is a usual and ongoing discussion.” Kurkela and Murole, 2006. 

 
”The issue of practical solutions or new creative architecture are instances of disagree-
ments that occur in the jury’s work. Then there might be different ideas about a housing 
project when the question of standards comes into the assessment… The particular ques-
tion as to what degree that a proposal has development potential is a reoccurring debate 
within the jury where there might be different opinions. As a consequence of these discus-
sions the architects often get the upper hand in the jury. Laymen have not got the oppor-
tunity to make the same professional evaluations, as it is necessary to have architectural 
competence in order to see the development potential of the proposals. This criterion re-
flects a kind of struggle for power between the architects and the laymen on the jury.” 
Sundman and Pakkala, 2006. 
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Competition results 

Architectural competitions result in prize-winners, criticism and presentation of the contribu-

tions. The result of a competition is made public via homepages, exhibitions and in journals, 

such as Architectural Competitions in Finland and the Architectural News (Arkitektnytt). The 

most important result of the competition lies in the choice of the first prize. The winners of 

the first prize are awarded the following detail design commission and the opportunity to im-

plement their visions. But how do the jury ‘know’ that the right contribution has won? On 

what grounds can a jury feel sure that it is ‘the best solution’ that has been rewarded? The jury 

work through their task successively. This is a means of dealing with the uncertainty in the 

assessment process. The members of the jury are recommended to be careful about all too 

certain judgements at an early stage. The winner is result of a long process of negotiation. But 

what is it that finally decides and makes the jury feel sure about their choice? 

According to the informants, it is usually easy for the jury to find a handful of good 

candidates for the final round in open competitions.  One of these must be seen as being better 

than its competitors. This choice is scrutinised by colleagues, provides employment for the 

winner of the first prize and shapes the future environment. It is thus vital that the ‘right’ pro-

posal wins. The informants argue that it is competence and consensus that make the jury feel 

secure that the best solution for the competition task has been nominated for the first prize. It 

is no more difficult than that. Consensus gives security. This is an indication that the jury 

have completed their task in a satisfactory way. Reservations on the other hand give an indi-

cation of doubt. A shared second prize instead of one winner may lead to the organiser start-

ing to have doubts about the result of the competition, even if the reason for this can be traced 

back to ambiguities in the competition brief. 

The difficulty is at the end of the assessment process when the final nominees are to be 

ranked. It may be especially difficult to differentiate first from second. If there is any dis-

agreement the informants maintain the importance of the jury going through the ranking pro-

cedure once again. The jury must be allowed time for this discussion. One informant ex-

presses this as follows: 

 
“The long process of the selection is also a help to get mature and find the right one. This 
is why I do not like the model practiced in Central Europe because the process is too short 
in time and evaluation is merely based on technical data... Comparison will take place 
during a long period and make the selection more mature. In plain words, the right entry 
just pops up at the end so all or the majority of the jury members do accept the winner.” 
Huotelin, 2006. 
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Competition statistics reveal that there is a strong culture of consensus in Finland (Kazemin, 

Rönn & Svensson 2006). During the period 1999-2000, a total of 66 competitions took place; 

14 open competitions and 52 by invitation. Only in two of the open competitions were the 

juries unable to come to any agreement about a winner. If it is then the ‘right’ winners of the 

first prizes that have been nominated in the other 64 cases can be discussed.  

Among the informants there are two different standpoints regarding consensus. One 

maintains that unity communicates a feeling of security. The right winner has been nomi-

nated, and for this reason there is no cause for worry. In the other disagreement is used as a 

deterrent effect. These two standpoints can be exemplified by the following two quotes: 

 
”In a case where a unanimous jury award a first prize and recommend implementation of 
the project the developer can feel at ease and carry out the plans. Competitions in this con-
text provide both security and a good foundation for further measures.” Sundman and 
Pakkala, 2006.  

 
”It does happen that several proposals have to share the prize, but the jury should not take 
such decisions… One of the worst cases was the 1984 competition for the city centre of 
Helsinki, a competition for which I had once taken the initiative. The jury could not come 
to any agreement about a winner in this competition. The situation was left open. Three 
proposals had to share the second prize. Nobody got the job. It was all a sad story. The 
jury must avoid similar situations and ensure that a winner is nominated in the competi-
tion.” Mäkinen, 2006. 

 
When the competition is decided the jury shall formulate a declaration, a recommendation to 

the organiser. This declaration should contain two kinds of criticism: Partly a general criti-

cism of the competition as a whole, and partly an individual criticism of the prize-winning 

solutions (Rules for Finnish Competition). It is the advisory and future-oriented function of 

the criticism that causes the jury to point out shortcomings, unclear points in the winning pro-

posal that need to be adjusted. The aim is to contribute to a good end product. The informants 

point out that the jury must maintain a critical perspective and not start to begin to suggest 

improvements. 

In connection with the interviews we asked what it was that characterises a good de-

claration. In summary the answer is that this declaration has to be ‘thorough, concise and 

clearly formulated’. Nor must it be too long. What is decisive is that the organiser has a clear 

picture of what should be the next stage on the path towards implementation. The informants 

explain this as follows: 

 
“The important thing is the jury leave … a recommendation stating as to how the organ-
iser should go further in order to be able to implement the best proposal from the competi-
tion. It is also important that the jury in their recommendation state what it is in the win-
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ning proposal that needs to be given further attention and that they do not state how this 
shall be done. The latter is otherwise a common fault in declarations from juries. The jury 
shall point out shortcomings that need to be adjusted, but not start suggesting measures. In 
the continued adjustment process it is the task of the architect to explain how any prob-
lems can be solved…” Sundman and Pakkala, 2006. 

 
“The jury shall write a concise and clear recommendation as to what should take place af-
ter the competition. Then in open competitions the prize money has to be shared out… 
Finally the jury shall decide which proposals should be granted awards of honour… A 
good declaration, for example, shall take up how the proposals adapt to their surround-
ings, functional demands and the proposals’ design solutions. This may apply to the pro-
portions of the facades. The statement shall be clear and concisely formulated.” Mäkinen, 
2006.  

 

Conclusions 

In this article we have pointed out design, architecture and quality as being three main key 

concepts. The aim has been to illustrate and provide deeper knowledge about how a qualified 

jury go about their work when they assess the quality of an architectural project. We have 

analysed interview material in order to understand how architects regard quality in architec-

tural competitions. The conclusion is that issues of quality are tested in a field of tension 

stretching from techniques and functions within the proposals to aesthetic experiences and 

future predictions. 

The account of how the informants speak of architectural quality concludes with a con-

ceptual definition containing six specific perspectives. The description of the use of language 

is an empirically based hypothesis. It is thereby possible to test the truth content in our 

method of defining the concept of quality in architecture and urban planning. 

We have further presented a model of how quality issues are decided in competitions. 

Architectural quality is included in assessment practice that forms a point of departure for 

assessment theory. The model is an initial stage in the development of theory. In this model 

the assessment process has been broken down into typical stages. The assessment appears 

here as a long negotiation where bad proposals are weeded out and good solutions are pointed 

out for further examination. The jury base their examination of the competition entries on 

specific demands in the programme brief and fundamental professional criteria, issues that 

continually come to light when quality in architecture is to be identified. Thoughts, visual 

image and feelings all finally govern the choice of winner. 

The jury’s commission is to identify a proposal among the competition entries that of-

fers the best solution for the task in hand. However, there are always several good solutions to 

design problems, and for this reason the assessment process encompasses a real degree of 
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uncertainty. We have found that any doubts the jury may have are bridged over by their com-

petence and consensus. The conclusion is that the organising body’s representatives usually 

rely on the good judgements of the recognised and knowledgeable architects on the jury. Con-

sensus in its own right is an indication that the jury have accomplished their mission and 

nominated a worthy winner for the competition.  
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