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 This article compares the differences between two datasets on rents – a dataset 
with advertised listings maintained by the Central Bank of Malta and the regis-
tered dataset of the Housing Authority – that in recent years have become avail-
able for research and policy analysis. Advertised rents are much higher than 
those in the registered dataset: in 2021, the share of registered properties with a 
monthly rent of less than €700 amounted to 51%, compared to less than 9% in 
the advertised dataset. Furthermore, since late 2021, the increase in the growth 
rate of advertised rents has been significantly more pronounced compared to 
registered rents. The inclusion of renewed contracts in the registered dataset 
provides one potential explanation for this divergence. The existing landlord-
tenant relationship in renewed contracts lowers the information asymmetries 
that is prevalent in new contracts, which in turn helps to reduce risks and keep 
prices relatively stable. However, this only explains part of the gap between the 
two indices and other potential explanations are left for future research.

Introduction
The Maltese private rental market has been characterised by rapid development over the last decade, on the back 
of strong economic and population growth. While homeownership remains the predominant tenure in Malta, it is 
estimated that around 14% of the resident population were living in private residential leases in 2021 (Housing 
Authority, 2022).2 

Until a few years ago, the available information on the private rental market fell short of what is required for a holistic 
assessment of this sector (Micallef, 2021). To address this gap, in 2017, the Central Bank of Malta started to collect 
advertised rents to complement its regular assessment of the local housing market. Data are collected on a quar-
terly basis using big data techniques from adverts by real estate agencies (Micallef et al., 2021). 

The introduction of the Private Residential Leases Act on 1 January 2020 provided a new source of data on the pri-
vate rental market. The obligation of mandatory registration of rental contracts with the Housing Authority led to the 
creation of a rent register. In contrast to the advertised database, registered rents cover all segments of the rental 
market. As at the beginning of September 2022, a total of 82,897 leases have been registered with the Housing 
Authority with the number of active contracts standing at 42,988. This represents an increase of 13.2% compared 
to the situation prevailing at the end of 2021, when active contracts stood at 37,976 (Gauci et al., 2022).

The objective of this article is to compare the characteristics and the associated growth rates in rents from these 
two datasets. The datasets include comparable characteristics such as property type, size, and location, but differs 
in other important contract and amenity dimensions.  

The rest of the article is organised as follows. Section 2 provides a concise review of the literature about potential 
differences between registered and advertised datasets. Section 3 describes the characteristics of the two datasets, 
while Section 4 briefly outlines the methodology used. Section 5 describes the empirical results. Section 6 explores 
the role of renewed contracts in the registered dataset to explain the differences between the two indices. Section 
7 concludes and points to some avenues for future research.  

1   Both authors are members of the Rent Observatory. The authors wish to thank Mr Leonid McKay and Ms Romina Fenech for their helpful as-
sistance with the Housing Authority dataset. The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and should not be interpreted to represent 
those of the Central Bank of Malta or the Housing Authority. Any remaining errors are the authors’ own. 
2   Fiott (2021) estimates that a further 3.8% of the population reside in around 10,545 dwellings covered by a protected lease. 
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Literature review 
This article is related to two broad strands in the literature. The first refers to sample selection bias, which occurs 
from the use of non-randomly selected samples. The second refers to the role played by asymmetric information 
between the landlords and tenants.  

The reliance on adverts by real estate agents can lead to a sample selection bias. This bias arises when a rule other 
than simple random sampling is used to sample the underlying population of interest (Heckman, 1979). A random 
sample, meaning that all units in the population – rental properties in this case – are equally likely to be sampled, 
produces a population distribution that approximates the true population distribution as the sample size grows. While 
being publicly accessible, data from real estate agents provide only a partial picture of the rental market, since this 
information excludes those properties that are not advertised with these agents, such as through word of mouth or 
listed by landlords on social media. Furthermore, the publicly available website that is used as the main source for data 
collection does not capture all the adverts by real estate agents, possibly creating a secondary layer of selection bias. 

“The reliance on adverts by real estate agents can lead to a 
sample selection bias”

Asymmetric information refers to a situation when one party in a transaction has more information than the other. Such 
information asymmetries are common in housing markets, which are characterised by high search costs, infrequent 
trading and where information is difficult to obtain, especially for non-locals (Zhou et al., 2015). In the rental market, 
this asymmetry manifests itself in various areas, including on tenant quality (Ambrose and Diop, 2021). These asym-
metries can be exacerbated by regulations that restrict the ability of landlords to evict bad tenants (Miron, 1990). Such 
regulations will result in higher screening by landlords of prospective tenants and such costs can be priced into rents 
to the extent permitted by the elasticity of rental demand (Hirsch et al., 1975; Ambrose and Diop, 2021).      

Finally, it is worth mentioning that adverts only provide asking prices. A negotiation process usually follows between 
prospective tenants and landlords with actual contracted price often differing from those advertised (Han and 
Strange, 2016). Hence, while the advertised listings take place prior to this negotiation process, the registered 
dataset contains information on the rents after the negotiation takes place.

Characteristics of the data sets
The advertised database of the Central Bank of Malta comprises data about residential properties starting from 
2017Q4. Until 2018Q4, the database consisted of only two types of properties – apartments and maisonettes – 
along with information about the location of the property and the number of bedrooms. In 2019Q1, this information 
was supplemented by the collection of data about penthouses and additional localities that previously were not 
incorporated. In addition, information started being collected on several other characteristics including the avail-
ability of a garage, garden or pool facilities, proximity to a seafront or the availability of a view (Micallef et al., 2022). 

The registered dataset of the Housing Authority includes information on commencement and termination dates, 
property types, localities, number of bedrooms, lease type and prices (Debono et al., 2021). This dataset also con-
tains information on multi-year contracts and renewed contracts. Around 96% of the contracts in this register were 
for long leases with a duration of one year or more (Gauci et al., 2022).  

“The share of registered properties with a rent of less than 
€700 amounts to 51%, compared to less than 9% in the 

advertised dataset”

Chart 1 plots the distribution of the monthly rent in euro for the properties in both datasets. The rent distribution 
of the advertised dataset is skewed to the right, indicating the prevalence of listings with a medium-to-high price 
range (Micallef and Gauci, 2022). More than half of the adverts had a rent exceeding €1,000 per month in 2021, 
with almost 25% of properties listed with a monthly rent of more than €1,500. More than 90% of all properties in the 
advertised dataset in 2021 requested a monthly rent of €700 or more. On the contrary, around two-thirds of active 
contracts registered with the Housing Authority in 2021 had a monthly rent between €400 and €899. The most 



CENTRAL BANK OF MALTA – RESEARCH BULLETIN 2022

common bracket refers to the €600-€699 
range, which comprises 17% of all active 
contracts in 2021. The share of registered 
contracts exceeding €1,000 per month 
stood at 18%, with only 5% of active 
contracts in 2021 having a monthly rent 
exceeding €1,500. The share of registered 
properties with a rent of less than €700 
amounts to 51%, compared to less than 
9% in the advertised dataset. 

Chart 2 compares the spatial distribution 
by region.3 Rents are highly concentrated 
in the Northern Harbour region, followed 
by the Northern region – both regions 
with a large share of non-Maltese resi-
dents. Almost 60% of advertised listings 
in 2021 were for properties in the North-
ern Harbour. Given that the Northern Har-
bour region commands amongst the high-
est rents (Micallef and Gauci, 2022), this 
partly explains the skewness of the adver-
tised rents database. This contrasts with 
the registered dataset, where the share of 
active contracts in the Northern Harbour 
stood at 45% in 2021. With the exception 
of the Western region, the share of proper-
ties in the remaining four regions is slightly 
lower in the advertised dataset compared 
to the registered contracts with the Hous-
ing Authority. 

Chart 3 shows that the most prevalent 
property sizes in both datasets refer to 
2-bedroom and 3-bedroom dwellings.
The share of the latter is however more
pronounced in the advertised dataset.
Contrarily, the advertised dataset contains
relatively fewer 1-bedroom units. The pro-
portion of large properties consisting of
four bedrooms or more stood at less than
4% in both datasets.

Methodology
The methodology used to construct hedon-
ic rent indices is described in Micallef 
et al. (2022) for advertised listings, and 
Micallef (2022) for registered rents.4 Three 
changes were made to facilitate the com-
parability of the two datasets. First, the 
time dimension was set at a quarterly fre-
quency. This meant that the observations 

3   For the list of localities within each region see NSO (2022). Regional Statistics Malta: 2022 Edition.  
4   One minor technical change has been made from Micallef (2022). This concerns renewed contracts that were subsequently terminated by the Housing 
Authority within 45 days from the renewed commencement date. These contracts, which mostly refer to auto-renewals, were excluded from the dataset.   
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in the registered dataset were aggregated from monthly to quarterly frequency. Second, the reference quarter was 
set at 2020Q1. This mainly impacted the advertised dataset since earlier studies had set the reference quarters to 
2017Q4 and 2019Q1, respectively (Micallef et al., 2022; Micallef and Gauci, 2022). Finally, the locality variable in 
the advertised dataset was changed from ten clusters as documented in Micallef and Gauci (2022) to six regions.

The registered dataset has 104,794 observations and covers the period 2020Q1–2022Q2. The advertised dataset 
is split in two groups. The entire dataset has 55,438 listings, spanning the period 2017Q4-2022Q2, while the dataset 
with the full characteristics starts from 2019Q1 and contains only 47,174 observations.  

Results
Table 1 presents the results for three regressions using the time dummy variable method. The first column presents 
the estimates for registered rents, while the second and third columns show the results from the advertised model 
based on the full dataset (starting from 2017Q4), and the one with the full characteristics (starting from 2019Q1), 
respectively. 

The regression results are qualitatively similar although quantitative differences are noticeable. In both datasets, 
rents in the Northern Harbour region are the most expensive, while prices in Gozo are the least expensive. Quan-
titatively, registered rents in Gozo stood 39% lower than those prevailing in the Northern Harbour, while the differ-
ence in the advertised dataset stood at 55%. There is also a positive association between rents and size in the two 
datasets although, even in this case, the differences of larger units compared to the benchmark 1-bedroom unit 
tend to be larger in the advertised dataset. The third column shows that property amenities are all statistically sig-
nificant, with the impact being especially pronounced for properties with a pool, with a view or close to the seafront. 
As expected, the inclusion of these attributes results in an increase in the adjusted-R2 compared to a model without 
these characteristics. 

“For all regions, the implied monthly rent from the advertised 
dataset is higher than for registered rents”

In terms of the time dimension, two differences stand out. First, the decline in the time coefficients was more pro-
nounced in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in registered rents, compared to the advertised dataset. On 
the contrary, both datasets show similar declining magnitudes in rents towards the end of 2020, and the first half 
of 2021. The second difference starts towards the end of 2021 and became more magnified in 2022. During this 
period, the time coefficients for registered rents remained negative (compared to the reference quarter of 2020Q1), 
whereas the advertised dataset indicates strong increases.

These differences between the two 
datasets are best illustrated graphically. 
Chart 4 shows the implied rent in euro 
per month from the hedonic models for 
a 2-bedroom apartment by region in 
2021Q4. No additional property features 
are assumed to facilitate the comparison 
between the two datasets. Hence, for the 
advertised dataset, the coefficients of the 
second column of Table 1 are used. For 
all regions, the implied monthly rent from 
the advertised dataset is higher than for 
registered rents. According to these esti-
mates, the implied advertised rent for a 
2-bedroom flat in 2021Q4 in the South-
ern Harbour and the Northern Harbour 
stood 75%, and 58% respectively, higher 
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Table 1
COMPARISON OF REGISTERED AND ADVERTISED RENT COEFFICIENTS

Location
Northern Harbour (b) (b) (b)
Northern -0.278 *** -0.381 *** -0.383 ***
South Eastern -0.320 *** -0.481 *** -0.463 ***
Southern Harbour -0.333 *** -0.230 *** -0.204 ***
Western -0.213 *** -0.371 *** -0.317 ***
Gozo -0.487 *** -0.809 *** -0.799 ***

Size
1-bed (b) (b) (b)
2-bed 0.265 *** 0.299 *** 0.291 ***
3-bed 0.453 *** 0.527 *** 0.504 ***
4-bed+ 0.528 *** 0.786 *** 0.743 ***

Contract
Long-let (b)
Short-let -0.01
Shared space -1.30 ***
Multi-year contracts (5 yrs+) -1.01 ***

Characteristics
Garage 0.067 ***
Garden 0.034 **
Pool 0.423 ***
Seafront 0.183 ***
Has view 0.204 ***

Time
Q4_17 -0.005
Q1_18 -0.052 ***
Q2_18 0.074 ***
Q3_18 0.073 ***
Q4_18 0.060 ***
Q1_19 0.040 *** 0.048 ***
Q2_19 0.092 *** 0.098 ***
Q3_19 0.063 *** 0.067 ***
Q4_19 0.052 *** 0.050 ***
Q1_20 (b) (b) (b)
Q2_20 -0.075 *** -0.021 ** -0.015 *
Q3_20 -0.049 *** -0.006 -0.002
Q4_20 -0.078 *** -0.085 *** -0.073 ***
Q1_21 -0.064 *** -0.064 *** -0.056 ***
Q2_21 -0.061 *** -0.048 *** -0.045 ***
Q3_21 -0.031 *** -0.029 *** -0.016 **
Q4_21 -0.043 *** -0.003 0.003
Q1_22 -0.042 *** 0.046 *** 0.052 ***
Q2_22 -0.013 * 0.096 *** 0.101 ***
Controls
Constant Yes Yes Yes
Property type Yes Yes Yes
Observations 104,794 55,438 47,174
Adjusted R2 0.3859 0.3912 0.4672
Source: Authors' calculations.

Registered dataset Advertised  ̶  no 
characteristics

Advertised  ̶  including 
characteristics
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than those in the registered dataset. The 
least pronounced differences were found 
in Gozo, with the gap between the two 
standing at 14%.

Chart 5 illustrates the annual growth rate 
from the different models. In addition to the 
three models represented in Table 1, the 
chart includes the results of the time dum-
my approach for registered rents, with 68 
different locations instead of six regions. 
The growth rate from the advertised data-
set produces similar results irrespective of 
whether one uses the full characteristics 
or not. The annual growth rate in regis-
tered rents followed a broadly similar tra-
jectory to advertised rent during 2021 but, 
towards the end of 2021, the growth rates 
started to diverge. In 2022Q2, the annual 
growth rate in registered rents stood between 4.7% and 5.7% depending on the hedonic method chosen.5 During 
the same period, the annual growth rate from five advertised rent indices averaged 13.6%.6  

The role of renewed contracts
One major difference between the two datasets is the inclusion of renewable contracts, which are only present 
in the registered dataset. In 2021, the Housing Authority received 14,310 contract renewals. Excluding the 6,148 
renewed contracts that were terminated by the Housing Authority before the expiration of the original date, 8,162 
contracts were either active (7,924) or terminated at the end of the stipulated period (238). The latter group of con-
tracts constitute slightly more than 20% of the active contracts in 2021 (Gauci et al., 2022). 

“A contract renewal eliminates the information asymmetry 
prevalent in new contracts”

Chart 6 shows that the rent in 96% of 
these 8,162 renewed contracts in 2021 
remained unchanged compared to the 
original contract. Only slightly less than 
4% were renewed with a different rent, 
with the share of those with an increase 
in rent being slightly higher than those 
contracts renewed with a lower rent 
than in the original contract. As most of 
the renewed contracts remain with the 
same rent, this put downward pressure 
on the registered hedonic index. A con-
tract renewal eliminates the information 
asymmetry prevalent in new contracts 
(Ambrose and Diop, 2021). The prevailing 
landlord-tenant relationship thus leads to 
a reduction in risk for the landlord that are 
generally not prevalent at the start of a 

5   This range includes all the hedonic approaches described in Micallef (2022).
6   This range includes all the hedonic approaches described in Micallef et al. (2022).
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Source: Authors' calculations. 
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RENT CHANGES FOR RENEWED CONTRACTS COMMENCING IN 2021
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new contract, such as those observed in 
advertised listings.

The impact of renewed contracts on the 
growth rates of registered rents is illustrat-
ed through a hypothetical scenario. Chart 
7 shows the results from an exercise that 
excludes all the renewals from the reg-
istered dataset and compare the results 
with the baseline model using the time 
dummy variable approach for regions and 
localities, respectively. The results indicate 
that the hypothetical exclusion of renewed 
contracts raises the annual growth rate of 
registered rents to 7.5%-8.7% in 2022Q2, 
compared to 4.9%-5.7% in the baseline. 
This comes at the expense of a signifi-
cant loss in observations, which drop from 
104,794 in the baseline model to 83,225. 
The exclusion of renewed contracts also results in a slight increase in the adjusted-R2 of the respective models. 
This suggests that the independent variables are able to explain a higher proportion of the variance of the depen-
dent variable once renewed contracts are removed from the dataset. 

Conclusion
This article documented the differences between the advertised and registered datasets for rents that in recent 
years have become available for research and policy analysis. Since late 2021, the increase in advertised rents 
has been significantly more pronounced compared to registered rents. The analysis in this article showed that the 
inclusion of renewed contracts in the registered dataset provides one potential reason for the gap between the two 
indices. The existing landlord-tenant relationship in renewed contracts lowers the information asymmetries that is 
prevalent in new contracts, which helps to reduce risks and keep prices relatively stable.

However, it is important to point out that renewed contracts only explain part of the gap between registered and 
advertised rents. More research is needed to understand the drivers of this difference, which can also result from 
selection effects of the way advertised data is collected (Heckman, 1979) or alternatively, the under-declaration of 
registered rents for taxation purposes. The exploration of these differences is left for future research. 
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