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Executive Summary

This document is published for information purposes only:
the only text that is relevant for all legal purposes is the one attached to the decision

closing the sector inquiry, available at www.agcm.it

On 22 December 2025, the Italian Competition Authority (Autorita Garante della Con-
correnza e del Mercato, AGCM) concluded the inquiry (Indagine Conoscitiva, I1C) into the
school publishing sector that had been launched on 10 September 2024. During the
proceedings—of which the companies Mondadori, Zanichelli, Sanoma, and the Italian
Publishers Association (Associazione Italiana Editori, AIE) became parties—a prelimi-
nary report was published and submitted to public consultation; extensive discussions
also took place with a wide range of stakeholders, including the Ministry of Education
and Merit (Ministero dell’Istruzione e del Merito, MIM).

The inquiry examined the interactions observed from the 2019/20 school year through
to 2024 /25 between demand—characterized by declining purchasing power and de-
creasing demographic relevance—and a highly concentrated supply, mediated by text-
book adoption decisions made by teachers’ councils. This occurred downstream of an
ambitious reform launched in the early 2010s, which to date has not achieved the ob-
jective of progressively replacing traditional textbooks with digital educational re-
sources. With specific reference to the accessibility, usability, and transferability of dig-
ital resources, the inquiry identified limitations attributable both to persistent infra-
structural inefficiencies and to licensing conditions unilaterally imposed by publishers.
Indications of willingness to amend such conditions, along with the concrete initiation
of processes to revise access and interoperability conditions, were identified in the final
non-remedial phase of the inquiry. The AGCM reserves the right to verify future devel-
opments in this regard, on the assumption of effective policy guidance and supervision
by the MIM.

Finally, the spread of artificial intelligence (Al) applications is expected to bring about
profound and potentially disruptive changes both in publishing activities and in the
ways educational resources are used, especially toward strong personalization, with ef-

fects that cannot yet be more precisely determined.
On the basis of the conclusions reached in the inquiry, the AGCM has addressed a formal
report to a number of institutional bodies, including the MIM, containing specific rec-

ommendations for intervention and supervision.
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Main figures and dynamics of the sector

Demand

The demand for school textbooks in It-
aly is represented by the student popu-
lation enrolled in primary school
(Scuola Primaria, SP), lower secondary
school (Scuola Secondaria di 1° Grado,
SS1), and upper secondary school
(Scuola Secondaria di 2° Grado, SS2),
based on the adoptions decided by
teachers’ councils; to this is added de-
mand from the teaching staff, which is
met through free copies.

In the 2024/25 school year, Italy had
around 7.9 million students and approx-
imately 900,000 teachers, including
over 200,000 support staff. The student
population has been declining sharply,
with a drop of nearly 600,000 (-7%) be-
tween 2019 and 2024, particularly af-
fecting SS1 and SS2. To be noted, the de-
mographic decline is expected to
worsen. Students with certified disabili-
ties now exceed 330,000 (+23% since
2019/20), increasing the need for spe-

cial educational materials.

Textbook adoption, decided by teach-
ers’ councils, mainly occurs in the entry
year of each cycle (SP, SS1, SS2), often
using multi-year editions with incre-

mental adoptions in subsequent years.

Supply and Market Structure
Supply differs between SP—where pur-

chases are public, prices are administra-
tively set, and there is no second-hand

market—and secondary schools, where

purchases are private and the second-

hand market is significant.

In 2024, total sector sales came close to
€800 million, with overall growth of
13% over a decade. However, perfor-
mance—especially in the post-pan-
demic period—has been uneven, with
growth in SS2 and stable trends in SS1
and SP.

The market is highly concentrated, with
the top four groups (Mondadori, Za-
nichelli, Sanoma, La Scuola) accounting
for nearly 80% of the overall market
(SP+SS1+SS2), while the remaining
20% is shared among around thirty
other operators, including some me-
dium-sized groups such as ELI and
Giunti-Treccani. Mondadori is the mar-
ket leader with 32% of the total, fol-
lowed by Zanichelli (25%, though pre-
sent only in SS1 and SS2), Sanoma
(13.5%), and La Scuola (8%).

The market has so far remained stable,
with only one significant new entrant in
the past five years (Feltrinelli Scuola)
and few international operators
(Sanoma, formerly Pearson). However,
the emergence of Al applications could
profoundly transform the sector, both in
publishing activities and in the use of
educational resources, fostering greater

personalization.

The inquiry also revealed a trend to-
ward contraction in the so-called sup-
plementary educational publishing

market (dictionaries, holiday books,




AT

tests), which now appears irreversible
in light of the growing free availability of
digital resources that serve as alterna-

tives to these products.

The Second-Hand Market

The economic size of the second-hand
market, focused on products intended
for SS1 and SS2, is difficult to determine
precisely, given the fragmentation of re-
sale channels and a high proportion of
untracked commercial transactions.
Nonetheless, it is undoubtedly signifi-
cant and can be estimated at around

€150 million per year.
The trend of this market appears stable

overall, but with even substantial differ-
ences depending on the type of products
(a decline in the SS1 segment and
growth in SS2).

It cannot be ruled out that the develop-
ment of new digital platforms for peer-
to-peer trading of second-hand prod-
ucts may further support its expansion,
together with growing interest from the
traditional distribution channel, con-
sisting of bookstores and station-

ery/bookshops.

2012 Reform and Textbook Selection

A legislative process that began in the
early 2000s led to Law No. 221/2012
and Ministerial Decree No. 781/2013
(the Reform), aimed at promoting digi-
tal textbooks, which were considered
capable of improving resource use and

generating savings for users.
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The Reform established that the adop-
tion of textbooks is optional and defined
three types of adoptable textbooks:

e Type A: print only, with supplemen-
tary digital content;

o Type B: print + e-book + supplemen-
tary digital content;

e Type C: e-book only, with supple-
mentary digital content.

Nearly fifteen years after the launch of
the Reform, textbook adoptions still
prevail, with a strong preference for
printed editions. The disincentives to
Type A adoptions provided for since
Ministerial Decree No. 781/2013 have
pushed schools toward the more expen-
sive Type B textbooks, which are
adopted in over 95% of classes; how-
ever, the e-book component remains

largely unused.

According to AIE data, in the 2023/24
school year only 16% of licenses were
activated, with an average of 11 ac-
cesses per year in secondary schools

and 4 in primary schools.

Regarding Type C, adoptions remain
marginal, though they are gradually in-

creasing.

Expenditure, New Adoptions, and New
Editions

The market dynamics of the sector are
distinctive because, as with prescription
drugs, those who choose the product
(teachers’ councils) do not pay for it,

while those who pay for it (general
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taxation or families) or use it (students)

do not choose it.

Another fundamental distinction con-
cerns state policies supporting the right
to education: in SP, textbooks are uni-
versally free, whereas from SS1 onward
the costs largely fall on families, except
where economic support programs are
in place, which vary in effectiveness and
coverage depending on local admin-

istrations.

Despite the decline in the student popu-
lation, average spending per student
has increased over the years. In the
2024/25 school year, the average theo-
retical expenditure was approximately
€580 for the entire SS1 cycle and
€1,250 for the SS2 cycle, with significant
regional differences. According to the
estimates collected, families in the
South and on the Islands bear higher
costs than those in the North, where
Type C adoptions and practices such as
textbook lending schemes by schools
and local administrations are more

widespread.

New adoptions—i.e. changes in the text-
books adopted from one entry-level
class to the next—vary by educational
cycle: in primary school the share ex-
ceeds three quarters of the total, while
in SS1 and SS2 it remains steadily above
one third. This limits the reuse of sec-
ond-hand textbooks and constrains the

second-hand market.
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The phenomenon of new adoptions also
includes new editions and editorial nov-
elties, namely updated versions of exist-
ing textbooks or entirely new titles,
which justify and support changes in

adoption choices.

An analysis of the catalogues of the main
school publishers, conducted over an
extended period, shows that the inci-
dence of new editions and new titles av-
erages around 10%, with higher per-
centages in certain school years—for
example, when new national guidelines
are adopted, requiring more substantial

revisions of publishers’ catalogues.

Distribution of School Textbooks

The inquiry confirmed that wholesale
distribution is handled by proprietary
networks owned by publishers and a
few specialized operators. Retail distri-
bution sees a stable coexistence of
bookstores and stationers, large-scale
retail (Grande Distribuzione  Or-

ganizzata, GDO), and online platforms.

Over the past five years, traditional re-
tailers have maintained, and even
slightly increased, their market share in
the more profitable SS1 and SS2 seg-
ments. This shift follows legislative re-
strictions (Law no. 128/2011, amended
by Law no. 15/2020) limiting discounts
and vouchers in textbook sales, curbing

aggressive pricing by GDO players.




AT

AGCM

Main Challenges in the Italian School Publishing Sector

The inquiry examined the challenges of
the school publishing sector in Italy, fo-
cusing on adoptions, distribution, costs,
and innovation to assess the current
competitive landscape and the effects of
both institutional and business deci-
sions on the outcomes of the Reform ob-
served so far, with the aim of propos-
ing—and, as far as possible, helping to
initiate—improvements for the benefit

of consumers and society.

Overall, it emerged that although text-
book prices have not risen faster than
inflation, consumer dissatisfaction has
increased, partly due to the decline in
household purchasing power and the
limited adoption of practices such as
free textbook lending. It should also be
noted that, unlike in other EU countries,
in Italy the cost of textbooks for second-
ary school remains largely borne by
families, with public subsidies varying

depending on the region.

An Unfinished Transition

The Reform aimed to promote the use of
digital and open educational resources
(OER), also to reduce purchasing costs.
However, the replacement of print text-
books with e-books has not occurred,
and the expected savings have not ma-
terialized. Data show a clear and persis-
tent adoption preference for Type B
books—the only type in which the print

version still appears to be available.

Beyond potential ongoing limitations in
teachers’ preparedness to use digital re-
sources, the main factors behind the

current situation include:

inadequate technological equipment

for students and schools;

e licensing restrictions imposed by

publishers on digital content users;

« limitations on digital content accessi-
bility and interoperability between
platforms where such content can be
accessed.

Technological Limitations and Entry
Barriers

The distribution of devices by institu-
tions remains limited and fragmented,
while students’ use of personal de-
vices—mostly smartphones—faces in-
creasing regulatory obstacles.

On the publishing side, the inquiry
found that digitalization required sub-
stantial investments, undermining the
Reform’s assumption that digital text-
books would reduce production costs,
and resulting in a market dominated by
a few large publishers capable of devel-
oping complex digital educational eco-
systems centered on platforms and
apps.

This has increased both entry barriers
for smaller publishers and the risk of
market concentration, leading to a de-
cline in the variety of publishers and ed-

ucational materials, thereby reducing
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editorial diversity and limiting bibliodi-
versity.

The focus of adoptions on Type B books
has limited the development of alterna-
tive publishing models more aligned
with the widespread preference for
print editions and the use of digital con-
tent as a complement and extension of

print materials.

This occurred despite the growing avail-
ability of open digital content and ex-
pressed interest from publishers during
the inquiry in producing Type A print-
focused materials with supplementary

digital content.

Limitations in the Licensing Condi-
tions of Digital Resources

For years, it has become common prac-
tice for publishers to allow users to pur-
chase not the ownership of digital edi-
tions, but only temporary usage li-

censes.

These licenses (so-called End-User Li-
cense Agreements, EULA) impose strict
limits on the usability of digital re-
sources, including restrictions on down-
loading and printing, and do not allow
even limited transferability. Contrary to
the provisions of Ministerial Decree No.
781/2013, access to digital content is
therefore not adequately guaranteed af-
ter the end of studies, restricting buyers’
rights to retain the digital component of
the purchased materials.

Furthermore, clarity and transparency

regarding contractual terms and the

costs of individual components are
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often lacking, as in the most common
model (Type B), which combines the
sale of the print book with a usage li-

cense for the digital version.

Obstacles to the Second-Hand Market,
Free Lending, and Rental

The second-hand market could help
families save on textbook costs, but it is
limited, partly due to the combination of
Type B adoptions (print + digital) and
current license terms: once a digital
code is used, the digital component can-
not be transferred, reducing the reusa-
bility of the materials and their value in

the secondary market.

Free lending (comodato d’uso) is pro-
vided for by national and regional regu-
lations but remains limited and uneven,
again because the digital components of
Type B and C books cannot be trans-
ferred to other users. An example of
these difficulties was provided by the
dispute between Valle d’Aosta and the
AlE, as examined in the inquiry: the re-
gion attempted to offer textbooks for
free lending including the digital ver-
sion, but publishers refused more flexi-
ble licenses and sued. Although the com-
petent administrative tribunal rejected
the publishers’ appeal, the issue re-

mains unresolved.

Digital rental, also provided for by law,
is almost non-existent. The dominant
“one-copy, one-user” model prevents
broader circulation of digital textbooks,
unlike e-books available in libraries or

other countries. In short, current digital




AT

licenses hinder the spread of more eco-

nomical and sustainable alternatives.

Limitations on Accessibility and In-
teroperability of Digital Resources

Access to digital resources is only possi-
ble through publisher-owned platforms
and apps, using personal accounts and
single-user codes provided with the
book (scratch codes), resulting in the
collection of personal data and user pro-
filing. Over time, these environments
have become full-fledged educational
ecosystems that go beyond simple con-
tent access, offering teachers in particu-
lar support and training services linked
to the adopted textbooks.

Currently, the main digital environ-
ments for school textbooks are HUB
Scuola  (Mondadori), My  Place
(Sanoma), MyZanichelli (Zanichelli),
and DBookEasy (Giunti), while BSmart
is an independent platform hosting mul-
tiple publishers. Attempts to create in-
teroperable systems across platforms
(such as the AIE “Zaino Digitale” pro-
ject) have been unsuccessful. This has
worsened the usability of digital re-
sources for users, who need to move
easily from one resource to another,

even across different publishers.

The inquiry also found that the usage
rights for digital resources are usually
not managed through the most common
anti-piracy systems (Digital Rights Man-
agement, DRM), whose controlled use
had been recommended by the Legisla-

tor to ensure interoperability and
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usability of digital educational re-
sources. Instead, control is imple-
mented through the operation of plat-
forms and file-reading apps. Moreover,
unlike other publishing sectors, major
publishers have not experimented with
less intrusive control systems for school
textbooks, such as so-called Social DRM.

Textbook Turnover and New Editions

A major issue for consumers is the high
turnover of textbooks: over 35% of
adoptions change in the entry-level clas-
ses of SS1 and SS2, reducing reuse op-
portunities and disadvantaging families
with multiple children or repeating stu-
dents.

Publishers renew about 10% of titles
each year, with peaks linked to various
reforms, so that many books are re-
placed within five years. Notably, the
MIM has recently adopted new national
guidelines for SP, and reforms are ex-

pected for other cycles as well.

Self-regulatory initiatives by the AIE
have so far been neither clarifying nor
effective: Article 25 of the AIE code,
which is meant to define when an edi-
tion can be considered “new,” is vague
and difficult to verify, since the 20%
content change requirement is broadly
and subjectively interpretable, poten-
tially including graphic modifications. In
the absence of independent controls,
this leaves ample room for opportunis-

tic behavior by publishers.

A possible solution, previously pro-

posed, would be to separate updatable
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content (exercises, supplementary ma-
terials) from structural content, allow-
ing print editions to be reused while
only digital components are updated via

tools such as QR codes.

Until 2013, a provision (Article 5 of De-
cree-Law No. 137/2008) blocked new
adoptions for five years, but it was re-
pealed with the Reform, under the as-
sumption that the transition to digital

would already ensure sufficient savings.

Issues with Print Editions

Italian print textbooks are on average
larger than their European counter-
parts—sometimes twice as heavy—
causing transport difficulties for stu-
dents and a widespread perception of
poor quality. This feature, possibly
linked to teaching choices and strate-
gies to retain teacher loyalty, also ex-
plains the use of lighter editions de-
signed for special educational needs be-
yond their intended audience, indicat-
ing a demand for more manageable
books.

Despite ministerial recommendations
and previous rulings by the Authority
(notably proceeding 1692 in 2008), the
practice of dividing textbooks into inde-
pendent parts (theory, exercises, up-
dates) has not become widespread.
Such modularity would allow greater
flexibility, partial updates, and better

resale value for second-hand books.

Furthermore, allowing parts of digital

editions to be printed—currently
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prohibited by publishers—would im-
prove usability.

The inquiry showed that simple solu-
tions, such as QR codes in print books,
facilitate access to digital content and
are well received by teachers and stu-

dents when digital use is immediate.

Limitations on Discounts and Margin
Transfer along the Supply Chain

Analyses by the Authority show that be-
tween 2019/20 and 2024/25, school
textbook prices increased. The rise was
in line with inflation but exceeded the
growth of household purchasing power
and contrasted with the expected sav-

ings from the digital transition.

Average spending per student grew by
nearly 4% in SS1 and over 5% in SS2,
with significant regional differences: in
the North, spending is lower, likely due
to greater use of Type C digital books.
These costs are also affected by the legal
limit on textbook discounts, capped at
15% of the cover price.

While intended to protect traditional
distribution, this measure reduces com-
petition and disadvantages consumers,
who effectively must purchase compul-

sory books.

Given the social role of education, it
seems inadequate that support for the
sector falls on families when alternative
public support tools exist, such as tax
credits or direct incentives, already

used in other areas of publishing.
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Complementarily, and in line with exist-
ing regulations and agreements in other
sectors, collective negotiations between
publishers and retailers are not inher-
ently incompatible with competition
protection, particularly if they allow re-
tailers to pass on better economic con-

ditions to end consumers.

Ineffective Spending Caps

Spending caps, established in specific
ministerial acts to limit the economic
impact of school textbooks, have proven
ineffective: teachers’ councils are ex-
pected to respect these caps, but there
are no adequate monitoring mecha-
nisms. Unlike SP books, which are pur-
chased directly by public administra-
tions, there are no price negotiation
mechanisms with publishers for SS1

and SS2 segments.

As a result, the effectiveness of these
caps is compromised, and they remain
only a theoretical benchmark with little
real impact on commercial offerings. In
practice, to cope with rising cover prices
that push spending above the caps,
teachers’ councils often have to bypass

them—for example, by designating
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books as optional when they are effec-
tively mandatory, or by selecting the
less expensive Type C books despite ac-

tually using Type B.

Limited Development of OER and Self-
Produced Materials

Open Educational Resources (OER) and
self-produced school materials could
provide an alternative to commercial
publishing, promoting both savings and
innovation. However, current regula-
tions limit their development: self-pro-
duced materials must be free, created
during school hours, submitted to the
MIM within the year, and the related
rights belong to the school, with no fi-
nancial recognition for teachers—un-
like collaborations with commercial

publishers.

The only significant national initiative,
“Book In Progress”, remains voluntary
and isolated, with no public or non-
profit platforms to enable wider dis-
semination of such resources. Without
incentives, technical tools, and financial
recognition, self-produced materials are
unlikely to become a competitive option

within the school system.
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Outlook

Following the public consultation on the
preliminary report issued in August
2025, the Authority noted the willing-
ness of major publishers to take inde-
pendent action to address the main is-
sues concerning the accessibility, usabil-

ity, and circulation of digital resources.

The main operators have expressed
readiness to modify the contractual
terms of digital licenses, for example

through:

e ‘“regeneration” or reactivation of li-

censes at heavily discounted prices;

o ability to print content within the lim-
its already allowed for reproducing

print works;

o extended access to digital content be-

yond current limits.

In the conclusions of the inquiry, the
AGCM expressed the hope that these so-
lutions quickly become a minimum com-
mon standard for all school publishers,
improving the usability of educational
resources. Institutional guidance to ben-
efit consumers is both appropriate and

expected in this regard.

To improve the accessibility and interop-
erability of digital textbook editions, or-
ganizational issues were also examined
in cooperation with the MIM and the
managers of school technological infra-
structures. These include systems such
as electronic registers, already widely
used by teachers and students, which
could also be leveraged to provide access

to external digital educational resources

AGCM

through more convenient Single Sign-On
authentication systems. The MIM has al-
ready established a dedicated technical
working group with this perspective.

All parties have shown willingness to
make comparisons between editions of
the same book more transparent, includ-
ing through a revision of existing self-
regulation principles, ensuring that the
release of new editions is reasonable and
does not lead to planned obsolescence,
while preserving book interchangeabil-
ity. The AGCM noted the growing useful-
ness of Al-based analysis and compari-

son tools in this context.

The AGCM will monitor subsequent de-
velopments, and even after the closure of
the proceeding, may activate ordinary
measures to protect competition and

consumers.

Looking ahead, greater development and
adoption of Type A books, so far discour-
aged by Ministerial Decree No.
781/2013, appears consistent with the
inquiry’s findings, respecting prefer-
ences for print books and reducing costs

for consumers.

Open technologies such as QR codes, in-
creasingly used in publishing, can facili-
tate integration between print editions
and digital content, supporting greater

modularity of textbooks.
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