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Abstract: The health emergency caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the entire world
since the beginning of 2020, changing living and working conditions. The pandemic has generated a
crisis that is having and will continue to have consequences on all sectors of the economy, including
the real estate market. During the lockdown period, houses became spaces for both living and
working, as well as for leisure activities. Therefore, they were modified to meet the new requirements
of communities forced to spend most of their time at home. This will also affect the real estate market
in the near future in terms of trends and the characteristics of desirable houses. This research aims
to analyse the trends in the residential market in Italy and in particular in the metropolitan area of
Naples (Italy). Starting from official sources, the trends of the real estate market, and in particular
in the metropolitan area of Naples from 2009 to 2020, have been analysed. Then, two surveys were
conducted involving both the community and real estate agents operating in the territory, in order
to investigate the effects that COVID-19 has had on the real estate market. The analysis carried out
highlights structural changes in the demand for residential properties in the metropolitan area of
Naples due to the new requirements as a result of COVID-19.

Keywords: real estate market; COVID 19; Italian housing market; cross-tabulation analysis

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has had (and continues to have) negative impacts beyond
the health sector [1–3] and it has generated a crisis worldwide that is having (and will
continue to have) consequences on sectors of the economy, including real estate [4,5].

In the first phase of the pandemic, all business activities ceased, except for essential ser-
vices such as food provision, pharmacies and manufacturing. The closures led to negative
impacts on consumption, investments and trade, causing a demand and supply shock [6].
Most people were “stuck” in their own homes because of the “stay-at-home” measures
implemented by governments [7]. Citizens began to work, study, exercise, entertain them-
selves and weave social ties while enclosed within the walls of their domestic spaces.
Technology helped people to maintain relationships and has contributed to the preserva-
tion of a sense of community, perhaps more rooted than that experienced under normal
conditions. Virtual proximity proved to be a “kindly weapon” capable of overcoming the
“liquid modernity” on which society has been based [8].

The pandemic crisis has led to the new organisation of activities in terms of urban
spaces and mobility, as well as different uses of the spaces inside houses. In a period
of a few weeks (at the beginning of the pandemic), cities changed their “faces”: citizens
were forced to stay indoors and mobility was almost completely restricted, necessitating
experimentation with new forms of urban organisation and living in domestic spaces.
These new ways of living will, in part, end with the end of the health emergency; however,
in some ways, they are likely to become part of our way of life and therefore will not end
when the pandemic is over. In fact, the pandemic has only forced us to speed up processes
that were already underway.
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After the lockdown, which lasted for three months in Italy from March to May 2020,
activities began to restart gradually, leading to the second phase of pandemic management,
characterised by containment and coexistence with the virus. The vaccine would lead to
the third phase, with the gradual return to “normal life”, although in new forms.

The pandemic has changed the way of life of many people, towards the research of
new places to live or for new types of sociality. One of the sectors most involved in the
rethinking of living spaces is real estate, which is currently the Italian economy’s leading
sector, accounting for 18% of GDP [9]. Indeed, due to the health emergency, many people
are spending most of their time at home, in dwellings that are sometimes inadequate for
living or working. For this reason, a radical and structural change in housing demand
(and thus supply) is expected in the coming months.

The new housing requirements that are emerging in this period are also likely to
affect the future market in the post-COVID-19 period, as many lifestyles are destined to
change and work, study and leisure requirements will no longer be the same as before
the pandemic.

According to Stefano Boeri (an important Italian architect) in an interview with the
IlSole24Ore economic newspaper on 24 September 2020, smart working, digital growth,
increased use of open spaces and desynchronisation of traffic flows will not stop, even when
the pandemic is over. He stated that, “They were all trends already underway, but the
acceleration is now very strong [...]. If today we spend five days in the office in the city
and two days out of the city, I see a future in which we will spend, with greater wellbeing,
five days out of the city and we will go two days in the office for task that have to be carry
out there” [10].

Today, COVID-19 is placing cities in crisis, meaning in particular that their spatial
organisation is not adequate to meet the changes due to COVID-19 [11]. The COVID-19
pandemic, in general, is forcing a reformulation of urban studies in relation to several
aspects, including, for example, those related to urban inequalities and mobility, whose crit-
icalities are inevitably coming to light with the health emergency [12,13]. However, in the
future, other phenomena (i.e., climate change) will cause other crises. For this reason,
we need to consider and develop new models that will enable cities to be resilient and
manage their fragilities. The new identity of the post-pandemic city today reflects a long-
awaited transition that looks towards sustainability on multiple levels (energy, environment
and society).

This research aims to investigate trends in the Italian residential market, and in
particular in the metropolitan area of Naples (Italy). It also aims to identify possible
consequences on the real estate market from the national crisis caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. After an overview of recent studies relating to the effects of the pandemic on
real estate (Section 2), the methodology and the questionnaire distributed to the community
and real estate agents are discussed (Section 3). Then, the analysis of the pre-COVID-19
real estate market is elaborated (Section 4), in Italy (Section 4.1) and, in particular, in the
metropolitan area of Naples (Section 4.2). Furthermore, forecasts related to the post-COVID-
19 real estate market in Italy are presented (Sections 5, 5.1 and 5.2). Data relating to the
already observed effects of COVID-19 on the real estate market are presented in Sections 6,
6.1 and 6.2. The results are then deduced and discussed (Sections 7 and 8).

2. Overview of Recent Studies on the Effects of the Pandemic on the Real Estate Market

The lockdown has raised a number of issues relating to the changing demand for
living spaces. In Italy and around the world, discussions are taking place relating to the
effects of COVID-19 on the real estate market. However, few studies have been conducted
in recent months to investigate the data that have already been collated on the impacts of
the pandemic on the real estate market.

The housing market is experiencing a significant slowdown due to COVID-19.
This trend will inevitably affect price also. An Irish study analysing different future
scenarios in the real estate market predicts a price decline caused by a decrease in house-
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hold incomes over the next 18 months [6]. This decline has been relatively contained due to
the incentives that the Irish government introduced to tackle rising unemployment and the
consequent difficulties that families face in terms of paying rent or mortgages. The recovery
of demand in the housing market, according to the abovementioned study, will depend on
how long these incentives will be in force and the level of strictness in terms of the number
and size of mortgages offered by the banks. The strong uncertainty that is characterising
this period is tending to dissuade people from buying houses.

A contraction in the volume of housing sales is highlighted in a study on the Turkish
real estate market [2]. This study analyses real estate trends from 2010 to 2020, focusing
in particular on variations in the period 2019–2020, confirming the negative shock on the
real estate market due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The research assumes that the housing
market will only reach stability after the pandemic, unlike the commercial real estate
market, which will accelerate. Researching possible changes and opportunities following
the pandemic, this study suggests that a change is expected in decision making about the
planning and construction of settlements and investment approaches.

A UK study has shown how COVID-19 has led to changes in housing demands. For ex-
ample, the increased prevalence of smart working has led to a growing focus on comfort
and quality of the indoor environment. Better thermal insulation, acoustic insulation, visual
comfort, indoor air quality and the use of natural light are some of the factors identified by
the aforementioned study as buyers’ desires for improvement. These elements will lead to
greater investments in measures to improve house performances, such as increased thermal
or acoustic insulation (which in turn would lead to a reduction in CO2 emissions) [14].

The containment measures implemented to tackle the spread of the virus have caused
a decline in economic activity. Therefore, workers whose incomes have decreased (for ex-
ample, due to payroll subsidies) or even been lost altogether (due to redundancy) have
difficulty paying rent, mortgages or taxes related to their real estate. Government mea-
sures are therefore needed to avoid an excessive negative shock to the housing market.
Governments in several countries are attempting to mitigate these negative impacts by
adopting various measures such as protection against dismissal for tenants, mortgage relief,
rent freezes and rent subsidies [4].

Another study has investigated the impact of the pandemic on the global economy
and real estate [15]. This report analyses the real estate policies that are expected to be
implemented after the first phase of the health crisis and develops a possible approach to
evaluate the effective short- and long-term actions for the recovery of the sector. The results
highlight the need to focus on citizens’ income protection programmes, manage health
impacts and mitigate the health risk in care homes and healthcare facilities, suggesting
co-living building systems and digital communities.

A similar study has been conducted in Italy identifying short-term actions to develop
an operational and financial response to mitigate the effects of COVID-19 [16]. This report
focuses on the strategies that need to be implemented for the recovery of the real estate
market, proposing a managerial approach.

In Italy, other studies have centred on analysis of data from real estate companies,
investigating the changes in housing demand after the first phase of COVID-19. A study
in the city of Padua, based on a survey, investigated how much COVID-19 had impacted
the real estate market from a community perspective (representing demand), focusing on
market trends as perceived by users, but it proved to be partially misaligned with the data
collected by real estate agencies [17]. The survey included questions relating to buying
and selling, rent transactions, market prices, economic availability for investments and the
physical–spatial characteristics of houses required by users. In Padua, there was an increase
in the number of transactions carried out in the post-lockdown period, higher than in the
same period in 2019 (+4%). Therefore, according to the survey, an increase in demand for
houses with larger additional spaces emerged and properties with this characteristic could
increase in value. The most-requested category of housing is apartments in the historic
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centre (+55% compared to the same period of 2009), with a floor area over 100 sqm and
with a terrace (40%) or garden (26%).

Another line of research focuses on the impacts of COVID-19 on real estate services.
Many measures have been adopted by real estate agencies to continue their activities while
guaranteeing social distancing precautions during lockdown [18]. Tools such as Skype
or Facetime have been used to provide house tours, minimising the risk of infection [5].
Some studies highlight the increasing role of technology in real estate and collect a series of
experimentations from real estate agencies on future changes that could be implemented,
as well as different initiatives (i.e., a COVID-19 management model, prop-tech and e-
services, the Internet of Things and land registry and building information modelling) or a
live virtual inspection service aimed at drafting real estate evaluations remotely through
a teleconference system, to ensure concrete support for customers even in the current
emergency period [2,19].

As well as the abovementioned studies, a number of conferences and seminars on
this topic have been held in 2020; major players in the real estate national market attended
these meetings, discussing possible ways to recover from the crisis. From these conferences,
it emerged that urban regeneration could be considered the driving force of the post-
COVID-19 real estate economy [20].

Recent studies have focused on the analysis of data obtained by real estate agencies in
relation to changes in buyer requests. They also discuss strategies that could be activated
from a financial and managerial point of view. The present study focuses on the analysis
of buying and selling, and rental trends in the residential market relating to the pre- and
post-lockdown periods in order to understand the real impact of COVID-19 on the sector.
The study combines information obtained from real estate agencies and the community.

3. Methodology

Analysing and understanding the changes in the characteristics required for post
COVID-19 housing would support in orienting decision-making policies for urban trans-
formation, investments and the development and localisation of new activities.

To this end, starting from official sources, the trend of the real estate market in Italy,
and in particular the residential real estate prices in the metropolitan area of Naples from
2009 to 2020, have been analysed (data also georeferenced by GIS software). Then, the com-
munity and the real estate agents linked to the metropolitan area of Naples were involved
through a survey. The objective of collecting this information and data is understanding
how people’s needs in relation to domestic spaces are being modified and the resulting
changes in the real estate market. To this end, two questionnaires were developed.

The development of the survey included five different steps: definition of the territorial
boundary for analysis; identification of target groups; development of the questionnaires;
distribution of the questionnaires; and deduction and critical analysis of the results.

In particular, the metropolitan area of Naples was chosen as the territorial boundary
for this analysis in order to include different zones (from the central zones to the peripheral
and suburban areas).

Next, the target groups for the questionnaire were identified and two groups were
chosen: members of the community and real estate agents. The aim was to capture two
different perspectives: one linked to demand (the changing needs of the community) and
one of those directly operating in the real estate market (as mediators between demand
and supply).

Both questionnaires were distributed using the Google Forms online tool. Most an-
swers were structured as multiple choice in both questionnaires. Some open-ended ques-
tions were also included.

The community was interviewed through citizens’ associations. A total of 248 associa-
tions operating in the metropolitan area of Naples were identified in the Campania region
official register. The associations were contacted by email and social networks. A total of
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196 questionnaires (79% of the associations identified) were completed over two months
(September and October 2020).

The questionnaire was divided into six sections, for a total of 26 questions. After an
introduction detailing the aims and objectives of the questionnaire, the first section was re-
lated to the respondents’ data in order to understand the sample analysed. The second and
the third sections aimed to understand the types and characteristics of each respondent’s
house and where they spent the lockdown. Section four aimed to understand the adequacy
of the housing spaces to meet the needs of the community during the lockdown. During
that period, homes became spaces for living, working and leisure activities. Section five
aimed to understand how future demand for housing is changing based on the needs that
emerged (and are still emerging) during the lockdown. The final section aimed to under-
stand whether the respondents were planning to buy or rent a house and to investigate
how (and if) this demand was changing compared to the pre-COVID-19 period as a result
of living “within four walls”.

The real estate agents were contacted directly by email and through the Italian Federa-
tion of Business Agents Mediators (FIMAA). The questionnaire was completed by 71 real
estate agents operating in the metropolitan area of Naples over a period of two months
(September and October 2020).

After a brief introduction describing the aims and objectives of the questionnaire,
the respondents were presented with a section of 20 questions. The aim was to understand,
from the perspective of the real estate agents, how the volume and prices for buying,
selling and renting during the pre-, mid- and post-lockdown periods changed (and are
continuing to change) in relation to the real estate market for residential use. Furthermore,
considering the restrictions imposed due to the health emergency, if and how real estate
agents continued to operate during the lockdown was investigated. Additional questions
were posed to understand the type of housing required in order to investigate whether the
particular and critical situation has impacted demand and thus the real estate market in
general. Finally, the strategies that could be undertaken by real estate agents to overcome
the crisis more quickly were investigated.

4. Analysis of the Pre-COVID-19 Real Estate Market

In order to identify the impacts of COVID-19 on the real estate market in Italy, in partic-
ular in the metropolitan area of Naples, a general framework of the sector before COVID-19
is presented.

4.1. The Pre-COVID-19 Real Estate Market in Italy

In recent years, the national real estate market has recorded an increase in buying and
selling, in spite of the Italian economic crisis. In most Italian metropolitan cities, at the end
of 2019, there was growth in terms of buying and selling, and in renting, with an increase in
real estate buying through agencies. In 2019, the “brick” market recorded growth in buying
(+4%) and renting (+3%), while prices dropped by –2.77% compared to the previous year
(2018) [21].

The Italian Revenue Agency makes available data relating to the number of normalised
transactions (NNTs), which represent the number of normalised transactions of property
units (by share of property being transacted) carried out in a given time span. Transactions
are “calculated” for each property unit, taking into account the share of property sold.
The year 2019 was a year of growth, with over 603,000 sales, a higher number than in
2009 (approximately 585,000 NNTs), that is, the first year following the global economic
crisis of 2008. The national increase in NNTs in 2019 compared to the previous year was
+4.2% [22]. The sales trend was also reflected in the real estate market intensity index
(MII) values, which represents the trend of the ratio between transaction and stock. As a
national average, the MII increased from 1.69% (2018) to 1.76% (2019), highlighting growth,
especially in the bigger cities: after Milan (the only city with an MII higher than 3%) were
Bologna, Turin, Florence and Rome.
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The pre-COVID-19 rental market registered good dynamism. From 2009 to 2019,
rents almost returned to pre-financial-crisis levels (2008), reflecting the changes taking
place in society: more people were deliberately choosing to rent due to greater flexibility or
because they could not obtain credit [23]. In 2019, there was an increase in the percentage
of rent for residential use compared to other reasons, such as work or study: from 57.0%
(2018) to 64.7% (2019) [24].

Regarding property price trends, Italy behaves in an anomalous way compared to
the rest of the European countries. In fact, as the Statistical Office of the European Union
(Eurostat) highlighted, in contrast to other European countries where prices increased in
the second quarter of 2019, prices fell in Italy (−0.2%) [25]. In general, the data show that
the price of houses in Italy has been steadily falling over the last five years, except for 2016.
Within Italy, there are also significant differences between the north, where prices increased
in 2019, and the centre and south, where they decreased. The decrease in real estate prices
and more advantageous mortgages pushed people towards the buying choice; however,
despite this, rental demand was high, especially among younger people, with 46.4% of
tenants aged between 18 and 34. The most popular rented accommodation was the two-
room apartment (37.4%), followed by the three-room apartment (32.8%) [24].

4.2. The Pre-COVID-19 Real Estate Market in the Metropolitan Area of Naples

Italian Law no. 56 of 7 April 2014 (known as the Delrio Law) established the metropoli-
tan city as “a large-area territorial institution”, with the aim of encouraging the combination
of municipal administrations, the simplification of local government and the ability for cities
to adopt a driving role in national economic systems [26]. Metropolitan cities assume differ-
ent characteristics according to different urban contexts, depending on variability in terms
of spatial distribution, economic potential, social welfare issues and demographic trends.

The Metropolitan City of Naples (Campania region, in the south of Italy) (Figure 1) is
among the 14 Italian metropolitan cities identified by the Delrio Law. It has approximately
three million inhabitants and covers 1171 square kilometres. It is a complex territorial
system, due to its heterogeneity and the presence of an important and unique cultural and
natural heritage [27,28]. The Metropolitan City of Naples is headed by the Metropolitan
Mayor and by the Metropolitan Council, and includes 92 municipalities; here we use the
term “metropolitan area of Naples” to identify its territory and differentiate it from the
administrative organisation.

Italy is considered to be divided into three main areas (the north, the centre and
the south) and they are characterised by different economic rates of growth, wellbeing
and health conditions, education levels, employment rates, redistributive actions of the
government and local authorities, etc. [29,30]. The Metropolitan City of Naples is the
biggest and most representative in southern Italy; for this reason, it has been chosen as the
case study for this analysis.

Structural aspects and the worsening of the economic crisis have led to an uninter-
rupted increase in the gap between southern Italy and northern and central Italy in terms
of employment over the last decade. According to the latest data of the Italian National
Institute of Statistics (ISTAT), in 2013, only 40.2% of people aged between 20 and 64 were
employed in the province of Naples, 3.3 percentage points less than in 2008 [29]. This level
of employment is 5.4 points lower than in southern Italy and 19.6 points lower than the
national average. Linked to the situation in the labour market, the economic wellbeing
of households also shows problematic data. In the four-year period 2009–2012, the per
capita disposable income of consumer households decreased by EUR 138, compared to a
national average increase of EUR 28. In 2012, the per capita disposable income of consumer
households in the province was EUR 12,314, higher than the regional value (EUR 11,932)
but lower than in the south (EUR 12,775) and nationally (EUR 17,307). In addition to
income inequalities, households are experiencing greater economic difficulties, resulting
from the increase in bank non-performing loans and the high proportion of people living
in households where no member works or receives a pension, both of which are higher
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than in other territorial contexts. In 2008, the Italian real estate market was also affected by
the global financial crisis (considering the close relationship between residential real estate,
the financial sector and the overall economy), seeing a sharp turnaround compared to the
boom that began in 1998.

Figure 1. Territorial framework: Italy, Campania region, metropolitan area of Naples (based on
Google Earth 2020).

Since 2008, the metropolitan area of Naples has operated in the context of great
difficulty from an economic and financial perspective. This criticality has also been felt
in the real estate market, which in recent years has shown signs of decline [18]; between
2009 and 2019, the house prices have suffered a strong decrease with peaks of −50% in
some municipalities [31]. This suggests that the effects of the 2008 financial crisis are still
tangible. Therefore, the main actors and government institutions must be encouraged to
promote strategies and interventions aimed at promoting the attractiveness of the area.

In order to identify trends in pre-COVID-19 market values, in this study, the metropoli-
tan area of Naples is divided into nine macro-areas (Figure 2), including different munici-
palities [32].

Concerning the real estate stock of the metropolitan area of Naples, the last census
by the Italian National Institute of Statistics reports that there are 128,976 empty housing
units and 13,777 empty buildings [33]. These empty properties, mainly localised in the
historic centre of the city and characterised by historical value, represent a great potential
for future investments in the real estate market. Furthermore, in 2019, in the metropolitan
area of Naples, there were over 61,853 properties advertised for sale and 28,353 for rent [34].
After years of decline, residential property sales increased towards the end of 2019 as
result of falling prices [35]. The gap between the fall in prices and the increase in the
number of sales is essentially due to the greater supply of properties compared to demand
and, due to the continuing crisis, the supply has necessarily had to adapt to what buyers
can afford. In addition, mortgage rates are also remaining at historic lows. As a result,
demand for mortgages continues to grow, especially for first homes. The average price
of an apartment for sale was approximately EUR 1870/sqm in 2019. The most popular
property type for sale was the apartment, with 32,167 advertisements overall, followed by
single-family houses (6956 advertisements). The most popular property type for rent was
the apartment too, with 11,102 advertisements in total, followed by commercial premises
(4776 advertisements) in 2019. The City of Naples published the highest number of real
estate advertisements (38%) compared to the other municipalities [36].
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Figure 2. Real estate macro-areas in the territory of the metropolitan area of Naples.

As shown in Table 1, in the past 12 years, the metropolitan area of Naples recorded
a –23.73% reduction in market values for house sales. The year 2009 is taken as the initial
reference year for the trend because it immediately followed the 2008 global financial
crisis. In absolute value, the Isles record the highest prices in both 2009 and 2020, while the
Nolana area had the lowest prices (Table 1). The most affected area in terms of percentage
variation of prices was the Flegrean area, recording a drop in prices of –39.76% [32,37,38].
The least affected area was the Sorrento Peninsula, with a drop of –16.35%.

Table 1. Real estate values for the metropolitan area of Naples (EUR/sqm).

Macro-Areas 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Variation
2009–2020 (%)

Area 1 1530 1490 1580 1577 1461 1426 1332 1208 1191 1193 1203 1163 −23.97

Area 2 2710 2720 2628 2393 2230 2070 1935 1883 1825 1825 1660 1633 −39.76

Area 3 2924 3045 3056 2828 2731 2604 2535 2450 2381 2366 2145 2082 −29.01

Area 4 1426 1504 1508 1488 1425 1377 1353 1276 1271 1259 1153 1134 −20.51

Area 5 1089 1125 1149 1090 1053 1016 1017 979 911 911 963 851 −21.86

Area 6 1494 1500 1865 1421 1344 1276 1264 1274 1231 1245 1179 1087 −27.22

Area 7 2049 2029 1925 1862 1840 1743 1701 1679 1622 1605 1665 1670 −18.50

Area 8 3031 2962 2754 2633 2812 2717 2608 2505 2532 2520 2552 2535 −16.35

Area 9 5260 4958 4630 4388 5072 4873 4473 4320 4122 4101 3941 3769 −28.34

Metropolitan area 2134 2111 2107 1961 2002 1921 1840 1775 1729 1724 1690 1628 −23.73
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A series of maps was elaborated to understand market prices in the metropolitan area
of Naples, using a geographic information system (GIS), in order to territorialise such data
and graphically “read” the real estate dynamics (Figures 3 and 4). These maps are the
result of the georeferencing of data related to residential market values of Table 1, showing
in the present paper only the maps referring to two specific years: 2009 (following the 2008
financial crisis) and 2020 (the most recent full year). The values are organised into seven
categories; these were decided using the Jenks natural breaks classification system [39] and
successive manual adjustments to allow more defined classes. The resulting maps show
that house prices recorded a decrease from 2009 to 2020, changing in colour in some areas
from dark brown (higher market prices) to lighter brown (lower market prices).
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Figure 4. GIS maps of percentage variation of the market values for the metropolitan area of Naples,
from 2009 to 2020.

The Figure 4 shows the percentage variation of the residential real estate prices from
2009 to 2020. It emerges that the prices mainly decrease in the identified time span in the
whole metropolitan area of Naples, with peaks in reduction between 40% and 50% in some
areas. There are a few areas where price stability or increases were observed (but never
more than 15%).

Focusing on the largest and most complex municipality (the City of Naples), the data
relating to the number of normalised transactions (NNTs) in the residential sector, provided
by the Italian Revenue Agency, show a decrease in sales of −2.4%, from 2018 to 2019, for a
total of over 7400 exchanges [40]. Figure 5 shows the NNTs for Naples per square metre
in 2019.

Figure 5. Number of normalised transactions (NNTs) for Naples divided by square metre.

In the past ten years, house prices in Naples have decreased by −38%, which is a worse
trend than the national average of −30.8%. Contractions in central areas of the city were
more contained for the same period, seeing a drop of −24.9% [41]. Furthermore, in 2019,
rentals saw an increase of 0.9% in the City of Naples. Reasons given for renting are related to
weekly commuting to work (13.7%) and study (3.3%) (people who usually live in other cities
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but that during the week work/study and stay in Naples), and residential use (83%) [24].
Most commuting is due to localisation of the main commercial and manufacturing activities
in the metropolitan area of Naples.

5. Forecasts for the Post-COVID-19 Real Estate Market in Italy

The lockdown caused an economic and social crisis in Italy that, as highlighted earlier,
will reverberate in the future real estate market. Several research institutions are attempting
to outline future scenarios; however, the uncertain and unstable phenomena that Italy is
experiencing make predictions difficult. Experts in the sector have engaged in interesting
debates about possible future scenarios. Which investors in the “brick” market will suffer
losses? Will residential stocks depreciate? With the recent lifestyle changes and subsequent
requests for housing, will only part of the sector suffer a drop in demand? There are
divergent positions in terms of the answers to these questions: some studies report a
stationary market that has not yet suffered the negative influence of the lockdown imposed
to tackle the health emergency, while others advance a more pessimistic evaluation, with a
20% reduction in buying and selling [42].

The Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) expects a decrease in GDP of 8.3%
in 2020, and a partial recovery in 2021 [43]. The real estate market is confirmed as one
of the few sectors in the Italian economy that the country could leverage to accelerate a
restart [44]. For this reason, it is useful to investigate the outcomes of the health crisis and
the possible recovery of the residential market.

5.1. Forecasts for Post-COVID-19 Buying, Selling and Rental Market

In Italy, investments in the “brick” market were the most profitable for citizens in
2019 [21]. If Italy had not suffered as a result of the pandemic, according to some forecasts,
2020 would have been an excellent year for buying properties at stable prices. Instead,
a very complex phase emerged, slowing down the resilience of the real estate market,
which, after the 2008 financial crisis, was beginning to recover.

The first post-health-crisis forecasts made by agencies and economists were negative:
real estate is expected to have generated approximately EUR 105.8 billion in revenue by the
end of 2020, down by 18.3% from EUR 129.5 billion at the end of 2019 [45]; about 100,000
fewer homes will have been sold in 2020 compared to 603,000 units sold in 2019 [46].
This evaluation is based on the months of lockdown and it is still difficult to hypothesise
how missed transactions can be recovered in the last months of the year. A rebound will
be more probable in 2021, even if the variables that can be considered and which will
affect market trends are several, from employment to the weight of public intervention,
to investment inclinations of families and businesses [47].

A study by Gabetti and Patrigest (real estate operating companies) states that,
“excluding situations of sudden lack of liquidity for households, those who wanted to
buy a house continued to look for it” [48]. In crisis situations, Italian families’ recourse is
real estate investment. This could increase the market for second homes, considering that
smart working leads to spending increasing amounts of time in holiday homes. In terms of
rentals, the pandemic could cause various effects such as the lowering of rents, especially if
the economic crisis affects people’s income [23].

In order to investigate future trends in the real estate market, a forecasting model
was set up to assess the impacts of the crisis. In particular, an econometric model could
predict price trends as far ahead as 2025 by evaluating real estate trends after COVID-
19 [49]. This model analyses seven steps of crises of the last century, evaluating the
social and economic variables and the ways in which these have changed (significantly or
not, positively or negatively). This model was then transferred to the current pandemic
emergency, and the parameters were adjusted based on this specific period. According
to this ad hoc evaluation, real estate prices will fall in 2021, but a strong recovery will be
expected over the next five years [50].
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5.2. Forecasts for Tax Incentives and Changes in Housing Demand

Some forecasts show that tax incentives promoted by the Italian government, such as
Eco-bonus (a tax incentive from the Italian government that provides a deduction rate
of 110% of expenses incurred for specific energy-efficiency interventions until December
2021), Sisma-bonus (a tax incentive that the Italian government provides to those who
renovate buildings by adopting anti-seismic measures) and subsidised first-home assets,
could affect the recovery of the real estate market. According to a study by the Italian
Department of Finance, in 2017 (last year available), almost 450,000 residential properties
were bought as first homes, representing 82% of sales [51]; this is likely to increase due to
contributions from Decree-law no. 23 of 8 April 2020 (so-called Liquidity Decree).

The Eco-bonus can be claimed to pay for thermal insulation, replacement of current
systems with heat pumps, solar-photovoltaic systems and energy-efficiency interven-
tions [52,53]. The Italian National Association of Builders (ANCE) estimates the future
positive economic impacts of the Eco-bonus at EUR 21 billion, with an employment impact
of 100,000 jobs [51]. ANCE also estimates an increase in GDB of 1.3%, due to the effects
produced on the economy by the building Eco-bonus, with an increase of 15–20%.

Due to the lockdown, houses have considerable value in everyday life (not only mar-
ket value) because the health emergency has led to changes in lifestyle and demand for
real estate [54]. In fact, a new way of conceiving spaces has begun to emerge. Terraces and
outdoor spaces in general will be indispensable; spaces for smart working and video con-
ferencing, spacious lounges and larger living rooms will be also required [55]. The demand
for suburban areas close to big cities and hinterlands could increase because it is easier to
find features such as space and larger rooms at more advantageous prices in such areas.
The market for second homes will be strong in some areas of Italy, as buyers are looking to
improve their wellbeing, as well as clean air and unspoiled nature [56].

Nuveen Real Estate (a company active in investment management worldwide) uses
the term “stuffocation” to indicate a trend emerging among consumers: “living better
with less” [57]. The lockdown has forced citizens into more rigid lifestyles and, conse-
quently, enabled them to review their purchasing behaviour and begin to make more
informed choices.

6. The Real Estate Market in Italy in the Post-Lockdown Phase

Trends in the post-pandemic real estate market were analysed in order to understand
the impacts the pandemic has had to date. Data were collected by real estate research
agencies, including the Real Estate Observatory of the Italian Revenue Agency, real estate
companies, sector experts and economists. The data refer to the first semester of 2020 [58].

The first quarter of 2020 was the period in which the health emergency began to
manifest. All reported data do not yet fully capture the economic effects of COVID-19 on
the real estate market; they will be entirely assessable in the coming months, interrupting
the growth phase from 2014.

6.1. Post-Lockdown Buying, Selling and Rental Market

Lockdown, social distancing and the impossibility of meeting in person have un-
doubtedly affected the processes of buying, selling and renting. However, according to the
survey by the Italian Federation of Professional Real Estate Agents [54], after a period of
rest, the market is showing signs of recovery. Many real estate agencies have “made a virtue
out of necessity”, transforming limitations into opportunities to implement and improve
virtual visit systems that have made it possible to maintain such activities. According to an
article published in IlSole24Ore (an important economic newspaper), for example, some Ital-
ian real estate agency groups gained a market share of 20–30% due to the opportunities
presented over the periods discussed [59].

In the first quarter of 2020, according to the Italian Revenue Agency, 117,047 residential
transactions were recorded, a drop of –15.5% compared to the same period in 2019 [58].
The available data revealed a temporary decline due to the reduced possibility of complet-
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ing deeds during the lockdown [60]. In the second quarter of 2020, the residential market
became stationary compared to the same period in 2019 [61]. For this reason, despite the
negative impact of the health crisis, the end of the lockdown marked the restarting of
the real estate market, demonstrating that COVID-19 did not lead to Italians becoming
unwilling to buy homes [62].

From March to June 2020, sales were related to purchases of first homes (77%),
investment (17.5%) and holiday homes (5.5%) [62]. Among the cities that suffered de-
creases in numbers of sales in the first quarter of 2020 were Naples (−19.5%), Bari (−19.5%),
Milan (−19.3%) and Genoa (−19.2%). The least significant decline was seen in Bologna
(−6.4%) [63].

In terms of renting, there were downward trends in prices. Many tourist properties
were transformed into residential homes through transitional contracts. The most relevant
data relate to the mobility of university students and off-site workers, for whom rent
demand dropped drastically during the lockdown. This was due to extensions for smart
working and e-learning [64].

In Italy, the availability of rooms compared to 2019 more than doubled (+149%).
Milan had the highest availability of rooms (+290%), followed by Bologna (+270%). Supply
almost tripled in Padua (+180%) and Florence (+175%) and doubled in Turin (+108%),
Rome (+130%) and Naples (+100%) [64]. However, COVID-19 did not change preferences
for the type of houses that people searched for. A specific study recorded an increase of
8% (compared to 2019) in searches for one- or two-room apartments because people did
not want to share spaces due to the risk of infection. It also found that 43% of owners
were willing to reduce rent prices, in order to keep the possibility of renting their proper-
ties in medium-sized university cities such as Pavia, Pisa, Siena and Trieste. Owners of
properties in the major cities were possibly waiting to see the outcomes of e-learning and
university enrolment. In Rome, Milan and Naples in particular, prices maintained their
usual levels [65].

The short-term rental market after the lockdown marked a boom in summer requests.
During the 2020 summer period, there was a small increase in short rents by people who
wanted to book holidays after being locked in their homes for months, feeling the need to
“escape”. Booking methods also changed (with mainly last-minute bookings) and booking
periods were reduced to a few days. Booking.com recorded 40% of total reservations for
the non-hotel sector compared to 34% in 2019. Some owners rented out their properties
for short periods in order to renovate their first homes to take advantage of government
incentives [66].

An increase in rental demand, instead, came from those who would not be able to
access credit due to the difficult economic conditions [67].

6.2. Changes in Housing Demand, Incentives and New Research Technologies

After the lockdown, housing demand changed, with the requirement for outdoor
spaces increasing. Property size became more important, and houses were required to be
multifunctional, with modular spaces. Smart working requires suitable places to work in
domestic spaces, and there was a growth in demand for specific spaces in the properties,
such as garages, gyms and common areas [68].

The most requested house type after the lockdown was the three-room apartment,
located close to essential services such as the metro, buses, supermarkets, pharmacies and
food shops, equipped with terraces and balconies or private green areas and spaces for
smart working [61]. Semi-central and peripheral areas were re-evaluated [68]. Furthermore,
requests for second homes increased as result of the lockdown period. Some people
were able to “escape” to their second homes before the “stay at home” measures were
implemented, spending their lockdown there [7]. Moreover, the recorded cheaper prices
pushed people to search for vacation homes, as confirmed by a study published in the
LaRepubblica newspaper, which, from January to September 2020, recorded an increase in
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purchases of this house type from 5.9% to 6.5% of total house purchases compared to the
same period in 2019 [69].

COVID-19 has significantly reduced economic activity compared to 2019. Currently,
future prospects are still affected by uncertainty as the government continues to launch
restrictive measures in terms of movement and production activities to limit the spread
of the virus [70]. This has had an impact on the household credit market. It is essential
to understand how citizens can access credit in order to purchase houses. Mortgage
applications decreased in the first quarter of 2020. In April, the lowest number of mortgage
applications was recorded in the year 2020, while in the second half of May there was a slow
recovery. The rates are currently at historic lows, and the interest rate swap (the benchmark
for the fixed rate at 30 years) is zero, which means that it is possible to activate a long-term
loan at an interest rate of 1% [71].

In Italy, there is a high percentage of obsolete properties to which Decree-law no. 34
of 19 May 2020 Relaunch Decree (a legislative measure by the Italian government to
face the health emergency by adopting measures on health, support for jobs and the
economy, as well as social policies linked to the COVID-19 crisis) can be applied, or the
110% Eco-bonus or Sisma-bonus for energy requalification and seismic consolidation of
real estate assets. This would help make real estate attractive again, increasing market
value, by facilitating access to incentives [72]. According to the Italian Centre for Social
Economic Market Research for Construction and the Territory, in the first three months of
2020, EUR 3 million were invested in these bonuses [73].

After the lockdown, more people used real estate agencies in their search for homes,
to make investments or to obtain more comfortable and spacious houses [59]. The relaunch
of the real estate agencies took place in new ways, with the use of digital technology such
as virtual tours and online consultancies [2,74]. Using these tools, it is easier to stipulate
a contract in order to reduce the impacts of the lockdown. According to a survey carried
out from 4 May 2020 (the first day of reopening), demand for visits to properties for both
purchase and rent increased, as well as requests to conclude transactions that had been
interrupted during the lockdown [72]. After a period of rest, therefore, the first signs of
recovery began to be seen.

7. Results of the Questionnaires

The results of both questionnaires have been analysed in order to understand how
the real estate market has been changing due to COVID-19, by means of graphs and
cross-tabulation analysis.

7.1. Results of the Community Questionnaire

The sample interviewed was heterogeneous in terms of both age and jobs, as shown
in Figure 6.

The first part of the questionnaire showed the type and characteristics of the houses in
which each respondent lives. From the questions about type, it emerged that 73.4% of the
respondents live in apartment buildings. The remaining percentage live in “other types”
(single-family house, semi-detached house, etc.). Moreover, most of the respondents are
owners (83.5%) of dwellings in central (49%) or semi-central (25%) areas.

Through the questionnaire, the presence (or lack) of outdoor private spaces was
investigated. From the answers (each respondent could give more than one answer),
it emerged that only 9.7% live in flats without private outdoor spaces; 67.3% live in flats
with balconies; 28.6% have gardens; 8.7% have porticos; 7.1% have loggias and 3.6% have
terraces (Figure 7).
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Figure 6. Ages and jobs of the respondents.

Figure 7. Presence of private outdoor spaces.

Most of the apartment blocks of the people interviewed have shared spaces (69%),
but only 17.9% of the respondents use them. The mild climate that characterises the south
of the Italian peninsula, including Naples, would allow for the use of shared outdoor
spaces. However, the amount of such spaces in the metropolitan area of Naples is reduced
because over the years, the major Italian cities have been built according to plans that
foresaw a very dense building fabric, to the detriment of such spaces. The outdoor places
of sociability therefore remain predominantly public, such as squares, public parks, etc.,
rather than shared private spaces. However, there are shared indoor spaces in buildings
which, as the survey shows, are not used enough by residents.

The section on the adequacy (or inadequacy) of housing spaces to adapt to changing
needs and requirements highlights that 68% of the respondents believe that their houses
were adequate to meet their needs since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, whereas
6.2% are not satisfied and 21.1% are partially satisfied.

These data were cross-referenced (Figure 8) with data on the number of rooms in each
respondent’s house (abscissa on the graph) and their perceived adequacy to meet their
needs during the lockdown period. The ordinate on the graph represents the number of
respondents who expressed their perception of adequacy.

Considering the prevalence of apartment buildings in the metropolitan area of Naples,
most of the respondents live in this type of housing. The other types, which represent a
minority, have been grouped under “other types”.

The “other types” are mainly large properties being mostly, as the cross-tabulation
analysis shows (Figure 9), composed of four or five rooms. Flats, on the other hand,
vary in size. However, most of the interviewees living in apartments have a three- to
five-room house.
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Figure 8. Relationship between number of rooms and house size.

Figure 9. Relationship between house type and number of rooms.

As Figure 10 on the relationship between house type and private spaces shows,
most apartments (75%) are equipped with balconies, while the “other types” are mainly
characterised by the presence of a garden (63%). The metropolitan area of Naples and,
in particular, the city of Naples, is characterised by a dense urban fabric in which the
apartment building type prevails; the latter, due to its conformation, reduces the availability
of outdoor spaces such as gardens, porticoes, etc.

Figure 10. Relationship between house type and private spaces.
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As the respondents had to spend most of the day at home during the lockdown
(going outside was only allowed in special cases), the spaces that were missed the most
were outdoor spaces (terraces, gardens, etc.), 52% of the respondents felt this lack.

The data on housing type were related to the data on the spaces that the respondents
had missed the most during the lockdown (Figure 11). This cross-tabulation analysis shows
that the number of people living in apartment buildings who missed outdoor spaces was
greater than those living in “other types” (semi-detached houses and single-family houses).
Although representing a smaller percentage, those living in apartment buildings felt the
lack of spaces in which to spend free time and work, while a small percentage of the sample
interviewed did not feel the lack of additional spaces. Those living in “other types” did not
feel a great lack of particular spaces.

Probably, in this period of “forced isolation” within the home, there is a greater need
for spaces where there is more interaction with other family members, such as open spaces
where activities and leisure time can be shared. However, this does not exclude the need
for a personal space in which to maintain one’s own privacy (for example to focus on
work or to make online calls). A balance between having spaces for privacy and spaces for
sharing would be desirable.

Houses during the lockdown became places to sleep, eat, work and engage in leisure
activities, thereby satisfying several functions. For 68.7% of the respondents, however,
the sizes of their homes were adequate, despite the increase in the number of activities
carried out in them. However, 33.1% of the respondents felt that the spaces used for leisure
time were not adequate. On the other hand, 23.4% felt that there was a lack of adequate
spaces to use as a workstation. Only 10% felt no need for additional spaces other than the
space in which they live.

Figure 11. Relationship between house type and missing space.

Data relating to the number of household members were intersected with data relating
to the perception of adequacy (or inadequacy) of the houses. The sample was composed of
single people in a household (7.7%), two people (22.6%), three people (22.1%), four people
(41.5%) and more than four people (6.2%). Cross-tabulation analysis showed that, regard-
less of the number of people living together, the spaces available to the respondents were
judged to be adequate to meet the changing living requirements during the lockdown
period (Figure 12).
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Figure 12. Relationship between household members and the adequacy of the house.

The analysis carried out in Figure 13 shows that the houses with the largest number
of rooms were more adequate to satisfy the modified needs due to COVID-19. In fact,
in these houses, the greater number of rooms allow for also accommodating the functions
that during the lockdown had to be carried out within the domestic space. Furthermore,
the percentage of people who did not consider their house adequate, regardless of its size,
is very low. This is probably due to people’s ability to adapt the available space to the
different activities to be performed.

Figure 13. Relationship between number of rooms and the adequacy of the house.

The cross-tabulation analysis (Figure 14) relates the number of rooms to the age of
the respondents, revealing that the two age groups of 45–54 and 55–64 have larger houses
(and therefore more rooms), as they are most likely households (which in Italy rose later
than in the rest of Europe) with more members than younger age groups.

Many people had to begin smart working during the lockdown (specifically, 79.9% of
the respondents had to work away from their usual workplace and were therefore required
to adapt their domestic spaces as workstations. In relation to the work/study spaces,
70.6% of the respondents (that is, almost all those who began smart working) consid-
ered their houses to be suitable for carrying out such activities remotely, and only 25.6%
were dissatisfied.
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Figure 14. Relationship between the age of the respondents and the number of rooms.

During the lockdown, many people had to engage in indoor leisure activities that they
would normally do outdoors around their houses. Therefore, the question was posed as to
whether or not the domestic spaces were adequate to satisfy this necessity.

For outdoor activities, the answers were distributed more widely among the different
options: 37.3% of the respondents did not engage in the activities that they would enjoy
in the open, while 33.2% adapted their domestic spaces to include these activities. The re-
maining 29.5% did not usually engage in outdoor activities and therefore did not need to
adapt their habits or their domestic spaces.

The analysis in Figure 15 highlights that both dwellers in apartment buildings and in
“other types” are evenly divided between those who were able to carry out activities that
they usually do outdoors by adapting the domestic space and those who did not have the
space to adapt to carrying out leisure activities during the lockdown. The results show a
certain balance between the two types, although the flats have fewer flexible spaces.

Figure 15. Relationship between house type and leisure activities.

In addition to the relationship between leisure activities and typology, the question
was also whether the size of the house (in terms of the number of rooms) could influence
the adaptability of the spaces for carrying out the above activities. The intersection of
the data relating to the number of rooms and those relating to outdoor activities shows
that those living in larger houses (five or more rooms) adapted their homes to carry out
such activities. Among those living in small or medium-sized houses, there was a high
percentage who gave up activities they would normally engage in outdoors (Figure 16).
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Figure 16. Relationship between number of rooms and leisure activities.

Concerning the characteristics of future dwellings (Figure 17), the results of the ques-
tionnaire show that 53.4% of the respondents would like more outdoor spaces, 39.8% would
like better natural lighting (more sunlight) and 35.1% would like a better internet connec-
tion (an element that proved even more fundamental during isolation). Moreover, 33% of
the respondents indicate that they would prefer better sound insulation in their spaces,
19.9% would like more separated living and sleeping areas (also better articulation of
spaces for different activities carried out during the day, all of which took place within the
domestic environment during the lockdown) and 9.4% would like higher electrical power.

Smart working also leads to environmental considerations associated with workplace
productivity. Indoor air quality, visual comfort, noise and thermal pollution can be the
subject of greater attention and therefore future investments by owners (i.e., adopting
windows with thermal imaging cameras, more efficient heating systems, etc.).

Figure 17. Desirable house characteristics for the post-COVID-19 period.

As highlighted above, in the lockdown period, digitalisation and technological equip-
ment played an important role in contributing to improvements in the use of space and
way of life (and keeping social interaction alive). Of all respondents, 52.8% feel that more
advanced technology in the house would be an additional aid to traditional ways of work-
ing and studying, while 31.8% related technology in general as an aid to traditional ways
of living.

According to some respondents, the contribution of technology will be significant.
In fact, 16.4% of the respondents argue that it will completely change ways of working
and studying, and 13.3% think it will completely change the way they live. Moreover,
21.5% believe that this “technological revolution” will be indispensable. On the other
hand, 5.1% believe that COVID-19 has not affected the role technology plays in our lives,
either in ways of working or ways of living in general. Finally, 5.1% answered “I don’t
know” to this question (Figure 18). This question was expected to be related to the ages of
the respondents (the sample was heterogeneous, as shown in Figure 6) as there are groups
of people who are more inclined to use technology and others who are less predisposed.
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Figure 18. The role of advanced technology in houses in the post-COVID-19 period.

However, some questions were posed to understand preferences for the future char-
acteristics of houses. Of all respondents, 75.9% have no intention of buying or renting a
house in the short term. Only 21% intend to buy a house in the short term, and 3.1% intend
to rent. On the other hand, 22.1% of the respondents intend to renovate their current flat.
Most respondents state that, if they were to buy a house today, they would choose a central
(44.3%) or semi-central (32%) location. Moreover, the highest demand is for flats with five
(28.4%), four (33%) and three rooms (30.9%). There is less demand for two-room (12%) and
one-room flats (1.5%).

The data on the areas in which the respondents currently live were correlated with
preferences concerning the areas in which they would look for a house if they were
intending to purchase one. The analysis shows that those who live in central and semi-
central areas today would remain where they are or, at most, would move to semi-central
areas (Figure 19). On the other hand, those who currently live in semi-peripheral and
peripheral areas would prefer to move to more central areas of the city. Those who live in
the extra-urban areas would mostly prefer to stay where they are today.

Figure 19. Relationship between current area and preferred area.

As shown in Figure 20, 76.4% of respondents would not choose to renounce their out-
door spaces such as terraces or gardens, and 41% would not give up a balcony, 30.8% would
not give up a cellar, 41.3% would not give up a condominium parking space and 1.5%
would prefer a private garage. Only 5.1% would not give up condominium common areas.
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Figure 20. Non-renounceable spaces when buying a new house.

The questionnaire is used to find out which characteristics are most in demand when
buying or renting a new house (Figure 21). Characteristics such as sunlight, sound in-
sulation, thermal insulation, floor of the building and home automation were suggested.
In addition, the questionnaire allows the respondents to indicate further suggestions.
Natural light is fundamental for 85.1% of the respondents. Sound insulation (54.1%) and
thermal insulation (56.2%) are also two important characteristics for most. Of the respon-
dents, 34% prefer a high floor compared to 6.7% who prefer a low floor. Home automation,
on the other hand, is chosen by 17.5%. Other characteristics that emerge are aesthetic
taste, proximity to essential services, presence of a private garden and presence of a green
condominium park.

Smart working people use more heating to ensure a more comfortable working envi-
ronment. Therefore, greater attention to thermal comfort and energy efficiency in houses
will emerge as a result of this period of crisis. The growing worry about health also leads
to a greater focus on own wellbeing, prioritising natural light and closeness to nature.

Figure 21. Non-renounceable characteristics when buying a new house.

Most of the respondents did no research when purchasing a new house (91.3%),
nor did they contact real estate agencies to buy, sell or rent (94.8%). However, 50.3% feel
that the first visit to a flat in virtual mode rather than in person is useful as it reduces the
time taken to buy, sell or rent. On the other hand, 40% feel that virtual visit makes it impos-
sible to form the same perceptions that they would have in person. Of the respondents,
9.7% answered “I don’t know”.

Among those who are planning to buy a house, the highest percentage refers to
respondents between 25 and 34 years old (Figure 22). On the other hand, the highest
percentage of those not looking for a house falls in the 55–64 age group, probably because
they already have a stable housing situation. The only age group that stated they would
like to rent a house is the 25–34 age group, as in Italy this is the age group in which people
start working and therefore do not yet have enough money to buy a house, but feel the
need to have their own independent living space.
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Figure 22. Planning to buy or rent a house by age group.

7.2. Results of the Questionnaire Distributed to the Real Estate Agents

The questionnaire was distributed to real estate agents operating throughout the
metropolitan area of Naples. Of the sample, 72.1% operate in the City of Naples, while the
remaining 27.9% operate in other municipalities of the metropolitan area of Naples.

According to the real estate agents, sale and rental prices in the residential sector
remained fairly stable or were slightly down compared to the pre-lockdown period. In fact,
as far as buying and selling prices were concerned, 58% of the agents believe that there
had been no changes, while 37.7% believe that there had been a slight decrease. Only 2.9%
believe that there had been a slight increase.

It is useful to understand the price variations in relation to territory. The cross-
tabulation shows that most of the agents observed no changes in price in the City of Naples
compared to the pre-COVID-19 period (Figure 23). Only a small percentage reports an
increase in prices. Additionally, in the metropolitan area Naples, most of the agents observe
that there were no changes, and no-one observed slight increases.

Figure 23. Relationship between territory and buying and selling price variations.

In terms of rental prices, 43.5% of agents state that there were no changes, whereas
39.1% state that prices were slightly down and 14.5% state that prices were slightly up.

Rental prices are also correlated with the distribution of the real estate agencies
involved in the study in terms of territory. These data show that, in the City of Naples,
the decrease in rental prices was significant, while in the metropolitan area, prices were
more stable (Figure 24).
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Figure 24. Relationship between territory and rent price variations.

In terms of the number of requests to buy and sell in the pre-lockdown period, 38.2% of
the agents state that there was a slight increase, 33.8% state that it appeared to be stationary
and 23.5% state that there was a substantial increase. In the lockdown period, on the other
hand, this number decreased substantially according to 34.8% of the agents, remained
stationary for 29%, decreased slightly for 17.4%, increased slightly for 15.9% and decreased
substantially for only 2.9%. On the other hand, the number of requests to buy and sell
compared to the pre-lockdown period has not changed according to 35.3% of the agents,
it is slightly down for 27.9%, substantially up for 8.8% and substantially down for 4.4%.

In addition to price trends, the spatial distribution of the volume of sales and rents has
been also analysed. The City of Naples, according to most of the respondent agents who
operate there, did not record substantial changes, or, at the least, the number of purchases
and sales saw only a slight decrease. The metropolitan area performed similarly, but with
less of a percentage difference between those reporting no change and those who observed
a slight decrease (Figure 25).

Figure 25. Relationship between territory and current numbers buying and selling.

In terms of the number of pre-lockdown rental requests, 43.5% of the agents believe
that this figure was stationary, 27.5% think that it was increasing slightly and 28.8% that it
was increasing substantially. However, 7.2% feel that it was decreasing slightly.

In the lockdown period, on the other hand, this number was stationary for 42.6%
of the agents, substantially up for 30.9%, slightly up for 13.2%, slightly down for 8.8%
and substantially up for 4.4%. At present, however, for the number of rental requests
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compared to the lockdown period, 36.2% of the agents believe that there had been no
change; 26.1% state that this number is slightly up, 23.2% state that it is slightly down,
7.2% state that it is substantially up and 7.2% state that it is substantially down.

As shown in Figure 26, the number of rental requests changes when considering the
City of Naples or the metropolitan area. In fact, while in the metropolitan area many
agents report no change, in the City of Naples, the results show a certain balance between
a slight increase, no change and a slight decrease. This outcome is likely to depend on the
neighbourhood in which each real estate agency operates.

The real estate agents were asked for their opinions on how the residential real estate
market is changing in terms of buying and selling. For 34.8% of the agents, there were no
changes due to COVID-19; for 24.6%, numbers have increased because people are looking
for bigger houses due to their changing requirements following the lockdown. For 14.5%,
the numbers have decreased because there are no financial resources to invest. For 8.7%,
the numbers have increased because people want to move to different areas.

In terms of how the residential property market is changing in relation to rentals,
40.6% of the agents believe that there are no substantial changes and 7.4% believe that the
numbers are increasing because people are experiencing economic problems and cannot
afford to buy homes. For 14.5%, the numbers are increasing because people are looking for
bigger houses. For 8.7%, the numbers are decreasing because there is a shorter supply of
rented houses. For 7.2%, the numbers are increasing because people want to change the
area in which they live.

Figure 26. Relationship between territory and current rent numbers.

For real estate agencies, the implementation of activities during the lockdown period
necessarily required changes in the provision and organisation of services. Most of the
agents involved in the study continued their activities, albeit in alternative ways, as face-
to-face meetings were limited. In particular, 56.5% of the agents continued activities
by telephone, internet (video chats and photographs) and virtual visits. Additionally,
27.5% continued by telephone and internet, but not by virtual visits. The remaining agents
did not provide services by alternative means.

These alternative means will continue to be used by 37.7% of the agents involved in
the study, while 52.2% will continue to use them only partially. However, 5.8% will not
continue to use them, and 4.3% replied “I do not know”.

The most frequently requested contract type was for purchase in the pre-lockdown
period (77.9%) as well as mid- and post-lockdown periods (72.1%). Rent contracts were in
lower demand (14.7% pre-lockdown, 23.5% mid- and post-lockdown).

More than half (50.7%) of the agents who responded find no difference in demand for
different urban zones in the pre-, mid- and post-lockdown periods. On the other hand,
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30.4% believe that demand referred more to properties in central areas (the data were
consistent with the results of the community questionnaire), while 10.1% feel that demand
was for peripheral areas and 8.7% for semi-central areas.

In addition, the demand for different types of house was analysed to understand whether
there were changes between the pre-lockdown and post-lockdown periods (Figure 27). Of the
agents, 40.6% state that there were no changes in the house type requested mid- and
post-lockdown compared to the pre-lockdown period. Additionally, 22.7% state that there
was increased demand for single-family houses, and 22.7% state that there was higher
demand for condominium flats.

Of the real estate agents who responded, 73.9% find higher demand for properties
with terraces or gardens. On the other hand, 10.1% of them reveal increased demand for
flats with balconies. For 7.2%, there was no substantial change. The remaining agents
report higher demand for properties with shared condominium spaces, shared parking
spaces, cellars and panoramic views.

Figure 27. Type of property and characteristics most requested by users mid- and post-lockdown
compared to the pre-lockdown period.

The questionnaire also asked what strategies have been considered to overcome the
crisis more quickly (open-ended question). On the one hand, some agents feel that it was
useful to use the usual operating methodologies without implementing new strategies.
Some believe that the recovery of the sector does not depend so much on new strategies but
rather on a general economic recovery in the country, which is independent of the real estate
market. On the other hand, some agents feel that the need for change is useful. There is
a need for more professional training and more digitalisation, and for more advertising
(especially on social media). A more in-depth analysis of the changing needs of clients
will certainly help to support the recovery from the crisis and to propose more suitable
solutions. The virtual aspect is the factor considered to be most important by the agents
who responded. In fact, the need to improve and increase virtual tours without neglecting
the fundamental interpersonal client relationship (as far as possible) emerges several times
in the questionnaire responses.

The last open-ended question is about the substantial elements of change in the resi-
dential real estate market observed with respect to the pre-lockdown period. Some agents
believe that there will be greater demand for large houses, outdoor spaces and less crowded
areas. In addition, according to the agents, digitalisation and virtual tours will allow buyers
to have an initial viewing and enable much quicker negotiations. This is also consistent
with the results from the community questionnaires, in which 50.3% of the respondents
state that the virtual tour reduces the time taken to buy, sell or rent.

Some agents also highlight the difficulties linked to the possibility of obtaining a
mortgage because of the economic difficulties that many Italians are facing, job insecurity
and the waves of layoffs due to the general economic crisis in the country.
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Finally, some agents believe that both prices and demand will fall because of uncer-
tainty about the future, which will drive clients to make proposals with a view to making
deals. In particular, they believe that there will be a decrease in investors due to the collapse
of transitional rentals, which has greatly reduced the profitability of properties compared
to the pre-lockdown period.

8. Discussion and Conclusions

As in many other sectors, the pandemic in the real estate market has represented a
watershed between pre-COVID and post-COVID realities. As highlighted earlier, trends in
the real estate market in the pre-COVID period are clear, whereas the post-COVID period
can only hint at possible perspectives that are being hypothesised.

Real estate requires changes in order to meet and be useful to a society that is suddenly
changing its requirements and to guarantee “fair and sustainable” wellbeing.

The Italian real estate market shows a trend that changed following the 2008 financial
crisis (whose effects are still being felt today) and on which the pandemic crisis due to
COVID-19 is now grafting. Thus, in the first quarter of 2020, there was a decrease in
transactions in the residential market of 15.5% compared to the same period in 2019.

This change in trend is due to several factors related to the lockdown, including
household economic instability and lower incomes, the change in lifestyle and working
conditions imposed by the pandemic and the limited activity of real estate agencies. In ad-
dition, the decrease in tourism, and therefore in related rents, has also affected the real
estate trend in the metropolitan area of Naples.

The pandemic crisis has revealed a structural change in the demand on the charac-
teristics of domestic spaces (and probably will continue after pandemic), expressing the
rediscovery of common spaces, such as terraces and condominium parks that are becom-
ing extensions of the houses themselves and the background of a “new sociality” [75].
Larger houses, outdoor spaces and natural lighting are expected to be the characteristics
that will be most in demand, as both questionnaire results (from the community and the
real estate agents) showed.

The present study has brought out the different perceptions of the community in
relation to their changing needs and the views of practitioners in the real estate field.

About 68% of the interviewed community show some satisfaction with the charac-
teristics of houses, while 27.7% of the respondents expresses a need for a larger home.
The answers concerning a need for “new spaces” are also significant: open spaces (53%),
spaces for leisure activities (33.1%), spaces for smart working (23.4%).

Studio apartments that were previously the most popular dwellings in large cities are
more difficult to sell today because requirements are different: larger and greener spaces
are required, considering the need to spend increasing amounts of time at home.

Dwellings with better natural lighting, better acoustic and thermal insulation, a location
on higher floors of the building and more advanced technological equipment are preferred.

After the pandemic, the new approaches are likely to integrate with the traditional
ones. Technology, as in other sectors, will play a key role in improving living conditions
in apartments (more than half of the respondents agreed with this statement) and in
supporting the buying and selling processes (as confirmed by the community and real
estate agents). In fact, more than half of the agents answered that they will continue their
activities virtually when the health emergency is over. Technology and virtual visits to the
houses will help buyers to have an initial viewing and perceptions and thus also reduce
“time losses” in the buying and selling processes.

The analysis carried out highlights certain structural changes in the demand for res-
idential properties in the metropolitan area of Naples due to the new requirements as a
result of COVID-19. Given that the metropolitan area is fairly saturated in terms of the built
environment, it is not possible to implement policies aimed at further urban expansion;
instead, recovering abandoned and unused built heritage and disused areas needs to be
considered. Therefore, today, there is, in the metropolitan area of Naples, a tendency to
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adapt existing buildings and use those that are currently empty (considering the amount
of housing units and buildings highlighted in Section 4.2). This could lead to greater
dynamism in the real estate market and a wave of renovations, already currently incen-
tivised by the measures adopted by the Italian government to tackle the COVID-19 crisis
(i.e., the aforementioned Eco-bonus). Considering that the built environment is responsible
for 39% of global carbon emissions, this situation could be “used” to tackle climate change,
incentivising and adopting renewal solutions from a greener perspective. In order to
strengthen the contribution that the real estate market can have in the fight against climate
change, it would be necessary to make clearer and more feasible the rules on sustainability
in construction and the environment and consequently strengthen the commitment of
governments from this perspective and increase their financial investments [76].

Considering that the health emergency is not over yet, the current situation is still
very uncertain and unstable. Therefore, the data will continue to change, outlining further
perspectives for the future of the real estate market.

This research can continue to collect data and perceptions related to real estate in order
to outline prospects in relation to the continuous changes we are now living through due
to COVID-19. Continuing to collect and update data and perceptions, adapting them to the
evolution of the health situation, makes it possible to orient recovery policies and plans,
helping to choose how and where to direct new investments. This analysis also allows the
re-orientation of choices and plans already made in a previous context to the particular
situation we are experiencing today.
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