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Abstract

Purpose – This viewpoint paper aims to provide reflections on the role of second homes in the tourism

and housing markets together with future lines of research during and after the first outbreak of the

COVID-19 (coronavirus disease 2019) pandemic. The authors aim to review the epistemological

evolution of the term ‘‘second homes’’ because of the pandemic, as well as to unfold possible short-,

medium- and long-term effects that could place second homes at the center of tourist activity and of the

tourist rental market profitability.

Design/methodology/approach – This paper is based on published research studies about the

definition of the term ‘‘second homes’’, as well as media sources related to their role during the current

situation of the first outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Findings – In the early stages of the pandemic, second-home owners migrated from crowded cities to

low-density areas, being vectors of transmission of the virus. Now, a potential shift in tourist preferences

could position second homes at the center of tourist activity as soon as travel restrictions are reduced.

This could intensify existing processes of commodification of housing, empowering accommodation

platforms and situating the potential for profiteering around the tourist rental market. Parallely,

international interests inmigrating from crowded cities to low-density areas could also be triggered.

Originality/value – This viewpoint is presented as the confinement measures associated with the new

pandemic are being de-escalated in most of the western countries. It is expected that sharing it will provide

insights to researchers and practitioners to better plan their research around secondary housing. Its role

should be analysed from different perspectives: in the spread of the virus to low-density areas to anticipate

mitigation actions in future outbreaks; in the recovery process of (domestic) tourism; in the processes of

commodification and financialization of housing in tourist areas; and their impacts on local residents.

Keywords Commodification, Tourism geography, COVID-19, P2P platforms, Second homes,

Travel behaviour

Paper type Viewpoint

1. Introduction

The rapid worldwide spread of SARS-CoV-2 (severe acute respiratory syndrome

coronavirus 2) forced the World Health Organization to declare the COVID-19 pandemic on

11 March 2020. Since then, many countries have taken strict measures not only to control

the spread of the virus but also to avoid saturation of their health and emergency services.

In this regard, both national and international travel restrictions have been imposed together

with lockdown measures and shut down of the non-essential economy. In this context of

uncertainty, the pandemic might cost the global economy at least $1tn in 2020 according to

the UN’s trade and development agency (World Economic Forum, 2020), with an important

impact on hospitality, tourism and travel sectors, which is faced with a threatening rate of

100 million jobs loss (WTTC, 2020). In fact, tourism mobility has come to a halt globally,

reaching ground zero. The latest projections point to a scenario in which, unless a vaccine

or effective treatment modality are developed, regular physical distancing measures will

continue to be necessary until 2022 (Kissler et al., 2020), as well as travel restrictions and

mandatory quarantines will probably also be maintained by many countries.
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While writing this commentary we are still amid the early stages of the pandemic. Therefore,

the uncertainty is gigantic and the long-term effects just keep emerging. Some countries are

progressively opening up the lockdown and those more dependent on tourism are aware of

the importance of restarting sustainable domestic tourism, minimizing the occurrence of a

new outbreak. Some are even considering letting international tourists enter their countries

towards the middle or end of the summer season to mitigate the impact on the sector.

However, all these decisions might change since they rely upon both the human behaviour

and the resistance of the virus itself.

The tourism and hospitality sector must deal with a paradigm change caused not only by

the current circumstances induced by the health crisis but also by the potential travel

behaviour changes of visitors and tourists associated with their subjectivities and

perceptions. Although it is true that there are many perspectives and themes that could be

addressed in the field of tourism, we have decided to focus our commentary on the role and

meaning of second homes in times of pandemic.

Being able to visit or rent a second home may sound a very first-world issue but with important

implications for the economy of tourist areas. Currently, in the new era of the COVID-19

pandemic, the implications go far beyond the economy with an impact on the health of

residents who live in tourist areas along the year. In the early period of the pandemic, whether

or not there were mobility restrictions introduced, many people decided to move to second

homes. Second residences tend to be in less densely populated areas and the origin of the

displacement tends to be that of a city where the concerns related with virus infection are

large. Therefore, the risk of spreading the virus through the territory is a real threat to the

inhabitants of the receiving areas and their health and emergency services.

During the pandemic, second homes have been used as a privileged escape from the big

cities where the virus has been spreading stronger, wreaking major havoc in many host tourist

areas. However, in the current scenario of opening up the lockdown and letting people travel

for tourism purposes, the role of second homes is likely to be shifted because of a potential

change in tourist preferences at the time of choosing an accommodation where to stay

overnight. Fear of contracting the virus could lead tourists to prefer second homes over certain

types of traditional accommodation where physical distancing is more difficult. In this context,

the role of sharing accommodation platforms, where second homes are increasingly marketed

(Domènech et al., 2019), could be strengthened. Therefore, in the aftermath of the first

outbreak of the pandemic, large homeowners of holiday homes owned will potentially occupy

a key role in the maximization of profits from the short-term rental market.

After the introduction presented in Section 1, we review the epistemological evolution of the

term “second homes” and the shifts induced by the pandemic in Section 2. Then, in Section

3, we unfold the possible short-, medium- and long-term effects that could place second

homes at the centre of tourist activity and of the tourist rental market profitability. Finally, we

draw conclusions in Section 4 and pinpoint future research directions in the tourism and

hospitality research field.

2. Shifting meanings of the “second home” concept and the COVID-19 influence

Second homes also referred to as recreational homes, holiday/vacation homes, summer

homes, cottages or weekend homes are considered as an idiosyncratic element of

contemporary tourism and mobility (Hall and Müller, 2004). They are generally used for a

limited time period and for recreational purposes. However, their use is not exclusively

restricted to their owners, familiars and relatives; many tourists with preference for

independence opt to rent this type of accommodation over traditional accommodation

types, such as hotels or campings (Flognfeldt and Tjørve, 2013).

The origins of second homes date back to ancient societies (Coppock, 1977) and their

meaning has been evolving depending on time, regions and cultures. In many countries,
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people purchase second homes to reach geographical and cultural attractions that are not

available in their primary residential areas. The driving factors that push people to buy a

second home are of diverse nature, such as wanting to be in a natural environment, looking

for an authentic lifestyle in rural areas, or wanting to rest by the sea/lake and walk along

promenades. After the industrial revolution, mass tourism came to the forefront with the

change of tourism habits and tourism paradigms. People have begun to devote more time

to travel and with the increase in private car ownership, the number of second homes has

increased in the close circles of the living places and, especially, on the coasts. Other

driving factors can also be strongly related to family traditions and culture in some

territories. In the Nordic region, for example, many people continue to use the second

homes inherited from their ancestors as an expression of their identity (Hall, 2014). Likewise,

second homes in high altitude areas are still used by many people as a part of the culture to

escape the heat weather in the summer months in countries such as Turkey. With

globalization and blurred borders between countries, second homes have also

progressively gained an international dimension (Lipkina, 2013; Müller, 2002). The demand

for second homes has increased internationally either for holiday purposes or as a part of

lifestyle and retirement migration. This has led to tourism urbanization and speculation

processes that have consolidated areas with a predominance of second homes. In fact, in

the context of ever-growing tourism mobilities, the investment in second homes has lower

risk compared to hotels because of their lower depreciation values and lower management

and maintenance costs. Therefore, second homes are sometimes, and increasingly, seen

as an investment tool that is offered to tourists for rent via short-term rental platforms rather

than used by its owners (Dias et al., 2015). The emergence of the so-called “sharing

accommodation platforms” of Airbnb or HomeAway has been an opportunity for second

home owners to benefit from their homes and extract profits from the tourist market

(Domènech et al., 2019). However, the number of homes offered on these platforms in

the hands of large owners is increasing substantially, indicating a professionalization of

these platforms (Gutiérrez and Domènech, 2020). In other words, large investors purchase

housing packages to offer them as short-term rentals, which demonstrates the central role

of these platforms in the intensification of the commodification of housing.

COVID-19 pandemic is the most recent social issue affecting the meaning of the “second

home” concept. In the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic owners of second homes saw

them as an escape from urban areas where the spread of the virus was advancing faster. In

some countries, the mobility to second homes was carried out before and even after travel

restrictions were imposed by governments. Some of the reasons for these were associated

with the concern to avoid getting infected, the desire to be isolated or to stay away from

crowds and, obviously, to enjoy the commodities of the host area while (maybe) doing

teleworking. Hence, second home use has been expanded from recreational and tourism

purposes to “shelter from pandemics” and “place for privileged teleworking”. In the process of

doing this loophole mobility towards coastal, rural and mountain areas, the measures related

with the spread of the virus were automatically put into effect. The main concerns about this

mobility were associated with the fear of bringing the virus to less-populated areas (some of

which have an important percentage of elder inhabitants) and the extra pressure that the

spread of the virus could exert by out-of-towners on the local healthcare systems. This

situation might have been better controlled in island territories than in inland areas. Such was

the case of Mallorca, where hundreds of owners with second homes and business in the

island were not allowed to return because of the declaration of the state of emergency in Spain

(Badcock, 2020). On the contrary, many citizens decided to breach the travel restrictions and

move to second homes in the peninsula, despite knowing that they would be fined e1,500

(Idealista, 2020). Likewise, in the county of Cumbria, at the North West of England, many

villages with the presence of second homes received an important influx of citizens from other

parts of the country, but particularly from London (BBC, 2020). Right after the arrival of urban

citizens to places such as Cornwall, the Lake District, and Norfolk the number of infections
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soared above the average. To make it worse, this occurred in a paradoxical context in which

those owners who have their second home regulated as holiday let (140days/year) could have

access to the government support package for businesses, which would imply £10,000

available to every second-home owner (Duggan, 2020).

On April 2, when the number of cases was announced on a provincial basis in Turkey, there

was intense human mobility from city centres where the number of cases was highest such

as _Istanbul, Ankara and _Izmir to the resort areas with a high number of second homes

(mostly summer houses) on the Mediterranean coast (Sputnik, 2020). People usually visit

these areas for vacation but this time it was with the intention of escaping the virus. Two

days later on April 4, the government announced restrictions for entry and exit for 31 risky

provinces to curb the spread of the coronavirus pandemic and extended these travel

restrictions for 15days later again (Ministry of Interior – Republic of Turkey, 2020). As a

result, local administrators had to warn people with such warnings as “do not come” and

“stay at home” but many people responded to this call by staying in an owned or rented

second home. This fact raises debates about the second home concept itself and about the

issue, taking it from second home to “permanent home”, at least in times of pandemics.

3. Second homes after the first COVID-19 wave

The role of the second homes in the “new normality” is expected to have implications and

effects on the tourism and housing markets. The eruption of coronavirus has emerged

multiple trends that could be long-lasting. Hence, this section is articulated around three

dynamics that lie ahead and that will certainly be topics of interest to researchers and

public administrations in the coming months and years.

3.1 Potential shift in travel behaviour and tourist preferences

The future of tourism and traditional accommodation is still uncertain although some

countries have already scheduled to open up their borders and remove or diminish travel

restrictions. In this new context, significant changes are expected to happen both in the

tourism policies of countries and in the preferences of tourists. Hall et al. (2020, p. 15)

stated that “Some destinations will undoubtedly reconsider the nature of their tourism

industry and focus more on local and more sustainable forms of tourism”. Similarly, Lapointe

(2020) emphasized that the tourism sectors would have to show more orientation to host

communities in many countries because of COVID-19. In this regard, in the normalization

process, many countries are appealing to domestic mobility as a short-term solution to

mitigate the effects of the pandemic on the hospitality and tourism sector. Together with this

national tourism, there might be a travel behaviour shift because of fear of virus outbreak

and ongoing uncertainty about how traditional accommodation (i.e. hotels) restore customer

trust. The desire for privacy and independence can tip the balance in favour of second

homes and tourist apartments over traditional accommodation. However, not only non-

mobile second homes but also mobile and semi-mobile second homes such as caravans

(Herranz, 2020), boats and tents are likely to face an increase in demand. Those are seen

as the address of freedom, safety space and escape to nature.

3.2 Commodification of housing: peer-to-peer platforms, manager channels and
speculation in rental housing

After the crash of the real estate and financial crisis of 2008, an intensive process of

commodification and financialization of housing (Aalbers, 2016; Madden and Marcuse,

2016) carried out by real estate companies and investors took place around the optimal

flexibility that the tourist rental market offered them to maximise profits. In this process, the

so-called “peer-to-peer (p2p) platforms” facilitating the offer and rental of short-term rentals

(i.e. Airbnb or HomeAway) were situated at the core of the business (C�ocola-Gant, 2020). In
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fact, Airbnb became the company managing the largest volume of tourist accommodation

in the world (Jefferson-Jones, 2015). Along with these platforms, the number of

technological firms managing the offer of housing units on multiple digital channels, also

known as “channel managers”, has increased globally. These enterprises not only offer the

tourist apartments on multiple short-term rental platforms but also on “originally” long-term

rental platforms (i.e. Idealista or Rightmove) indicating that the rental is not for a long period

of time (i.e. for the period of the university course). Hence, housing has lost its social use

and is just seen as a financial asset (Byrne, 2020) providing flexibility and a high capacity to

adapt to the market circumstances.

Considering the intrinsic flexibility of tourist apartments, it seems that in the aftermath of the

first outbreak of the pandemic, these dynamics will be maintained and might even be

accentuated in some highly touristic places. The emergence of a new demand or, at least,

the shift of demand towards tourist apartments and second homes will extend the already

existing opportunities for profiteering from the tourist rental market. In the short-run of the

pandemic short-term rentals have become a suitable option for travellers seeking mid-term

stays and willing to flee from urban destinations to low-density areas. In this line, a report

prepared by the consultancy AirDNA portrays that half of the bookings on Airbnb in 2020

have been extended to an average of more than two weeks (DuBois, 2020). It showcases

that tourist rentals are unlikely to be reconverted to long-term rentals for locals, therefore

intensifying such processes as increase of long-term rental housing prices (because of its

shortage), home dispossession, displacements and the gentrification of urban centres

(Garcı́a-Lamarca and Kaika, 2016). These processes will not only take place in touristified

areas but also in working-class neighbourhoods near tourist sites and with high potential for

generating new profits (Gutiérrez and Domènech, 2020).

3.3 Migration to low-density areas: a first world ‘‘issue’’

Migration to second home areas is a subject that has been focused on by academics for a

long time, with the concepts of retirement and lifestyle migration. Pandemic will also change

the priorities and preferences of both second home owners and people with a privileged

economic situation with the capacity to purchase a second home.

In the first place, regarding those owners of second homes, travel restrictions might have

caused them to reconsider the fact of having a first residence in large cities, where the risk of

infection is higher while the possibilities of being isolated are limited. In this regard, there might

be an exchange between the first and second homes. In fact, some coastal destinations with

an important volume of second homes have experienced an increase in the number of owners

asking to be enumerated to the municipal register (El Punt Avui, 2020). Thereby, they would

be able to overcome travel restrictions during the ongoing (and potentially future) lockdown

periods and settle in their secondary (now permanent) home. This, as commented in Section

2, opens up new discussions about the second home concept itself and its meaning.

In the second place, seeking a better life will come into prominence again, especially for

people with a privileged economic situation residing in crowded cities. The pandemic has

induced the fear of contagion and, for the first time in a long time, low-density areas are

beginning to be valued as safe living spaces not just as leisure or tourist places. In this

context, wealthy urban citizens may be tempted to purchase a second home in areas of lower

density, such as coastal destinations or authentic and protected rural areas. In this process of

rethinking their future, the possibility of remote working is another drive that might push people

to lose attachment to cities and plan to buy a new home or go back to the region their family

had lived in for generations. The emergence of this demand can fuel speculation around

housing, and especially with regard to the sale and rental prices of second homes in the resort

and rural areas with high potential for profiteering. Examples of this demand are already being

seen in some destinations. In Italy, for example, requests and online searches for country

homes increased by 20% between February and April (Speak, 2020). Similarly, the largest
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property website in the UK revealed that the coronavirus has increased the number of the

British citizens looking for remote locations to buy a home. Luxurious and low-density places

such as Inverness in the Scottish Highlands or the Shetland Islands experienced a,

respectively, 167% and 131% year-on-year increase in searches in April (Rightmove, 2020).

Also in Spain, with the stretching of international restrictions, an increase is expected in the

international demand for holiday homes or retirement properties in tourist regions such as the

Costa de Sol or Costa Blanca (Trelinski, 2020).

4. Conclusions

This viewpoint paper has centred around the role of second homes in times of COVID-19

and in the aftermath of the first outbreak of the pandemic. Concretely, it has reviewed the

evolution of the meaning of second homes because of the eruption of the virus. Moreover, it

has described the main emerging challenges, potential problems and opportunities for

areas with a high presence of this type of housing. Overall, the paper allows us to foresee a

scenario in which second homes might not only be at the center of tourist activity in the

“post-pandemic” period but also occupy a key role in the housing market. Nevertheless, all

the trends and dynamics pointed out have to be further explored and empirical evidence is

needed in the months ahead. Therefore, this viewpoint paper draws four main lines of

present and future research that must be faced with an interdisciplinary vision.

First, the potential shift in travel behaviour and tourist preferences after lifting travel

restrictions have to be analysed and dimensioned. It will likely result in a displacement of

demand to second homes and apartments, but the size of this phenomenon, its reasons

and its consequences are important factors to be assessed. Some potential research

questions involve the following: “Will second homes become the main preference for

accommodation and why? “Is there a social logic behind this potential shift?” “How do

traditional accommodation adapt to the new situation?”

Second, as linked with the previous, the potential for profiteering by real estate companies

will probably increase substantially, in the same way that housing management platforms

(channel managers or p2p platforms) will continue to occupy a key role in the process of

commodification and financialization of housing from the tourist rental market (Aalbers,

2016; Byrne, 2020; Madden and Marcuse, 2016). This opens up interesting research

questions such as: “How will the tourist rental market evolve?” “What are going to be the

effects on the prices of long-term rental housing?” “What are going to be the impacts on

different social groups, regions and neighbourhoods?” As in all crises, the most vulnerable

social groups tend to be the most affected. The effects of the pandemic on the housing

market can, therefore, contribute to exacerbating the negative externalities caused by the

proliferation and consolidation of tourist apartments and the business around second

homes. Furthermore, the consequences in the short and mid-term for the so-called “gig

workers” of the p2p accommodation sector should be analysed.

Third, there might be changes in the preferences of private second home owners. Some of

them, in the short-run, considered converting their second homes into first residences in order to

escape from urban areas where the risk of contagion was higher. In this regard, not only

research focusing on this urban to low-density areas’ migration is needed, but also it is important

to detect the temporality of these decisions: “Will second homes be converted into “permanent

homes” in the process of normalization?” “What are the main reasons and socioeconomic

drivers of these decisions?” “Is there any specific spatial logic?” “Will this ‘permanization of

second homes’ be long-lasting or just until no effective treatment or vaccine is found?”

Fourth and last, the pandemic has made many people who live in crowded cities rethink their

lifestyles. Spacious and comfortable homes to spend time, relax and work are now more

valued not only as getaways from the risk of contagion but also as places to live in. For this

reason, many people, with a certain wealthy situation, will re-evaluate their home situations. In
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this sense, the analysis of the housing market and the evolution of people’s preferences

should be analysed, as well as the implications it might have for the future of host areas.
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