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Abstract In recent years, university student housing has become a central topic
in political discussions, partly due to student protests and demonstrations across
numerous European cities. The limited availability of public housing for students has
led to the expansion of private rental markets, often characterized by high costs that
significantly limit access to education for many students and impact local businesses
and community dynamics. Quantitative data on housing stock and demand must be
complemented by qualitative information that can highlight significant features of
specific urban contexts. This study analyzes the student housing situation in Cagliari,
amedium-sized Italian city that hosts the largest public university in Sardinia, accom-
modating a relatively large student population. Using a mixed-methods approach, it
analyzes qualitative and quantitative data from various sources, including a survey
of 177 students. The findings offer a comprehensive overview of the student housing
condition in Cagliari, highlighting the roles of public actors and market participants
and revealing the scale and impact of studentification in certain neighborhoods.
The research shows how this process drives increases in housing and rental prices,
reducing the availability of accommodation for families. It also offers insights into
future housing policies aimed at mitigating these effects and addressing the housing
needs of both students and residents.
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1 Introduction

The housing crisis in Europe has intensified, disproportionately affecting vulnerable
populations, including low-income households, single-parent families, the elderly,
and students. Key factors contributing to this condition include inadequate public
investment in affordable housing—both in terms of rental assistance and support for
homeownership—and a market supply that fails to meet the needs of these groups
[1].

Investors are increasingly turning to alternative real estate investments, moving
away from traditional housing sectors. This shift has led to the conversion of
numerous apartments and properties into private tourist accommodations, such as
B&Bs and vacation homes, progressively reducing the availability of affordable
housing for residents in many European cities. This process, known as “touristifica-
tion”, drives up market prices and rental rates for a significant portion of the housing
stock, with critical effects extensively discussed in the literature [2—4].

Similarly, though differing in methods and scale, a process of “studentification”
has been observed in major university cities for several years [5, 6]. In various urban
neighborhoods near university campuses, there is an ongoing transformation of the
socio-economic structure. An increasing number of housing units are being converted
into student residences. This process is driven by the fact that in many European
cities, the demand for student housing has outpaced supply, creating a gap that has
attracted private investors. In Italy, for example, the 2023 report “Student Housing
between the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) and the Market” by
Scenari Immobiliari indicates that in major Italian university cities, the coverage of
available student accommodation is only about 10.5%, necessitating the creation of
approximately 80,000 new beds to meet the needs of off-campus students [7].

The shortage of adequate public housing for university students has fostered
a private market characterized by high rents, exacerbating social disparities and
limiting the right to education for many non-resident youths. Between 2010 and 2020,
the average cost of student housing in the European Union rose by 38%, making it
increasingly unaffordable for many students [8]. Students’ struggles for the right
to education have intersected with housing rights movements, leading to numerous
protests in various European and Italian cities [9—11]. This issue is particularly signif-
icant in cities with universities that attract large numbers of out-of-town students,
leading to high demand for accommodation. Public student housing often fails to
meet this demand, creating opportunities for private sector investors to capitalize on
the gap between supply and demand [12].

In 2022 the student housing market reached investments of 200 million euros in
Italy and 12,4 billion euros in Europe [7]. In major university cities, the presence
of large private real estate investors has led to the construction of Purpose-Built
Student Accommodation (PBSA), new properties specifically designed for large-
scale student-specific purpose-built rental accommodation. In 2022, investments in
PBSA across Europe reached unprecedented levels, with a significant portion directed
towards UK cities. According to Knight Frank, the UK is the second-largest PBSA



market globally, following North America [13]. These are supported by institutional
investments, encouraged and facilitated by favorable yield rates and incentives from
planning authorities and local policymakers [14—16]. Such developments have been
described as pioneers in the financialization of the private rental sector [11].

In medium to small university towns, however, it is more often small landlords
who participate in the real estate market by offering student housing obtained from
the conversion of family homes into student houses with multiple rooms for rent [6].
Renting accommodation to students allows for a quick return on property investment,
ensuring a high occupancy rate and offering significant tax benefits [5, 17]. Unlike
short-term tourist rentals, it is an investment option that does not require substantial
capital for internal renovation and repurposing. Apartments intended for students
often retain their original internal spatial organization, suitable for hosting a new
kind of “family” composed of multiple members—students—who share common
facilities like the kitchen and bathroom. However, the lack of functional adjustments
and maintenance work in these accommodations represents a critical issue. In some
urban areas, the collective impact of these small landlords on local real estate markets,
rents, and house prices has been so significant as to trigger processes of studentifica-
tion. This shift not only alters the housing market but also impacts local businesses
and community dynamics.

In some cases, the concentration of students in certain areas leads to new geogra-
phies of exclusion and conflict [18-22]. These issues must be recognized and
addressed through an approach that focuses on the numerous forces at play—not
only the role of students, which is often overestimated, but also that of other public
and private entities, along with the wider policy and planning environment that
promotes the transformation of a neighborhood into a student-centric area [23]. Thus,
addressing the student housing crisis requires a multifaceted approach that considers
both quantitative data to assess the availability and quality of housing options, as well
as qualitative insights to capture the lived experiences and perceptions of students [24,
25]. By understanding the dynamics of demand and supply, as well as students’ lived
experiences, universities and public administrations can develop targeted strategies
to alleviate housing shortages and enhance the student experience.

The research presented in this paper aims to provide a comprehensive under-
standing of the causal and effect elements that can trigger processes of studentification
in the context of a medium-sized Italian city. Unlike larger cities, the limited number
of private developers and investors makes it challenging to realize private PBSAs.
At the same time, the lack of sufficient public funding necessitates the creation of
new forms of public—private partnerships.

This study proposes an in-depth examination of student housing issues in Cagliari,
home to the University of Cagliari, one of the two universities in the Sardinia region.
It examines the characteristics of out-of-town students to define the local demand
for housing, and data related to the public housing stock for students, showing the
current offer of zero-cost and low-cost accommodation. To understand qualitative
housing aspects and student satisfaction, a questionnaire was administered to 177
students. Finally, a preliminary investigation was conducted on market prices and



rental rates in the city neighborhoods where most of the respondents reside, to verify
the presence and effects of studentification processes.

This detailed framework aims to build a currently absent knowledge base, serving
as a prerequisite for further and more specific investigations into the impact of studen-
tification on local real estate markets in medium-sized Italian cities and the different
roles of various actors.

After this Introduction, Sect. 2 outlines the methodology employed in this study,
detailing the data collection and analysis processes. The analysis is divided into
two subsections: Demand Analysis (Sect. 2.1) that examines the housing needs of
students, considering factors such as demographic trends, enrollments statistics, and
socioeconomic backgrounds; Supply Analysis (Sub-Sect. 2.2) that assesses the avail-
ability and characteristics of housing options, including public property, private rental
offer and geographic distribution. The data analysis is accompanied by a discussion
of the results, highlighting key findings and their implications for urban planning and
policy development. The article concludes by offering reflections based on the study’s
results and providing preliminary recommendations to guide public decision-makers
and urban planning policies. The goal is to discuss appropriate solutions that meet
students’ housing needs while considering the responses of the real estate market
and mediating potential conflicts in a medium-sized Italian city like Cagliari.

2 Methodology

The study analyzed the relationship between the demand and supply of student
housing at the University of Cagliari, employing a mixed-methods approach. The
research utilized data updated to 2023, drawn from a wide range of sources. A
central component of the investigation was a questionnaire administered between
August and September 2023. To ensure broad dissemination, representatives from
various university student associations were engaged to distribute the questionnaire
to a wide student audience. This word-of-mouth strategy proved particularly effec-
tive, enabling the reach of 177 students in approximately two weeks, from October
27 to November 2, 2023, demonstrating significant interest in the topics addressed.
The sample consists of students from various faculties located in different areas of
the city, ensuring a significant representation of the student population with diverse
housing needs. The questionnaire comprised a combination of structured questions
and opinion-based statements designed to capture specific respondent characteristics
and gather in-depth insights into their housing conditions, needs, and experiences.
This approach aligns with methodologies that integrate quantitative and qualitative
data to provide a comprehensive examination of the subject under study (see Fig. 1).

The questionnaire findings were further enriched through triangulation with
supplementary data sources, including university enrollments records, the public
housing inventory managed by the Regional Agency for the Right to Study (ERSU),
and insights into the local real estate market. This integrated approach facilitated a
detailed analysis, enabling the identification of unique features of housing demand



Main questionnaire

Personal Informations
+  Age/Gender
Residence/Domicile

Academic position
Faculty
«  Current year of study

Housing condition

MODULE A: COMMUTER MODULE B: NON COMMUTER
+  Reasons for Daily Commuting to +  Neighborhood of residence.
University. +  Type of accommodation: single room,
Modes of Transportation Utilized. shared room, or entire apartment.
+  Expenses Associated with Commuting.

Type of Housing Arrangement

MODULE B1: PUBLIC HOUSING MODULE B2: PRIVATE RENTAL
+  Explanations for choosing not to live +  Explanations for choosing to live in
in public housing. private apartments.
+  Type of Lease Agreement.

+  Housing Costs: Rent and expenses
related to housing maintenance.

Perception about housing

+  Satisfaction with Housing Conditions.
+  Criticsl issues.

Fig. 1 Questionnaire design structure

within the University of Cagliari context, alongside the capabilities of both public
and private housing sectors to meet these demands.

The study also examined real estate dynamics in various urban neighborhoods,
highlighting the complex role played by a diverse range of small private investors
in the process of studentification. The findings revealed both positive and negative
impacts of this process on local real estate markets in a medium-sized city.

2.1 Analysis of Demand: Characteristics and Needs
of “Out-Of-Town” Students

The city of Cagliari is the capital of the Sardinia region and the second-largest
city on the island, with over 148,000 inhabitants [26]. It is home to the University
of Cagliari, founded in 1620, with a history spanning more than 400 years. The



university comprises 15 Departments and 6 Faculties, offering 47 undergraduate
and single-cycle degree programs, 38 master’s degree programs, 34 specialization
schools, 16 doctoral programs, and 5 master’s programs. This wide range of academic
offerings attracts students from across the island.

Of the approximately 25,000 students enrolled in the 2022/2023 academic year,
about 98% are residents of Sardinia. Among them, 44% reside in the Metropolitan
City of Cagliari, while the remaining 56% are distributed across the four provinces:
28% in Southern Sardinia, 12% in Nuoro, 10% in Oristano, and 6% in Sassari
Province, which is also home to Sardinia’s second university (Fig. 2).

Figure 2 illustrates the trend in the geographical origin of enrolled students over
a span of 23 years, starting from the 2000/2001 academic year, with detailed distri-
bution for the 2022/2023 year. The decline in students between 2000 and 2014
primarily concerns those from Cagliari and southern Sardinia. This trend reflects
broader demographic challenges in Sardinia, where a declining youth population
has impacted educational institutions. The island faces a significant demographic
crisis, characterized by a low percentage of young people and high school dropout
rates, leading to an uncertain future for the region.

In addition to this geographical distribution based on administrative divisions, it
is also insightful to consider the broader Cagliari area as defined by the Sardinian
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Fig. 2 Characteristics and geographical origin of the student population in Cagliari: status in the
2022-2023 academic year and trends over the past 23 years (2000-2023)



Regional Agency for the Right to Education (ERSU), used to identify students eligible
for housing subsidies when attending the University of Cagliari (Fig. 3). Outside the
22 municipalities that make up this area, 13,721 students resided during the 2022/
2023 academic year. This scenario has grown by 8% over two decades, rising from
47% in the 2000/2001 academic year to 55% in 2022/2023, with relatively stable
trends over the past decade.

Only a small portion of these “out-of-town” students, born or resident in Sardinia
for at least five years, qualify for housing subsidies. Eligibility is determined
by academic merit and a family equivalent economic status indicator (ISEE) not
exceeding €35,000. These conditions reduce the number of eligible individuals,
resulting in only 7.84% of out-of-town students applying, equivalent to 4.31% of the
total student population. Of these, only about 3% are deemed eligible, and slightly
more than half manage to secure housing.
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Fig. 3 Data on the percentage of off-campus students, as defined by the Sardinian Regional Agency
for the Right to Education (ERSU), which considers a large Cagliari area comprising 22 munici-
palities. Below, the two graphs show the comparison between the trend of students residing within
and outside the province of Cagliari (a) and the trend of students residing within and outside the
greater Cagliari area (b) over the past 23 years (2000-2023)



2.2 Analysis of Supply: Public Housing and Private Real
Estate Market

As mentioned in the previous section, the demand for student housing is only partially
met by the public authority through six facilities, including two campuses and four
buildings, for a nominal total of approximately 1,150 accommodations. However,
at the time of this study, four buildings were under renovation; of these, three were
not accessible, and one was only partially available. Of the two campuses, one was
recently constructed and in the activation phase, offering only a limited number of
accommodations. As a result, during the 2022/2023 academic year, only about 400
accommodations were available.

We have therefore aimed to investigate more deeply through the questionnaire to
understand whether the scarcity of public housing options is the only issue in choosing
public accommodation in Cagliari, and what other housing solutions students are
finding. In particular, we asked why they do not stay in ERSU public accommoda-
tions. Over half of the respondents replied that they are not interested, while 30%
of students did not apply because they do not meet the requirements set by the call.
Specifically, 23% exceed the defined family income limits. 8% of students responded
that they applied and were not admitted, while it is interesting to highlight that about
5% of the interviewed students did not apply due to the risks associated with waiting
for the rankings and the need to find accommodation in time, given the limited
availability in the city’s real estate market (Fig. 4).

Furthermore, 8% of the surveyed students originate from one of the 22 munic-
ipalities defined by ERSU as part of the greater Cagliari area. Of this group, half
reside in Cagliari itself. The remaining 92% come from other parts of the island.
However, 16% of all respondent’s state that they commute daily to reach the univer-
sity campuses, while 84% live in Cagliari. In fact, 21 students, corresponding to about
72% of the commuters, despite living in a municipality distant from the university
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Fig. 4 Percentage of students residing in public housing, in privately rented accommodations, and
staying with friends or relatives. On the right, the responses from 93.9% of the interviewed students
who rent, explaining their reasons for this choice



93.9%

students living in private
rented accommodation
has a specific rental agreement for students

2.7%

students staying in
public accommodation

STUDENTS

has a different type of rental agreement

3.6%

does not have a rencal agreement

Fig. 5 Percentage of students living in privately rented houses and type of rental contract

campuses, decided to travel because rents are too high, and they have not found
accommodation in a public facility.

Most of the non-commuters, approximately 93.9%, rent accommodation in private
housing, 2.7% reside in ERSU public housing, and the remaining 3.4% live for free
with relatives or friends (Fig. 5).

Approximately 96% of students living in private rental accommodations have
a duly registered lease agreement. Of these, 76% hold specific university student
lease contracts, a particular contractual type established in Italy. These fall under
temporary use leases with limited durations, allowing landlords to draft separate
agreements for each student to better manage turnover throughout the year. This
type of contract enables property owners to rent their properties for shorter periods
than those stipulated by other contracts under Italian law, making it an appealing
option.

The implementation of these contractual types pertains to properties located in
municipalities hosting universities, satellite university courses, and specialization
courses, as well as neighboring municipalities. The rent is determined based on
specific territorial agreements with municipal administrations [27, 28]. In Cagliari,
such an agreement was signed by landlords’ and tenants’ unions on April 3, 2018,
becoming official and enforceable on that date [29]. The rent amount is defined in
euros per square meter, varying across 32 city zones, including the historic center,
semi-central, and peripheral areas, depending on the duration. A series of property
requirements (merit coefficients) are identified to determine the rental price range.
Features such as terraces, balconies, and private green spaces, as well as the building’s
energy class and the presence of photovoltaic or solar-thermal systems, are among
the qualifying characteristics.

Approximately 73% of the surveyed students who reported renting have rented a
single room in an apartment shared with other tenants, 3.4% have rented an entire
apartment, and only 2.3% have rented a shared room. These preferences are likely
influenced by factors such as affordability, availability, and the desire for a balance
between privacy and social interaction. Living in a single room in a shared apartment
offers a private space while sharing common areas, making it a cost-effective and
socially engaging choice. Living in an entire apartment provides complete privacy



and autonomy but comes with higher costs and responsibilities. Living in a shared
room, while more affordable, offers less privacy, which may deter many students.

The interviewed students report paying monthly rents ranging from €180 to €350,
with additional expenses between €50 and €100 for condominium fees, electricity,
waste disposal, and water in 74% of cases, bringing the total housing cost to over
€450 (Fig. 6). Higher expenses affect students who have rented an entire apartment,
with costs exceeding €300 per month in 6.8% of cases.

Regarding overall satisfaction with their accommodation, several significant
issues emerge. Specifically, over 57% of students report inadequate housing quality
due to age, inadequate facilities, poor heating, and insufficient space; approximately
47% complain about excessive management costs for condominium fees and utility
bills.

Based on interviews, there is a significant concentration of students in certain city
neighbourhoods. Among these are Is Mirrionis and San Benedetto, with 33.8% and
18.9% respectively (Fig. 7). These are two very different neighbourhoods: the first is
located near the university campuses of humanities and engineering and not far from
the law, political science, and architecture campuses, in a peripheral area that has
undergone major social and economic transformations in the last 10 years, primarily
due to the emergence of new commercial activities and the enhancement of public
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a) Average rental rates b) Percentage of resident students
(based on the OMI zones) (based on the perimeter of the neighbourhoods)
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Fig. 7 Percentage of resident students in different neighborhoods (b) and related average rental
rates in 2023 (a). The figure shows real estate value trends in these urban areas: market value (c1)
and average rental rates (c2) over the past 10 years (2014-2023)

transportation links. Many homes have been acquired and transformed into student
housing with an average rent lower than other city areas and a growing supply that
has led several areas of the neighbourhood to be largely inhabited by students.

San Benedetto, on the other hand, is a more central neighborhood with higher
property values and rents, which nevertheless attracts significant interest from the
university population due to the limited availability in areas closer to the university
campuses. In some cases, the neighborhood is chosen for the presence of greater
services and efficient public connections, such as the surface metro, which allow
easy access to even the remote university campuses like the medical campus, located
in the neighboring municipality of Monserrato.

Regarding satisfaction with the area, over 20% of respondents, all residing in
the Is Mirrionis neighborhood, report a sense of insecurity due to the physical or
social degradation of the area. Additionally, more than 16% cite inadequate public
transportation connections to university campuses, with approximately half of these
individuals residing in San Benedetto.

The analysis of non-resident students underscores their unique characteristics
and specific needs, which cannot be fully understood through official data alone.



Surveys administered to a significant sample of students reveal discrepancies between
reported experiences and official statistics, particularly concerning the economic
pressures from high rental costs. Notably, there are significant differences between
student-reported data and official figures from the OMI (Osservatorio del Mercato
Immobiliare). This disparity complicates the analysis of studentification processes
in neighborhoods where the student population has been concentrating in recent
years. Further investigations are necessary, involving the local economic fabric, to
assess not only the new social composition but also the transformation of services
and commercial activities in these areas.

In any case, the results of this preliminary survey highlight the need for specific
interventions to be included within a broader housing rights policy. Considering the
characteristics of the economic and entrepreneurial fabric of medium-sized univer-
sity cities like Cagliari, where small private real estate investors and owners are
among the main actors in converting houses into student accommodations, it will be
necessary to define innovative forms of public—private partnerships to create posi-
tive development opportunities and mitigate negative consequences for residents and
local communities.

3 Discussion and Conclusion

Out-of-town students face unique challenges, including securing affordable housing,
managing living expenses, and accessing academic resources. Their needs often
stem from their displacement and the necessity to balance academic demands with
financial and logistical constraints.

The housing options for out-of-town students are divided between public accom-
modation provided by public agencies and the private real estate market. Public
housing, such as the campuses and apartments managed by entities like ERSU
in Cagliari, plays a vital role but often fails to meet demand. In 2022, Cagliari
faced a significant shortage in student accommodation, with only 400 beds available
for approximately 13,700 students, highlighting the insufficiency of public housing
supply. Recent developments, including the construction of new campuses and the
renovation of existing apartments, aim to add 750 additional beds. While these efforts
represent progress, they remain insufficient to fully address the accommodation
challenges faced by students.

The private rental market becomes the fallback option for most students but comes
with challenges. High rental costs and competition from the tourism sector make it
difficult for students to secure affordable and convenient housing. Public subsidies
like ERSU “House rent contribution” aim to offset these costs, but eligibility require-
ments limit the number of beneficiaries. Addressing these issues requires coordinated
efforts to expand public housing, regulate private rents, and increase financial support
for students.



The analysis proposed in this paper underscores the need for expanded resources
and policies tailored to the specific challenges faced by out-of-town students,
ensuring equitable access to education and living support.

The analysis of out-of-town students highlights their distinct characteristics
and specific needs, which cannot be fully understood through official data alone.
Surveys administered to a significant sample of students reveal discrepancies between
reported experiences and official statistics, particularly concerning the economic
pressures from high rental costs. Notably, there are significant differences between
student-reported data and official figures from the OMI (Osservatorio del Mercato
Immobiliare Italiano). This disparity complicates the analysis of studentification
processes in neighborhoods where the student population has been concentrating
in recent years. Further investigations are necessary, involving the local economic
fabric, to assess not only the new social composition but also the transformation of
services and commercial activities in these areas.

In any case, the results of this preliminary survey highlight the need for specific
interventions to be included within a broader housing rights policy. Considering the
characteristics of the economic and entrepreneurial fabric of medium-sized univer-
sity cities like Cagliari, where small private real estate investors and owners are
among the main actors in converting houses into student accommodations, it will be
necessary to define innovative forms of public—private partnerships to create posi-
tive development opportunities and mitigate negative consequences for residents and
local communities.
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