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Abstract  

This paper analyzes the effects of digitalization on the inclusivity of right to 

housing in Southern Europe. We examine the impact of digital capitalism on the 

housing market, the use of social networks by social movements to give visibility 

to housing needs, and the promotion of digital platforms by public authorities to 

reduce the digital gap and consolidate the right to housing, especially for the most 

vulnerable people. Drawing on qualitative data collection in Madrid, Bologna, 

and Athens key dimensions of discussion include: the impact of digital 

transformations on the public housing and real-estate market, the importance of 

digital literacy and resources, the role of non-governmental actors in shaping 

public opinion through digital social networks, and the most impacted social 

groups by the recent digital acceleration. The impact of digitalization on the right 
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of Contemporary Social Transformations (TRANSOC), Department of Applied Sociology, 
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2 During the peer review process, Sara Chinaglia’s affiliation changed to the Department of 

Economics, University of Bologna, Italy. 
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to housing is found to depend on factors such as the population groups, the digital 

gap, the territorial context, and the type of digital platform.  

Keywords: right to housing; inclusion; digital gap.  

 

1. Introduction 

The nexus between housing and digitalization has been analysed in the literature in 

various ways. Some authors have paid attention to the impact of digitalization in the 

general structure and dynamics of the housing market (Aalbers, 2016; Delclós, 2021; 

Fields, 2022; Sadowski, 2020; Schiller, 2000; Shaw, 2018). Other scholars have focused 

on the expression of dissenting voices on the dynamics of the housing market by 

analysing the discourses in social networks (Haro Barba & Calvo, 2018; Haro Barba & 

Sampedro Blanco, 2011; Ramón Pinat, 2020; Razquin, 2015). This nexus has also been 

analyzed more indirectly through the unequal access to information related to housing 

in digital platforms, such as real estate advertising, social benefits or public services 

(Boeing, 2020; Costas et al., 2022; Hess et al., 2021; Holmes & Burgess, 2022; 

Ranchordás, 2020; Shamsuddin & Srinivasan, 2020).  

This paper aims to add to this scientific field on housing cum digitalization by 

simultaneously considering the dynamics of the housing market, the access to housing 

for local citizens and (digital) citizen activism, related to housing struggles. A crucial 

question is whether digitalization trends promote the right to housing inclusively or 

exclusively way in Southern European cities. This main research question breaks down 

into three secondary questions: 1) What is the impact of digital capitalism on the 

dynamics of the housing market (role of the market)? 2) To what extent do social 

organizations, activists and individuals use social networks to give visibility to housing 

needs and recreate support networks (role of support networks)? 3) By what means do 



public authorities promote an inclusive use of digital platforms, to reduce the digital gap 

and consolidate the right to housing, especially for the most vulnerable people (role of 

the State)? The purpose of the paper is to explore these housing questions in the 

emerging era of digitalization and open the way for future research in the field.  

We focus specifically on Southern European countries because of their unique 

welfare regime, as opposed to other types such as the liberal, the social democrat and 

the conservative regimes (Allen et al., 2004; Esping Andersen, 1990). In this socio-

spatial context, family3 plays a crucial role in providing welfare services, while public 

services play a limited role in terms of both providing welfare services and regulating 

private initiatives. To understand how the right to housing of different social groups is 

affected in different ways by the housing-digitalization nexus, we empirically study: 

Madrid (Spain), Bologna (Italy) and Athens (Greece).  

All cities are affected by the fifth wave of gentrification, during which tourism 

gentrification gains protagonism and raises specific concerns about social injustice and 

the right to housing. Nevertheless, each city is inserted into a different welfare regime: 

Greece is the archetype of a rudimentary regime, Spain is in transition to a more liberal 

system and Italy is in an intermediate position between a rudimentary and corporatist 

regime. This pattern of differences and similarities makes relevant the comparison 

between the three local contexts. 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. In section 1, we present the 

state-of-the-art in social science research on digital capitalism in housing. In section 2, 

we explain the qualitative approach adopted for our study. In sections 3 and 4 we 

present and reflect on the main findings from our empirical research in Madrid, Bologna 

 

3 When mentioning family, we refer to traditional family units in which wealth is accumulated 

via property and inherited with a view to reproduction of the family line. 



and Athens. In section 5 we conclude that the right to housing is affected by 

digitalization in diverse shapes through the population group (the elderly, migrants, 

homeless people, refugees, and renters are placed in a more vulnerable situation), the 

level of digital gap (being ambiguous the situation of young people), the territorial 

context (impacts are different in cities and rural areas), and the type of digital platform 

(Airbnb versus social networks).  

2. Literature Review 

The right to housing is a political ‘marker of concern’, pointing out housing as 

an area for welfare state policy. Different international treaties refer to the “right to 

housing”, considering housing as an economic, social, and cultural human right (e.g. the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union).  

These declarations and commitments have not, however, strengthened real 

implementation or ensured satisfaction of housing needs. On the opposite, what is 

witnessed globally is a division between the housing conditions of the well-off and the 

housing crisis of the deprived (Roy et al., 2019), and a general violation of the right to 

housing. This results in failures of juridic-political structures, such as administration of 

justice and housing programs (Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing, 

Leilani Farha, 2018), and biopolitical ones that enmesh people’s lives in practices of 

speculation and debt through mortgages (García‐Lamarca and Kaika, 2016). 

This violation of housing rights and the global financialization of housing has 

led to an increasing growth of housing justice activism that has manifested itself in 

different forms and shapes around the world. From North to South, housing activists, 

such as renter assemblies, tenant associations, housing alliances, community land 

trusts, eviction, blockages, and rent strikes (Roy et al., 2019; Coquelin et al., 2022; 



Madden and Marcuse, 2016) aim to accomplish their objectives, in different ways. 

According to Paidakaki & Lang (2021, citing Madden and Marcuse, 2016), ‘some fight 

against displacement, gentrification and exclusion while others fight for housing and 

tenants’ rights, fair rent, rent regulation, housing accessibility/affordability, new public 

housing construction and deeper public subsidies for social housing.  

 

2.1 Financialization of housing cum digitalization 

Since the outbreak of the 2007 financial crisis, financialization has become a 

popular concept which explains the accumulation patterns for profit-making through 

financial channels reinforcing the (re)development of neo-liberal cities (Brenner and 

Theodore, 2002) and the dominance of financial actors, markets, practices, 

measurements and narratives (Fernandez and Aalbers, 2016). Financialization, hence, is 

an accumulation regime benefitting a constellation of financial actors, rather than the 

real economy (Aalbers, 2019).  

In the process of financialization, housing emerges as a key feature whereby 

illiquid/spatially fixed assets such as real estate are liquified into tradable financial 

assets (van Loon & Aalbers, 2017; Fernandez & Aalbers, 2016; Aalbers, 2019). As a 

result, corporations’ portfolios are strengthened by real estate properties, urban 

economic growth is fuelled by real estate development, and city and national 

governments facilitate these types of urban financial investments in their role as urban 

entrepreneurs promoting the entrepreneurial/neoliberal city (Mosciaro et al., 2019; 

Aalbers, 2019; Gant, 2016). During the last decade, cities in Europe have become more 

attractive to transnational capital (Alexandri, 2022; Alexandri & Janoschka, 2017; 

Ingallina, 2010; Méndez, 2019; 2021), causing an increasing presence of international 

investment funds in the housing market at the local level (Aalbers, 2016) through digital 



platforms. This trend leads to “digital capitalism” (Schiller, 2000), which refers to the 

fact that information technologies are embedded in all processes and products (Álvarez 

Cantalapiedra, 2019). In the case of housing markets, corporate landlords use digital 

technologies, such as proprietary underwriting algorithms, information technology 

platforms (e.g. Yardi) and smartphones to buy, exchange and manage properties (Fields 

2022 in Nethercote, 2023). Additionally, corporate landlords use technology companies 

and surveillance technologies in data production and analytics to maximise rental 

extraction from housing markets, compile sophisticated renter profiles; convert renter 

data into ‘operational metrics’ for future revenue streams, and manipulate these metrics 

to obtain insights and recursive feedback to drive operational efficiencies (Nethercote, 

2023). Hence, technological transformations in the housing market contribute to long-

lived dynamic processes of financial accumulation (Fields, 2019).  

Thus, another key characteristic of neoliberal cities is the state-supported 

gentrification that manifests itself as an urban materialization of stronger financialized 

capitalism and the growth of platform capitalism (Aalbers, 2022). During the current – 

fifth – wave of gentrification (Hackworth and Smith, 2001; Lees et al., 2008), local and 

international investors target commercial and low-/middle- income real-estate in 

gentrifying and gentrified neighbourhoods causing shortages of affordable housing, 

housing price increases and loss of a sense of community. Platform capitalism also 

targets central and hip neighbourhoods increasing the rent gap4, touristifying those 

 

4 First introduced by Smith (1979) rent gap describes the “gap” between the actual and potential 

economic returns to properties. Wachsmuth and Weisler (2018) explain how short-term 

rentals have systematically created rent gaps in cities across the world by raising potential 

ground rents.   

 



neighbourhoods, and displacing long-term tenants (Aalbers, 2022; Wachsmuth & 

Weisler, 2018). This new phenomenon of capital investments flowing into housing 

rehabilitation for vacation rentals for visitors is an example of tourism gentrification and 

results from the deregulation of housing markets and the urban expression of the 

neoliberal state (Gant, 2016).  

In the era of financialization, when the financial gains and interests of pro-

growth housing actors are favoured and neoliberal logics are reinforced, affordable 

housing provision is considered less important and alternative socially sensitive, 

welfare-oriented housing propositions are less championed (Paidakaki & Parra, 2018). 

Specifically, during the fifth wave of gentrification, the state’s support towards private 

investment is even considered ‘natural’, and in turn, gentrification naturalized (Aalbers, 

2022). 

 

2.2. Towards the Production of a Neo-welfare Digital State 

The inclination towards financialization of housing and the naturalization of 

(tourist) gentrification inevitably generates questions about social injustice with respect 

to who has the right to produce what kind of city and how these rights are allocated by 

which form of state. If an egalitarian city is what societies shall aim for, and where civil 

society organizations, public authorities and elected officials are responsive to the 

unique and heterogeneous housing and social needs (Paidakaki et al., 2022), then the 

form of the can become either an obstacle to or a key determinant of the realisation of 

such a city. In the neoliberal form, the egalitarian city cannot be achieved when 

(affordable) housing is predominantly seen as a profitable commodity left to market 

 

 



forces and the public budget for low-income housing is shallow-pocketed. Nevertheless, 

in a (pursued) neo-welfare state, the egalitarian city can be realized when all housing 

providers (for-profit and non-profit) are liberated based on equity of treatment and 

through sufficient capitalization/incentivization (Paidakaki & Parra, 2018).  

Some of the actions expected to be led by the neo-welfare state are the 

decommodification and definancialisation of the housing system (through rent control, 

secure tenancies, limits on speculation etc.), the production of well-maintained public 

housing, the support to the non-profit housing sector, and the democratisation of 

housing policy through the cultivation of broader democratic scrutiny and input 

(Paidakaki, 2021). Such ‘democratic quality’ is often conceptualized as the extent to 

which the greatest variety of societal groups or backgrounds are included in housing co-

creation processes and are empowered through them (Verschuere et al., 2018 in 

Prandini & Ganugi, 2024). Moreover, in the current era of digitalization reinforced by 

the covid-19 pandemic, the pursued (digital) neo-welfare state shall also address 

unequal access opportunities and mistrust by vulnerable individuals who often feel 

excluded and disenfranchised due to the methods and the conditions of access to the 

digital welfare system (Coles-Kamp et al., 2020; Prandini & Ganugi, 2022).  

The countries of the European South are characterized by a welfare system 

based on family (Leal Maldonado, 2001). Following Esping-Andersen’s categorization, 

Barlow and Duncan (Barlow & Duncan, 1994) classify welfare systems in relation to 

public intervention and involvement in housing. Greece is the archetype of a 

rudimentary regime which starts from a weak tradition of public housing provision and 

where self-promotion based on an extended family network often replaces the role of 

the state. Spain is in transition from this group to a more liberal system, where direct 

intervention in housing is limited to the provision of housing for the population unable 



to access the market. Italy is in an intermediate position between a rudimentary and 

corporatist regime, where public aid intervention is more open and less symbolic, 

maintaining existing social divisions. In these countries, housing is a weak end of the 

welfare state, especially in relation to other European countries, which is complemented 

by the existence of greater involvement of the family and civil society (Maloutas et al., 

2004).  

 

2.3. Housing movements seizing digital technology 

With the imposition of austerity measures and the extensive cuts in social 

expenditure following the outbreak of the 2007 global crisis (Lebrusán, 2022), Greece, 

Italy and Spain have experienced an abrupt increase in poverty and social exclusion. 

Socio-political urban movements, non-profit housing providers and other grassroots 

housing initiatives have started to become the confronters of the neoliberal city 

(Brenner et al., 2012) fighting against displacement and gentrification or in favour of 

housing rights, rent regulation, new public housing production through various means 

such as eviction blocking, street demonstrations, lobbying and campaigning (Madden & 

Marcuse, 2016 in Paidakaki, 2021). They also become the watchdogs of the 

(neo)welfare mandate in promoting and producing egalitarian cities in and through their 

bottom-linked interactions with state and governmental authorities (Paidakaki & Parra, 

2018; Paidakaki et al., 2018). Through these interactions, various institutional 

“fermentations”, such as the genesis of new state forms and entities and the 

transformation of existing ones, can occur. Especially for the rise of a neo-welfare 

digital state, the digital welfare system shall allow space for and be premised upon 

human relationships, care and solidarity, wider participation in the design process of 

digitalized welfare, community learning about algorithmics, and the re-imagination of 



welfare technology centring the support to vulnerable members of society (Coles-Kamp 

et al., 2020). 

To this end, new social movements and other socially innovative initiatives use 

social networks, platform technologies and other tools of Tech Boom 2.0 to struggle for 

housing justice by expressing dissent against housing markets being considered a 

market commodity and against the negative impact this has on citizens, especially the 

most vulnerable ones (Porter et al., 2019). Activists, therefore, similarly to corporate 

landlords, equally recognize and valorise the opportunities presented by digital 

technologies (Nic Lochlainn, 2024). At the same time, digital platforms (such as Zillow, 

Craigslist and Flatmates.com) have become a means for informal housing solutions for 

many residents who face financial barriers in formal rental markets or lack rental or 

credit history or references (Maalsen et al., 2022). 

Nevertheless, the digital sphere has its limitations, which concern unequal 

access to information related to housing in digital platforms. The main exclusion factor 

depends on the existence of various levels of digital gap, ranging from the absence of 

material access to Internet to factors like motivation, attitude, digital skills and types of 

usage (Van Dijk, 2006 and 2012; Helsper, 2012), and strategic and data-literate use of 

the digital tools (De Marco, 2021). 

Thus, digitalisation shapes the right to housing in antagonistic ways, with 

different actors and organisations being involved in this reconfiguration. On the one 

hand, the consolidation of the neoliberal city through tourism gentrification and 

platform capitalism is promoted by global financial actors and the collusion of some 

local economic and political actors. From this perspective, housing is treated as a 

financial asset to be bought, exchanged and managed through digital platforms, which 

are also used for data production and analytics to drive operational efficiencies and 



maximise rental extraction. On the other hand, preserving the right to housing for the 

most vulnerable citizens is a central claim of socio-political urban movements, non-

profit housing providers and other grassroots housing initiatives or activists. 

Meanwhile, the public efforts to strengthen the (neo) welfare state should be 

strengthened for the right to housing to be inclusive for all citizens, especially through 

negotiation, co-learning and confrontation between receptive institutional actors and 

socially innovative actors. How is the reconfiguration of the right to housing shaped by 

digitalisation in Madrid, Bologna and Athens? 

3. Methodology and Fieldwork 

To study how digital tools, platforms and social networks affect the right to 

housing in Southern Europe in an inclusive and/or exclusive way, we collected 

empirical evidence during field research in the cities of Madrid, Bologna and Athens 

within the frame of the Una Europa Seed Funding research project “Digitalized 

exclusion, public opinion, and the right to housing in Europe”5.  

The paper draws on primary data which were collected through qualitative 

methods during a synchronic and cross-local study (Ember & Ember, 2009; May & 

Perry, 2011). The specificities of local contexts within three different countries were 

 

5 “Digitalized exclusion, public opinion, and the right to housing in Europe” (in short, Digital 

Housing), was a project funded in 2022 by Una Europa Seed Funding (funding number: 

SF21D2). The project’s consortium consisted of Elisa Brey (coordinator, with Ainhoa 

Ezquiaga-Bravo as the main researcher), Angeliki Paidakaki (member, with Maria Geldimi 

as the main researcher) and Giulia Ganugi (member, with Sara Chinaglia as the main 

researcher). 

 



examined, especially by harvesting data from key local interlocutors (Quilgars et al., 

2009), with the aim of gaining a more detailed understanding of behaviours, attitudes, 

and experiences on the housing-digitalization nexus across the three case studies. Due to 

the qualitative nature of the work, the research did not attempt to reduce to 

particularisms of each housing system nor to generalise to universalism and the 

commonalities across the cases. Instead, following a divergence approach (Kemeny & 

Lowe, 1998), the attempt is to discern patterns of exclusion/inclusion in the right of 

housing due to the housing-digitalization nexus and to collect lessons from the other 

participating countries (Teune, 1990). The study is also exploratory in nature, focusing 

on the small-scale cultural, social and political dynamics of the three cases rather than 

privileging wider cross-national research (May & Perry, 2011). 

Concerning the research process and design, during the first stage of the project 

“Digital Housing”, the research team conducted desk research based on literature and 

secondary data sources (academic papers, grey material, websites dedicated to real 

estate and media accounts of social movements) to provide a framework that guided the 

design of the empirical study and allowed us to interpret the collected material (Quilgars 

et al., 2009). Our fieldwork was informed by semi-structured interviews, allowing 

respondents to voice their own experiences (ibidem; Elsinga, 2011). The interviewing 

was carried out during three parallel two-month research periods in Madrid, Bologna 

and Athens in June and July 2022. A total of 30 semi-structured interviews, lasting 

between 30 and 60 minutes, were conducted with non-governmental organisations (11), 

local and regional public authorities (7), academic researchers/scholars (7), stakeholders 

from the private sector (5) and a grassroot organization (1) (Table 1). Interviewees were 

selected using purposive sampling procedures to generate insights across a wide range 

of housing professionals and experts. To the extent possible, respondents working in 



similar professions in the housing sector were sought in each country in order to allow 

comparative analysis (Quilgars et al., 2009). Concerning the public sector, interviewees 

work in social housing services, student housing services, and urban planning offices. 

The interviewees from the private sector are real estate market companies and 

consultants and experts in urban planning. Within the Third Sector and grassroot 

initiatives, interviewees were chosen for their activism and advocacy covering various 

social issues impacting the right to housing such as homelessness, social exclusion and 

poverty, loneliness, mass tourism, migration, and urban regeneration. Eventually, 

interviewees from the academic sector were chosen based on their teaching, research 

and writing activities related to the housing topics.  

The interviews provided important information on the multifaceted 

manifestations or trends of the housing-digitalization nexus in Southern Europe. After 

fieldwork, the research team proceeded with a first and low-level analysis (Oxley, 2001) 

of the material collected, preparing a descriptive and analytical presentation of 

emerging trends in the three countries (Oxley, 2001). This was then followed by a 

second level of analysis focusing on the impact of the post-pandemic digital 

transformation in the public housing sector and real-estate market on the right to 

housing; the importance of digital literacy and resources in the access to housing; the 

role of non-governmental actors in shaping public opinion and policy-making on the 

right to housing through the use of digital social networks; and the identification of the 

most-impacted social groups by the recent digital acceleration in housing systems. The 

co-creation of the analytical framework served as an inter-cultural discussion among the 

Spanish, Italian and Greek researchers, useful to prevent conceptual relativism which 

often results from the cultural and linguistic assumptions and mindsets that each 

researcher inevitably has (Elsinga, 2011; Quilgars et al., 2009). 



Table 1 

Source: authors’ elaboration. 

 

4. Findings from the Three Southern European Cities 

Recent public policies in Spain, Italy and Greece aim to address issues of access 

to housing services and the digital divide. However, these policies only partially 

consider how digital factors might affect social inclusion or exclusion and the right to 

housing. The data presented below aim exactly to focus on the impact of digitisation on 

the right to housing, investigating emerging trends from the fieldwork conducted in 

Madrid, Bologna and Athens . Offering the insights brought up by the interviewees, 

each section follows the same order: housing market and private sector, digital welfare 

state and public sector, and social movements. The interviewees’ identity codes reported 

in Table 1 are used in the text to match the interviews’ content with the interviewees.  

4.1. Madrid, Spain 

The real estate market in Spain has become an important concern for those seeking to 

purchase or rent a home, especially in major cities like Barcelona, Madrid or touristic 

seaside venues. A digital, globalized economy has played a crucial role in this trend, as 

large foreign investment funds can make significant investments in the profitable 

Spanish real estate sector: by 2022, real estate activities accounted for 11,4% of the total 

gross value added of economic activities in all sectors (Spanish National Institute of 

Statistics – INE). The growing involvement of investors since the Spanish economic 

crisis of 2008 (Méndez Gutiérrez, 2021; Future Policy Lab, 2023) has left small-scale 

property owners with less weight and influence, altered the market and contributed to 

gentrification dynamics in Spanish cities, creating challenges for vulnerable households 



and expelling them from central areas. 

Interviewees from third (M9 and M10) and private sectors (M8) and the 

academic scholar M2 point out that online real estate listings such as Idealista or 

Fotocasa, which bring together advertisements of homes for rent or for sale, end up 

playing the role of market regulators, since they are one of the most widely used sources 

of information on housing supply (in Spain, Idealista alone amounted to 60,4M visits 

and 50,05% of the traffic share in real estate-related websites during June 2024, , 

followed by Fotocasa with 10,9M and 9,59% of the share). The immediacy of the 

information provokes a rapid reaction of the market to any increase in housing prices, 

proving to be a reliable predictor of the transaction prices estimated by official sources 

(Rey-Blanco, González & Sánchez, 2024). It has been argued that online listings also 

have representation biases that deepen social inequalities (Boeing, 2020).  All 

interviewees agreed that the acute lack of information about the market itself prevents 

equal access to housing, and even though the data from these platforms is used by 

scholars and public administrations to gain information on housing prices in Spain, it 

cannot be comprehensive, systematic or controlled. Moreover, short-term rental 

platforms like Airbnb have “touristified” city centres, decreasing the rental supply and 

consequently increasing prices. 

The scholar M3, expert in management of public housing pointed out some of 

the benefits of technological advancements in the global economy: blockchain 

technology, for example, can offer greater security and immediacy in real estate 

purchase transactions, avoiding middlemen and therefore decreasing the cost and time 

of the procedures and contributing to greater efficiency. According to M3, this can be 

beneficial for both buyers and sellers, as it provides a less time-consuming and secure 

way of buying and selling property. 



Furthermore, digitalization was considered by the interviewees in the private 

(M7 and M8) and public sectors (M1) to facilitate access to housing for some 

population groups such as young people. Thanks to their familiarization with the digital 

world and online listings, young people can find flatmates quickly, as well as other 

flexible collaborative alternatives that help them cope with an overpriced market that 

prevents them from renting on their own. Other informal ways of accessing housing for 

both youth and vulnerable populations are social media and messaging applications, 

where they can find and share resources both publicly and with a selection of people 

they trust. 

As for the influence of digitalisation on public administrations, different scales 

of action were considered. Academic researchers highlighted the role of digitalization as 

a way to improve public management since it can facilitate the updating of information 

and provide more accurate data for policymaking. They suggested that real-time 

updating, as well as the synchronization and cross-referencing of data from all 

administrations, would allow a better understanding of the housing market and the 

actual social housing stock, helping inform the decision-making process and shape and 

adapt housing policies in a more effective, efficient, and equitable way. Big Data 

analysis could be a key component in evidence-based governance, testing social 

policies’ adequacy by providing comprehensive, up-to-date data. This is particularly 

relevant with regard to social housing, for which available data are often limited and 

outdated. In addition, digitalization could provide tools for the control of urbanistic 

infractions, allowing administrators to lower their costs. The use of technology in this 

context could ensure better use of already scarce resources.  

Interviewees from the academia (M3 and M4), private sector (M7 and M8) and 

third sector (M9 and M10) considered digitalization to be an important asset for the 



transparency of public policies because of its ability to ensure easier access to data and 

information, as well as direct ways to communicate with the administrations. They saw 

digitalization as a way to help citizens better understand and participate in public 

policies. In so doing, public administrations can ensure that social housing policies are 

supported by and meet the needs of the most vulnerable. 

However, along with the recognition of the benefits of digitalisation for public 

policy, all interviewees showed some concern about the digital gap. This digital gap 

affects access to housing in different stages, whether applying for public housing, 

financial aid, census registration or other processes in the private realm, such as paying 

rent, gas or electricity supplies through their electronic offices. Public administrations 

and third sector informants (M1, M9, M10, M11, M12) as well as some of the 

academics (M2, M3, M5, M6), stressed that not only the availability of electronic 

devices but rather the access to a proper Internet connection was a fundamental part of 

integration into current society, along with basic digital competence. A key issue arising 

in the interviews was the problems vulnerable people faced when completing complex 

bureaucratic tasks on government websites, aggravated by a lack of knowledge about 

where to look for information. They alerted that the digital gap increased the difficulties 

accessing information about housing offer since a great part of it was published on 

online listings (M2).  

Lastly, right to housing in Spain is largely shaped by digitalisation via social 

media, since the Third Sector and many grassroots social movements organize their 

advocacy through their Twitter and Facebook accounts, among other social profiles or 

social networks. Both large non-governmental organizations and small groups use these 

to raise awareness and mobilize public opinion about the housing situation and needs 

(through hashtags and campaigns), to diffuse important data, to call for demonstrations, 



and to encourage other kinds of public involvement. In that sense, interviewees had a 

positive feeling about the possibilities that social media offer, mentioning their potential 

for viralization and for reaching audiences that would otherwise not be aware of this 

information or these initiatives. In turn, social media are seen to hold the potential to 

develop a higher rate of organization and collaboration among citizens.  

Other benefits of digitalization for the Third Sector and advocacy groups are the 

possibility of sharing and managing information across organizations, as well as 

organizing to put pressure on politics as they gain autonomy and become more 

influential stakeholders. Through digital exchanges, both large organizations and small 

advocacy groups can propose measures, reforms and new legislation. The recent debate 

on the Housing Law in Spain is an example of this type of digital activity.  

4.2. Bologna, Italy 

Digitalization has significantly impacted the private housing market in Italy, 

especially concerning the rise of tele- and smart-working reshaping how people seek 

and evaluate accommodation (B1). Considering the ‘how’: previously, house hunting 

was conducted mainly through agencies or university dashboards in the case of students 

(B2). Today, thanks to online dedicated pages or social media, accommodation is 

sought through digital means. While this shift has made the process more accessible for 

many, it has also introduced new challenges. Vulnerable groups, including students and 

foreigners, may suffer exclusion and discrimination in a market increasingly dominated 

by digital tools (B2). 

Considering the ‘what’: during the pandemic, smart working and teleworking 

allowed workers to leave the urban centre towards smaller towns or different regions 

even repopulating rural areas. The impact of these housing aspects concerns both the 

type of accommodation (that must provide a good connection and sufficient space to be 



both a working and a living environment) and the flexibility (it is now more common to 

share the accommodation with other people and remain in the same house for short or 

medium periods) (B8 and B10). However, the flexibility and transitory nature of such 

arrangements can also contribute to housing instability. 

In public housing, digitalization is secondary to infrastructure and policy issues 

(B1, B3 and B5). This aspect emerged explicitly from the Metropolitan City of Bologna 

(B1), which stated that digitalization may be a resource, but it is not a priority in access 

to housing and related welfare services. All interviewees agreed that the housing debate 

depends more on other factors such as public policies, rent prices, income, architectural 

barriers, overcrowding of cities, and availability of public houses. Overall, there is a 

lack of evidence and studies about the impact of digitalization on the housing sector 

(B7). 

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the digitalization of public 

services, enabling online welfare applications (B3 and B5) (even if the Regional 

Agency for Public Housing and Housing Discomfort (B5) still confirms that their users 

are still strongly oriented towards in-person reception).  

This shift brought about increased efficiency but also highlighted a significant 

digital divide. Vulnerable groups, including immigrants facing language barriers and 

individuals without access to digital devices, were particularly affected. The issue of 

digital illiteracy also emerged as a critical concern: some people possessing devices lack 

the knowledge to use them effectively (B3, B8, B9). In contrast, university-affiliated 

interviewees (B4, B9) noted that digitalization has streamlined processes for students, 

making it easier to submit applications. 

According to the Regional Agency for the Right to Higher Education (B4)) 

submitting a support demand is easier for students today, because many data are either 



pre-compiled or automatically collected from integrated public databases, and students 

do not need to physically collect the required documents. For international students, 

digitalization also proves to be helpful since they can send their applications and 

requests online instead of via the post office.  

Digitalization’s role in fostering public debate and activism around housing 

issues remains limited. None of the interviewees considered digitalization a significant 

factor in opening up discussions on social media or other digital platforms. Among all 

interviewees, some concerns emerged but the most grounded and data-driven one comes 

from the Urban Innovation Foundation (B2) and the academic scholar (B6). They 

expressed several concerns regarding the excessive use of digitalization, in particular in 

big university cities. B2’s online survey in 2019, which was intended for all Bologna 

University students but counted only 12,000 respondents (about 13,6% of the total), 

showed that digital platforms were being used to find accommodation rather than 

official university websites.  These data were commented by highlighting that even in 

university cities like Bologna, where digital platforms are widely used to find housing, 

the shift to online platforms has not led to a broader public debate on housing issues. 

These platforms often amplify challenges like scams targeting international students and 

vulnerable groups. The lack of moderation on these platforms that remain informal 

further hinders their potential to serve as spaces for meaningful public debate. 

Consequently, digitalization has not yet emerged as a transformative force in addressing 

the housing crisis through public discourse or activism.  

4.2. Athens, Greece 

The digital-housing nexus in Greece has mainly unfolded in the context of 

digital capitalism, namely the growth of Airbnb and mid-term leases, for - mostly urban 

- tourists and digital nomads (Balampanidis et al., 2019; Pettas et al., 2021). The Airbnb 



rise in Greece has transformed tourism and, consequently, the real-estate identity of the 

country. In Athens, the touristification process of the urban centre has brought a dual 

effect on the housing scene, as the last decade has seen an increase in both short-term 

rental housing and the reduction of affordable long-term housing stock (Pettas et al., 

2021). As stated by the representative of the digital housing platform (A3), digital 

nomadism, is expected to have a catalytic effect on the Greek medium-term lease 

market; it highlights a new housing landscape based on a rapidly emerging mobile 

lifestyle. According to A3, in Greece currently, there are some medium-term rental 

platforms, which operate as digital housing agencies and are directed at tenants who are 

in a privileged financial status. 

Interviewees from the private and public sectors (A1, A2, A3, A4 and A6) have 

argued that the socio-economic impact of digital nomadism is dual. On the one hand, 

some groups benefit financially from digital nomadism (e.g. short- and mid-term rental 

associations) and support it as a major capital influx into the country. On the other hand, 

other groups (e.g. local initiatives and NGOs) are interested in the social footprint of 

digital nomads, namely the steep increase in rent prices, the decline in long-term leases 

of affordable housing, and the displacement of low-income long-term renters from 

touristified and gentrified neighbourhoods. However, the potential threat of digital 

nomadism is enhanced by the lack of significant state regulation of short- and mid-term 

rentals and emphasized that the management of this phenomenon is important to avoid 

socially undesired consequences.  

Regarding public services, significant efforts have been made to establish a 

digital state in Greece, despite the high rates of digital illiteracy in the country (Paidousi 

& Efstratoglou, 2020). As mentioned by IRC’s interviewee (A4), although the vast 

majority of the government programmes have been digitized, the ones related to digital 



social housing platforms perform digitally only to some extent and do not respond in 

many foreign languages, disproportionately impacting the migrant community. At the 

time when fieldwork was conducted in 2022, the Greek government had announced the 

launch of a new housing programme for low-income youth and young couples aged 25-

39. This youth housing program called “Σπίτι μου” [My home”] is a loan program 

which regards the granting of low-interest or interest-free housing loans, through 

partner banks, to young people for the purchase of their first home as long as they do 

not own another property suitable for their residence. Apart from the age limit, other 

eligibility criteria of the beneficiaries are their family type (single, couple, single 

parent), their annual income (€10,000 to approximately €30,000 ), the surface area of 

the property (up to 50 sqm for a single person, 150 sqm for couples), the value of the 

property (up to €200,000), the location of the property, which must be in the same 

Regional Unit as the place of work or profession of the beneficiary, and the age of the 

property, which must be at least 15 years old at the time of the purchase. 

The impact of digitalization on the housing landscape has also been discussed by 

the interviewed social organizations and activists (A4, A5, A6, A7 and A8), concerning 

housing programmes aimed at refugees. Particular emphasis has been placed on the 

digital divide faced by some refugees (lack of language and IT skills, inability to 

connect to the Internet), which consequently affects their access to housing.  

The digitalization-housing nexus also manifests itself in the form of information 

sharing mainly through social media. An example is the collaboration between the 

ETHOS Association Unity in Solidarity and Italia Che Cambia, a large networking 

platform in Italy that deals with the mapping and connection of collective actions. 

ETHOS’ point of reference in Athens is Communitism, a cooperation of people with 

common needs within a social inclusion framework. According to ETHOS (A7), 



Communitism is a community-oriented project that takes young people out of the social 

and economic impasse - through the creation of cultural spaces and co-housing – and 

provides them with a network of contacts that can assist them in confronting housing 

and economic challenges. This project takes inspiration from other foreign good 

practices whose common axis is cooperation and co-housing through a digital network 

for exchanging information about housing supply and demand. Another digital 

networking platform is the digital service mapping of the Athens Coordination Centre 

for Migrant and Refugees issues (ACCMR), which acts as an e-bridge between public 

and private actors and organizations in support of migrants and refugees. It also allows 

for the effective mapping of services and actions in the City of Athens aimed at both 

refugee, migrant and local communities. Neighbourhood collectives such as the 

Exarcheia Residents Initiative also use digital media as a tool for social reaction, 

focusing on housing, touristification of the city center, gentrification, residents’ 

displacement and the neighbourhoods’ living conditions. These groups use digital media 

mainly for internal communication, mutual aid and information sharing about social 

actions and reclaims, albeit without having yet attempted to utilize them as tools for 

advocacy and discourse with governmental bodies. 

  

5. Discussion 

The data collected in Madrid, Bologna, and Athens cover contemporary recent 

trends of the dynamics of the housing market, the way through which public authorities 

promote the use of digital platforms and contribute to reducing the digital gap, and the 

role of social organizations and activists in giving visibility to housing needs through 

social networks. We discuss the emerging results to reflect on the role of digitalization 

trends in promoting the right to housing inclusively or exclusively. The study of three 



cities not only permits the depiction of their similarities and differences but contributes 

to summing up the aspects emerging in each of them that shed light on the overall 

situation related to the nexus of housing and digitalization. Indeed, the perspectives 

collected from the interviews represent different pieces of a puzzle that, when put 

together, give a more complex picture. 

The shortage of affordable housing units is directly related to two factors: 1) the 

consideration of housing as an economic commodity and financial asset, and 2) the 

spread of digital capitalism (Álvarez Cantalapiedra, 2019). In this context, both 

transnational investment funds and digital platforms, such as Airbnb, impact the 

dynamics of the housing market (Schiller, 2000; Aalbers, 2016; Srnicek, 2018). Digital 

platforms, in particular, play the role of market regulators, as emerging in Madrid, while 

focusing on sales and rents for owners and tenants in a privileged financial status, as 

underlined in Athens. Another relevant topic is the modification of the job market due 

to the rise of teleworking and smart working during the pandemic. Greek and Spanish 

interviewees underlined that the digitalization-touristification trends affect the housing 

market mainly due to the expansion of short- and mid-term rentals, which contribute to 

rent skyrocketing for the shrinkage of the long-term rental housing stock and 

gentrification. Moreover, besides social media and digital platforms being used more 

frequently to search for accommodation, the requested type of accommodation has 

changed too, in accordance with a lifestyle that relies on remote and flexible work.  

The general impression about the role of public authorities in promoting the 

right to housing is that digitalization is considered a resource, which could ensure easier 

exchange of data and information and also increase citizens’ participation in public 

policies, but it is still not priority in the public strategies to increase access to housing 

and related welfare services. In all three cities, the interviewees never mention public 



policies addressing digitalization from the perspective of social inclusion or exclusion. 

Notwithstanding, a generalized acknowledgement and concern of the digital gap 

emerges clearly. Institutional organizations have shifted from an analogical approach to 

services to a digital one, although online procedures and applications did not completely 

replace physical offices and operators. The digitalization has made it more difficult for 

vulnerable groups, especially refugees (in Greece), foreign-speaking immigrants and the 

elderly (in all three cities) to access services.  

Our findings confirm previous research showing that most advantaged 

populations are more likely to have access to the Internet, leading to a more open 

attitude towards it, increased competences, data literacy and a drive to get involved in 

activities that increase their digital capital. This, in turn, has important implications for 

the reproduction of social exclusion, echoing De Marco (2021). In all three countries, 

the most common reasons for this exclusion are the second level of the digital gap, 

based on factors like motivation, attitude, digital skills and types of usage, and its third 

level, based on digital illiteracy (De Marco, 2021). Therefore, third sector organizations 

and families play a crucial role in acting as mediators to help these people deal with 

digital procedures. 

On the contrary, digitalization seems to be working in favour of youth and 

specifically university students, who typically have both access to digital devices and 

knowledge of how to use them. Both in Madrid and Bologna, these demographic groups 

benefit from the multiplication of online places – platforms or social networks – where 

accommodation can be found and modalities are provided to apply for it. However, in 

big cities such as Madrid, Bologna and Athens, digitalization has not helped resolve the 

actual availability of houses, apartments or even rooms, and so lack of accommodation 

remains a critical issue. 



Another consequence of digital capitalism is gentrification, which was 

underlined by both Greek and Spanish interviewees. The latter refers to the expulsion of 

vulnerable populations from the central areas. However, two Italian interviewees 

advance an alternative trend, which needs yet to be further explored: digital trends 

might contribute to the repopulation of internal and rural areas, favouring urban 

regeneration and the economic recovery of abandoned towns and villages. In general, 

what seems to be problematic even for those groups benefiting from digital trends is the 

need to count on peers’ networks of trust and to belong to socially recognized 

communities, such as the major ethnic group living in the country.  

Lastly, digitalization serves as a tool to communicate, advocate and inform. 

Indeed, social media and social networks are used both in Madrid and Athens to fight 

against housing inequalities and exclusion. In this case, digital blackboards facilitate 

communication among the members of neighbourhood collectives, grass-roots 

movements and third sector organizations, increasing their potential for viralization, 

reaching audiences otherwise unreachable and developing a higher rate of organization 

and collaboration among citizens. Contemporarily, online advocacy activities favour the 

dialogue across different organizations and between the latter and governmental 

agencies, creating pressure on politics, raising the voice of vulnerable groups and 

becoming more influential stakeholders. In contrast to the other case studies, none of the 

interviewees from Bologna considered digitalization as an enabling, or at least relevant, 

factor in creating a debate on social media platforms on housing issues. The reason, 

speculatively, is the institutional identity of Italian respondents who do not include any 

grass-roots movements or marginal groups’ advocates. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper considered concurrently the dynamics of the housing market, the role 



of public authorities in promoting an inclusive right to housing through digital means, 

and the use of social networks to give visibility to and advocate for housing needs. The 

principal aim was to investigate to what extent digitalization trends promote the right to 

housing inclusively or exclusively in Madrid, Bologna, and Athens in South Europe. 

Based on the collected data, the answer depends on the level of analysis, considering 

multiple factors, encompassing search, sale and rent, as well as the private market, the 

public and government organisations programs and social movements activism.  

Our analysis suggests that some population groups such as the elderly, migrants, 

homeless people, refugees, and renters are placed in a more vulnerable situation in the 

digital era, while owners and short-time renters (such as tourists or digital nomads) may 

be protected by their tenure status. The situation of young people is ambiguous, as they 

might be less affected by the digital gap but, as part of the emerging “Generation Rent” 

(Vidal, 2021), are placed in a vulnerable situation with regards to access to adequate 

housing. As far as the digital gap is concerned, mainly its second level (motivation, 

attitude, digital skills and types of usage) and third level (digital illiteracy) shape 

processes of digital inclusion and exclusion in the three countries. With regards to the 

territorial contexts, the possible impacts of digitalization are different in cities and rural 

areas. With regards to the type of digital platforms used by citizens, “austere platforms” 

such as Airbnb benefit owners – especially if they are transnational investment funds; 

while social networks are digital platforms of networking, advocacy and dialogue, 

giving more visibility to the right of housing. 

Therefore, reasoning on the exclusivity or inclusivity of the right to housing in 

the digital era implies crossing multiple axes of difference (population groups, digital 

gap, territory, digital platforms), which intertwine with economic, familiar and social 

status, resulting in different degrees of opportunity and power. For instance, an axe of 



difference regards people with a housing asset inherited by the family, who may have 

more opportunities to short-rent accommodations and benefit from the use of digital 

platforms. In contrast, students from low-income families may have even more 

difficulties in searching for and affording accommodation, limiting their opportunity to 

study and gain social mobility. Another axe of difference concerns people with a strong 

capital of digital knowledge, who do not face any issues of digital gap and have more 

power to access information and negotiate conditions about the accommodation, and 

also have more opportunities to resist the neo-liberal cities joining social movements 

and advocacy organizations through digital participation.  

Despite Spain, Italy and Greece differing in some respects, they seem to be the 

stage of similar phenomena regarding the link between the right to housing and 

digitalization. The main research question leading this investigation is all but archived 

and closed. Now is the moment to keep it open and trace new research perspectives. 

Indeed, research and data about digitalization in the housing field are still scarce, 

especially in regards to the role of the State as a key actor to regulate the housing 

market in a time of digitalization. One reason is that little time passed since the outbreak 

of the Covid-19 pandemic and while recognizing the great boost that this crisis gave to 

digitalization, we – as a society – are not able yet to acknowledge or evaluate its impact 

on the housing sector. Further research on the topic is necessary in order to dig into 

some important dimensions of the digitalization-housing scientific discourse such as, 

inter alia, democratic (digital) governance of housing systems, equal access to digital 

information about public housing programmes, the role of the state in digital literacy, 

affordable housing policy and regulation of housing markets, including short- and mid-

term rentals. This new knowledge will better equip societies in preventing housing 



crises and recognizing, protecting and fulfilling the right to housing for all and by all in 

the digital era.  
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