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Abstract 
 

Housing qualities are crucial influences in our everyday lives that contribute to well-being. Many 

residential quality concepts determine quality at the legislative level and are matters of 

compliance reflected in implementing standards and in the residential construction and urban 

design process. These approaches to housing quality focusing on material dimensions dominate 

the literature and are commonly quantitatively measured. This study moves beyond the 

reductionist representation of housing quality concepts that often do not incorporate insider 

experiences and non-material dimensions; instead it develops a distinct pluralistic concept with 

experiences as quality indicators.  

 

This thesis questions the meaning of ‘housing qualities’ in the residential built environment in 

Auckland, New Zealand. The broader context is one of rapid urbanisation and population growth 

having led to a growing demand for residential environments. While official directives and 

strategies are promoting intensification, affordability and sustainability, the recent Auckland 

Council initiatives to transform Auckland into the ‘world’s most liveable city’, emphasizes the 

significance of identifying qualities in the built environment.  

 

In theoretical terms, the thesis is situated between spaces of representation, the experienced 

spaces and representational spaces, the conceived spaces. Qualitative methodologies are 

employed to explore the everyday experiences and perceptions of housing through the lens of 

owner occupants. The thesis employs a grounded phenomenological perspective to portray 

housing qualities in residents’ everyday urban settings. It draws on data derived from 39 semi-

structured interviews in three case studies that are aligned with urban transformation processes 

in Auckland: gentrification, suburbanisation and intensification. Data collection further included 

participatory methods such as brainstorming. The perspectives of 20 urban gatekeepers portray 

insights, practices and expertise of their everyday engagement with housing qualities and 

contribute to the contextual background of this study.  

 

The findings identify ways in which housing qualities represent a crucial part of the making of 

Auckland’s urban landscape through occupants’ material and social constructions of dwelling 

places. A shift from an emphasis on material indicators towards embodied experiences of 

qualities of home and surroundings is illustrated by a micro-geography of experienced housing 
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qualities through home making processes, do-it-yourself, and qualities that contribute to a sense 

of place, in a range of locales. The study concludes that the embodiment and belonging in place 

is not only achieved through everyday routinisation and constancy in the social and material 

environment but also through ontological security and the expression of self that enables 

residents to experience housing qualities.  
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Chapter 1 

Initial encounters with housing quality 
 

 

1.1 Prologue  
 

“In all the newspapers. Cliffhanger-type stories about our house: The Times: “Ideal home 

collapses in minutes”; Daily Telegraph: “House collapses like cards”; Guardian very 

observantly suggests that “even the most hyperbole prone of estate agents would 

struggle to talk this property up”; Daily Mail describes how our “three-storey Victorian 

property… tumbled down into a pile of rubble.” All very dramatic and quite an 

entertaining story, if it wasn’t our house.” (Schofield, 2001, p.11) 

 

“Kind neighbour: “En route to the post box, just now, my eyes alighted on your house – or 

what was your house. It felt like a horror film, rather than reality, “the home” is so 

important to a family”. Too right.” (Schofield, 2001, p.12) 

 

It was around 6.15 am on a sunny Sunday morning in late 2006 when I was woken up 

involuntarily by a loud noise. The sound was like something relatively large crashing onto the 

next door neighbour’s roof. My curiosity led to a somewhat interesting discovery: the outside 

sewage pipe had collapsed and was lying on the ground. I feared a domestic disaster had just 

begun as in Victoria Schofield’s novel The house that fell down (2001). I recalled a section in 

Schofield’s novel that told the story of how surprised and shocked she was to notice her whole 

house had actually subsided. Having just read this book my own sudden experience taught me 

that a house, or part thereof, can indeed collapse. I knew from observing my father’s building 

sites in Germany that houses do not just collapse when built correctly, with the exception of 

catastrophic damage caused by a natural disaster. However, dad’s experiences as a builder and 

his influences regarding housing during my upbringing could not be applied to this situation.  

 

After the unforeseen pipe incident outside my bedroom window I was able to empathize with 

Schofield. My belief was that buildings last a lifetime or more given that historic buildings all 
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over the world have lasted hundreds of years. Having spent all my life in middle Europe prior to 

coming to New Zealand my housing experience can be regarded as that of an ’outsider’ relative 

to the New Zealand context. In fact, actual building failure had been unfamiliar to me before this 

date. Apart from a crashing sewage pipe there were other perceptions of housing characteristics 

which also caught my attention in the Auckland Region. A lack of insulation, as well as drafts, 

condensation and mould became apparent in my personal housing experience. Surprisingly 

enough, I learnt that these attributes were a common phenomenon in the built environment 

and that there might be minimal requirements for the quality of housing in New Zealand. These 

perceptions of housing quality in Auckland have since shifted as I have become an ’insider’ 

through the course of this research. 

 

1.2 Demystifying housing qualities 
 

The overall objective of this thesis is to empirically investigate housing qualities in the residential 

built environment which are contextualised by home owners’ experiences in the Auckland Region. 

There are very few studies that examine housing quality in New Zealand thus far. Nevertheless, 

housing quality forms a central part of the New Zealand Housing Strategy (2005) which broadly 

envisions that “all New Zealanders have access to affordable, sustainable and good quality 

housing appropriate to their needs” (Housing New Zealand Corporation, 2005, p.7). By and large 

housing quality is framed around building codes and policies that oversee building regulations 

and standards in order to improve the quality of new and existing housing stock. In comparison 

to international settings such as the UK where housing condition surveys are carried out on a 

regular basis, there is only limited information available in New Zealand. 

 

Research concerned with housing standards and the notions of quality are predominantly 

undertaken by governmental bodies. For instance, the Building Research Association of New 

Zealand (BRANZ) carried out a house condition survey which assessed the physical condition of 

five hundred and sixty-five houses (Clark, Jones & Page, 2005, p. 1) randomly chosen in three 

main regions. The information gathered from interviews with home owners about their 

maintenance practices and their demographic and economic circumstances provides a statistical 

snapshot and does not represent sufficient information about people’s actual housing quality 

experiences in New Zealand. Scholarly qualitative research about quality defects in the built 

environment and its health impacts (Howden-Chapman, 2004) as well as housing quality in the 

private rental market from a health perspective (Bierre, 2007) are also limited in number. 
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However, information about housing qualities is essential for people’s wellbeing. There is 

therefore a large gap in the New Zealand housing literature concerning housing quality and the 

lived experiences of it. Two decades ago, in a study about housing problems in Auckland and 

Christchurch, Smith, Kearns and Abbott (1992) pointed out that there is “relatively little […] 

known about the actual experience of housing from the perspective of the residents 

themselves” (p. 2). This claim urges an investigation from a grounded approach which in turn 

informs policy and planning.  

 

The theoretical basis of this thesis is founded on housing qualities that are scattered over several 

disciplines. Housing quality research is difficult to be assigned to a certain set of literatures. 

Relevant scholarly work from areas such as urban geography, sociology, housing and 

environmental psychology is used in order to inform the research approach. This thesis attempts 

to explore the predominant limitations in regards to qualities in the built environment with the 

aim of offering a novel approach to the geography of housing quality. There are several 

gateways to the enquiry into concepts of housing quality which show the limitations of 

contemporary research. Indeed, there are numerous knowledge strands that identify the gaps 

and which make this thesis research justifiable. Some of the strands are interwoven and cannot 

be regarded as single entities. The following section will allude to explicit gaps in the 

international literature and will highlight the specific objectives of this research.   

 

1.2.1 Housing quality – a mystical concept? 

 

In popular discussions in the traditional housing literature, housing is considered as the plural of 

houses, buildings and dwellings for human habitation. Housing and the provision of shelter is 

one of the basic needs people require and is categorized at a fundamental level in Maslow’s 

(Maslow & Frager, 1987) hierarchy of needs. According to UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon 

(UN Habitat, 2010), half of the world’s population is living in an urban environment while around 

one billion people still live in slums and do not have access to appropriate housing. Housing is 

therefore of great significance indeed and has thus been subject to investigation by different 

disciplines looking at various aspects of it. Aspects of housing quality comprise the focus of this 

research. Deriving from the Latin qualitas, quality refers to an attribute or a special characteristic 

(Soanes & Stevenson, 2003). Applied to housing, quality can describe a building which has a 

certain attribute or characteristic. Yet, the term housing quality means more than this. Defining 

the term literally, it implies that housing only has one significant attribute. However, there are 

numerous characteristics that define the built environment which emphasise the need to 



 Chapter 1: Initial encounters with housing qualities 

4 
 

redefine the term housing quality. The remainder of this thesis will therefore only use the term 

housing quality in order to discuss previous concepts and will henceforth, use the expression 

housing qualities instead.  

 

Definitions of housing quality are difficult to assign to a certain type of literature. In fact, as 

Lawrence (1995) stated, housing quality is “a complex concept that is neither absolute nor 

static” (p. 1658). It is a concept that varies between countries, specific groups of people in each 

country at one point in time, as well as over long periods. Attempts to determine notions of 

housing quality have been predominantly of a quantitative nature that aims to compile housing 

quality indices in developing countries. These do not provide a suitable approach for the 

purpose of this research. Most importantly, the international literature frames concepts of 

housing quality around the provision and availability of housing. Here, housing represents 

physical entities which are constituted through Building Codes, regulations and standards 

(Carmona, 2001; Franklin, 2001; Goodchild, 1997; Karn & Sheridan, 1994). For example, good 

documentation of comparative building controls in eight European countries is offered by 

Meijer, Visscher and Sheridan (2002). The work of Linda Sheridan and Valerie Karn is crucial to 

existing literature and advocates quality standards in housing policy in the UK and across Europe 

(Sheridan, 2001; Goodchild & Karn, 1997). However, these rational approaches of policy making 

have often led to concerns in terms of their implementation as they provide inadequate 

information about the housing qualities experienced by the residents themselves. This is why 

Clapham (2005) urges for a policy process which is “attuned to the importance of subjective 

perception and to multiple definitions of reality” (p. 249). Moreover, Fischer and Forester (1993) 

have also stressed the significance of incorporating people’s perceptions into policy making. 

With the aim of understanding what meanings the notions of housing qualities have in a current 

housing market, I also agree with Peter King’s (1996) criticism that objective paradigms in 

housing research have often led to a dehumanisation of housing policy and practice. It is housing 

that is “concerned with the relative notion of fulfilment and thus not with generalised standards. 

What is sufficient in terms of the quality and quantity of a dwelling is for the individual 

household to decide” (King, 1996, p. 23). Such claims contribute to the need to incorporate 

individual household perceptions in policy and practice.  

 

Of particular interest for this study is also the research of Barry Goodchild (1997, 2008) who 

considers housing quality to be associated with urban design and planning. This is in line with 

King (1996) who claims that in this context housing is seen as an object and as a commodity by 
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key housing players such as architects and developers. Architects might value quality attributes 

which are associated with constructional aspects, whereas developers might value other quality 

aspects. However, the notion of housing quality experiences from the insiders themselves is 

often dismissed in these studies. Roderick Lawrence has published extensively on concepts of 

housing quality in the built environment since the 1990s when a housing quality research 

laboratory was established in Geneva, Switzerland (2002, 1995). His studies are of particular 

significance for this research when considering housing quality experiences. Lawrence claims 

that “qualities of habitat” are still missing in qualitative studies and urges the need to 

incorporate the micro-environment of daily life in concepts of housing quality (Lawrence, 2009). 

This thesis contributes to this area of knowledge.  

 

1.2.2 Constructing a grounded approach for housing qualities  

 

Little is known about housing quality experiences from residents through a grounded approach. 

Since experiences of habitat qualities are firmly rooted in a particular place, concepts relating to 

this dimension of human experience are used in this thesis. For this reason notions of human 

habitation are centred in the scholarship of the meaning of house and home. This literature has 

broadly contributed to knowledge in housing, urban studies, sociology as well as in other fields. 

In studies which investigated the correlation between house and home, house is seen as a 

machine to live in (Bertram, 1935) or a building that is transformed into home through the 

expressions of one’s identity (Cooper Marcus, 1995). Rykwert (1991) contends that a house is 

just a shelter and a fabric of edges, walls and a roof whereas home has the implication of 

stability, well-being and ownership. In the late 1980s, numerous debates arose out of a new 

convincing interest about the value of the home as a new research agenda. Indeed, the concept 

of home is represented as an icon of society while symbolising a range of qualities (Gurney, 

1996) which have been investigated in an existing body of research about the meaning of home. 

Notions of comfort, security, haven, family, privacy, independence and identity still represent 

fundamental parts of the meanings and qualities attached to the home (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; 

Easthope, 2004; Mallett, 2004; Busch, 1999; Gurney, 1996; Benjamin & Saile, 1995; Després, 

1991; Rybczynski, 1987; Altman & Werner, 1985). According to Oldenburg (1997) homes are 

described as first places because we spend more of the time there than other places. He also 

contends that the home is a place which we identify with.  

 

In the context of New Zealand, a resident’s sense of house and home is constructed in a dialogue 

between household members, who negotiate the meaning, creation and use of houses 



 Chapter 1: Initial encounters with housing qualities 

6 
 

themselves (Leonard, Perkins &Thorns, 2004). In most studies on the other hand, home is 

assumed to be a house filled with idealized and attached meanings. Rapoport (1995), for 

instance, controversially states that apartments in Australia “are never home, in the US hotels 

and mobile homes are never home” (p. 46) since they fail to match the concept of ‘home’. Relph 

for instance (1987) draws on Heidegger’s approach of being in the world and claims that the 

home is not just a house to live in but a common every day element of experience. Norberg-

Schulz (1971) also draws on Heidegger’s approach of place and emphasises that the quality of a 

person’s being and existential experience at a particular place is important (Groat, 1995). These 

statements are important for the purpose of this research, exploring how a house as a physical 

entity offers limited scope for framing qualities perceived by the occupants themselves. It also 

suggests that the materiality and qualities of houses are complemented by tangible and lived 

quality experiences which are needed in order to contribute to a comprehensive understanding 

of housing qualities. Housing quality experiences from residents themselves are therefore 

important and warrant investigation to inform policy and practice from an insider’s view. 

Accordingly, these form the basis for a grounded framework.  

 

Home and homeownership are commonly used and related terms. Gurney (1996) reveals that 

the two concepts are not mutually exclusive. The literature has widely discussed issues of 

tenure-specific housing stress for rental populations and the benefits of home ownership 

(Forrest, Murie & Williams, 1990; Saunders, 1990; Doling & Stafford, 1989; Kemeny, 1981). This 

is why home ownership is regarded as the preferred tenure option in order to create a feeling of 

home along with the development of a sense of belonging in a particular place (Valentine, 2001; 

Kearns, Hiscock, Ellaway & Macintyre, 2000; Cresswell, 2004; Gurney, 1996, Buttimer & Seamon, 

1980). The argument in many studies refers to the rootedness to one’s own place which is often 

absent in public housing or rental accommodation. Saunders (1990) claims that “people might 

find it difficult to establish a sense of belonging in a house which they do not own” (p. 273). 

Whitehead (1979) agrees while asserting that a tenant would never feel the same about his or 

her home as the owner occupier. 

 

Critiques showed that tenants could indeed achieve a ‘feel of home’. Mee (2007), for instance, 

reports on public housing tenants in Newcastle, Australia, whose feelings of being at home, are 

mediated through the neighbourhood and the city. The rootedness of home is in this case more 

related to surroundings and immediate interactions with people in the community. More 

importantly, the notion of tenure becomes insignificant in research about home and 
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homelessness (Parsell, 2012). People who are sleeping rough might not feel homeless as they 

experience their current situation or ‘accommodation’ as their home with which they develop 

some sort of attachment (Robinson, 2002; Coleman, 2000; Veness, 1993; Somerville, 1992).   

 

Nonetheless, owner occupants have been found to develop emotional attachments to their 

home which can be a source of psychological comfort (Relph, 1976). This comfort is what 

Giddens (1984) discusses in terms of ontological security which is basically described as the 

security of being, on an individual level. Saunders (1990) identified this notion with the tenure of 

home ownership in the built environment, whereas home is seen as a place of social stability 

and persistence in an alienating world. However, Saunders also implies that tenants could also 

achieve ontological security by arguing that “the fact that home ownership enables ontological 

security does not mean that non ownership prevents it” (p.303). While ontological security has 

often been conflated with place attachment and sense of belonging in the home (Hiscock, 

Kearns, Macintyre & Ellaway, 2001; Dupuis & Thorns, 1998; Gurney, 1991), Saunders (1989) 

claimed that the concept is “difficult to define and even more difficult to operationalise” (p.186). 

Although relevant data is hard to gather, Saunders suggests investigating people’s 

measurements of self-conception and positive social identity in order to reveal an enhanced 

ontological security through ownership. Gurney (1996) states that the core concept of 

ontological security is that it generates a sense of belonging because of the opportunities to gain 

“control over and derive identity from, a crucial region of everyday experience” (p.119).  

 

Giddens’ (1991) theoretical project of the self and identity in late modernity considers these 

everyday experiences as routinized daily activities. According to Giddens, the conduct of 

routinized everyday experiences plays a crucial role for human beings in ‘answering’ existential 

questions on an ongoing basis while maintaining a sense of ontological security. Ontological 

security can be defined as the “confidence that most human beings have in the continuity of 

their self-identity and in the constancy of their social and material environments” (Dupuis & 

Thorns, 1998, p.27). People’s self-identity becomes a reflexive project of the self in late 

modernity that is answered through narratives of the self (Giddens, 1991). The constant and 

ongoing existential questions are on one hand basic dimensions of human existence – the being, 

and on the other hand dimensions of the material world. People answer those questions in their 

everyday routine and thus prevent existential anxiety. Giddens (1991) understands anxiety in 

relation to the “overall security system the individual develops, rather than only as a 

situationally specific phenomenon connected to particular risks and dangers” (p.43). That means 
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that anxiety is a generalized form of the individuals’ emotions which needs to be understood as 

an ongoing inability to generate stable and secure systems. Stable good quality homes are 

therefore a basis for the development of ontological security in assisting occupants in answering 

existential questions in their course of everyday experience.  

 

1.3 Setting the scene: Why Auckland?  
 

“Auckland is about people and place where the only constant is change” (Regional 

Growth Forum, 1997, p.1) 

 

The foregoing statement stems from the publication “A place sought by many” which discusses 

the history of regional planning for Auckland’s growth. It points out that Auckland is a vibrant 

place. This observation applies not only to ethnic diversity but also to the urban built 

environment. In fact, Auckland has experienced dynamic urban transformation for over a 

century and particularly in the last few decades (Murphy, Friesen & Kearns, 1999). The following 

section of this introductory chapter aims to give a brief overview of why the Auckland Region 

provides a suitable urban setting for this research about housing qualities. 

 

The Auckland Region is the largest metropolitan area in New Zealand situated in the upper half 

of the North Island and houses just over 1.3 million people (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). In 

administrative terms, until November 2010 the Region was divided into five urban councils, 

Auckland, Manukau, Waitakere, North Shore City Councils and Papakura District Council as well 

as into two more rural and peripheral District Councils, Rodney and Franklin. These local 

government areas were overarched by the Auckland Regional Council as shown in Figure 1.1. 

Since 1 November 2010 Auckland’s governance is solely represented by the Auckland Council 

which comprises all previous territorial local authorities merged into one unitary authority.  

 

Since the mid 19th century, urban development of Auckland’s built form has been characterized 

by growth and suburban sprawl, predominantly comprised of low density housing. Houses were 

situated on various lot sizes depending on the style of the homes or the affluence of its owners. 

The quarter acre section with a three bedroom house is regarded as the classical iconic kiwi 

dwelling and is often conflated with the notion of the idealised ‘quarter acre pavlova paradise’ 

(Mitchell, 1972). Suburbanisation and new subdivisions were common phenomena in Auckland’s 

urban history. 
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Figure 1.1  The Auckland Region with its previous administrative authorities and its 

location within New Zealand 

 

Since the opening of the Harbour Bridge in 1959, further outward growth into the Northern area 

took place.1 Significant changes in the built environment took place in the last few decades due 

to urban growth. The 1980s for instance, were marked as a decade of infill housing and urban 

revitalisation. Although sections have been subdivided and dwellings now tend to be smaller, 

people are still aiming for spacious homes on larger sections even though these are hard to find 

especially in central areas (DTZ Research, 2005). The demand for intensified housing arose 

particularly in the 1990s, when Auckland experienced a huge population growth due to a high 

                                                             

1 See also Auckland Regional Council (2010) for a more detailed historical account of the development of 
Auckland’s urban form. 
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influx of immigrants. In fact 76 per cent of the nation’s growth in the 1990s occurred in the 

Auckland Region, which had reached the one million mark by the 1996 census (Auckland 

Regional Council, 2010). Territorial local authorities were exposed to an intensified demand for 

housing, improved infrastructure and transport.  

 

For this reason, authorities of New Zealand’s largest metropolitan area have implemented 

several strategies to deal with rapid urban growth that envisioned the region housing two 

million people in 50 years (Regional Growth Forum, 1999b). The main purpose of the Regional 

Growth Strategy was to ensure that urban growth would be accommodated in a way that 

sustains a high-quality living environment as well as meeting the interests of local residents. The 

aims of the strategy were also to focus on a variety of housing issues such as to create higher 

density communities within the designated metropolitan urban limits (Regional Growth Forum, 

2003c). Consolidation and urban renewal programmes predominantly took place in the CBD with 

high density mixed use. Medium density developments occurred mainly in suburbs close to the 

CBD. Although the 1999 Regional Growth Strategy promotes intensification of existing areas, it is 

predicted that in 50 years more than a quarter (30 per cent) of the population could be living in 

multi-unit forms (compared with 12 per cent in 1996), “70 per cent of the region’s population in 

2050 could still live at lower densities in suburban and rural environments” (Regional Growth 

Forum, 1999b, p. 38).  

 

The last census from 2006 identified 439,083 occupied and 33,354 unoccupied dwellings in the 

Auckland Region (Statistics New Zealand, 2009). Approximately three-quarters of the occupied 

dwellings are stand-alone separate houses and the other quarter consists of flats and 

apartments (Reid, 2008). Between 1996 and 2006 there was an overall increase of 22.1 per cent 

in the total number of all dwellings across the Auckland Region. About two thirds (62.3 per cent) 

of this overall increase represented an increase in separate houses over the same period. About 

one third (37.4 per cent) of this overall increase were flats, townhouses and apartments due to 

intensification which occurred mainly in the Central Business District. More detailed census data 

imply a steady decline in free-standing private occupied dwellings from 77.8 per cent in 1996 to 

75.6 per cent in 2006. On the other hand flats and apartments show an increasing trend from 

21.7 per cent in 1996 to 23.9 per cent in 2006 (Reid, 2008; Auckland Regional Council, 2007). 

Another significant trend in census data is the shift in tenure. In particular, home ownership 

rates in New Zealand declined 10.2 per cent between 1986 and 2006 (Morrison, 2008). The 2006 

census identified 63.8 per cent of households in private occupied dwellings own the dwelling or 
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held the dwelling in a family trust in the Auckland Region. In contrast, 36.2 per cent were 

renting. High home ownership rates are predominantly found on urban margins and along 

coastal areas within the region’s boundaries. Conversely, low levels of home ownership are most 

likely to occur in the CBD with its high numbers of apartments or in areas with high numbers of 

state housing (Auckland Regional Council, 2007). 

 

Cullen (2005) claims that there is an ambiguous relationship between intensification and 

affordable housing that challenges the Growth Strategy’s approach in achieving its goals. In fact, 

debates about access to affordable housing have been placed as central by key housing players 

in the last decade, leaving less scope for questions around the notion of quality in housing 

(CRESA, 2007; Beer, 2006; DTZ Research, 2004b; Regional Growth Forum, 2003c). On the other 

hand, habitability in terms of quality is one of the non-monetary key determinants for affordable 

housing, according to a report prepared by representatives of the housing sector for the Ministry 

of Housing (Housing New Zealand Corporation, 2006). Despite introducing policy initiatives 

which aim to assist people to own their own home it is stated in a recent report that “the cost 

and quality of housing is a key issue for Auckland City, as well as the rest of the Auckland Region” 

(Auckland City Council, 2010, p.33). Chapter Four pays particular attention to the context of 

housing qualities from an institutional point of view and how the so-called urban gatekeepers 

value notions of qualities in the built environment in regards to current challenges.  

 

In general, New Zealand’s housing stock is ageing. According to DTZ Research (2004) there is 

limited research available about the condition of the housing stock. There is also a lack of 

information available concerning the extent to which houses were modified since their original 

building date. More importantly it is claimed that there is “no agreed definition around 

residential building quality” (DTZ Research, 2004, p. 24). In a housing condition study undertaken 

by BRANZ in 1999, Auckland’s houses were identified to be in the worst condition of all regions 

in New Zealand (Clark, Jones & Page, 2005). In contrast, the 2005 house condition survey 

reported a slight improvement in the 304 randomly selected and inspected properties in the 

Auckland Region. It was noted that older houses became more popular and thus supposedly Do-

it-yourself activities, and regular maintenance led to stabilised housing conditions. This applied 

particularly to older housing stock. In fact, Auckland City comprises a large proportion of housing 

stock built prior to 1940 whereas the majority of other territorial authorities in the Region 

consist of housing stock that was built after the 1960s due to increased outward growth (DTZ 

Research, 2004). The quality of some housing in the Auckland Region was jeopardized in the 
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early 2000s when a major crisis in the building industry emerged. Specifically poor workmanship, 

bad quality building materials and weather tightness issues were identified. The so-called leaky 

home syndrome which is also known as the leaky condo crisis in Canada (Hayter, 2000) affected 

mostly new and supposedly quality medium density housing. Leaky homes refer to those 

buildings where water had infiltrated the cladding system and which were not able to dry for a 

period of time (Department of Building and Housing, n.d. a). Buildings that were built during a 

time span between the early 1990s and early 2000s were worst affected. This crisis imposed 

stress regarding housing quality on all socio-economic statuses of the population and thus poor 

quality housing was no longer seen as an affliction of just the poor.  

 

A large amount of recent academic research on Auckland’s built environment is focusing on 

housing forms emerging from intensification and new urbanism such as apartment buildings and 

medium-density housing (Dupuis & Dixon, 2006, 2002; Dixon & Dupuis, 2003; Latham, 2003). 

However, the existing housing stock has not been subject to much research. As stated earlier, 

about three quarters of the housing stock in the Auckland Region is made up of stand-alone 

separate houses which are ageing. There is scope to undertake research into the older and 

existing housing stock in order to identify qualities which contribute to a high-quality living 

environment as envisioned in the Regional Growth Strategy. Despite recent changes in building 

regulations and standards, which enforced the inclusion of notions of quality from an 

institutional point of view, a comprehensive explanation of housing qualities is required, and 

particularly for those qualities that go beyond the built structure. 

 

1.4 Objectives and methodological interventions 
 

This thesis presents an exploratory study of housing qualities through a grounded approach. In 

order to understand the lived experiences of housing qualities amongst owner occupants in an 

urban environment, the specific aims and objectives are as follows: 

 

1. To analyse and provide a critique of housing quality conceptions and their relevant 

literatures with reference to the New Zealand context.  

 

2. To develop a theoretical framework for housing qualities which offer an understanding 

of insiders’ experiences. 
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3. To understand the geographical conceptions of housing qualities amongst owner 

occupants in their everyday urban settings in regards to their spatial locale.  

 

4. To develop a methodology that facilitates a study of experiential qualities of houses and 

owner occupants’ perceptions of housing qualities that draws on and contributes to 

novel geographical methodological approaches. 

 

5. To add urban gatekeepers’ professional insights to current policy debates. 

 

This approach uses home owners’ embodied housing quality experiences as absolute indicators. 

Material indicators move beyond the house, and homes are used as a basis for explanation of 

the three case studies. Multiple quality indicators with both material and immaterial dimensions 

contribute therefore to a distinct concept of housing qualities for this thesis.  

 

Although Chapter Three discusses the detailed methodological interventions it is worth 

highlighting the general design characteristics of this project at this point. The thesis uses a 

phenomenological and participatory approach in order to encompass the complexity and the 

breadth of my objectives. Phenomenology is concerned with participants’ lived experiences 

which form the basis for this project. In particular, phenomenological approaches are used in 

order to include “a broad range of human understanding beyond the physically observable facts 

available to sense experience” (Stefanovic, 1993, p. 149). This is why I selected several 

participatory research methods under a phenomenological umbrella in order to be able to draw 

on a number of explorations of housing qualities in the built environment. In particular, the data 

collection is broken up into two different phases of the research which in turn results in separate 

empirical chapters. In Phase I for instance, I undertook expert interviews with urban gatekeepers 

such as policy makers, architects and urban designers in order to establish a context of housing 

qualities for the Auckland Region. The housing spaces that are created by gatekeepers take on 

physical forms in so-called representations of space (Lefebrve, 1991). They intervene by 

construction and architecture as a project embedded in a spatial context that calls for 

representations. A strength of my thesis is that I moved away from mainstream research 

methodologies in developing a grounded approach. In Phase II, I experimented with a 

brainstorming method in order to create snapshots of housing qualities prior to employing semi-

structured interviews with owner occupants. This approach builds on Aitken and Crane’s (2005) 

claim that visual methodologies have not been well developed despite the fact that visualisation 



 Chapter 1: Initial encounters with housing qualities 

14 
 

is deep-rooted in geographical practice. The results of the brainstorming method are visualized 

through so-called ’word clouds’ which put the emphasis on the most frequently mentioned 

words while using a higher font size. Consequently, less frequently mentioned words appear in 

smaller font size. Phase II also uses conventional semi-structured interviews with the aim of 

understanding spatial relations and understandings of participants’ housing quality experiences. 

Lefebvre (1991) describes the inhabited and experienced spaces as representational space. 

These spaces overlay physical space while making symbolic use of its objects.   

 

The information gathered in Phase II is written up in three consecutive chapters (Chapters Six – 

Eight) in the form of case studies. The case studies were selected to explore urban 

transformation processes in the Auckland Region such as gentrification, suburbanisation and 

intensification.  

 

1.5 Organisation of the thesis 
 

This section gives an outline of the remaining chapters along with a roadmap which describes a 

grounded approach for housing qualities (Figure 1.2).  

 

 
 

Figure 1.2 Thesis overview and contribution  
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This thesis consists of nine chapters loosely organised in two parts. The first three chapters 

provide the contextual, theoretical and methodological background of this research. They are 

followed by four empirical chapters (Chapters Four, Chapter Six– Chapter Eight) which form the 

substantial basis and contribution for insiders’ knowledge (Figure 1.2). Chapter Five introduces 

the case study sites and provides some information about the participants. The thesis opens 

with a critical theoretical backdrop and literature review in Chapter Two. In this chapter, I offer a 

critical review of contemporary research which mainly uses material indicators for concepts of 

housing quality. 

 

The theoretical foundation is created and drawn from these material indicator approaches and 

identifies gaps in scholarship by considering the limitations of these approaches. Chapter Two 

also traces the shift to a thesis approach that is founded within urban and social geography as 

well as environmental psychology. Concepts around housing quality, meanings of home, sense 

of place and home ownership become crucial in an empirical approach of housing qualities. 

Chapter Three evaluates suitable methodologies which are used for a grounded approach while 

introducing phenomenological and participatory methods.  

 

The empirical part of the thesis begins with Chapter Four which offers greater contextual 

insights into housing qualities in the Auckland Region. This chapter expands on the dimensions 

of housing quality at the legislative and executive level. A more detailed account of key housing 

players’ expertise adds to the understanding of housing quality in the Auckland Region. Notions 

of responsibilities and day-to-day practices of urban gatekeepers are considered in order to 

explain quality issues in the built environment and their implications for residents.  

 

The shift towards owner occupants’ experiences is made in three consecutive chapters (Six - 

Eight) which provide research findings of insiders’ housing quality experiences and perceptions 

from the brainstorming method as well as from semi-structured, in-depth interviews. The centre 

of attention is three housing types which can be assigned to a certain style and period of 

building time, while focusing on those dwelling types in Auckland which prevail in the built 

environment. Hence, chapter Six focuses on a sample of older housing stock in a gentrified 

central suburban area in Auckland; in particular, Victorian and Edwardian villas built prior to 

1929 and their occupants. The discussion identifies the relationship between Do-it-yourself 

activities and the sense of ontological security that emerges out of these activities. The 

differences between long-term residents who witnessed gentrification processes and those who 
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settled in this area post-gentrification are exemplified through occupants’ experiences. Here, the 

diverse homemaking processes influence insiders’ understanding of qualities in the Census Area 

Unit of Grey Lynn West.  

 

Chapter Seven also focuses on housing quality experiences through occupants’ lenses but this 

time focussing on homes built in the 1970s in suburbia. This chapter offers greater contextual 

understanding of experienced suburban qualities in the Census Area Unit of Pakuranga North. In 

particular, the suburb of Farm Cove is the subject of investigation. Here, I distinguish between 

the cohorts of long-term residents who now age in place and occupants who have recently 

moved to the area. Insights illustrate the shift from traditional to contemporary suburban 

qualities and their implications for an ageing population.  

 

Chapter Eight returns to the central Census area of Grey Lynn West to investigate medium 

density housing which was built in the course of consolidation and intensification in the early 

1990s. Information gathered from semi-structured interviews illustrates restricted qualities 

arising from a body-corporate which moderates the notions of possessing and owning a home. 

This chapter also sheds light on those experienced housing issues which occur as a result of 

intensification in Auckland.  

 

The final part of this thesis, Chapter Nine revisits the aims and objectives of this research. An 

overall summary and conclusion of the thesis is given to draw together the different findings 

that were made in this thesis. This chapter also identifies the possibilities for further research on 

housing qualities.  
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Chapter 2 

Conceptualising housing qualities: 

Theoretical foundations 
 
 

2.1 Introduction  
 

Housing qualities surround us in our everyday life. Some experience them consciously; for others 

the familiar housing environment with its qualities is left unquestioned. In this chapter, I analyse 

and provide a critique of housing quality conceptions and their relevant literatures. Concepts of 

housing quality are regarded as elusive and complex and are difficult to define (Lawrence, 1995). 

The majority of residential quality concepts determine quality at the legislative level or in urban 

design processes and their implementation when conforming to standards. These approaches to 

housing quality concepts dominate the literature and are commonly quantitatively measured. 

However, these concepts are limited in scope and often fail to incorporate occupants’ views and 

experiences. The objective of this chapter is to expand on, and develop, key ideas of housing 

quality that assist in the conceptualisation of a theoretical ‘housing qualities’ approach that 

moves beyond such a reductionist view of quality. 

 

This chapter makes the shift towards embracing intangible qualities for the creation of a 

grounded approach. I argue that it is residents themselves who are insiders and who can offer 

valuable insights into the qualities of their immediate living environment. The home and home 

ownership are positioned as central when occupants create housing qualities through material 

and social constructions. In this chapter, I consider ontological and hermeneutic concepts in the 

development of the conceptual framework that investigates experiential notions of housing 

qualities. That means embodied experiences, material and immaterial dimensions form a 

distinct concept of housing qualities. Because meanings of housing qualities are context-specific 

and need to be seen in relation to their spatial locale, qualities that are specific to New Zealand 

are taken into consideration. In particular, qualities that are concerned with homes, home 
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making and outdoor living are taken into consideration. This includes a discussion of gardens and 

green spaces but also the making of qualities such as do-it-yourself activities that bring about 

housing qualities. 

 

2.2 Theoretical openings – the issue of ‘quality’ in housing  
 

Housing quality has different meanings which are constituted through a flexible set of 

determinants and definitions. Carmona and Sieh (2004) argue that quality only matters when 

there are recipients who could take some ‘value’ from the quality. In his seminal work “Quality is 

free: the art of making quality certain”, Crosby (1979) discusses notions of quality from a quality 

assurance point of view. He claims that quality expresses luxury, deriving from a higher sense of 

performance, but also “always costs more” (p.19). Smith, Nelischer and Perkins (1997) argue 

that quality refers to distinctive properties that approve a grade of excellence. On the other 

hand, Crosby (1979) argues that quality is intangible and thus cannot be measured. However, his 

main point of concern is the problem that housing quality cannot be delivered as a unitary 

package but should rather be of shared concern to all people involved in the process. Although 

quality might be intangible for Crosby (1979), Carmona and Sieh (2004) dwell on the issue of 

measuring quality in planning, performance and implementation. Some quantitative approaches 

measure the value of housing quality through housing quality indexes (Shinnick, 1997; Goodwin, 

1977; Kain & Quigley, 1970). However, these approaches are not useful for this thesis as it is not 

my aim to measure quality quantitatively. Nonetheless, the concept of housing quality still 

appears unclear. In the following discussion, I engage with concepts of housing quality and its 

different connotations and determinants. Moreover, I make the link from various approaches to 

housing quality that focus on the physical fabric to a re-conceptualized approach of housing 

qualities beyond materiality.  

 

2.2.1 Approaches to housing quality  

 

Most of the academic scholarship about housing quality engages with the development and 

application of standards to the physical fabric of housing. The main aim is to achieve a sense of 

habitability that supports human life and health (Goodchild, 1997). In order to achieve a sense of 

habitability in a living environment, this living environment should be free for example from 

infectious, harmful living organisms, polluted air, contaminated water, dust and have a design 

that reduces risks of accidents. In the light of absence of these negative factors a house reaches 
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a sense of habitability. Additionally, habitability is inextricably linked with socio-cultural aspects 

of housing. Goodchild (1997) suggests that the overall goal of achieving habitability attracts 

policy makers and planners to attain minimum standards and standards of physical amenity in 

housing. Those standards are usually regulated through planning legislation and building 

regulations. Imrie (2005) claims that most government directives and standards evoke a rather 

‘laissez-faire’ attitude towards private developers. In turn, they are given scope and freedom in 

order to determine housing design and thus its quality. Elsewhere, Imrie (2004) argues that the 

minimum standards of building regulations tend to be confused with optimal or best standards. 

Karn and Sheridan (1994) also note that the imposition of building regulations is often less than 

satisfactory. Nonetheless, standards and regulations are not the same everywhere and always 

need to be considered in their geographical setting.  

 

The majority of housing quality research focusses on characteristics of layout and design. Lutz-

Strulik and Vale (2002) define the quality of a building as an accumulation of aesthetic, technical 

and functional parts. Jon Guttu’s (2001) research focuses on changing housing layouts and 

functionalities through changing housing demands. In his study he reviewed the change in 

housing qualities over a fifty year period in Norwegian housing, based on experts’ insights. Guttu 

aligns his study with governmental policies and market interests. Furthermore, he claims that 

housing quality is expressed by what he coins a “good dwelling”. Guttu considers quality as 

“relative quantity, dependent on time and place and closely intertwined with socially generated 

preconditions” (p.15). Housing qualities such as layout and functionality are also significant in 

the context of accessible housing. Rob Imrie’s (2005) research supports an interconnection of 

housing design and quality that is necessary for a successful housing functionality for disabled 

people. Harrison (2004), Heywood (2004) and Bringolf (2008) argue similarly for the need for 

universal design in housing. However, Bringolf’s (2008) research in Australia has shown that 

universal design is not necessarily accessible. Other research that engages with physical 

attributes of housing quality is concerned with their implications for human health and well-

being (Keall et al., 2010, Habib et al., 2009; Evans, Kantrowitz & Eshelman, 2002; Krieger & 

Higgins, 2002; Evans, Saltzmann & Cooperman, 2001; Evans et al., 2000). In this context, the 

physical construction of housing shows deficiencies to the extent to which it is not meeting the 

standards and needs of its users. However, housing quality and health in social housing may 

differ from housing quality in the private sector as Bierre (2007) and Howden-Chapman (2004) 

showed in their research in New Zealand.  
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Goodchild (1997) approaches the task of defining housing quality through a classification of 

housing types. He argues that notions of quality characteristics are easier to identify once 

different types of layouts and designs are agreed upon. However, there are also properties or 

dwellings that do not necessarily fit into one category - for instance a flat above a shop. 

Alternatively, the date when the house was built indicates a historical classification. Even if 

houses are extended or altered, the house as such does not change in terms of its original 

classification. Goodchild’s (1997) categorisation of housing types in the UK was further 

developed to include quality criteria that distinguish between the house as a ‘system’ and the 

house as a ‘home’. Goodchild (1997) develops Lynch’s (1971) four broad criteria of quality: fit, 

access, sense and control while building on Rapoport’s (1977, 1982) four elements of design: 

space, time, meaning and communication. Each of those elements more or less corresponds to 

one another. In other words, ‘sense’ relates to ‘meaning’, ‘fit’ to ‘space’, ‘access’ to ‘time’ and 

‘control’ to ‘communication’ (Goodchild, 1997, p.33). Furthermore, Goodchild (1997) argues that 

these criteria can be applied to the interior or exterior of housing design. His extension of both 

approaches includes aspects of flexibility and economy in use. Furthermore, appearance and the 

image of the home, along with privacy and crime prevention, are considered as important 

attributes. Goodchild (1997) attempted to define common criteria that can be shared with 

different groups of people and household types across tenures. However, housing quality in 

private housing could relate to the saleability of housing and its ability to meet the preferences 

for its occupants. On the other hand, housing quality in social housing might evolve around 

equality, accessibility and flexibility (Carmona, Carmona & Gallent, 2003).  

 

Another strand of housing quality research is engaged with the scale at which housing qualities 

can be determined. However, these approaches are limited. By and large, housing qualities are 

verified at the micro-scale of house, home and the building as such (Imrie, 2006; Habraken, 

1972). Hoque (2001) talks about three key components of measuring housing quality – the 

house, the site and the neighbourhood. Coolen, Kempen and Ozaki (2002) argue that dwelling 

qualities should be further broken up into “fixed elements (physical), semi-fixed elements 

(furnishings) and non-fixed elements (behaviours and activities)” (Coolen, Kempen & Ozaki, 

2002, p.115). Harrison (2004) notes that although physical fixtures and layout are an 

indispensable part of housing quality, they are insufficient since dwellings are treated as an 

abstraction from home as a meaningful place. He argues that home is a place of meaningful 

social and cultural interaction that defines roots of belonging in place, which in turn is what the 

quality of habitation is for most people.  
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2.2.2 Critiques and new avenues in housing quality research  

 

Contemporary thinking about housing quality goes beyond the physical fabric of housing and 

derives from several claims for a more integrated approach. Bridget Franklin (2001) urges a re-

conceptualisation of housing quality where everyday life “depends not just on our houses” but 

also how it is related to its surroundings (p.83). She suggests that there is a need to move away 

from prescriptive standards of quality and places notions of qualities within the wider built 

environment. In other words, as Franklin (2001) advocates, a shift towards the ‘public realm’ 

through an incorporation of discourses of people, space and place into discussions around 

housing quality. Lawrence (1995) also urges a re-appraisal of the concept of housing quality with 

the need for an integrated definition in which sets of architectural, demographic, economic, 

ecological and political factors are explicitly intertwined. Goodchild (1997) argues that, different 

to the house, the home offers the potential for stability and security of its occupants and thus 

offers qualities that complement physical characteristics. Elsewhere, Lawrence (2002) points out 

that the assessment of housing quality is more concerned with “economic, technical and 

political priorities in mind, whereas the lifestyle, domestic economy, health and well-being of 

local populations have been largely undervalued” (p.401). In earlier research, Lawrence (1987) 

advocates for a hierarchy of needs that could help organize human values and goals. He refers to 

Clare Cooper Marcus’ (1977) attempt to re-organize Maslow’s hierarchy of needs into a simple 

hierarchy with five basic needs: shelter, security, comfort, socialization and self-expression and 

aesthetics. However, it could be argued that housing needs of individuals or households do not 

correspond to a constant norm, rather they are defined by a complex matrix of interrelated 

factors that change over people’s life-course (Lawrence, 1987). Hiscox (1979) argues that a 

judgement of housing quality needs to be based on more than the colour, form and texture. He 

further states that the primary importance of the quality of habitability is the extent to which 

occupants’ needs are satisfied. “This level of satisfaction in turn relates to design features such 

as the durability of construction and materials, the appearance of the housing, and how it meets 

the expectations of people living there” (Hiscox, 1979, p.2). A study about housing satisfaction, 

housing quality and well-being in the USA shows that the results of housing satisfaction emerged 

out of the gaps between the levels of housing aspiration and the assessment of the current 

housing condition (Campbell, Converse & Rodgers, 1976). 

 

There is a notable trend in the scholarship on housing quality that marks a shift from 

perspectives of housing performance, with an emphasis on physical characteristics, to more 

psycho-social and spatial quality notions. Lawrence (1995) argues that housing quality is situated 
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at the intersection of availability, affordability and physical condition and functioning of 

dwellings. This is determined by a range of context specific and dependent socio-economic, 

institutional, political and personal relationships. To fully understand the concept of housing 

quality requires an integration of diverse themes on the materiality of the house with the value 

system of different types of residents. Rowe (1993) considers housing quality as “a process, not 

simply a thing” (p.287) implying housing quality has a temporal dimension. Harrison (2004) 

notes that quality considerations in regards to dwellings also include housing expectations and 

meanings of home. This is also related to the immediate neighbourhood in which residents’ 

social interactions take place. Hence residents themselves are seen as having control over their 

housing quality experience. Kearns et al. (2000) note in an example from Scotland that local 

services, facilities and amenities are of significance to housing experience. They further state 

that the quality of the local environment, which incorporates aspects of amenity, appearance 

and services and facilities, “not only has a direct impact upon the ease or difficulty of daily living, 

but also affects community morale and the quality of local social interaction in the context of 

that environment” (Kearns et al., 2000, p.1554).  

 

Questions arise as to how to categorize those qualities that are more variable. Rapoport (1990) 

proposes so-called environmental quality profiles as “a way of representing attributes of the 

environment, so they can be described, understood and compared and used in design” (p.487). 

The rationale of such profiles is to provide sufficient ways of describing qualities in particular 

settings and housing types. Specifically, quality attributes are assembled in a multidimensional 

concept consisting of perceptual, associational, social and cultural components, amongst others. 

The open-ended profile in turn helps in predicting future design for specific groups of residents 

in order to match their values and cultural identities, as well as being supportive of their lifestyle 

and activities (Rapoport, 1990). Rapoport’s environmental quality profiles suggest that housing 

quality is not confined to the building per se but is also linked to the lifestyle profiles of 

residents. In describing quality profiles and matching them against lifestyles, Rapoport (1990) 

advocates a deeper understanding of qualities in the built environment which will match users’ 

wants and needs. Although environmental quality profiles appear to position residents’ 

experiences and perceptions as central, they do not rely on empirical insights but rather focus 

on qualities that are “liked or disliked” (Rapoport, 1989, p.76). Therefore, housing quality can 

also have a negative connotation which can be interpreted as a non-satisfying condition. Wehrli-

Schindler (1980) used a similar approach to environmental quality profiles to capture residents’ 

perceptions of housing quality in Zurich, Switzerland. She argues that housing quality is 
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inextricably linked to residential mobility, housing preferences and the housing environment. 

Her model capturing residents’ insights is bound to certain characteristics that were given to 

participants to assess their likes or dislikes. While the literature often claims that housing 

qualities can be measured by users’ subjective evaluations, the suitability of quantifying qualities 

may be questioned. 

 

Peter King (2005) regards an understanding of individuals’ experience of housing as a 

fundamental element in our everyday lives. He continues to state that not much information is 

available from the actual life inside the house from the residents themselves. This warrants 

investigation from the perspective of residents as they are able to give insider information 

through experiences of their everyday routines. This is also consistent with Lawrence’s (2009) 

urge for “qualities of habitat” through the everyday experiences of residents. Moreover, 

Stefanovic’s (1993) approach of housing quality experiences of place through a 

phenomenological lens in Canada is significant in this context. She argues that hermeneutic 

interpretations help to move beyond reductionist views of housing quality while integrating 

human experiences into the concept. The remainder of this chapter sets out the framework for 

an enquiry of housing qualities from the perspective of insiders – the residents themselves. 

 

2.3 Embedding housing qualities  
 

Housing is a multidimensional construct that is made up of material dimensions as well as 

economic, cultural and social indicators. Housing is therefore not only a ‘machine to live in’ 

(Bertram, 1935) but also a commodity that has economic value from which status symbolism 

and identity can be derived. Salama and Sengupta’s (2011) recent research identifies an 

emerging phenomenon of housing quality research that is coupled with housing affordability 

and lifestyle theory. They argue that contemporary housing is characterised by a unique 

expression of individuals’ life-styles that is not necessarily aligned with local preferences for 

space, due to affordability issues. Moreover, they stress that affordability has to be seen in a 

more holistic way by combining the housing production process, housing itself and the 

experiences of users. Furthermore, Salama and Sengupta (2011) advocate for an establishment 

of links between issues that pertain to “affordable housing, quality, and lifestyle theories as 

manifested in socio-cultural factors, user preferences and environmental attitudes” (p.5). This 

claim displaces previous research on affordability which placed monetary terms and the ‘ability 

to buy’ as central (Beer, 2006; Sanders, 2005, DTZ Research, 2004b). This is not to say that we 
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should neglect affordability issues but rather view them as one determinant of housing quality in 

an integrated concept that has wider implications for the quality of our housing.  

 

The choice of location for purchasing a property is often determined by pull factors and 

locational qualities. Why people move to another location can also be explained by certain 

lifestyle qualities that people aim to express in a particular area and the type of housing that 

suits their preferences. It is necessary for this thesis approach to shed some light on the 

background of these qualities in order to understand what motivates residents in their choice of 

housing and location. The next sections address the relevance of tenure, lifestyle theory, and 

residential mobility and explore to what extent these factors could be influential to a grounded 

approach to housing qualities.  

 

2.3.1 The role of tenure - home ownership 

 

The ideology of homeownership has played a significant role in policy debates in the post-war 

period especially in Anglo-countries such as Britain, Australia, Canada and New Zealand. A 

combination of economic and demographic factors and, in particular, the certainty of full-time 

employment, rapid economic growth and low rates of inflation after the Second World War, has 

supported the increase in homeownership rates. The increase in this tenure option in these 

countries succeeded because of the nature of housing provision, as foreseen in national housing 

policy. Homeownership has also provided economic benefits in terms of accumulated assets and 

retirement provision (DTZ Research, 2005; Badcock, 1984). 

 

Home ownership offers benefits other than just housing wealth in monetary terms. Home 

owners are considered to lead more private and home-centred lifestyles than tenants. Saunders 

(1989) argues that owner occupants achieve a greater sense of attachment to a place than 

renters. 2 The intangible or ontological security of ownership provides qualities of rootedness 

and an anchor in a changing world (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998; Gurney, 1996; Giddens, 1991). The 

connotation that home ownership is a ‘good’ thing and the challenges of this concept have been 

recognized (Thorns, 2010; Doling & Stafford, 1989). Doling and Stafford (1989) claim that the 

meaning of home ownership has changed as housing is no longer regarded as a ‘good thing’ that 

offers benefits to their owners. In their work Doling and Stafford have recognized that benefits 

of home ownership at the lower end of the market are different to those at the upper end of the 
                                                             
2 Discourses on home ownership versus renting are discussed elsewhere (Forrest, Murie & Williams, 1990; 
Saunders, 1990; Doling & Stafford, 1989; Kemeny, 1981). 
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market in relation to qualities of the material state of homes, affordability and maintenance 

costs for instance. Therefore, benefits and meanings of the experience of home ownership 

become more diffuse. However, I argue that people still desire to own their own homes. The 

desire to enter home ownership reflects a longing for satisfaction and happiness (Bourdieu & 

Steinrücke, 1998). Bourdieu and Steinrücke further assert that home ownership is the preferred 

tenure in which basic human needs, such as security and privacy, are satisfied the most. 

Moreover, owning a home is seen as a means of achieving status in society and thus constitutes 

a representation of success. This is particularly relevant to the New Zealand context in which 

home ownership has been perceived as “almost a birth right” (Ansley, 2001, p.18). The emphasis 

on home ownership is culturally specific to Anglo-cultures such as New Zealand and does not 

represent a universal human characteristic. However, high homeownership rates in New Zealand 

demonstrate that people are still longing for stability, control and meaning over their everyday 

life.  

 

Home ownership is associated with freedom, security and independence but also with 

responsibility. Owner-occupiers have the right to determine how their property is maintained, 

decorated or renovated. Therefore, occupants are regarded as responsible for paying for 

renovations and structural changes that impact and change structural qualities of the house. 

Healy (2003) reports that, in a European case study, owner occupants were more likely to invest 

in the maintenance of their property than non-resident owners who might not acquire the long-

term benefits of maintenance or not feel responsible for it. Sanders (2005) argues that home 

ownership is an expression of housing quality in monetary terms. Nonetheless, housing provides 

a means for wealth accumulation and inheritance (Dupuis & Thorns, 1997; Thorns, 1994). 

Although home ownership rates have declined in recent years due to rapid house price inflation 

and thus affordability, home ownership is still the most preferred tenure in New Zealand (DTZ 

Research, 2005). This is consistent with Elsinga and Hoekstra’s (2005) claim that particularly in 

English-spoken countries there is a preference for home ownership which is promoted by the 

state. That means individuals aspire to attain home ownership, which is one dimension of 

housing quality. However, personal preferences, lifestyles and affordability constraints influence 

how and where to purchase a home (Levy, Murphy & Lee, 2008).  

 

2.3.2 Lifestyles and their relevance to housing qualities 

 

Lifestyle research with its various concepts has dominated the housing literature in the last few 

decades (Aero, 2006; Zukin, 1998; Chaney, 1996). Lifestyles can be defined as a concept of 
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expressions of preferences and taste and thus be linked to “customers’ freedom of choice and 

transience” (van Diepen & Musterd, 2009, p.332). On the other hand, van Diepen and Musterd 

(2009) argue that urban life is not only about personal preferences and expression of taste; 

rather it includes routines that are played out at work and at home. These routines align with 

Hägerstrand’s (1982) time geography and cover day-to-day routines such as going to work, 

preparing dinner, sleep and other daily habits. In turn, those daily routines go beyond 

preferences and taste, as lifestyle can also be regarded as behaviour which links to certain 

housing types, qualities and use of facilities and amenities.  

 

Particular types of households and household structures are attracted by particular qualities of 

place. Bell (1968) claims that households with a particular ‘familism’ lifestyle prefer a move to 

the suburbs as this suits their personal needs best. Hence, according to Bell (1968), it is possible 

to observe residential patterns of similar household structures in suburbia. Alternatively, 

linkages of concepts of lifestyles and urbanity portray examples of heterogeneity in high density 

housing but can also result in anonymity (Wirth, 1938). Both of these examples are influenced by 

social and economic constraints and thus go beyond preference and taste. Blaauboer’s (2011) 

research in the Netherlands builds on socio-economic aspects and argues that childhood 

experiences can influence lifestyles expressed later in life. Her study comprises a statistical 

model and quantitative analysis and it proves that there are linkages between the upbringing of 

participants and their current residential environment. Mulder and van Ham (2005) argue that 

the experience of living in different environments with diverse opportunities can lead to either 

advantages or disadvantages in later life.More specifically, city areas offer more choices and 

opportunities for occupational achievement than in rural areas. Although Blaauboer (2011) 

suggests that siblings tend to choose moving to a residential environment similar to the one they 

were brought up in, little consideration was given to affordability constraints, residential 

histories and motives for moving. Investigation of these aspects is crucial in order to understand 

the wider implications of why people move and what housing qualities represent pull factors to 

particular areas.  

 

Links between lifestyles, locational choices and the trade-offs that need to be made were 

researched by Brun and Fagnani (1994). They conducted a survey followed by in-depth 

interviews with middle-class households in Paris, France. Their objective was to portray aspects 

of gentrification processes that explain those urban qualities that attract households to move 

back to the city centre. In other words, urban qualities can be understood as an amalgamation of 
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locational qualities and place, but also housing qualities that are concerned with dwellings 

themselves. In particular, Brun and Fagnani (1994) distinguish between locational choices and 

the trade-off between city centre and suburban locations. Moreover, they found that 

households rationalise their decisions in relation to economic factors and minimise 

“psychological, cultural, emotional and aesthetic motives” (Brun & Fagnani, 1994, p.929). 

Residential qualities, such as spaciousness and the type of layout of a house, are compromised 

against locational values such as amenities, proximity to jobs and schools. They showed 

evidence that the city centre attracted particularly people and families with children who are 

interested in arts and culture. Karsten (2003) conducted a similar study in Amsterdam, 

Netherlands, but yielded different results when she found that some families with children 

return to the city as part of a new wave of gentrification. Goodsell (2008) took this a step further 

by empirically investigating home improvement activities in the course of gentrification carried 

out by the whole family in Utah. Home repair and renovations were found to serve as a bonding 

process amongst family members and throughout the community. For example, teenagers were 

given responsibility for carrying out minor repair jobs, fostering their self-confidence by being 

involved in a neighbourhood renewal project. Further studies by Karsten (2009, 2007) support a 

grounded discourse on understanding the city in a family-inclusive way. While most academic 

research considers family lifestyles to dominate in suburbia, Karsten’s (2009) research 

represents a shift towards understanding household preferences in contemporary urban settings 

where greater density is normal. This approach is particularly relevant to this thesis, given that a 

grounded approach is favoured.  

 

Although different lifestyle patterns emerge in particular urban areas, I argue that the study of 

lifestyle choices and preferences has to be made on an individual basis by evaluating qualities 

that appeal to each household. This contention is demonstrated in Clapham’s (2006) conference 

paper that discusses concepts of lifestyles and identity and their relevance to housing research. 

While arguing that lifestyles are embedded in both agency and structural dimensions, it is 

claimed that lifestyles can be regarded as any mode of living (Chaney, 1996). That means, 

lifestyles help explain what people do in their everyday spatial locale and what meaning they 

attach to these activities. Giddens (1991) argues that lifestyle choices are constitutive of a 

reflective self. This is why the reflexive project of the self and the related lifestyle choices have 

become major parts in our everyday lives. The sense of self is the identity expressing who we are 

as individuals and how we project ourselves to others. Giddens (1991) considers identity 

creation as a lifelong project that involves continuity as well as change while reflexively adapting 
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to changing circumstances which results in an interactive product of embodied individuals. Thus 

the way people see housing can be considered as a representation of the self, as and how 

everyday life is shaped by the self (Clapham, 2006). The possession of housing and its living 

space expresses individual lifestyle and identification of the self. Moreover, the quality of 

location determines the way experiences of neighbourhood are made and to what extent 

qualities of interaction in the environment are ascribed by the residents themselves. In turn, the 

motivations that people have to be living in a certain place at certain stages in their lives 

determine how and where they experience qualities of home and its surroundings. I consider 

these aspects to be the driving forces of residential mobility.  

 

2.3.3 Residential mobility – a process in search of housing qualities? 

 

Residential mobility is a way of explaining the push and pull qualities that make residents choose 

a different living space (Schneider & Spellerberg, 1999). Although this dynamic process is crucial 

for the creation of residential housing qualities at a new residence, I regard residential mobility 

as a precursor assisting residents in the establishment of actual housing qualities in place. 

Therefore it is crucial to discuss residential mobility as part of the dynamics of the formation of 

grounded housing qualities.  

 

There is much debate regarding issues of residential mobility and why people move to particular 

places, either within the same city or between communities, cities, states or countries (Brown & 

Moore, 1970). Rossi’s (1980) book “Why families move” is the most frequently cited work in this 

context and shows that residents adjust their housing wants to their changing needs. These 

changes are induced by shifts in family composition, with either an increase or decrease in the 

number of household members. Alternatively, moves can be induced by simple dissatisfaction 

with the current location (Feijten & van Ham, 2009). More importantly, residential mobility is 

generally seen to be a normal process that takes place at certain stages in the lives of families, 

couples and singles. Determinants that induce moves are for example connections with family 

and friends, access to services such as schools, amenities, leisure and retail, as well as 

employment opportunities.  

 

A significant amount of research investigates the extent to which residential mobility generates 

economic benefits. Models of economic rationality discuss financial gains that can be achieved 

through renovations or buying in the right area (Baum & Hassan, 1999; Hamnett, 1999; Longley, 

Clark & Williams, 1991; Clark & Moore, 1982; Weinberg, Friedman & Mayo, 1981; Quigley & 
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Weinberg, 1977). Often, these quantitative models refer to housing careers or upward mobility 

(Kendig, 1984). Housing careers are considered to be improvement sequences in one’s housing 

form and conditions, which achieve progress in the standard and the quality of housing 

(Abramsson, Borgegard & Franson, 2000). It is implied here that the more advanced the housing 

career is, the better the quality of housing (Spain, 1990). However this is not always the case; for 

example in the New Zealand housing market there have been housing ‘disasters’, such as leaky 

homes, which have affected those with advanced housing careers and expensive homes. Thus, I 

argue that housing careers must always be considered in relation to the relevant geographical 

setting and housing market. For instance, recent research acknowledges the changes in housing 

careers that were induced by a shift in workforce towards more flexible work arrangements and 

short-term contracts. Thorns (2000) reports that structural and, in particular, demographic 

changes such as later childbirth, women entering the workforce, and an increase in divorce and 

re-marriage rates, contribute to different behaviours in household formation and 

ownership. Beer, Faulkner and Gabriel (2006) develop these aspects further in conceptualising 

housing careers in the 21st century in light of Australia’s housing future. In particular their 

research argues that the term housing careers should encompass a more comprehensive view as 

proposed in David Clapham’s ‘pathways approach’ (2005, 2004).  

 

The pathways approach accentuates varying household forms and individuals’ experience along 

with the housing career they choose over time. Clapham (2005) emphasizes the importance of 

an elucidation of links that lead to personal fulfilment through concepts of identity and lifestyles. 

Moreover, the pathways approach attempts to capture those kinds of housing experiences and 

their meanings consumed at a particular place. During the course of a housing career, owners 

experience different housing qualities related to physical qualities, such as spaciousness, layout 

and the housing condition itself. Additionally, intangible qualities created through patterns or 

lifestyle choices by individual household members become meaningful. While Forrest and 

Kemeny (1984) show that households have a clear strategy that they want to achieve and which 

they can pursue, the pathways approach to ‘housing careers’ rejects the assumption that 

households have universal sets of preferences upon which they act (Clapham, 2005, p.29). 

Meanwhile Pickles and Davies’ (1991) assert that housing careers cannot be predicted accurately 

in the long-run as the decision remains with the home owners themselves and depends on 

housing choices available.  
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Beer, Faulkner and Gabriel’s (2006) research in Australia makes this link to the choices and 

constraints while relating their discussion of housing careers in the new millennium to the 

concept of risk society (Beck, 1999, 1992; Giddens, 1999). They argue that contemporary society 

and individuals are exposed to more unfavourable events such as affordability issues that 

influence their preferences with regard to housing qualities. Contrarily, contemporary housing 

careers enable households to determine their life course with a greater freedom, although they 

are increasingly influenced by events beyond their control.  

 

The understanding of housing careers, choices and constraints in contemporary society is 

important in order to grasp the challenges households are facing, which in turn shape their 

choices for specific housing qualities. Nevertheless, models and statistical data provide only 

limited information on housing careers. There is a need for more qualitative evidence of 

residents’ preferences for housing qualities and people’s actual motives to move.  

 

2.3.4 Life-course events and residential mobility  

 

Another relevant aspect of residential mobility research engages with questions of who moves 

at what time in their life course3. This is particularly significant given the way people in different 

age groups value certain qualities. Quigley and Weinberg (1977) review motives for mobility at 

certain stages of the life-course according to parameters such as marital status, age, sex, 

household size and household composition. Furthermore, they evaluate the significance of 

tenure, ethnicity, income, education, occupation and current workplace. Statistical modelling 

shows that neighbourhood qualities are closely correlated with household mobility. Earlier 

research by Stegman (1969) and Morrison (1972) indicates that neighbourhood quality is 

considered more important than accessibility and housing quality per se. Lee, Oropesa and 

Kanan (1994) conclude that households evaluate and re-assess housing qualities and 

neighbourhood qualities once they start having children. This is also true for other life events, 

such as adjustments to the household composition, including divorce or children leaving the 

parental home (Clark & Onaka, 1983). Rabe and Taylor (2010) took their analysis of housing 

adjustments in certain life stages further. On the basis of deprivation indices and the British 

Household Panel Survey, they modelled determinants of residential mobility that led to 

adjustments in neighbourhood qualities. Their study measured quality of neighbourhood both 

subjectively and objectively, but argued that while most of the literature relies on survey data, 

                                                             
3 For an overview of life course approaches see Fincher, Kitchin & Thrift (2009).  
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which collects subjective perceptions of various aspects of neighbourhoods, joining these with 

objective measures is often difficult. Similarly, Logan and Collver (1993) assert that perceptions 

of qualities in a designated area are as important as objective measures. While Rabe and Taylor’s 

(2010) study amalgamates subjective and objective measures, it relies heavily on statistical 

measurement, rather than ‘subjective’ empirical insights which support ‘objective’ values. A 

study undertaken by Fincher (2004) in Melbourne discusses developers’ insights regarding high-

rise housing that targets empty-nesters or young professionals. In particular, the study makes 

the link to life course and gender, arguing that apartments are marketed as lifestyle options 

aimed to attract both families without children and single women looking for secure housing 

who have the means to afford the central areas. Fincher’s (2004) study showed that developers 

gave little consideration to offering a wide range of housing types for different groups of people 

and age groups. Housing qualities are often created to suit the developers’ agenda with little 

thought given to residents’ actual needs such as shopping facilities and amenities in the vicinity 

which would enhance the propagated lifestyle. This was particularly the case in Kern’s (2010) 

work on gendered aspects of condominium development in Toronto, Canada. During the course 

of new-build gentrification, property developers recognized their ability to sell urban property to 

certain groups of people. Especially middle-class women were targeted while developers 

promoted for a safe built environment in the absence of anxiety and fear. However, female 

condominium residents’ experiences showed that notions of fear and safety were still 

predominant. Another example discusses similar aspects in the light of inner-city apartment 

living for families with children in Auckland, New Zealand (Carroll, Witten & Kearns, 2011). Their 

study reveals that although locational qualities of central city amenities and affordability 

dominate, the apartments lack a child-friendly design and fail to meet specific needs for families 

and children.  

 

While life-course and changes in family sizes act as central preconditions for residential choice 

(Clark & Onaka, 1983; Rossi, 1980), shifts from one tenure type to another could constrain 

people. Kemeny (1981), discusses the significance of entering home ownership through 

residential mobility in certain life stages. Kendig (1984) links this change of tenure to housing 

careers, as discussed earlier. The upward mobility of ‘housing careers’ through residential 

mobility is explained by Spain (1990) who connects housing quality to life course. Spain (1990) 

argues that housing quality in the USA is largely dependent on the ability to purchase. The study 

reveals that sole female households experience lower housing quality than households with 

married couples or males (Birch, 1985). Spain’s (1990) research uses quantitative measures of 
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housing quality variables in order to determine these experiences but lacks actual empirical 

experiences. Oishi (2010) offers a more cognitive approach by linking the psychology of 

residential mobility to implications of well-being and social relationships. This is particularly 

significant in the way people perceive qualities in place and thus is true for those housing 

qualities that go beyond the dwelling but also contribute to challenges of place attachment. High 

turnover rates not only impact on individuals’ social ties but also affect stable neighbourhoods 

and communities, resulting in fewer ties amongst residents. Moreover, one needs to distinguish 

between voluntary moves and forced moves that help explain housing quality expectations and 

residential choice (Fischer, 2006).  

 

2.3.5 Putting residential mobility in place  

 

Although residential mobility appears to be an ambiguous concept, it is significant for the New 

Zealand context. New Zealanders are regarded as a transient people in terms of residential and 

social mobility4 (Dieleman, 2001; Bedford, 1997; Long, 1991). According to Census data, 

between 1996 and 2001, 49 per cent of the population moved at least once (Saville-Smith & 

James, 2003). The 2006 Census showed an increased mobility rate: 57.7 per cent of the total 

usual resident population changed their residence during the previous five years at least once 

(Statistics New Zealand, 2006). Amongst those, 24.8 per cent moved within the last year. The 

cohort of 25-29 year olds was identified as the most mobile with 83.9 per cent moving within the 

last year. The least mobile population group were the 75-79 year olds, who remained and aged 

in place: only 26.4 per cent moved since the Census in 2001. This corresponds with the fact that 

mobility declines with older age (Wiles et al., 2009). While push and pull factors for moving 

match those from the literature discussed earlier, it is usually environmental qualities that 

motivate moves within urban areas (21 per cent). In particular, the motives for intra-urban5 

moves include better access to services and facilities, as well as changing suburban location to 

suit people’s needs according to changes in their life course. 

 

High levels of residential mobility can result in transient communities and also challenge place 

attachment according to Saville-Smith and James (2003). Saville-Smith and James’ research 

programme in four New Zealand communities focussed predominantly on social and economic 

                                                             
4 Social mobility can be described as “the movement of individuals between different positions within the 
system of social stratification and is of interest as a measure of the openness of a society” (Morrison & 
Nissen, 2010, p.56). 
5 For moves within rural or between urban and rural areas see Statistics NZ (2006).  
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determinants that affected individuals, households and communities. Additionally, the study 

targeted life stages of children and young adults transitioning from childhood to adulthood in 

respect to community attachment and a sense of self. More importantly, in their study, Saville-

Smith and James (2003) acknowledge the significance of residential mobility in relation to 

affordability and housing quality in local housing markets. Compositions of community members 

change through increased mobility across households, which in turn impacts on housing needs 

and demands. Furthermore, residential mobility patterns result in increased housing turnover, 

as a case study in Palmerston North revealed (Dixon & Le Heron, 1980). As a consequence, the 

integrity of housing, housing maintenance and repair impact on physical housing qualities. So far 

little research has been conducted investigating the relationship that links housing turnover and 

performed repair, maintenance activities and their impacts on the quality of the built structure. 

In a study in Adelaide, Australia, Baum and Hassan (1999) discussed mover renovators and the 

motives that influenced home owners to carry out renovations at their new residence. Contrary 

to the mainstream debates about residential mobility, their research also took non-movers into 

account. Non-mover renovators are people who, dissatisfied with their current residence, decide 

to stay put and alter the house to satisfy their needs, thereby demonstrating the importance of 

embedding renovations into the debate about residential mobility. The regression analysis used 

by Baum and Hassan (1999) took characteristics such as dwelling age, length of residence, 

household type, size and income into consideration. However, little consideration was given to 

actual motives for moves and renovations. I argue that renovations and maintenance activities 

can be considered as ‘making’ housing qualities. A research project undertaken as part of the 

‘Christchurch (New Zealand) House and Home Study’ moves in this direction while investigating 

the effects of residential mobility on ‘home making’ (Winstanley, Thorns & Perkins, 2002). It 

used a holistic qualitative approach in order to identify housing histories, motives for moving 

and owners’ experiences of home. Winstanley, Thorns and Perkins (2002) argue that residential 

mobility is more than behaviour and is thus a reflection of people’s sense of being in place. 

Residents’ insights help to understand the complexity of residential mobility decision-making as 

well as the experiences in diverse social and economic contexts. This is significant in order to 

explain notions of home making and thus the creation and consumption of housing qualities 

from a perspective that goes beyond material cultures.  
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2.4 Material cultures and home making  
 

The key to focussing on home and home making in the light of housing qualities is a modification 

away from large scale abstractions of home as an evocative metaphor as in previous research 

about the home (Gurney, 1996). This is not to suggest that we should ignore or dismiss the ways 

in which home is experienced. Rather, there is a need to approach the notion of home from a 

perspective which has emerged from recent trends in geographical and sociological thinking that 

brings back notions of materiality and material culture studies. This new direction emerged out 

of criticism of the cultural turn whose advocates recognized the immateriality of geography 

(Philo, 2000). As a result, there were several calls for a more general re-materialization of 

geographical scholarship and practice as well as a clear definition of the terms ‘immaterial’ and 

‘material’ (Latham & McCormack, 2004; Lees, 2002; Jackson, 2000, Philo, 2000). Jackson (2000) 

claims that material culture studies have long been part of social and cultural geography. 

Theories in the 1980s demonstrated that social worlds are constituted by materiality as well as 

the other way around (Miller, 1998, 1987; Appadurai, 1986; Bourdieu, 1977). Miller (1998) 

explains in his book “Why some things matter” that material cultures do not form a distinct 

discipline as such but rather a means to explain ‘materials’ and ‘things’. For instance, those 

‘things’ could be houses or qualities which do not have to be reduced to housing studies only. 

On the other hand, Ford (1994) claims that geographers have tended to study housing but not 

houses, demonstrating the need for an investigation on a smaller scale. Indeed, Lees (2001) 

recommends that architectural geographers should investigate individual houses. Architecture is 

thus acknowledged as a central artefact of material cultures and of great complexity (Buchli, 

2002). In fact, Boivin (2008) discovers that the actual materiality is often overlooked. Here, 

materiality is seen as the “very familiarity, mundanity of the material world around us that leads 

us to leave it unquestioned” as Graves-Brown (2000, p.1.) puts it. Therefore the need arises to 

investigate ‘things’ in material as well as immaterial spheres. Those calls expressed for 

materiality move beyond the symbolic meaning of ‘things’ towards a non-representational 

geography of architecture (Lees, 2001). In other words, we can understand architecture, houses 

and buildings through different lenses. This development is significant for the way attributes are 

considered and housing qualities are perceived.  

 

Moreover, what the literature considers to be architecture could be seen as a materialised state 

of the built environment (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981). Jacobs and Merriman 

(2011) engage with the revitalised scholarship on materiality while practicing architecture. 
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Strictly speaking this means understanding how architecture is put into practice by practitioners 

as well as the users themselves. While the boundary between practitioners and users is not very 

clear, occupants can also be practising vernacular architecture when doing maintenance, 

renovations and do-it-yourself (DIY) activities. Within such a focus, practising architecture is 

significantly embedded in the New Zealand housing culture in the way home-making is achieved 

through materiality.  

 

2.4.1 Do-it-yourself (DIY): A New Zealand way of home making 

 

“The house’s turn […]: First a decoration, then an extension and enlargement, then an 

extension and enlargement to the extensions and enlargements. Once the major work is 

done, maintenance, redecoration and the addition of the occasional bedroom or 

ballroom keep things going until it’s time to move on and begin all over again. The 

Englishman’s home is his castle. It’s the New Zealander’s mistress. All this he does 

himself.” (Mitchell, 1972, p.111) 

 

Despite the age of its source, the quote above emphasizes the role of DIY as a popular leisure 

activity in New Zealand. A recent television advertisement for a building supply store reminds us 

that “DIY – it’s in our DNA” enforcing a claim from decades ago that DIY is a part of New 

Zealand’s way of life (New Zealand Home Handyman and Hobbyist, 1967); it is certainly 

profoundly embedded in the New Zealand housing culture (Mackay, Perkins & Gidlow, 2007). 

DIY can generally be explained as the “activity of decorating, building, and making fixtures and 

repairs at home by oneself rather than employing a professional” (Soanes & Stevenson, 2006, 

p.419). Apparent difficulties emerge however, when characterising do-it-yourself since it is 

unclear where the boundaries of the definition are and whether DIY comprises structural 

building alterations as well as gardening or simply oiling a door hinge. Additionally, DIY is also 

hard to quantify in terms of how much renovators spend in home improvement stores, as some 

stores even sell household appliances or camping gear for instance. DIY has so far often been 

taken as a for granted and ordinary everyday activity, neglected by scholarly research despite 

being a popular cultural element in New Zealand (Buckenberger & Mackay, 2010).  

 

The DIY tradition goes as far back as the build-it-yourself (BIY) practices of the 19th century when 

early settlers arrived in New Zealand. After bush was cleared basic homes were built by hand in 

order to fulfil the basic need of shelter (Wolfe, 2001). In this simple DIY manner and often with 

second-hand materials, unique baches were built along coastlines but also on land which was 
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not legally owned by those families who erected the bach (Yoffe, 2000). These small and single 

level shacks, often lacking electricity and plumbing, still dominate New Zealand’s coastal 

landscape (Kearns & Collins, 2006). However, it was not until the 1950s and 1960s that DIY 

activities shifted towards home-based renovation. During that time New Zealand experienced a 

rise in home ownership due to a broad provision of mortgage programmes (Schrader, 2005; 

Davidson, 1994) as well as rapid suburbanisation which was aligned with commercial 

construction of single detached family homes (Perkins & Thorns, 2001). Along with the history of 

settlements, the commitment and creation of home ownership has led to a strong commitment 

of house building, design, maintenance and also do-it-yourself. DIY activities are popular 

amongst all owned dwelling types. Dingle (2000) confirms that these are characteristics which 

are still valued parts of the contemporary activity of home making in Aotearoa / New Zealand as 

well as in Australian society.  

 

According to a recent report of the NZ Retailers Association (Albertson, 2010), there are 445 

garden stores and 1,464 hardware and building supplies stores in New Zealand while more than 

one billion dollars are spent at DIY stores per year. Since the ‘mega store’ phenomenon has 

become popular in recent years6, landscapes of consumption attract DIYers with a vast array of 

tools and materials. In particular these large stores often include a café, playground for children, 

product showrooms and hire departments; they even offer regular workshops. Mega stores are 

hybrid consumption spaces as well as ‘third places’ where customers are literally taken into 

another (imagined) world (Oldenburg, 1997) - in this case the world of successful DIY, renovation 

and home making. It could be said that consumers’ experiences in these third places are deeply 

linked and intertwined with what Oldenburg classified as first places – the homes. Here, the 

boundary between first and third places seem to diminish as the goods purchased from mega 

stores heavily influence the way in which a sense of place and housing qualities are created in a 

home. Perkins and Thorns (2001) even state that a large number of home owners have 

developed an exceptional type of relationship with their houses “which has seen them 

continually renovating and changing the physical shape of house and garden – painting the roof 

or the house, putting up and staining fences, extending the living area or building on rumpus 

rooms” (pp.43-44). Houses as material constructions are transformed into homes as symbolic 

entities while residents ascribe special meaning to them through lived experiences. Perkins and 

                                                             
6 ‘Big box’ retailing and mega stores appeared in New Zealand in the late 1980s with Kmart and 
Warehouse being amongst the first mega store retailers. ‘Big box’ home improvement stores in New 
Zealand were launched in 2004 with the first Mitre 10 mega store, followed by Australian company 
Bunnings Warehouse in 2006 (Allan, 2009).  
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Thorns (1999) further argue that this process happens over time and in response to “both 

changes in the individual’s life course and the social context within which they are set” (p.124). 

They assert that the home is in an ever-changing state as residents alter the physical appearance 

of their houses and transform them into their homes through (for instance) DIY. The significance 

and cultural influence of DIY is clearly apparent in this context, indicating that consumption of 

DIY products and the process of doing-up the house indeed remains a popular element in New 

Zealand home making. 

 

The rise of the DIY tradition has had a large media impact (Leonard, Perkins & Thorns, 2004). 

This is particularly the case with company-sponsored and locally-produced home improvement 

television shows such as DIY rescue, Dream Home or House and Garden as well as printed 

magazines like Handyman New Zealand, Projects Magazine, The Shed and Weekend Gardener 

which have contributed to the popularity of the DIY tradition in recent years. Moreover, the 

marketing of DIY to women in this context emphasizes the dilution of the masculine domains of 

kiwi DIY ingenuity (Phillips, 1996). Specifically ‘ladies’ nights’ at home improvement stores as 

well as colourful and fashionable power tools (for example, a pink tool box) contribute to the 

growing number of women undertaking DIY. The realities of changing household demographics 

due to divorces, widowhood and single status have shown that men are not necessarily needed 

in order for women to carry out renovations by themselves (Bail, 1996). Interestingly, the 

functionality of some power tools is now being designed to fit women’s needs. In this context an 

article in the New Zealand Hardware Journal (NZHJ) questioned whether the days of the 

‘handyman’ are gone (NZHJ, 2004), stressing the change of gender roles in DIY.  

 

DIY is often carried out by home owners for economic and socio-cultural reasons (Buckenberger 

& Mackay, 2010). Thorns (2010) states that ‘quick-fix TV programmes’ are supporting the 

transformation from low-value homes into higher value in order to sell them for a profit. On the 

other hand, owners who are facing financial constraints prefer to carry out the work themselves 

in order to save money. The outcomes of DIY and renovations might have economic implications 

only for some whereas others place greater value on the social-cultural outcomes of this activity. 

Mackay, Perkins and Gidlow’s (2007) study in Christchurch, for instance, reveals that DIYers 

achieve a sense of ownership when they put their (personalised) stamp on their place. Overall, 

DIY is seen as the way of transforming a house into a home while following the kiwi tradition of 

do-it-yourself and achieving a sense of satisfaction at the same time. Home renovations can 

develop a higher level of satisfaction and in turn express firm feelings of ontological security. In 
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order to understand the connection between place making and the creation of belonging and 

attachment, an investigation of renovators’ experiences are required.  

 

The international scholarship around notions of DIY is scattered over various disciplines such as 

retail and marketing studies (Williams, 2004), leisure studies (Gelber, 1999, 1997), urban and 

real estate economics (Baker & Kaul, 2002; Bogdon, 1996; Hill, 1979; Gronau, 1977), housing 

studies (Munro & Leather, 2000; Littlewood & Munro, 1996), design history (Atkinson, 2006; 

Lichtman, 2006) and social history (Dingle, 2000). However, there is a lack of qualitative studies 

that analyse renovators’ experiences of doing-it-themselves. Despite the significance of a do-it-

yourself culture there is little New Zealand academic literature which addresses the significance 

of the making of housing qualities through home improvements. Notions of DIY and renovations 

in New Zealand are mentioned in passing in social science studies which are more broadly 

related to house and home (Perkins & Thorns, 2003, 2001, 1999), aesthetic aspects of leisure in 

everyday life (Bell & Lyall, 2001) or leisure-type activities such as gardening amongst the elderly 

(Mansvelt, 1997). Commissioned studies by home improvement stores do exist but are often not 

publicly available. All of these studies, however, lack any empirical account giving voice to the 

renovators themselves, their motives and their experiences with DIY. Mackay, Perkins and 

Gidlow’s (2007) work moves a step towards closing this gap in the New Zealand literature as 

their research on the do-it-yourself experiences amongst first-time home owners in Christchurch 

attempts not only to theorise DIY in New Zealand but also to analyse DIY behaviour, motives and 

practice. This research also moves towards a comprehensive understanding of what exactly DIY 

means. 

 

2.4.2 Overcoming ‘materiality’ 

 

Although houses and buildings are materialised objects that shape urban settings and hence 

their morphology, materiality needs to be overcome in order to research housing qualities 

concerned with intangible notions. Without doubt façades are significant features in the way 

houses are perceived. This is particularly true for older houses or heritage buildings that have 

been renovated in the course of vernacular architecture. Normally, remodelling residential 

buildings leaves façades almost untouched whereas interior spaces are changed over time due 

to technology and modernization. Thus it is rare to find original features in Victorian villas 

(Mackay, 2010). Jenkins (2002) suggests re-evaluating the creation of material objects while 

clearly setting out boundaries that distinguish the inside from the outside. The façade prevents 

the spectator from seeing the inside which remains unknown. Bruno Latour (1987, p.2) refers to 
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the inside as a ‘black box’ while implying plans and façades do not provide enough knowledge 

about the use of a building, the change of ownership and day-to-day experiences. It can be 

argued that the black box needs to be illuminated and researched from within in order to shed 

light on those changes in houses that have been achieved through practising architecture. Miller 

(2001) also notes that nobody really knows what is going on behind closed doors. Although it is 

the architects’ duty to build a house, the house is left to its functionality from the time of 

building completion. Hence Jenkins (2002) suggests that the understanding of materiality is a 

process that starts from that point in time. Furthermore, materiality should be explored in light 

of the social, cultural and technological notions that shape a building. Law and Mol (1995) 

discuss how these living spaces can be framed through a combination of materiality and 

sociality. More importantly, Brand (1994) calls for a reconceptualization of the house as 

something that has its own materialities, temporalities and geographies. I agree with both 

Jenkins (2002) and Brand (1994) that there should be a dialogue regarding both the position of 

the building and the way we conceptualise and perceive buildings. Thus a heterogeneous 

approach to the study of the nature of buildings, in order to move beyond walls, is necessary. 

This claim is relevant to this thesis as housing qualities are not confined to the exterior – the 

visible – of buildings but are also determined from within – the inside. 

 

Yi-Fu Tuan (1971, p.181) claims that “the house is the man” (sic), although the man’s world is far 

more than his house, while pointing out that a “reading of the house can tell us much about the 

occupant”. Lees (2001), however, objects to this statement noting that representations cannot 

simply be read but are rather made through interactions. These interactions do not necessarily 

apply to architects or builders themselves in the way the materiality is created (Dovey, 2008). 

Materiality is something ongoing and produced through practice by the users who are insiders in 

this process. Elsewhere, Lees (1999) urges a deeper engagement of researchers with urban 

practitioners7 in order to unveil the practices, from both inside and outside the ‘black box’, that 

are relevant to policy and planning. That means that there is a need to understand spatial 

practices between representations of space and representational spaces on the other (Lefebrve, 

1991). The ongoing process of practising materiality by users is multifarious. Practices of DIY and 

home decorating are considered to be domestic consumption. Consuming materiality can be 

understood as the consumption of goods in the home which adds a personal flavour to 

materialities. In other words, individuals attribute symbolic values to ‘things’. In fact, the ‘things’ 

                                                             
7 Urban practitioners could be town planners, policy makers but also other professions involved in local 
government as a front line worker. Moreover, professionals working in social welfare, community centres 
or housing associations may also be considered as urban practitioners.  
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that represent material objects refer to those visible objects that can also be identified as 

physical qualities. Jackson (2000) reminds us that “our emphasis should be on when and where 

the materiality of material culture makes a difference rather than assuming its importance in an 

a priori manner” (p.13). Here, it is important to distinguish between consumption of those 

‘things’ that were created by the users themselves and those existent in the house that are 

simply consumed. In a more general sense, Mansvelt (2010) identifies explorations between 

practices of consumption and material objects that started to blur boundaries. On that note, 

materiality can be considered as tangible qualities that shape the meaning in everyday living 

environments. The so-called objective culture, a term coined by Georg Simmel, can contribute to 

an expression of self and to interactions with others in everyday life (Ritzer, Goodman & 

Wiedenhoft, 2001). Elsewhere, others link these expressions of consuming such objective 

culture with identity formation (Reimer & Leslie, 2004), consumption and lifestyles (Wynne & 

O’Connor, 1998) and as a means to create home (Mansvelt, 2005; Gram-Hanssen & Bech-

Danielsen, 2004). Thus practising materiality results in expressions of housing qualities in the 

domestic sphere whose experiences go beyond material objects.  

 

2.4.3 Home – qualities of the place where we live 

 

The most fundamental element in the context of practising materiality is the home. Home is a 

complex concept that is recognized in a wide range of forms, scales and spatialities and 

addressed across multiple fields of research. What all approaches have in common is that homes 

are places where meaning is constructed. These places do not necessarily have to be houses as 

physical premises, neighbourhoods or nation as the place of origin. Critics claim that the house 

as home only offers a small dimension of a holistic concept of home (Peil, 2009). Nonetheless, 

the inquiry into housing qualities regards the dimension of the house as home as indispensable. 

Generally, house is regarded as a physical entity, a material object, whereas home can be 

understood as a place that combines material and non-material notions. Homes may be sites of 

social importance providing security, privacy, pleasure and a place for work and relaxation 

(Valentine, 2001). On the other hand, home might also have negative connotations for some 

inhabitants as they experience fear, domestic violence or insecurity (Kearns & Smith, 1994). One 

possibility of how houses are transformed into homes as social constructs is through 

materialising and practising architecture. For others, home is a materialisation of housing and 

home ownership (Jacobs & Smith, 2008; Smith, 2008). Qualities of the house offer limited scope 

for the inquiry into housing qualities as they are often solely confined to notions of material 
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objects and things. Thus, the geography of home is an avenue of widening qualities that go 

beyond material objects. 

 

One comprehensive framework, explaining in a holistic way the transition from house, the 

physical unit, to home, is offered by Lawrence (1987). He positioned human interactions as 

central while arguing that home is a place with a psychological quality and social meaning that is 

part of our everyday experience. Previous studies about home have failed to include temporal 

aspects, which constitute an indispensable dimension in the way past experiences influence 

present understandings of home, for the individual user.8 Lawrence (1987) further argues that 

the design of the house and its use are closely related to a range of dimensions which include 

cultural, socio-demographic and psychological notions. The cultural dimension refers to the 

design and use of living spaces, which reflect cultural values and are thus conveyed as habits. In 

turn, these values and qualities are expressed by what Bourdieu (1977) calls habitus. The socio-

demographic dimension relates to qualities of everyday lives that are shared by people with 

similar values. That includes more broadly speaking, domestic routines and social roles that 

relate to the demographic composition of the household. However, debates about home and 

gender-related issues are discussed elsewhere (Gorman-Murray, 2007; Blunt & Varley, 2004; 

McDowell, 1999; Domosh, 1998; Madigan & Munro, 1991; Hayden, 1981). The psychological 

notion of home touches upon notions of self-esteem, personal identity formation and 

preferences, aspirations and goals (Lawrence, 1987). This is relevant in terms of how people 

ascribe meanings to certain qualities and is thus significant to the temporal aspect of this thesis 

approach. The construction and decoration of a house is only a short-term process whereas 

housing histories, architecture and its experiences are long-term components that create 

meaning. 

 

Others discuss home as a place with dimensions which include socio-spatial objects (Saunders, 

1989; Saunders & Williams, 1988), psychological places (Giuliani, 1991; Rybczynski, 1987), 

emotional places (Newton, 2008; Gurney, 1996) or a combination of these (Easthope, 2004, 

Somerville, 1997). These dimensions can be understood as a collection of values that have 

meaning. Somerville (1992), for instance, identifies seven different meanings of home. Home 

can be a place of shelter, hearth, heart, paradise and haven, abode, privacy and roots. On the 

other hand, Mallett (2004) classifies only five meanings and the house is placed at the centre. 

                                                             
8 Others reviewed the temporal aspect of home in relation to the life-course, especially with what is 
concerned with the significance of home in later life (Milligan, Bingley & Gadrell, 2005; Oswald & Wahl, 
2005; Heywood, Oldman & Means, 2002; Sixsmith, 1986).  
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Here, the home is seen as an expression or symbol of the self and, therefore, provides a sense of 

rootedness in place (Cooper Marcus, 1995). Most of these approaches fail to consider these 

meanings as housing qualities despite the fact that they can be interpreted as such. A similar 

study specifically explored “essential qualities of home” based on empirical information (Smith, 

1994). While three broad categories consisted of physical, social and personal dimensions, the 

qualities identified matched those already found earlier by Tognoli (1987). Nonetheless, Smith 

(1994) argues that qualities of "continuity, privacy, self-expression and personal identity, social 

relationships, warmth and a suitable physical structure" are associated with home environments 

but are absent in non-homes (p.31). Non-homes are places with an unpleasant or negative 

atmosphere brought about by lack of freedom, privacy, and dissatisfaction with physical features 

of the environment or personal relationship (Smith, 1994). In contrast, the home can be 

regarded as a positive place along with its qualities. Smith’s investigation into the experience of 

home involved interviewing both owner-occupants and tenants on the premise that renters 

would have the same experience of home. However, this runs counter to the discourse about 

home ownership versus renting which clearly distinguishes the experience of the two tenure 

types (Saunders, 1990; Forrest, 1983; Kemeny, 1981). Clapham (2005) claims that research on 

the meaning of home is exceedingly concerned with a generalisation of universal meanings 

instead of differences.  

 

Gurney (1996) reminds us that an exploration of the meaning of the home should take place on 

a cultural, and what he calls ‘personal’, basis. This personal notion not only reflects lived 

experiences of home, but also derives from individuals’ housing history and specific life-course 

events that change the meaning of one’s home. On this note, it is crucial to remind ourselves 

that the concept of home, the meanings and qualities of home cannot be explained in a rigid 

way. Since the term home is associated with personal meanings, people value different qualities 

in different contexts and over time. Lawrence (1985) confirms that an analysis of homes “should 

include a study of continuous processes rather than isolated actions, so that the qualitative 

nature of home environments is understood” (p.129). For that reason, the discussion about 

qualities of the house and home needs to be established in place and time. 

 

2.4.4 Home in New Zealand  

 

The meaning of home is deeply embedded in the New Zealand culture and context. Leonard, 

Perkins and Thorns (2004) emphasize that New Zealanders’ sense of house and home is 

constructed in a dialogue between “household members, who negotiate the meaning, creation 
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and use of houses amongst themselves” (p.97). House and home are, therefore, central sites for 

the construction of identity and meaning. Moreover, Perkins and Thorns (2001) declare that 

home-making is an ongoing process of place creation which needs to be considered in the 

context of New Zealand. I argue that this is consistent with the claim made earlier by Gurney 

(1996) and Lawrence (1985). However, the international scholarship of the meaning of home 

seems to represent notions of home in the absence of place and place-making (Perkins & 

Thorns, 1999; Massey, 1995). In New Zealand, qualities of home are embedded in a spatial and 

temporal locale that is mediated through individuals’ housing experiences. Dimensions of home 

are transformed through people’s life-course and their social settings. Perkins and Thorns (2001, 

1999) embed the home in the context of New Zealand’s changing urban landscape. For most 

New Zealanders, home has been constituted through home ownership as I pointed out earlier in 

this chapter. Additionally, the single (nuclear) family, one storey house on, ideally, a quarter acre 

section in suburbia was regarded as norm and thus as ‘pavlova paradise’ (Mitchell, 1972). 

However, the robust relationship between tenure and the pavlova paradise is slowly changing 

due to diversifying urban home landscapes that include multi-storeyed housing, intensification 

and affordability issues.  

 

Although section sizes have decreased in the last few decades, a great number of homes are still 

surrounded by a considerable amount of green space. Qualities of garden and garden space are 

central in the New Zealand housing scape. Despite being outside of the physical entity – the 

home – garden and garden space constitute the place of home. Limited research has been 

undertaken into green spaces in New Zealand, despite the fact that the domestic New Zealand 

garden can be described as a “kiwi icon” (Wynyard, 2000, p.3). Bhatti and Church (2000) 

describe the domestic garden as “an area of enclosed ground cultivated or not, within the 

boundaries of the owned or rented dwelling, where plants are grown and other materials are 

arranged spatially” (p.183). According to Geddes and Brewis (1986) New Zealanders love their 

gardens and gardening sometimes takes on an “almost religious fervour” (p.7). Indeed, outdoor 

living and the extension of the living area, through a remarkably well grounded ‘indoor-outdoor’ 

flow in New Zealand architecture, enables occupants to overcome the barrier between inside 

and outside living (Buckenberger, 2008). For others, gardens even become an ‘outdoor room’ or 

‘living room’ (Bhatti & Church, 2000). This housing characteristic is most apparent in low density 

housing areas where nearly all New Zealanders traditionally had space around the house 

available, in particular to cultivate a garden (Longhurst, 2006). Especially in the northern warmer 

parts of New Zealand, home owners often spend time in the garden, mostly on weekends which 
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includes “cooking on a barbecue and eating outdoors, usually on a deck or patio” (Longhurst, 

2006, p.582). In this context, it can be said that New Zealanders are likely to be more conscious 

of their home and garden in comparison to other nations (Geddes & Brewis, 1986). So far there 

has been scant research into housing qualities, such as green spaces, in higher density housing 

due to its relatively new presence in the New Zealand housing market.  

 

Perkins and Thorns (1999) acknowledge that ambiguities of the taken-for-granted home 

landscape are the result of a greater diversity in household members, neighbourhoods, housing 

types, work and technology. It is vital to consider the home landscape and its qualities when 

exploring the housing experiences of occupants in different stages of their life-course. Some 

research in New Zealand has unpacked the relationship of elderly people to their home 

environment. A larger research project entitled ‘Ageing in Place’ investigates notions of housing 

quality from a materiality point of view. In particular, repair and maintenance practices are 

investigated along with residents’ perceptions of the condition and performance of their homes. 

Meanings of home, such as comfort and safety, were amongst the predominant housing 

qualities (James & Saville-Smith, 2010; Saville-Smith, James & Fraser, 2008). Another study with 

83 older people in Auckland was set in the context of people - place relationships and the extent 

to which well-being and place-attachment is achieved (Wiles et al., 2009). Home as a place of 

security and comfort is deeply grounded in older people’s lives. However, residents’ positive 

connotations of home are challenged when it comes to managing large gardens with decreased 

mobility. Wiles et al (2009) argue that home as a place operates “beyond the walls of house and 

garden to include neighbourhood, community, city and beyond” (pp. 665-666). Thus, the 

constitution of home along with its meaning and qualities, requires a re-consideration 

embedded in older and new urban developments, along with those qualities that go beyond the 

home as physical entity.  

 

2.5 Qualities of ‘being’ in place - beyond the home 
 

The scholarship on the meaning of home frequently refers to dwelling instead of the home. 

Dwelling is usually known as a house, home or other place of residence as commonly referred to 

in dictionaries. However, the extent to which the word ‘dwelling’ implies home for a resident, is 

debatable. Peter King (2004a) claims that dwelling is a nebulous and ambiguous concept as 

dwelling can mean different things. Rapoport (1995, 1990) defines the dwelling as a subsystem 

of locales that are embedded in a larger system which he calls environment. Thus, the dwelling 
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can be defined as the spatial locale for households in the built environment which goes beyond 

the home. Saegert (1986) asserts that dwelling highlights the contrast between house and home 

with the connotation that there is a more active connection of individuals to their physical, social 

and psychological surrounding space. Moreover, the qualities of this surrounding space in these 

dimensions are determined by people’s housing experiences and thus anchor people in place. In 

order to understand these qualities of being that are grounded in place, the next section 

discusses the relationship of dwelling and place.  

 

2.5.1 Dwelling and the significance of place 

 

According to King (2004a) “we all dwell, but each of us does it separately” (p.18). Moreover, 

each dwelling differs markedly in its shape, layout and place. Coolen, Kempen and Ozaki (2002) 

claim that dwelling is a more robust term than house and home. Additionally, they argue that 

dwelling is a system of physical settings in which activities take place. Nonetheless, dwelling is 

more than the physical setting of house and home. Norberg-Schulz (1985) identifies the process 

of dwelling as the establishment of a significant relationship between a person and a given 

environment. This relationship evokes a sense of belonging in a certain place. Dwelling is “at the 

core of how people situate themselves in the world” (Putnam, 1999, p.144). In a more general 

sense, that means that dwelling is where people inhabit residential spaces. These physical living 

spaces are made up of physical and social factors along with psychological, ontological and 

emotional notions which we experience. While Putnam focusses on the material objects that 

define the basis for experiences, King (2004a) argues that although the material characteristics 

of dwellings serve as connection with intangible qualities, they are in fact these notions with 

which we connect our dwelling. These experiences of dwelling enable residents to assign 

meaning to certain qualities. Dwelling is not only considered to be a physical location but also a 

philosophical concept that was developed by Martin Heidegger whose thinking and work on 

place is indispensable for the inquiry of housing qualities.9’10 

 

Martin Heidegger addressed the relationship between ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’ in a lecture 

entitled “Building Dwelling Thinking” in Darmstadt, Germany, in 1951 (Heidegger, 1993). He 

argues that the building as a material object equals dwelling which is considered as place where 

                                                             
9 Harrison (2007) reads the concept dwelling through the lenses of both Martin Heidegger and Emmanuel 
Levinas.  
10 Dwelling is a noun and a verb if considered from a linguistic point of view. Therefore, dwelling is a 
material entity as well as a human behaviour or practice.  
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people can build structures and ideals. In turn, building is defined as ‘to stay in place’ or to 

‘remain’. Therefore, dwelling as a building is more than just shelter and serves as reference of 

human settlement. Heidegger (1993) further states that “building belongs to dwelling and […] 

receives its essence from dwelling” (p.362). Dwelling is deeply embedded in place that evokes 

experience. That means ‘to dwell’ can be considered as the action of ‘making home’. Norberg-

Schulz (1980) takes Heidegger’s phenomenology of dwelling further and talks about a genius loci 

or spirit of a place while relating to the person-place relationship. According to Norberg-Schulz 

(1985) dwelling is meaningful, not only as physical place where meetings and exchanges take 

place but also as a process of sharing qualities that help us to dwell. King (2004a) argues in his 

book “Private Dwelling” that dwelling is the place where we can hide from the outside, implying 

that dwelling has a private dimension. 

 

Private spaces are a “territory” or a possession of a lot or house that is owned by a person, if 

legally defined (Wlodarczyk, 2005, p.183). This is where outsiders can be excluded (Allan & 

Crow, 1989) and where the home provides a back region (Goffman, 1971). As Wlodarczyk (2005) 

further points out, semi-public and semi-private spaces inside a designated area define a new 

kind of communal space such as gardens, open green spaces or common squares or parks. 

However, if the shared responsibility of the facility increases, these spaces become public 

(Wlodarczyk, 2005).  

 

Nevertheless, dwelling is set in between public and private spaces. Norberg-Schulz (1985) and 

King (2004a) both discuss taxonomies of dwellings in geographical scales reaching from dwelling 

as house to a multiplicity of dwellings as settlement. What both approaches have in common is 

that dwelling induces a sense of place and belonging. Jones (2009) interprets Heidegger’s notion 

of dwelling in relation to qualities, claiming each dwelt life is different. Leach (2002) links this 

difference to the relationship between architecture and cultural identity. He recommends that 

one should not only focus on architectural forms themselves but also on the narratives that give 

the forms meaning. The situated self in the built environment stimulates a sense of belonging 

(Leach, 2002). Here dwelling, together with its rootedness in-place, expresses identity and 

qualities that are created by inhabitants. Some argue dwellings are thus expressions of each 

individual’s identity (Hauge & Kolstad, 2007; Hull, Lam & Vigo, 1994). Others have covered issues 

of identity formation in place in relation to home and gender (McDowell, 1999), media (Morley, 

2000) and consumption (Gram-Hanssen & Bech-Danielsen, 2004; Reimer & Leslie, 2004). Thus, 

dwelling in place shapes its identity and sense of place. That means the relation between 



                                                  Chapter 2: Conceptualising housing qualities: theoretical foundations 

47 
 

identity and place can be explained as an ongoing everyday process rather than as a static 

structure.  

 

Qualities of place are rooted in physical things, interactions and experiences. The meanings of 

material objects can change as they can be transferred from one thing to another and their 

qualities may either be complex, obscure or clear (Relph, 1976). In his seminal work “Place and 

placelessness”, Relph (1976) states that “it is human to have and to know your place” (p.1) while 

referring to Heidegger’s ontological11 consideration of place. Heidegger (1958) considers place 

as the unique dwelling of being. Malpas (2006) confirms that the dwelling is a place that enables 

people to put down roots and be somewhere. Moreover, Heidegger (1958) argues that the 

‘man’ can only be conscious of being in the world in the dwelling (p.20). Hubert Dreyfus (1991) 

interprets Heidegger’s philosophy of being in place as a spatial sense where dwelling is a physical 

setting and an existential sense. The existential sense such as love of a place also corresponds to 

what Yi-Fu Tuan coined as topophilia (Tuan, 1974). He defines topophilia as a “neologism, useful 

in that it can be defined broadly to include all of the human being’s affective ties with the 

material environment” (p.93). This positive, affective notion of place underpins the crucial 

quality of being in dwelling. Dreyfus (1991) further discusses the sense of being in terms of 

inhabiting space stating that “when we inhabit something it is no longer an object for us but 

becomes part of us and pervades our relation to other objects in the world” (p.45). This idea 

should not be conflated with the discussion of identity above. Rather it embodies the being as 

inclusive Dasein in the dwelling and world, as Heidegger puts it (Malpas, 2006). In other words, 

the ontology of existence in dwelling is a basic quality that derives from being, embedded in 

place. If we are to understand housing qualities in places and dwellings, we also need to 

consider the potentials that are deep-rooted in place in relation to being which in turn generates 

experiences of ontological security.  

 

2.5.2 Ontological security 

 

Laing (1960) was one of the first researchers to use the expression ontological security, claiming 

that individuals’ experience of being in the world is unique and differentiates them from the rest 

of the world. This fosters one’s identity and autonomy in the world and thus results in a “firm 

core of ontological security” (Laing, 1960, p.3). This concept was taken further by Giddens (1984) 

who states that ontological security is “confidence or trust that the natural and social worlds are 
                                                             
11 ‘Ontology’ is the title Heidegger uses in his study of being which should not be confounded with 
traditional ontology which is the study of beings (Large, 2008, p.118).  
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as they appear to be, including the basic existential parameters of self and social identity” 

(Giddens, 1984, p.375). Elsewhere, Giddens (1990) explains that ontological security has to do 

with being and being in the world, in line with Heidegger’s phenomenology which I explained 

earlier. More broadly speaking, ontological security is about trust, confidence and continuity in 

social and material environments. Moreover, it is a concept that is profoundly embedded in 

society in which individuals attempt to attain self-awareness. Ontological security is thus a 

concept that “may be deeply rooted in the unconscious” but “is also a phenomenon that is 

actively sought at a conscious level” (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998, p.30). Giddens (1991) further 

argues that the deep-rootedness and secure base is where people can return to the routines of 

everyday life. Giddens (1991) also argues that the routinized, everyday activity is a significant 

function for human beings to ongoingly ‘answer’ existential questions, to avoid existential 

anxieties and therefore maintaining a sense of ontological security.  

 

Ontological security has been studied in the context of mental illness (Padgett, 2007; Laing, 

1960), racism and comfort amongst migrants (Noble, 2005), globalisation and religious 

nationalism (Kinvall, 2004), mass communication and television (Cohen & Metzger, 1998; 

Silverstone, 1993) and car ownership (Hiscock et al., 2002). More essential to this thesis 

approach, ontological security has primarily been studied in relation to home ownership 

(Hiscock et al., 2001; Gurney, 1996, 1991; Saunders, 1990, 1989). While some contend that 

homeownership is connected with greater ontological security (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998, 1996; 

Saunders, 1990, 1989; Saunders & Williams, 1988), Forrest, Murie and Williams (1990) dismiss 

this claim on the grounds that home ownership also entails risks. Saunders (1990) argues that 

ontological security can be obtained and maintained in the built environment and identifies the 

home as such a base of ontological security. Home provides a sense of place with steadiness in 

the social and material environment where day-to-day routines can be performed. In addition, 

Dupuis and Thorns (1998) claim that ontological security in the home is achieved when home is a 

site of constancy in the social and material world and where people can be free from the 

surveillance of the modern world.  

 

While homes can be considered as places of belonging as outlined earlier, I argue that this sense 

of belonging is engendered by positive connotations or emotions which are linked to the built 

environment. Kinvall (2004) argues that ontological security is primarily discussed as a positive 

concept. On the other hand, (Franklin, 1986) asserts that ontological security is purely “a fantasy 

of the academic” (p.39) as evidence of its existence remains rare. Although Saunders (1989) 
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claims that ontological security is hard to define and even more difficult to operationalize, he 

suggests that renovations and home-making are a way of attaining a higher level of satisfaction, 

which in turn could engender feelings of ontological security. Unfortunately, his claim lacks 

direct evidence. Giddens (1989) claims, in this context, that trust and ontological security are the 

results of an active engagement with patterns, relationships and material things in everyday life. 

Although these relationships to materiality are physical, they are grounded in unconscious 

processes that are unearthed through experiences. Gurney (1996) argues that ontological 

security in this case is rather derived from emotional intensity that originates from meanings of 

home.  

 

The literature about ontological security and housing has so far failed to position itself in many 

of the debates about housing qualities. About a decade ago, Hiscock et al. (2001) urged a re-

consideration of ontological security in a modern society that is characterised by risk, anxiety 

and rapid urban development which could thus have impacts on trust, faith and confidence. 

Although Giddens (1990) argues that ontological security is the feeling of having control over 

threatening conditions of modern life, this “sense of the reliability of persons and things” (p.92) 

has become fragile in contemporary housing environments as we move towards a risk society. 

Recent research tackled this breakdown in trust and reliability in relation to building failures 

caused by the leaky home syndrome (Dupuis & Thorns, 2011) as well as a series of earthquakes 

in Christchurch, New Zealand (Dupuis & Thorns, 2012). However this breakdown, often referred 

to as ‘systemic failure’ in the building industry, should not be regarded as a simple explanation 

of failure in material objects. Although Dupuis and Thorns (2011) argue that the cause of this 

systemic failure is a disconnection on the part of those involved in the housing sector there is 

still scope to investigate notions of trust and reliability in workmanship for everyday practices - 

beyond the ones caused by building failure. 

 

Saunders’ (1989) claim made earlier, also applies to relations of home making and DIY practices 

in everyday life. Renovations are carried out because people have faith and confidence to do it 

themselves. However, this claim of trust needs to be disentangled in several different spheres in 

which the making of qualities is carried out. DIYers may both consciously and unconsciously trust 

their own renovation skills. However, it is questionable what qualifies them to be building 

experts. Moreover, following another claim I made earlier, it is still unclear from the literature 

what kinds of DIY work people carry out themselves and how we can understand expertise 

arising out of this work. On the other hand, by commissioning professionals to practise 
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architecture, owners invest trust, faith and confidence in experts’ workmanship. In both 

contexts it is crucial to establish what constitutes the relationship between the trust in material 

objects as well as in the expert giving advice or carrying out work. While this discussion derives 

mainly from qualities of materiality, it is crucial to take it beyond materiality. I argue that the 

sense of ontological security can only be maintained in relation to good material quality. In other 

words, experiences of being are challenged in place if the reliability of material objects is not 

assured. The security of being in place is derived from positive connotations, the qualities of 

place – the topophilia. Jean-Paul Sartre (1989) claims that “quality is the whole of being” (p.187). 

Sartre (1989) further argues that the ‘this’ of place is an object which consists of qualities and 

thus is quality. Being in place can therefore be a quality of being. Additionally, being in place 

enables people to experience the qualities of place. Moreover, I argue that the more deep-

rooted the being in place and trust and confidence in place are, the more feelings for ontological 

qualities can be experienced. That means ontological security in home and dwelling has a deeper 

meaning than having a continuity of self-identity and constancy in social and material 

environments. It is the being in place that allows people to live the reflexive project of the self 

which enables experiences of housing qualities.  

 

2.6 Unpacking the ‘terra incognita’ of housing qualities: The 

significance of experiences, perceptions and 

phenomenology 
 

The unknown area and interplay between material and non-material dimensions of housing 

qualities resembles what Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) coined ‘terra incognita’. He further argues that 

people can apprehend the terra incognita through experiences which can be sensations or 

perceptions through which an “object or place achieves concrete reality” (Tuan, 1977, p.18). 

Therefore, housing experiences are a way to portray everyday practices in place which are 

expressed by insiders. Lawrence (1983) notes that the relationship between housing and 

inhabitant is “dynamic and changeable and it includes factors which may remain unresolved 

over a relatively long period of time” (p.466). On the other hand, people’s perceptions of their 

immediate environment differ according to their background (Purcell, 1986). “Stored 

representation of prior experience” may influence people’s experiences of place (Purcell, 1986, 

p.6). People’s experience and perception of their environment is also influenced by the location 

of dwelling and the prestige afforded this particular environment by the population. Desprès 
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(1991) offers the criticism that most research about the meaning of home actually dismisses the 

connection of societal forces, the importance of material objects and the way people perceive 

and experience home. Therefore, demographic characteristics of the people experiencing 

housing qualities, as well as the geographical settings, are central in this context.  

 

Devlin and Nasar (1995) claim that people assign meanings to material objects and have certain 

sets of associations with buildings and thus also qualities. However, those meanings are not 

necessarily determined by physical objects alone. In similar research, Newman (1972) discovered 

that different groups of people aspired to different housing types simply because they 

associated different meanings with those types of housing. More importantly, those meanings 

are influenced by the socio-cultural background of people. Different cultures experience space 

and place differently (Tuan, 1977). Johnston et al. (2005) investigated housing experiences along 

with settlement satisfaction amongst skilled migrants in New Zealand. Other research in the 

New Zealand context explored emerging trends and issues in housing experiences of Pacific 

people (Koloto and Associates et al., 2007) and Māori (The Family Centre Social Policy Research 

Unit et al., 2006). Previous research on housing experiences was mostly tackled quantitatively in 

the course of housing satisfaction (Crothers, 1981) and as experiences of housing stressors 

amongst marginalised populations (Kearns & Smith, 1993; Smith et al., 1993). Elsewhere, Kearns, 

van Wiechen and Smith (1995) investigated housing experiences on lone and partnered women 

seeking state housing assistance in Auckland and Christchurch. While their study is based on 

quantifiable housing satisfaction measures, Kearns, van Wiechen and Smith (1995) recommend 

further exploration “through fieldwork more committed to the ethnographic approach” (p.231). 

Winstanley, Thorns and Perkins (2002) also urge the investigation of housing experiences of 

residents themselves as “we need the story in order to understand the nature and complexity of 

individuals’ and families’ residential histories, present experiences and future aspirations” 

(p.814).  

 

Environmental psychology research and people-environment studies focus on people’s 

experiences of their environment (Seamon, 1993; Altman & Werner, 1985; Proshansky, Ittelson 

& Rivlin, 1976). In these studies, the environment is considered to be everyday surroundings or 

the wider neighbourhood. Coolen and Meesters (2012) note that objects define the 

environment and the individual identifies and deals with these objects on a daily basis. In Coolen 

and Meesters’ (2012) terms, objects may be material or immaterial. They claim that objects do 

not necessarily have to be a substance but could be an event or imaginary. I argue that these 
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objects can be housing qualities that are material objects and also go beyond materiality. 

Elsewhere, Coolen (2006) requests that the people-environment relationship include an 

ecological perspective which considers the dwelling as part of the environment. The meanings of 

objects emerge out of the social relationship of people with regards to specific objects and 

through activities that are carried out in the individuals’ environment. Coolen (2006) discusses 

objects as values for people, since objects may have certain features that correspond to 

individuals’ expectations. This relationship between structural features of the environment and 

individuals’ expectations create so-called affordances (Chemero, 2003; Jones, 2003; Gibson, 

1977). Although this concept may seem to work well for experiences of housing qualities, it has 

failed in several respects in its application. Coolen’s attempt failed to incorporate theoretical 

foundations of human ecology that emerged from the Chicago School of Sociological Thought 

(Park et al., 1925) in an ecological perspective in people-environment studies. Dunn (2006) 

criticises Coolen’s approach saying that it excludes social institutions which are involved in 

producing ideas, norms and qualities that we assign meaning to. Moreover, the emphasis on the 

functionality between the individual and the ‘objects’ appears to exclude meaning that arises 

from non-functional qualities such as the aesthetics of the home. Dunn (2006) claims this 

concept would break with Gidden’s (1984) view that meaning is also created by the unintended 

consequences of people’s everyday activity. Heft and Kyttä (2006) argue for a more relational 

approach to psychologically meaningful everyday environments. They also urge that individuals’ 

perspectives be centrally located. In further criticism of Coolen’s proposition of affordances in 

the built environment, Hartig (2006) argues that functionality as a dwelling feature alone cannot 

offer a holistic view of meanings of dwelling qualities. Hartig (2006) acknowledges that an 

understanding of meanings in the environment must include individuals’ preferences at different 

stages of their life-cycle. On the other hand, Tognoli (2006) suggests re-visiting Lewin’s (1935) 

person-environment fit model12 that could help explain affordances in the environment. This 

model is often used by planners and social scientists in order to analyse the relationship 

between dwellings and their residents. However, the fit in this model is rather static and appears 

to be determined from a passive point of view. I agree with Tognoli (2006) that a person-

environment relationship can only be investigated by means of an insider view which can 

establish the precise meaning of certain housing qualities.  

 

                                                             
12 According to this model behaviour is equal to a function of the person and their environment (B=f(P,E)). 
Further explanations of this model embedded in debates of housing and ageing are discussed in Gaddes, 
(2011) and Kahana et al. (2003).  
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Peter King (2004b) claims that recent housing research has shifted towards a micro-level that 

investigates how housing is used by individuals and their activities. One attempt in this direction 

is Clapham’s (2005) pathway approach which helps to explain the choices and constraints of 

individual households in their everyday geographical setting. Thrift (2000), on the other hand, 

insists that everyday practices in place are “unreflective, lived, culturally specific, bodily 

reactions to events which cannot be explained by causal theories or by hermeneutical means” 

(p.274). However, I agree with King (2004b) who suggests that the meaning we attach to housing 

and place, together with its appreciation of use and uniqueness, can be explained by returning 

to sources of phenomenological writing. In a general sense, the philosophical school of 

phenomenology13 aims to understand rather than explain a phenomenon and searches for the 

meaning of events rather than their causes. In other words, phenomenology has moved beyond 

positivist approaches to include a range of human understanding beyond the materiality 

observable (Seamon, 1982). Cresswell (2004) argues that a phenomenological approach to place 

is concerned with the inquiry of attributes from within a place. Therefore, housing qualities in 

place and of place are constructed through being in place rather than attributing qualities to 

place.  

 

I argue that phenomenology elucidates the relationship between objects (either material or 

immaterial) and individuals. In this context, Yi-Fu Tuan (1971) states that phenomenology is the 

“key to experience” (p.181). Fishwick and Vining (1992) claim that phenomenology is also a 

means of feeling the subject, which reveals a sense of attachment to places.14 Moreover, the 

experience of housing qualities through phenomenology is significant as house and home in New 

Zealand are “centrally important elements of the phenomenology of everyday life” (Perkins & 

Thorns, 1999, p.124). Graumann (1989) offers insights into the phenomenology of being at 

home through positioning the self as central. I argue that experiences create a reality of housing 

qualities in everyday life through the insideness of its residents in place. Relph (1976) 

acknowledges that place has several qualities that cause meanings and feelings through 

experiences; and that is “full with significances” (p.55). French philosopher Maurice Merleau-

Ponty (1962) considers place as structure in which relationships mark particular aspects of 

experience. Furthermore, Merleau-Ponty advocates a fundamental belonging in place through 

                                                             
13 Phenomenology has its roots in the writings of Lebenswelt (lifeworld) of Edmund Husserl (1964). For 
further readings and an overview of phenomenologist theory see Glendinning (2007) and Cerbone (2006). 
14 Place attachment has been researched in many different ways and directions. However, place 
attachment is predominantly discussed as a three-dimensional, person-process-place organizing 
framework. For an overview of place attachment definitions and conceptualisations see Scannell and 
Gifford (2010), Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001) or Altman and Low (1992).  
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the anchoring of dwelling and the sense of place. Nonetheless, Seamon (1982) argues that the 

most significant phenomenological attempt to interpret the relationship between the individual 

and their environment is the ontological enquiry of Heidegger’s presentation of dwelling and 

being in place. If we are to understand housing qualities through insiders’ experiences and 

perceptions in place, we need to ‘dig deeper’ and explore what kind of qualities make us feel in 

place and thus define a topophilia of housing qualities.  

 

2.7 Conclusion 
 

This chapter began by introducing conventional housing quality concepts, their limited scope 

and new directions in research. From here, I embedded the search for housing qualities in 

discussions of tenure, lifestyle and residential mobility. I argued that housing quality is a process 

which encompasses personal preferences, ideals and expectations according to individuals’ life 

stages. I recognized that housing quality goes beyond materiality and a re-conceptualisation of 

buildings and the way we experience materiality is necessary. The literature on the meaning of 

home provided the basis to expand on qualities of place beyond the home, while placing the 

individual as centre of attention. I considered ontological and hermeneutic lenses for the 

conceptualisation of a topophilia of place. The chapter concluded with a theoretical perspective 

as to how the conceptual framework can be implemented in the way individuals can sense 

housing quality experiences.  

 

In Chapter Three I develop this conceptual framework further and argue for an exploratory 

grounded approach under a phenomenological umbrella that also includes participatory 

methods. I move away from traditional research practices to encompass the breadth of my 

objectives. I explain the range of approaches that is used in order to gain an understanding of 

the physically observable facts as well as those that go beyond observation.  
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Chapter 3 

Towards an empirical methodology of housing qualities 
 

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The main purpose of this thesis is to gain an understanding of how housing qualities are 

conceptualised through the relation of occupants’ perceptions and experiences with their 

current housing form – their home; and indirectly with their dwelling and immediate 

neighbourhood. Occupants are insiders with regard to housing quality experiences as their 

everyday social, economic and cultural influences are shaped in their dwellings. Chapter Two 

demonstrated the shift away from a reductionist view of material indicators to a plurality of 

qualities that also include non-material dimensions. It was argued that absolute indicators of 

housing qualities are embodied experiences in the built environment. In order to understand 

perceptual, acculturated and embodied quality dimensions, this chapter develops a 

methodology which helps to explain the interplay between these dimensions.  

 

Methods are borrowed from phenomenology, ethnography and participatory approaches that 

draw on several qualitative methodologies; these in turn are complemented with some 

statistical data. Apart from more traditional methods in human geography, I experimented with 

a brainstorming method which is still considered to be a relatively new approach to social 

sciences. This chapter discusses the development of a comprehensive research strategy as well 

as the recurring challenges of creating a suitable methodology for an grounded inquiry of 

housing qualities. I discuss different stages of the project while giving a critical description of 

each method, its sampling approach and how the collected information has been analysed.15  

 

                                                             

15 The data gathering process was mainly structured in three sections which I will allude to as phases I-III 
as follows. 
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3.2 Developing a research strategy 
 

In seeking to develop a suitable research strategy for this thesis, I had two main goals: Firstly, to 

unearth the reality of the perceived, conceived and lived dimensions of housing qualities that go 

beyond the reductionist conception of quality. Secondly, to employ different methods 

elucidating these lived experiences and in particular to understand their interconnectedness.  

 

Both objectives are representative of the epistemological and ontological underpinnings of the 

approach to the thesis. In particular, the uncertain connection between representations of space 

on one hand and representational spaces on the other explains and implies that qualities are 

embedded in space, where lived, perceived and conceived spaces are brought together 

(Lefebvre, 1991). That means that material and experiential qualities are deeply grounded in the 

built environment and should be researched as embodied spaces and from within. Therefore, 

the ontological assumption of this thesis is that an understanding, explanation and 

demystification of social reality through the eyes of participants is important. Although this 

assumption appears subjective, the experiential interplay of housing qualities needs to be 

observed from the inside through the experience of participants and cannot be objectively 

observed from the outside. However, the experiential notion of housing qualities is more of an 

epistemological nature. Knowledge of housing qualities is acquired through people’s personal 

experiences and their perceptions in exploring a phenomenon. This approach lends itself to 

phenomenological methods which explore those essential experiences of individuals who share 

a phenomenon (Bloor & Wood, 2006; van Manen, 1997). In general, phenomenology16 attempts 

to explicate the meanings as they are lived in the everyday world by using an ontological inquiry 

into experiences through qualitative research. This chapter develops qualitative methods that 

help to understand the interplay of material and experiential qualities through a grounded 

approach.  

 

At the same time, grounded approaches and phenomenological methods appear to be similar 

and result in blurring, which is often called ‘method slurring’ (Baker, Wuest & Stern, 1992). That 

means that qualitative research approaches should not be applied without acknowledging the 

epistemological assumptions that underpin the methodologies. Certainly, both approaches share 

                                                             

16 There is a distinction between phenomenology (philosophical school – see Chapter Two) and 
phenomenological methods (approach to research) (Bloor & Wood, 2006).  
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a number of characteristics. Both of them aim to understand a situation or phenomenon from 

individuals’ perspectives and are drawing on human experience. Moreover, grounded 

approaches develop meaning through people’s interactions and experience. Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) argue that grounded approaches help us to discover ‘what is going on’. Furthermore, a 

grounded approach understands participants’ behaviour and experiences, who ‘learn’ their 

interpretation of self in the interaction and share their definitions. Participants’ behaviour 

uncovers symbolic as well as experiential dimensions of housing qualities from which meaning of 

a plural conception of qualities can be derived.  

 

Experience is expressed by occupants as insiders when they talk about the meaning of perceived 

qualities in their dwelling environment. Although perceptions are rather complex notions and 

difficult to assess, one could basically follow Shafer (1969) and Rapoport (1977) who both 

applied a direct approach when investigating perceptions by simply asking residents how they 

felt about their natural environment. Later work by Rapoport (1990) in environment behaviour 

studies represents a precursor for housing quality perceptions. According to Rapoport (1990), 

perceived qualities are meaningful as they can be classified into a so-called environmental 

quality profile that suits specific groups of people and which can in turn be compared and 

contrasted. Rapoport developed these environmental quality profiles as a tool in order to 

exemplify and visualize various components (for example, social and physical components) of 

the complex multidimensional index of environmental quality. In particular, the concept aims to 

dismantle the “bundle of attributes that makes up environmental quality through the link 

between choice and the specifics of given environments” (Rapoport, 1990, p.478). In this 

context, dwellings can serve as a suitable environment where many attributes can be described, 

compared and understood by insiders. This thesis specifically considers one dimension of this 

multidimensional index, namely owner occupants’ perceptions of qualities of their dwelling 

environment.  

 

Phenomenological approaches generally use qualitative methods to explore everyday 

experience. Qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews, diary methods or narratives are 

employed in phenomenological research but are not limited to those. The last two decades have 

seen a shift in research towards those conceptual methods which are centred on everyday life in 

the built environment (Clapham, 2005; Perkins & Thorns, 2001; de Certeau, Giard & Mayol, 

1998; Gurney, 1996). The traditional methodological approaches of interviews, surveys and 

participant observation have increasingly become outweighed by creative research attempts 
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(Hay, 2005; Latham, 2003a; Pain, 2003). Generally, people tell the researcher about their actions 

and interactions in the home and how these experiences are valuable. However, this data is 

often unorganised and needs restructuring as pointed out by Franklin (1990). Franklin follows 

Giddens’ (1984) assertion that people’s knowledge, as well as their values, needs to be thought 

out in an explanatory and organised way. A step towards a more structured way is offered by 

participatory action research (PAR) approaches. 

 

In recent years PAR has gained importance in social sciences. In particular, geographers make 

frequent use of an activist agenda to enforce social change in practice through critical geography 

(Kesby, 2000). PAR is acknowledged as a means “to build knowledge as well as to identify and 

address problems” (Breitbart, 2003, p. 165). The usual PAR research envisages working 

collaboratively with, predominantly, communities or groups to enforce change (Pain, 2003). Oral 

histories, story-telling, diaries, visual methods, as well as surveys, form part of participatory 

research (Kesby, Kindon & Pain, 2005; Pain & Francis, 2003). Those methods offer a less formally 

structured way of gathering information in comparison to predominant housing research 

concerning meanings of home which merely employ surveys with follow-up interviews 

(Meesters, 2009; Gurney, 1996). While situating my methodological approach in the theoretical 

background of this research project, it was apparent that my research would not follow 

traditional pathways. Rather, my research involves the establishment of an understanding of 

individuals’ lived experiences that utilizes a range of methods. 

 

Geographers often draw on a multitude of research methods which suit the purpose of their 

research. This process is also known as triangulation (Valentine, 1997). It was my intention to 

move away from orthodox research methods and utilize some participatory methods to get a 

grip on the experiential notion of housing qualities. Inspired by German sociologist Heinrich 

Popitz (1997), generating such ‘new’ information follows three paths: first, the exploration and 

search for new knowledge; second, the shaping and production of knowledge; and third, 

generating meaning through interpretation. Although these paths intersect in reality they are 

considered to provide an ontological-epistemological guideline for the methods applied in this 

thesis. For the first path, I aimed to experiment with brainstorming. The rationale for this 

method of primary data collection was using participants’ creativity tied to human potential 

which brings about originality and spontaneity (Byron, 2012). Participants’ self-reflection 

through brainstorming has so far mainly been used in psychology or medical sciences and is 

relatively new in housing research. Longhurst (2003) asserts that so-called ’warm-up’ techniques 
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can be quite useful in enabling researchers and participants to engage with each other. Breitbart 

(2003, p.169) considers interviews as a participatory research method that goes beyond 

brainstorming. Further, interviews that follow the initial brainstorming exploration can be linked 

with Popitz’ second path of knowledge production. Those interviews can be introduced with oral 

histories covering participants' housing histories. Establishing participants’ previous housing 

experiences seemed to be desirable in order to gain insights into their perspectives and being 

able to reflect on them later. Winstanley, Thorns and Perkins (2002) confirmed the value of this 

approach in order to understand how meanings have changed over time. While the focus lies on 

home owners’ experiences of housing qualities, the theoretical backdrop required a broadening 

of the scope of participatory methods with expert interviews.  

 

Studying housing qualities and their meaning in certain places also requires an understanding of 

the scales of place, as previously pointed out in Chapter Two. In this case, hierarchal levels of 

qualities, such as insights from the constitutional perspective along with residents’ experiences 

at a grassroots level, will be addressed. Determining the scales of place where the research 

would be carried out was an important step in developing the research strategy. Marcus (1995) 

pointed out that researchers should move from single sites towards multi-sited places in order 

to be able to understand enquiries about meanings of objects and everyday life settings. On the 

other hand Marston, Jones III and Woodward (2005) recommended an experiential approach to 

scale in order to move away from strict hierarchical scales. It is argued that “human experiences 

of everyday life trace the contours of a much more complex picture of social, cultural, political 

and economic interconnections across scales” (Masuda & Crooks, 2007, p.257). While this thesis 

could not provide a full account of housing qualities of the Auckland Region on a macro level, it 

seemed to be feasible to select examples of some localities in Auckland. Hence I decided to 

apply a case study approach to this thesis. Generally, a case study addresses one or more 

research investigations in one place while these phenomena can also be found in other locations 

(Castree, 2005). This established research design in human geography provided a means of 

investigating housing qualities in different locations, with diverse dwellings of different building 

ages, in the Auckland Region.  

 

In the following section I provide a descriptive as well as a critical account of the chosen 

methods and the choice of study locations. I will also elaborate on the challenges I faced during 

the application of my approach.  
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3.3 Phase I: Pilot study  
 

In order to approach such a diverse strategy I decided relatively early on in the process to run a 

pilot study. I envisaged finding long-term owner occupants who lived in a pre-1914 historic 

building in an area with predominantly this housing type. A Victorian villa in the old suburb of 

Mount Eden in Auckland provided a useful example for this purpose. The owners of the property 

were in possession of the original certificate of title which dated from 1911. The occupants also 

had a strong track record of alterations and renovations carried out since they bought this house 

thirty years ago. Property files with a history of registered building consents and correspondence 

between councils and owners were also available.  

 

After an analysis of the property files and the local history of Mount Eden, a list of possible 

interview questions was compiled. The aim was to test the effectiveness of these questions for 

the thesis research. Only two, semi-structured interviews were conducted for this pilot study. In 

addition to talking to the long-term owner occupants of thirty years, I also found it very useful to 

speak to their elderly neighbour, in his late eighties, who had been living there all his life. The 

interview with the neighbour was an oral history narrative which provided insights into the 

change of the property next door, over eighty years. Questions were centred on changing and 

evolving qualities over the life-time of this suburban Victorian villa. Notions of histories of home, 

liveability, sustainability, durability as well as affordability formed part of the interview, while 

the majority of the interview covered owner occupants’ experiences, perceptions and 

expectations of housing qualities as well as notions of home. The recorded interviews were 

partially transcribed and analysed manually. Participants’ responses showed that housing 

qualities go beyond the built structure.17 This also confirmed my personal expectation of how 

questions about housing qualities could be incorporated into an interview guideline for this 

thesis.  

 

3.4 Phase II: Expert interviews  
 

Interviews with experts and key informants form an important element in this research. Experts 

represent a crucial group of participants in social and political sciences. In recent years the 

                                                             

17 This pilot study project was written up as peer-reviewed conference publication (Buckenberger, 2008).  
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significance of so-called specialists, experts or even elites in qualitative research has increased 

due to the fact that their implicit and professional knowledge is seen to be vital in order to 

produce academic knowledge (Littig, 2008, p.1). Generally elites are assigned to the “top 

echelons of society” (Odendahl & Shaw, 2002, p.299) whereas the definition of who actually 

comprises elites is still unclear (see also Lilleker, 2003; Odendahl & Shaw, 2002; Seldon, 1996). 

More importantly, experts are key informants who have a high level of specific knowledge which 

cannot be accessed elsewhere. Meuser and Nagel (1991) determine the expert status to be 

relational to the field of interest. The expression expert is often assigned by researchers with a 

specific research enquiry in mind. Hence experts, who are also specialists within a field of 

expertise, may not necessarily hold an elitist status. On the other hand, experts can represent 

powerful elites who provide interesting insights into their privileged work area. However, 

experts are often conflated with the notion of being gatekeepers as gaining access to them is 

difficult (Bloor & Wood, 2006). Experts can be found on different institutional and organisational 

levels. Decisions are frequently determined on lower hierarchal levels by people who are 

responsible for these decisions. In this case, these experts have privileged access to knowledge 

in a specific field and represent suitable participants (Bogner & Menz, 2005; Meuser & Nagel, 

1991).  

 

In order to identify experts, secondary literature and data such as publications, statistics, 

websites, local government reports and consultancy reports were analysed. This information 

provided a starting point for the analysis of the contextual backdrop of this thesis. I envisaged 

interviewing a number of those experts who were working in the housing area in Auckland as 

well as some specialists in central government in Wellington. My initial enquiries to the building 

industry, territorial local authorities and government agencies, requesting an interview with 

representatives who have expertise in housing quality matters, were largely ignored even 

though the nature of the research project was explained in the attached participant information 

sheet. My experience with gaining access to gatekeepers corresponds to that of Bloor and Wood 

(2006) who explain that access negotiations should not be conflated as a one-off event but are 

rather an ongoing process. According to Cassell (1988), gaining access to physical interview 

settings is the first step in overcoming the access barrier. It is also essential to develop social 

acceptability among the respondents. Burgess (1991) recommends the maintenance of good 

fieldwork relationships through a networking process, as these contacts will help with gaining 

access to ‘gatekeepers’. 
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By means of personal communication with territorial local authorities, I determined that housing 

quality is usually dealt with at different levels in organisations (Bogner & Menz, 2005; Meuser & 

Nagel, 1991). Territorial authorities deal with notions of housing quality in the areas of policy 

and urban design along with granting building and resource consents. This knowledge enabled 

me to recruit urban designers and policy analysts in addition to people who were granting 

building consents at local councils. Even though there was a scant response rate initially, 

participants were able to refer me on to somebody else who would be better able to assist me. 

Many participants felt that their expertise might not be in the area of housing quality per se. 

Hence most of the responses to enquiries about housing qualities included participants’ 

professional as well as personal experiences.  

 

Besides territorial authorities, a number of home building companies, real estate agencies and 

housing organisations were invited to take part in my research. I anticipated getting a broad 

overview in addition to the institutional side. The majority of representatives refused to take 

part in my research as they “did not want to be involved” in this research project and thus acted 

as gatekeepers. Building and construction companies, in particular, responded in this manner 

after initial contact attempts. In general, I felt that they were concerned about the nature of my 

research. This concern could be a reflection of the leaky home syndrome which has appeared in 

New Zealand since the 1990s, given that the building industry has been accused of systemically 

failing to build weatherproof homes and of using materials inappropriately.  

 

I intended to follow Bogner and Menz’ (2005) approach to conducting expert interviews. 

Generally, they identify three predominant types of expert interviews. They distinguish between 

the explorative interview which is used in an unknown field of research, the systematic expert 

interview which aims to reconstruct objective knowledge in a special field, and lastly the theory-

generating expert interview which looks at the explicit knowledge of the researcher but also at 

the implicit, action-related knowledge gathered in practice. However, during the course of 

gathering information I realized that these three expert approaches were challenging to follow 

since experts alternated between their professional and private roles during the interview. 

Meuser and Nagel (2005, p.79) indicate that the interviewer needs to be cautious when key 

informants are switching roles as this could result the expert interview to fail.  

 

Twenty participants were interviewed for stage two of the research. Interviews were conducted 

at the organisation of the participant or at a café nearby. The majority of the interviews were 
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carried out between March and September 2008 with a few follow-up interviews in March / 

April 2009. The interviews were of semi-structured nature and lasted usually between half an 

hour and up to one hour and a half. The interview guideline was predominantly focused on 

issues concerning the state of Auckland’s housing and how organisations deal with notions of 

housing quality. Additionally, specific questions were tailored to participants’ organisations as 

well as to their field of specialisation – a policy analyst as opposed to a builder for instance. The 

table below provides details of the participants recruited and their organisation they 

represented. Except for one, all interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. Participants 

were given the option to obtain a transcript after two weeks for editing. Only eight interviewees 

requested a transcript.  

 

Table 3.1: Breakdown of expert interview participants 

 

Hierarchal Level Organisation Number of 
Participants 

National  Department of Building and Housing (DBH) 2 
 Housing New Zealand (HNZ) 1 
 Building Research Association of New Zealand (BRANZ) 1 

Regional  Auckland Regional Council (ARC) 1 
 Auckland Regional Public Health Service (ARPHS) 1 

Local  Rodney District Council  2 
 Franklin District Council  1 
 Auckland City Council  1 
 North Shore City Council  2 
 Manukau City Council  1 
 Waitakere City Council  3 
 Barfoot and Thompson 1 
 Jasmax Architects 1 
 Builder 1 
 Leaky Home ‘Expert’ (no affiliation) 1 

Total   20 
 

 

3.5 Phase III: Insiders’ experiences  
 

3.5.1 Determining the localities  

 

The choice of localities for case study sites was immense and could only be determined after a 

thorough analysis of census data and other property information. Initially, I intended to have 

four case study sites with a more diverse range of housing types, but then decided to run only 
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three case studies due to the amount of information an additional case study would have 

required. I chose housing types as independent variables for the analysis. The aim was to 

provide a wide range of housing experiences and housing qualities in predominant dwelling age 

types in Auckland. By dwelling age types I mean houses that are built within a certain time 

period and ranging from old villas to modern apartments. Most of the available housing research 

in the last few years has focused on new, emerging housing forms such as condominiums and 

apartments (Dixon & Dupuis, 2003; Dixon, Dupuis & Lysnar, 2001). Hence I decided to focus 

solely on older, existing housing stock, predominantly the free standing, separate house which 

makes up 75.6 per cent of the housing stock in the Auckland Region (Statistics New Zealand, 

2006). 

 

It was my intention to look into three types of dwellings of different ages. The pilot study 

suggested the vast scope for housing histories and changing housing qualities over time for 

Victorian villas. Hence I decided to draw on Victorian villas built prior to 1914 for the first case 

study. To a large extent Auckland’s inner city suburbs are made up of this building type, 

providing a good example of embedded housing qualities within gentrified areas. Many of these 

villas have been renovated and transformed to a degree which offers different qualities than 

they had when they were built initially. The suburban weatherboard home experienced a boom 

in the 1970s and represents the second dwelling age type for the case study approach. These 

homes were built predominantly during the suburbanisation of the 1970s when subdivisions on 

former farmland contributed to urban sprawl. Being a typical three-bedroom home on an often 

large section in the outer suburbs of the metropolitan area, this dwelling age type is still 

affordable for families. For the third dwelling age type I initially intended to identify suitable 

medium density dwellings which were associated with the leaky home syndrome. This proved 

challenging as no database offered these insights apart from print media. 

 

Within these dwelling age types prevalent in some areas of the Auckland Region, my second 

criteria was to identify those areas with the highest home ownership rates. For this purpose I 

used the most recent census data from 2006 on mesh block18 level and converted this data into 

an ARC GIS map in order to restrict the choices of locations visually. Selected household statistics 

from the Census of Population and Dwellings included several variables: the tenure of 

                                                             

18 A ‘mesh block’ is the smallest geographic unit for which Statistics New Zealand is collecting statistical 
data. Mesh blocks vary in size and form. An aggregation of numerous mesh blocks results in a Census Area 
Unit. 
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household, households in private occupied dwellings, tenure holder for the census usually 

resident population count aged 15 years and over, dwelling record type for occupied dwellings19 

and the total household income amongst others. Through the assigned mesh block numbers in 

ARC GIS that fulfilled the anticipated attributes, I was able to allocate the respective census area 

units (CAU). This analysis identified the CAU Grey Lynn West for the first case study and CAU 

Pakuranga North for the second case study. These two CAU were matched against the online 

database of Quotable Value (QV) that offered the classification when the house was built. 

Census data does not offer this information. The QV database provides property-specific 

information for each dwelling according to its residential address. I compiled a dataset of 

dwellings according to mesh block numbers with the above-mentioned census attributes. This 

dataset also included the building age category with which the house would comply e.g. 

“residential dwelling – pre 1914”. It was evident that these two areas matched my expectations 

of high home-ownership rates as well as housing stock with most dwelling ages in a similar 

range.  

 

3.5.2 Approaching case study data collection 

 

About fifteen interviews were targeted for each case study area. All mail outs were directed to 

residential addresses which conformed to the dwelling age within the two census area units. 

This was due to the fact that the Quotable Value database did not contain any details about 

owner occupancy per se. Participants for the first case study (CAU Grey Lynn West) were offered 

a property CD of the value of $45 for their participation in my research. I obtained this property 

CD from Auckland City Council and gave it to the participants after the interview. The CD 

contains property records of the informant’s dwelling such as resource consents.20 Participants 

in Farm Cove and Summerfield Village were offered a book voucher to the value of $45.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             

19 Dwelling record types for occupied dwellings are either ‘private’ or ‘non-private’. Here, I focus on 
occupied private dwellings only. Occupied private dwellings are made up of separate houses, two or more 
flats/units/townhouses/houses joined together and other occupied private dwellings. Occupied non-
private dwellings are hotels, hospitals or prisons, for example.  
20 Initially I envisaged using data from property CDs for part of the analysis. However, council reports were 
not consistently available for participating properties.  
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3.5.2.1  Case 1: Grey Lynn West  

 

Firstly, for the CAU Grey Lynn West I intended to take only “residential dwellings pre 1914” into 

consideration. However, after receiving no response to the first round of mail outs in September 

2008, I was forced to extend the sample and also to include dwellings within the classification of 

“residential dwellings 1914/1929”. Even after including the aforementioned category in the 

analysis and mail out, the response was still scant. The low rate of reply could have been caused 

by the fact that many dwellings in Grey Lynn West are not owned, or are partly owned, by the 

usual residents as shown in the attached appendix. Consideration was given to using a snowball 

technique after the first mail out but this did not result in many replies. The initial participant for 

this case study was able to refer me to another home owner. However, the snowballing went no 

further. The area for targeting potential participants was then gradually extended by selecting 

more suitable mesh blocks. This selection within the CAU was determined according to whether 

the tenure holder owned or partly owned the usual residence. The numbers of owned or partly-

owned dwellings by usual residents, as well as the QV category for dwelling type, constituted 

selection criteria. After the second round of mail outs in early November 2008, the response rate 

was still very low at a total of 3.3 per cent. For that reason I decided to further extend the 

sampling to the north of the CAU and also include mesh blocks such as MB 0403600 (Figure 3.1). 

This mesh block has a higher number of properties but fewer owned properties. The result was a 

higher turnout in participants. This third mail out occurred during the summer holiday period in 

January 2009. Consideration was not given to door knocking as many dwellings in the CAU Grey 

Lynn West are not owned or partly owned, by the usual residents, thus making it difficult to 

identify owned or rented property.  

 

In total, sixteen interviews were undertaken including one interview which took place in a 1990s 

dwelling. This dwelling had issues with the leaky home syndrome which offered me insights and 

ideas for the planning of the third case study.21 On the whole the process of compiling and 

extending the sampling area delayed the interview process for the first case study enormously.  

 

 

                                                             

21 This interview is marked as (+1) in appendix A. This table shows the different mail out phases along with 
qualifying mesh block data.  
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Figure 3.1  Sampling area CAU Grey Lynn West with selected mesh blocks (in purple) 

 

3.5.2.2  Case 2: Pakuranga North – Farm Cove 

Mail outs for the second case study in the CAU Pakuranga North showed a better response than 

in Grey Lynn West. Altogether only five mesh blocks were taken into consideration (Figure 3.2). 

Compared to Grey Lynn West the number of usual residents who own or partly own dwellings in 

Pakuranga North was higher. Additionally, more dwellings qualified for the corresponding 

anticipated categories “residential dwelling 1970’s and residential OYO22 1970’s”. 

                                                             

22 OYO – applies to residential houses which were built 'On Your Own’.  
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In sum the response was about 8 per cent of a total of 213 mail outs. The interviews were 

carried out between the end of November 2008 and February 2009 with the majority occurring 

in 2009. Altogether seventeen interviews were conducted with owner-occupants. However, 

there was also one interview which took place in a 1990s dwelling which offered me further 

insights into the living experience in a more contemporary home.  

 

 
 

Figure 3.2  Sampling area CAU Pakuranga North – Farm Cove with selected mesh blocks  

(in purple) 
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3.5.2.3  Case 3: Grey Lynn West – Summerfield Villas  

 

The two additional interviews that were conducted in both previous locations assisted me in 

selecting the third case study. Most influential for the choice was the interview of the owner of a 

1990s leaky home (in MB 0402200) in the CAU Grey Lynn West. The participants’ home was built 

at the same time as a residential, gated multi-housing complex which is located within walking 

distance (see Figure 3.1). According to print media the ‘Summerfield Villas’ had issues with the 

leaky home syndrome in the early 2000s (Bingham, 2002). I decided to choose this kind of 

contemporary housing form as my third case study as this development is a gated complex and 

emerging popular housing form, particularly in Australia and New Zealand. The Summerfield 

Village is located in the Census Area Unit of Grey Lynn West and provides a significant contrast 

to the predominant late Victorian and Edwardian villas of the first case study within the same 

location (Figure 3.1). The major housing forms in the complex are terraced houses along with 

one bigger apartment building at the edge of the development. According to the QV database 

there are 93 units within the complex with some businesses located in the buildings facing the 

main road. By choosing this case study I broke with my initial idea of solely focusing on single, 

separate dwellings. 

 

For this case study I decided to focus only on those dwellings which had their last sale in 2004 or 

earlier. The intention was to potentially gather information from those occupants who had 

experiences of a leaky home.23 On the other hand, I wanted to make sure owners had been 

living there for a reasonable period of time and had developed some sort of place attachment. 

Fifty-one dwellings qualified for this category. However, only forty-three invitations to a 

research interview were posted as businesses in the ‘Villas’ along Richmond Road were excluded 

from this research. As the mesh block information of MB 0402200 goes beyond Summerfield 

Village and thus no precise statement about the tenure of household can be made, I predicted a 

lower response rate for this case study. For this reason I anticipated fewer interviews than in the 

other case studies. Fieldwork in Summerfield Villas took place between March and May 2009. In 

the end six interviews with eight participants were carried out.  

 

                                                             

23 During the interview process it turned out that, by the time most participants bought their unit, the 
leakiness had been fixed.  
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3.5.3 Warm up ‘experiment24’: Brainstorming 

 

Participatory action research (PAR) methodologies have dominated human geography in the last 

decade (Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007; Kesby, Kindon & Pain, 2005; Kindon, 2005; Breitbart, 2003; 

Pain & Francis, 2003; Pain, 2003). There are numerous different approaches to carrying out 

participatory action research. For example, in housing studies PAR approaches are used for 

enquiries into community and health research but are not limited to those. According to Park 

(1993, p.3) “great value is placed on the knowledge ‘ordinary’ people possess” in PAR. It is for 

this reason that the information which is gathered from owner occupants becomes valuable for 

the purpose of this research. Brainstorming is seen as a PAR method used to identify initial ideas 

which lead on to developing specific topics and for setting up further research strategies 

(Breitbart, 2003). However, for this research I chose to use brainstorming with every owner 

occupant about their perceived housing qualities. This is a rather inventive method in human 

geography and especially in housing research. In particular, brainstorming with individuals has 

often been critiqued in psychology research as being inferior to the dynamics and effectiveness 

of group brainstorming (Paulus, Larey & Ortega, 1995). Nonetheless, I experienced this 

experiment as successful, with a good response from participants throughout.  

 

Before the actual interview had started the participants were provided with an empty piece of 

paper and a pen. They were then asked to list five characteristics that they liked most about 

their home as well as five qualities they liked about their neighbourhood and location. Most of 

the participants responded with surprise about these questions as they “actually haven’t 

thought about that yet” and thus struggled to come up with five qualities in each case. 

Nonetheless, participants were able to identify the requested five keywords and often identified 

even more. There was only one occupant who would have liked to reflect on ten characteristics 

he disliked rather than what he liked, in the first instance. However, he was still able to 

brainstorm positive qualities in his home and the neighbourhood. For the purpose of this 

research, participant spontaneity is seen as an indicator of the importance of quality attributes. 

 

All participants were given the choice to edit and complement their initial list of qualities during 

the interview. However, very few participants took up this opportunity. Presumably the quality 

characteristics that were mentioned first were also the most important qualities the participants 

                                                             

24 The brainstorming ‘experiment’ should not be conflated with those experiments that are used in other 
scientific research e.g. psychology. 
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associated with their homes and neighbourhoods. During the interview participants were asked 

to rank the qualities starting with the most important. The order mostly remained the same as 

that mentioned initially. Even though there was a slight possibility that the brainstorming might 

have biased the ongoing interview in some cases, there was hardly any connection between the 

themes of the interview conversation and the qualities identified in the brainstorming. 

Nonetheless, this method was used as a tool to identify occupants’ knowledge and likes and 

dislikes spontaneously. Once identified, these qualities were not discussed again until later in 

the interview.  

 

3.5.4 Interviews with insiders – the owner occupants  

 

For the purpose of gaining insider views and capturing lived housing quality experiences, I chose 

to undertake semi-structured interviews with owner occupants. Longhurst (2003, p.128) claims 

that this type of interviewing is “useful for investigating complex behaviours, opinions and 

emotions and for collecting a diversity of experiences”. Hence researching housing quality 

experiences as well as participants’ perceptions of qualities appear to be the ideal approach in 

order to undertake this kind of empirical research. All interviews were carried out at occupants’ 

homes. Usually the interview took place at the dining table or in a sitting area outside on the 

deck. Elwood and Martin (2000) argue that “[…] interview locations provide an important 

opportunity for researchers to make observations that generate richer and more detailed 

information than can be gleaned from the interview content alone[…]”. Further they state that 

interviewers “can observe interactions with other people that are relevant to understanding a 

participant’s experience in a particular place.” The interview location and, in particular, the 

experience gained from individuals’ homes is crucial for this type of research.  

 

Initially I anticipated interviewing all household members for each dwelling individually in order 

not to make gender biased interpretations at a later stage. However, the recruitment and 

interview process confirmed that females still show more interest in what is concerned with 

house and home than men (Blunt & Varley, 2004; Domosh, 1998). Altman and Chemers (1980) 

also state that home qualities are a female domain because visitors predominantly discuss 

qualities of home with the woman in the home and complement her on these qualities. 

 

For the case studies a total of forty-six people were interviewed in three areas. Male 

participation was at its highest in Grey Lynn with 41.2 per cent whereas Farm Cove (28.6 per 

cent) and Summerfield (25 per cent) had fewer male interviewees, as shown in Table 3.2.  
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Table 3.2: Distribution of case study interview participants  

 

Case Study Total 
Participants Female Male Individuals Couples Total 

Interviews 
       

Grey Lynn 17 10 7 15 1 16 
       

Farm Cove 21 15 6 13 4 17 
       

Summerfield 8 6 2 4 2 6 
       

Total 46 31 15 32 7 39 
 

 

Face-to-face interviews lasted on average one hour and fifteen minutes in Farm Cove, only one 

hour and ten minutes in Grey Lynn and one hour and thirty-two minutes in the Summerfield 

case. I perceived participants’ reflections about their experiences to sometimes shift towards a 

more lengthy and detailed elaboration, depending on the question. All interviews used an 

interview guide as suggested by Dunn (2005). The interview guideline was centred on questions 

around participants’ personal housing history, their actual living experience, perceived housing 

qualities in the home and in the immediate neighbourhood as well as a prediction for occupants’ 

future housing option (see appendix B). 

 

3.6 Ethical considerations 
 

A few ethical issues arose over the three different stages of this research. In phase two, the 

establishment of a contextual background through expert interviews was designed to use any 

statements of a sensitive nature in such a way that competitors and the public could not 

distinguish their individual source. It was not the intention of the research to identify individuals, 

only the organisation the participant represented. In a wider sense, any interviewee’s 

specialisation is mentioned only to the extent that it further illuminates this research project. 

One participant in particular refused to be audio-taped because of previous bad experiences 

with the press. Even though the procedure was explained several times prior to the interview 

and confidentiality was guaranteed, the participant still expressed significant concerns. In 

particular experts were offered a transcript for editing two weeks after the interview. 

Participants in phase two of the research were identified in general terms - “participant, 

organisation”. If there was more than one contributor within one organisation participants’ 

names were numbered as in “Participant 2, Waitakere City Council”.  
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In stage three of the research, owner occupants were given a pseudonym for confidentiality. 

Informants were able to pick their pseudonyms themselves if they had any preferences. It was 

determined that these preferred names should not relate to any wider family members. 

Otherwise individuals were assigned a pseudonym. Only the kind of housing and the 

neighbourhood are identified in this research. Most of the owner occupants actually did not 

mind being identified as it demonstrated their belonging to a particular location. Also, only one 

participant made use of having the recorder turned off a number of times during the interview 

as he feared the statements he made could easily be linked to his identity. Home owners were 

not offered a transcript for editing purposes. Nonetheless, one elderly participant wished to 

receive a full transcript by mail in order to “remember our nice conversation” as he apparently 

tends to forget things in his old age.  

 

3.7 Analysis  
 

The methods which were used for a variety of empirical approaches also required a variety of 

different approaches to analysis. Generally speaking, the approach to analysis sought to move 

beyond traditional discourse analysis. Hastings (2000, p.133) states clearly that textual analysis 

has predominantly been used for policy document analysis and appears to take on a “rather 

static top down character, losing its dynamic, conflictual and processial nature”. Further, she 

stresses that discourse analysis provides a useful way of exploring housing experiences as well as 

for creating meanings of home in everyday life. The so-called conversational analysis through 

qualitative interviews, as well as informal conversation, is seen to be the most effective one on 

micro-levels. By and large housing researchers have not moved beyond the traditional sequence 

of research interview followed by the analysis of transcripts (Hastings, 2000; Gurney, 1999; 

Franklin & Clapham, 1997). For instance Gurney (1999) demonstrated how discourse analysis 

can be utilized for investigating housing experiences and how meaning is created. 

Conversational discourse “can be used to investigate any area of real life where discourse is a 

part of the interaction of individuals” (Hastings, 2000, p.134).  

 

Altogether, 58 interviews were conducted for the whole empirical part of the thesis. The 

recorded interview time resulted in a total of 66 hours and 45 minutes. Given that it took me 

about eight hours to transcribe one hour of recorded interview time, the interview total 

translates to 534 hours of transcribing - which equals about three months. I was fortunate to be 

able to outsource the transcription of at least seven interviews while using a research grant. 



                                                      Chapter 3: Towards an empirical methodology of housing qualities 

74 
 

However, financial support for the remainder of interviews was simply not available. I absolutely 

underestimated the time required to transcribe the number of interviews undertaken. I was also 

overwhelmed with the sheer volume of information given by participants.  

 

In a practical sense the use of a qualitative software package was viable in order to deal with the 

large number of transcripts. Often an accurate and transparent picture, with a clear audit trail, 

has been missing in qualitative research (Welsh, 2002, p. 1). The so-called computer assisted 

qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) aims to fulfil these claims. Thus I decided to work 

with the software NVivo which falls into the CAQDAS category. I started the coding process while 

using the search facility in NVivo. This allowed me to broadly code with free nodes25. Welsh 

(2002, p.4) asserts that a search which is done electronically results in more reliable elements 

than cutting out sequences manually as the “human error is ruled out”. The free nodes were 

then specified and categorised in tree nodes. Identified themes centred broadly on building 

quality, house, home and neighbourhood.  

 

The information from the brainstorming method left me with an overwhelming number of 

keywords and notes. Initially I tried to classify and categorize these keywords. However, this task 

was rather difficult as some keywords qualified for more than one category and I was hesitant 

about creating categories at my own discretion. According to Holloway (1997) one must be 

cautious to avoid value judgements made by the researcher which could lead to 

misrepresentation. For this reason I anticipated using an analysis which values the brainstormed 

attributes in a neutral way but emphasizes the most important ones at the same time. I was 

inspired by Aitken and Craine (2005, p. 251) who claim that visual methodologies have been 

quite underdeveloped by academics until recently even though “visualisation is at the heart of 

geographic practice”. Further, they develop Shiel’s (2001) approach of representing spaces 

through their function as spatial form. In particular that results in creating “space in images” 

where, for example, a lived environment is mapped onto an image. However, in Aitken and 

Crane’s (2005) case the image is discussed in the form of art, paintings, advertisements and even 

films. Nonetheless, I argue that visual images can also be those images that are created 

electronically such as tag clouds; even though there are no visual variables apparent, except 

words. For the analysis of the brainstorming approach, tag clouds seemed to provide a suitable 

tool to show the frequency of the qualities mentioned independently by participants. Tag clouds 

                                                             

25 Free nodes are nodes (codes) that are loosely grouped into themes. Free nodes can be arranged in tree 
nodes in order to create a hierarchical structure.  
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are also often called word clouds and are online tools which simply visualise word contents in 

online search engines such as Google or Flickr. Tag clouds have become increasingly important in 

recent years in the digital world. Even though this analytical approach is quite inventive in 

human geography and housing research, it is a very efficient way to identify the importance of 

qualities at first sight.  

 

The so-called tags are visual representations of the relative frequency of each tag and its use 

(Hearst & Rosner, 2008). These visual images capture the most frequently mentioned attributes 

using a larger, easily recognisable font size.  There are a number of software tools available 

online which assist in converting a list of attributes into tag clouds or word clouds. The collected 

keywords from the brainstorming method were fed into an online converter.26 Word clouds 

were created for dwelling attributes as well as for neighbourhood qualities for each case study.  

 

3.7.1 Positionality  

 

Critical reflection on my positionality in relation to the New Zealand housing system also formed 

part of the analysis. Being an international student with a somewhat different housing 

experience in Germany, prior to coming to New Zealand, offered vast scope to reflect on 

Auckland’s housing in a critical way. Nonetheless, this thesis is not attempting to compare my 

personal housing experiences with those of the participants in this research. My position as a 

newcomer to the country has sometimes been challenging while conducting interviews. Rose 

(1997) pointed out that it can be difficult at some stage to connect with the interviewee even 

though a common interest about the research is shared. “The relationship between the 

researcher and the researched has to be made visible” (Rose, 1997, p.309). I perceived this 

relationship, especially with key informants, as being distant at times. I was an outsider 

(Kobayashi, 1994). On the other hand, participants encouraged me in my approach because this 

thesis had the potential to cast a different light on some issues because of my positionality. Rose 

(1997) recommends a conscious analysis in which the “researcher’s self is understood as 

transparently visible to analysis, since nothing need remain hidden” (p.309). I attempted to 

critically reflect on my position during the making of this thesis at all times. At the same time, I 

experienced this research as a journey in which I overcame the barriers of being an outsider to 

become an insider with regard to housing qualities in the Auckland Region.  

                                                             

26 The online converter can be found on www.tagclouds.com  

http://www.tagclouds.com/
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3.8 Conclusion 
 

This chapter reviewed the diverse methodological approaches employed in this thesis. I have 

identified my research strategy that partly moves away from traditional methods in human 

geographies while focusing on phenomenological methods and participatory experiential 

approaches such as brainstorming. It was suggested that a grounded inquiry into housing 

qualities requires a combination of different methods in order to construct new ways of an 

experiential and plural conceptualisation of housing qualities. The amalgamation of methods has 

the potential to offer rich information of lived experiences of housing qualities. I have outlined 

the sampling strategy, its implementation and the recruitment of suitable participants. This 

chapter concluded with a discussion of analysis, ethical issues and my positionality as 

researcher.  

 

The following empirical chapter highlights key issues identified by the ‘experts’ and key 

informants. In particular, I offer an overview of how housing qualities are constructed in the 

regulatory housing framework in New Zealand. I discuss experts’ insights of housing qualities 

and critically analyse notions of responsibilities for housing qualities on a national, regional and 

local level. Experts’ assessments of the condition of housing in Auckland offer new 

understandings of what constitutes housing.  

 



   Chapter 4: Expertise, practices and concepts of housing qualities – insights from urban gatekeepers 

77 
 

Chapter 4 

Expertise, practices and concepts of housing qualities – 

insights from urban gatekeepers 
 

 “It is a good idea to try and raise housing quality if we want to raise well-being for our 

people.” (Participant 2, North Shore City Council)  

 

 “Housing quality is an important issue for the people living in their houses”. (Participant 

2, North Shore City Council) 

 

4.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter discusses experts’ views and opinions on housing quality issues in the Auckland 

Region. The objective of this chapter is to gain expert insights that offer a deeper understanding 

of housing quality formalities and realities that contribute to contemporary and relevant policy 

debates. First and foremost, I introduce the regulatory framework for housing quality applicable 

to existing dwellings in New Zealand that is crucial in the way that it is displayed at the present. 

It allows me to introduce some key actors who are in one way or another always at work in the 

production and decision making of housing qualities and therefore in house holders’ experiences 

of these. Because these key actors are agents of state and experts, they are significant in the 

mediation of the relationship between the design of housing qualities and the experience of 

housing from the home owners’ point of view. I refer to these people as urban gatekeepers.  

 

The remainder of this chapter is based on experts’ insights which were gathered from semi-

structured expert interviews in Phase II. I discuss how urban gatekeepers place meaning on 

housing quality issues in experts’ everyday practice with the special focus on responsibilities 

roles for housing quality. I further evaluate roles for the regulatory side for an improvement of 

housing quality with relevance to private home owners. This chapter also gives an overview of 

urban gatekeepers’ definitions and understanding of housing quality. These findings are re-

evaluated in the context of Auckland’s housing conditions and give an overview of participants’ 

perceptions.  
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4.2 The nature of regulation and agents of state: Urban 

gatekeepers  
 

“In effect, the state – and those who are able to impose their views through it – 

contributes very substantially to producing the state of the housing market, doing this 

largely through all the forms of regulation and financial assistance aimed at promoting 

particular ways of bringing tastes to fruition in terms of housing, through assistance to 

builders or private individuals, such as loans, tax exemptions, cheap credit etc. And it 

does this, particularly, by directly or indirectly guiding the financial – and also emotional 

– investments of the various categories in respect of housing.” (Bourdieu, 2005, p.16) 

 

Agents of state are institutions or key actors that are involved in the development of housing 

qualities in a specific context on a national, regional or local level. Institutions produce political, 

social and economic outcomes although they are “not a substitute for interests and ideas as the 

ultimate motors of political action” (Hall, 1992, p.109). More importantly, institutions are 

described as “humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction” (North, 1990, p.3), or 

“formal rules, policy structures, or norms” (Pierson, 2000, p.65). Often these institutional 

contexts emerge out of the historical and political development of the state which is also known 

as path-dependence (North, 1990). Once an institution is established or a path is chosen by the 

respective institution, it is likely to persist or is increasingly unlikely to be deviated from (Pierson, 

2000).  That means decisions that were made in the past tend to have implications for the future 

and the process of path dependence. Malpass (2000) confirms that historical contexts shape 

current circumstances in significant ways. New Zealand’s history of political discourses of 

housing has also had a path dependence that influences current housing policy. Both, historical 

and contemporary housing policies aim for a way to ensure that “all New Zealanders have access 

to affordable, sustainable, good quality housing, appropriate to their needs” (Housing New 

Zealand Corporation, 2005, p.7).  

 

The state has a critical interest and legitimate policy role in addressing the effects of housing. On 

one hand, housing is linked to wellbeing that influences a number of social housing policy areas. 

On the other hand, and more significantly, the production of housing is a key sector of the 

economy as a whole. This includes the interests of the construction industry but also the 

suppliers of building materials. In turn, the influence of the state could also jeopardize a high 

proportion of people engaged in these areas by manipulating taxes or production programmes. 
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The governmentality of providing accommodation for people has a high priority in a welfare 

state such as New Zealand. That means housing policy is therefore a central determinant in core 

policies that are concerned with wellbeing, equality and health for citizens (Davidson, 1994).  

 

Generally the involvement of government in the area of housing policies in New Zealand 

operates on both national and local government level. That includes “taxation, subsidies, rent 

control, direct provision, capital market intervention, establishment of public institutions, and 

regulation, e.g. zoning and building codes” (DTZ, 2004a, p. 6). On the other hand, agents of state 

are also represented in housing production and allocation on a local level in the form of 

controllers or ‘urban gatekeepers’ (Pahl, 1970). Urban gatekeepers are considered to be 

planners, developers, territorial authorities, builders and architects for instance. The urban 

gatekeepers either represent a private enterprise or the state and act to impose their respective 

goals, values or strategies on “lower participants in the urban system” (Williams, 1978, p.236). 

That means that urban gatekeepers are involved in the everyday decision making and 

production of housing. Through their everyday involvement with housing qualities, urban 

gatekeepers are key actors that indirectly shape and influence households’ experience. 

Therefore urban gatekeepers have a crucial role in mediating the relationship between the 

creation of qualities and households experiences of these.  

 

Urban gatekeepers’ everyday engagement in the production and development of housing 

qualities are embedded in the regulatory framework for housing quality in New Zealand. As 

agents of state, urban gatekeepers employ relevant regulations and policies to the housing 

stock. The next section gives an overview of the regulatory framework for housing quality in 

New Zealand that is applicable to existing housing stock.  

 

4.3 The regulatory framework for housing quality 
 

New Zealand’s regulatory system for housing quality is complex. This complexity arises from the 

fact that relevant legal housing quality provisions are embedded in numerous portfolios. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of an agreed definition for residential building quality which 

exacerbates this complexity (DTZ Research, 2004a). Additionally, the regulation for housing 

quality is mostly confined to structural characteristics and standards that need to be met during 

the building process and thereafter. The aforementioned manifesto is thus constituted by 
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different sets of regulations for both new and existing housing. In this chapter, I focus on legal 

provisions relating to housing qualities that need to be met once a dwelling is built. 

 

Legislated standards provide minimum standards that houses must reach for occupants to be 

able to live in them. Those standards are constituted by housing regulations. Some of these 

regulations date back to the middle of last century but have altered little since then although 

housing conditions and expectations have improved in the meantime. There are only few parts 

of the New Zealand legislation that make reference to expected characteristics of quality 

standards in existing housing stock, regardless of the tenure. Generally, these regulations are 

enforced and implemented by local authorities.27 The Housing Improvement Regulations Act 

194728 contains a prescriptive list of requirements that set out the minimum standard of fitness 

for houses. This includes regulations of the people in the room and prevention of overcrowding 

as well as heating and amenities. The Health Act 1956 advocates for houses to be free from 

nuisance provision and insanitary conditions. In particular, a house must be pest free, free of 

overcrowding of occupants, and contaminated water. Both the Health Act and the Housing 

Improvement Regulations Act are administered by the Ministry of Health. However, the Housing 

Improvement Regulations are often not applied as they are considered as dated. Moreover, 

those regulations are perceived to be incompatible with the trend in legislation that 

concentrates on outcomes rather than solutions as demonstrated in the Resource Management 

Act 1991 or Building Act 2004.  

 

The Residential Tenancies Act 1986 and the Building Act 2004 represent other significant parts of 

legislation which is concerned with notions of quality in housing. Both are administered by the 

Department of Building and Housing. The Building Act 2004 predominantly applies to new 

housing, but includes building alterations and demolition for existing buildings. In particular, the 

Building Act promotes the “accountability of owners, designers, builders, and building consent 

authorities who have responsibilities for ensuring that building work complies with the building 

code” (Section 3b).29 The Building Act can be used to govern aspects from the Health Act 

concerned with dangerous, earthquake-prone and insanitary buildings (Subsection 6). On the 

other hand, the Residential Tenancies Act requires a rental property to comply with legislative 
                                                 
27 Local and regional authorities have furthermore implemented strategies that deal with notions of 
qualities which I discuss elsewhere in this chapter. 
28 The Housing Improvement Regulations 1947 are pursuing the Housing Improvement Act 1945 which 
were brought in under the Housing Improvement and Slum Clearance Act 1945. 
29 All new building work in New Zealand must comply with the Building Code (performance-based code). 
That means it states how a building and its components must perform as opposed to describing how the 
building must be designed and constructed. 
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regulations in a way that ’reasonable’ conditions are maintained. The interpretation of 

‘reasonable’ often depends on home owners’ judgement which may be perceived differently by 

the tenant. Those discrepancies can lead to complaints with the tenancy tribunal and 

jeopardising the tenancy (Bierre, Howden-Chapman & Signal, 2009).  

 

While legislated standards, such as the Housing Improvement Regulations 1947 and the Building 

Act 2004 provide minimum standards that houses must reach for people to be allowed to live in 

them, they do not provide a clear definition of what constitutes an acceptable quality home. 

However, from the literature we can identify that the three-bedroom bungalow on a quarter 

acre section with or without a fence has been regarded as the typical standard and for many the 

reality of New Zealand housing (Brookes, 2000; Perkins & Thorns, 2001; Mitchell, 1972). These 

houses are predominantly built with wood in a weatherboard style.30 Building practices in the 

1950s saw a wave of cost effective building practices with asbestos, cement and plastics (Shaw, 

2000). Insulation standards were only introduced in the late 1970s. Howden-Chapman et al. 

(2004) estimate that at the turn of the millennium about two thirds of the existing dwellings 

were still without insulation. Overall, it is challenging to address notions of housing qualities in 

the regulatory framework due to its complexity and the often regarded subjectivity of ‘quality’. 

 

The next section aims to disentangle these regulations through empirical insights from urban 

gatekeepers. Discussions evolve around the implementation of regulations and notions of 

qualities in everyday practice. Furthermore, I touch upon legal changes, which were still en route 

at the time interviews with urban gatekeepers took place, but of which some have been 

implemented in the meantime.  

 

4.4 Meanings of custom and reality: responsibilities and roles 

for housing qualities 
 

“There has very little been done about the existing housing stock. And the other thing to 

realize is the Building Code is the minimum requirement to keep you out of prison.” 

(Participant, BRANZ) 

 

                                                 
30 Chapter Seven discusses this predominant type of housing in relation to suburbanisation. 
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The Building Code operates under the Building Act 2004 with the objective that a building should 

fulfil a set of criteria. Usually, building plans and specifications are assessed by local authorities 

to ensure they comply with the Building Code before a building consent is issued. Due to the 

performance-based nature of the Building Code there are no strict requirements which require 

certain products or designs to be used. In other words, building controls can thus be flexible with 

new innovation and developments in building technology and systems. (Department of Building 

and Housing, n.d. b). Furthermore, there are also compliance documents that are not part of the 

Building Code but foresee information on building materials and construction details that are set 

out a means to comply with the Building Code. However, the use of compliance documents is 

not compulsory. More importantly, the set of criteria in the Building Code in conjunction with 

the Building Act are minimum requirements as acknowledged above by a participant from the 

Building Research Association New Zealand (BRANZ). It became apparent during interview 

conversations that these minimum levels of quality requirements represent different notions of 

awareness between policy and practice.  

 

According to the participant (from BRANZ), there is a divide within the building industry in the 

awareness that the Building Code requirements are just minimum requirements. He stated that 

architects “love talking to people who build new houses. They tell you how wonderful houses 

are… it meets all the Building Code requirements.” However, he noticed further that “they don’t 

understand that meeting the Building Code means that you have done really well - with the 

minimum.” On another note the same participant elaborated on an example which stressed the 

disconnection even further:  

 

 “I had a really good builder…I haven’t heard one bad word about him. Great man, but 

even he didn’t understand why my demands were such that he had to meet them. Cause 

he thinks… you know… he translated it what I was demanding is Building Code. And so 

yeah, this education you know… […] the builders are driving the market and the lack of 

education of buyers is driving the market.” (Participant, BRANZ) 

 

The disconnect emerges out of the lack of knowledge from non-building experts and experts 

such as builders who comply with the Building Code. It can be argued that buyers expect quality 

standards to be applied in practice, whereas only minimum standards are implemented. On the 

other hand, the BRANZ informant noticed from his own research that “the builders told us, that 

this [minimum standards] is what people demand.” I argue that home owners do not necessarily 
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have the knowledge to be familiar with legislative regulations and quality standards. Rather they 

trust the tradespeople they deal with to carry out their job in a professional and satisfactory 

way. More significantly, the informant from Auckland Regional Council (ARC) advocated for 

raising standards and incentivise them at the same time as to “really push the boundaries and 

get people to adopt really good practice, not just minimum standards”. The informant further 

elaborated on this proposition how this could be put into practice: 

 

 “I think someone should be advocating for the standards in showing people, you know... 

how you reach them in building terms if you like. Um... I think local councils are probably 

best placed to work with um... the developers and the construction industry and anyone 

else. I suppose it’s everybody across the industry and it is obviously industry 

organizations that can do an awful lot as well.  I am not sure the architects do as much 

as they should do. Um... they are not that interested in... you know... maybe they just 

have to get hold of the um...those guys that build those multiple homes, they do lots of 

them.” (Participant, ARC) 

 

In other words, the participant recommended a partnership with key home building companies31 

in the area to advocate for higher standards and implement those in turn. The main point of 

concern from this participant’s view was the fact that main builders in the Region need to be 

convinced to work in partnership with local authorities. Moreover, the ARC informant advocated 

that local authorities should find a way to assist the developers to “do the right thing, to get the 

right designs, use the right products and stuff like that. I think we tended to just have you know... 

standards and... how to meet them.” The ARC representative further drew on international 

examples in which the public sector engages more with the property market. This would 

particularly be significant to housing quality and thus also beneficial for intensified housing and 

“good quality units” to “get them right”. On this note, the example of Talbot Park32 was 

mentioned in terms of good quality housing and “redevelopment in urban design terms and in 

building quality.” The ARC informant further stressed that such collaborations between housing 

players is more effective than solely private developers or home building companies in building 

                                                 
31 It is interesting to note that key home building companies in the Auckland Region such as Keith Hay 
Homes, GJ Gardner, Golden Homes and Jennian Homes all refused to be interviewed for this thesis 
research. 
32 Talbot Park is a community renewal development by Housing New Zealand in conjunction with local 
authorities. Talbot Park is a five hectare area in the suburb of Glen Innes South-East of the CBD. The main 
objective for this project was to “address social exclusion and to foster stronger communities”. For further 
information on this project see http://www.mfe.govt.nz/publications/urban/urban-design-case-studies-
may08/html/page11.html. 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/publications/urban/urban-design-case-studies-may08/html/page11.html
http://www.mfe.govt.nz/publications/urban/urban-design-case-studies-may08/html/page11.html
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zones. Due to the fact that the regulation only demands minimum requirements, there are not 

many requirements “around amenity or urban design or anything else and then we tick box what 

they do. But then we wonder why it is ugly and... you know... appalling and some of them are, 

really.” From this context, questions arose regarding who actually has some responsibilities for 

housing qualities amongst urban practitioners on day-to-day practice.33  

 

4.4.1 Responsibilities for notions of housing qualities in everyday practice 
 

The ARC informant confirmed that there is a “lack of clarity over who actually has got the 

ultimate responsibility”. Most of the participants commented on this matter in various ways and 

thus responses were also wide ranging. Although participants credited the Department of 

Building and Housing with a large role and  responsibility for housing qualities, at the same they 

stressed that responsibilities of housing qualities “are split all over the place” (Participant, ARC) 

and also “confuse a lot of people” (Participant, Housing New Zealand (HNZ)). One of the 

participants from Rodney District Council (RDC) explained that there are responsibilities for 

housing qualities on three hierarchal levels of government: 

 

 “The Department of Building and Housing, that is responsible for the Building Code and 

the Building Act. Um… the Ministry for the Environment is just responsible for the 

Resource Management Act. I think the Regional Councils and then the local councils. So, 

it’s government… it is three levels. All three are responsible for good quality homes.” 

(Participant 1, RDC) 

 

The understanding of other participants moved away from an interconnectedness of qualities 

across all levels of government. Rather, Auckland City Council’s (ACC) informant claimed that 

there might be some “buck passing” going on as local authorities “don’t see it as their 

responsibility to deliver affordable housing, in particular, not so much quality.” The ACC 

participant further stressed that Housing New Zealand as a government agency has the 

responsibility of delivering affordable housing. On the other hand, the HNZ informant asserted 

that the Department of Building and Housing (DBH) is a key agency concerned with housing 

qualities. He explained the confusion that arises out of the question of responsibility while 

distinguishing HNZ and DBH:  
                                                 
33  It must be noted at this point that participants responded in a way that partially addressed 
responsibilities for the leaky home syndrome when they talked about responsibilities for housing qualities. 
It was not my intention to specifically investigate the leaky home syndrome but rather to grasp a general 
understanding of responsibilities for everyday policy and practice.  
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“We have these two departments, Housing New Zealand which has a policy team and we 

are the main advisors about housing policy to government. But we also have this thing 

called the Department of Building and Housing. Eh… they have a narrower role but part 

of that role is responsibility for housing quality issues. So, um… they are the key agency in 

terms of housing quality.” (Participant, HNZ)  

 

The informant further emphasized that HNZ’s housing quality team works closely with DBH. 

Other agencies such as the Ministry for the Environment (MfE) also “have a strong interest in the 

review of the Building Code” (Participant, HNZ). The ACC representative notes that the 

government and particularly the MfE are attentive in encouraging local authorities “to require 

provisional affordable housing through the planning system, through the Resource Management 

Act34” (Participant, ACC).  

 

Local authorities deal with notions of housing qualities on an everyday basis in terms of building 

code requirements and other compliance processes. RDC’s informant 2 claimed housing quality 

is “made” in local government “all the time”. He also stressed that “we just have gotta find that 

waist to make it stick”. Informant 1 (RDC) was not able to comment on the quality of a whole 

dwelling, as her day-to-day experience only foresees the compliance to the Building Code and 

Building Act from a few aspects. ACC’s expert explained that local government has to take the 

responsibility of applying regulations “very seriously because if it doesn’t apply the code in the 

right way and then it’s legally liable to um…to costs which is what I think what’s happened with 

leaky buildings.” This opposes the opinion of the ARC participant who asserted that local 

government “don’t feel that they are responsible for that [leaky buildings]”. While most of these 

discussions are applied to new housing stock, experts’ understanding of housing qualities on 

existing housing stock and responsibilities were limited. However, three participants 

acknowledged that home owners in existing housing stock themselves are responsible for their 

own housing qualities. Furthermore, ACC’s expert said that local governments’ involvement in 

existing housing stock is limited but 

 

 “…assures that a development that happens potentially next to an existing home or 

behind it; or that a development is good and of good quality. But I think with the existing 

                                                 
34 The Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA) is a main piece of legislation in New Zealand that states 
how the environment should be managed. In particular, the RMA promotes the sustainable management 
of natural and physical resources such as land, air and water.  
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homes it’s not considered to be a council responsibility to um… address any kind of 

quality issues or defects.” (Participant, ACC) 

 

Another expert emphasized that the responsibility for housing qualities lies with the owner 

themselves as “we don’t have the mechanisms for intervening” (Participant 3, Waitakere City 

Council (WCC)). This statement provided a starting point of concern raised by a public health 

expert from Auckland Regional Public Health Service (ARPHS) who acknowledged “some sort” of 

home owner responsibilities for housing qualities. At the same time, she linked her concern to a 

“population that kind of have to do maintenance, then that’s a real issue.” The WCC informant 

(Participant 3, WCC) explained this issue in more detail in an example of substandard poor 

quality housing that was built for instance forty years ago:  

 

 “It is damp um... mouldy, it causes respiratory diseases. When that house is sold we have 

no mechanisms to intervening that is a poor quality house, it has to be done up. It is also 

a difficult one because someone bought it five years ago, and they were the classic 

demographic family or household for that property. And then when they come and sell it, 

we say... ah, you got to modernize that house. They won’t be able to afford that. So, in 

buying it, that has to do the trick. And that’s what they say the market will always 

compensate for... that you are buying a house because it has been priced at the position 

in the market. So, it is of lower quality houses and therefore it is ten thousand dollars 

cheaper. And yeah, there are plenty of people out there who say that is a valid argument 

because it gives access to housing for families. But it is not giving them access to healthy 

housing.” (Participant 3, WCC) 

 

This example points out the links between the affordability and condition of housing. According 

to this statement, it can be speculated that a higher priced house reflects good quality housing. 

However, given the examples of building failure in the course of leaky homes that also affected 

housing in the upper market, this assumption is invalid. Another point that can be taken from 

this example is the notion of home improvements that increase the saleability of homes. In fact, 

the real estate expert emphasized that “good housing quality makes homes more saleable for 

us” (Participant, Barfoot & Thompson). Although home owners are regarded as responsible for 

improving housing qualities through DIY and renovations as pointed out in Chapter Two, I was 

further interested in how urban gatekeepers commented on developments of housing quality 

improvements as foreseen in the National Housing Strategy. More notably was the question of 
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the ways experts understood the roles of central and local authorities for housing quality 

improvements.  

 

4.4.2 Improvements for housing quality – roles for the regulatory side? 
 

Improvements for housing qualities are in the interest of urban gatekeepers as almost all experts 

acknowledged the importance of housing quality to their organisation. In fact, an expert stated 

that “we weren’t actually doing enough about housing quality. I think we are still too lenient with 

developers” (Participant, Manukau City Council (MCC)). Another urban practitioner claimed that 

in Waitakere City, “roughly 52 per cent of the housing stock was built before 1978 when the 

insulation standards changed” (Participant 3, WCC) thus leaving scope to increase notions of 

qualities in the built environment.  

 

There is a range of urban gatekeepers’ opinions about the regulatory side’s interest in 

improvements of housing qualities. Although an overall consensus of needed quality 

improvements was noticeable from the interviews, some reluctance towards the 

implementation was expressed. To begin with, I aimed to grasp a general understanding of 

participants’ perceptions as to whether there was an interest in their organisations towards any 

kind of improvement of housing qualities that is in accordance with outcomes of the National 

Housing Strategy. According to Participant 2 (NSCC) “all the councils are concerned with” raising 

housing qualities. Participant 3 (WCC) agreed and further explained that an improvement of 

quality is linked to fiscal terms but originates from home owners themselves:  

 

“Most councils think that housing quality isn’t good and needs improving. And most 

councils, I think, believe that ultimately, housing quality improves because the economy 

grows. The theories of improving, as house prices go up… so people invest their 

increasing equity back into their property stock, or they buy a house to do it up. That is 

how they move up the streets, so they get a better quality, a better value. They can move 

into a higher value area by buying a do up. That is what happens within a small scale.” 

(Participant 3, WCC) 

 

This quote suggests a rather passive position of councils in terms of improving qualities. This 

links with an earlier statement made by the same informant that councils do not have the power 

to intervene in the condition of existing housing stock. On a more extreme opinion, the BRANZ 
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expert claimed that a general interest deviates towards “building cheap houses” which “doesn’t 

have anything to do with improving quality.” According to the HNZ informant, territorial local 

authorities are concerned with the “downside risk, for example avoiding things like leaky 

buildings”. ACC’s participant also noted that the “motivation for housing quality improvements 

has to come from the leaky building issue and trying to ensure it doesn’t happen again.” 

However, the development of improving housing qualities from a long-term perspective is stated 

by the ACC participant who reckoned “as long as the rain is kept out, it doesn’t matter what 

might happen in thirty or forty years’ time”. The ARC expert questioned notions of quality that is 

produced en masse such as from building companies and “it would be good to know what those 

developers think about the homes they are producing.” I believe the fact that none of those large 

building companies agreed to be interviewed for the purpose of my research, and “did not want 

to have our name associated with your topic” might certainly raise further questions of 

credibility. On the other hand, the ARC participant noted that “most people would say their 

house is cold or something crappy, hard to heat or there is anywhere where it is comfortable. 

Again, it is what you can afford, I suppose, or whether you could afford to do a huge refit to sort 

of deal with all those issues.” More importantly, I observed some sort of hesitation from this 

participant towards improving housing quality in general as the informant stated that the 

condition of housing is:  

 

“somewhat an acceptance. This is how our housing is here. And there is this sort of a bit 

of lack of knowledge of how it can be built better. […] The attitude to the cold was 

always ‘put on another jersey’. If you are cold, run around outside… you know… just do 

something active. And I suspect this attitude still prevails. So I guess it has empowered 

what you are prepared to pay for and what you are used to, you know.” (Participant, 

ARC) 

 

Moreover, a leaky home expert35 argued that “quality is highly subjective” and in turn people’s 

experiences would be too. The same expert further explained in an example demonstrating this 

subjectivity stating “I don’t think many people say, gosh my house is not good quality, you 

know… it is not insulated. Well that’s poor quality. But they put heaters on. So it is good quality.” 

This statement could imply that occupants might not be regarded as insider informants per se. 

Gathering everyday experiences and a greater empirical understanding of housing qualities can 

                                                 
35 The leaky home expert had no direct affiliation at the time the interview took place and worked as 
independent consultant. This participant had extensive experience with leaky home issues through 
previous work at Auckland City Council and DBH.  
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indeed inform gatekeepers and urban practitioners. On the other hand, the same expert 

continued to say that “there aren’t actually any people who have a look at the feelings and 

emotions on the quality.” The leaky home expert also advocates for “regulating for quality versus 

regulating versus compliance. At the moment we are regulating for compliance. I think it would 

need a massive cultural change for that to happen. I don’t think Wellington understands.” 

Similarly, the HNZ expert also stressed that “key decisions are made in Wellington through the 

Building Act”. However, he further stressed that local authorities may be interested in the 

quality of design for intensified housing which is advocated through the New Zealand Urban 

Design Protocol (NZUDP)36 for instance. While the NZUDP is mainly concerned with newer 

housing and in particular medium density housing, I was further intrigued to find out to what 

extent authorities or organisations are involved in quality improvements of existing housing 

stock. Here, my objective was to gain an understanding of experts’ involvement in any kind of 

housing quality improvement that goes beyond the responsibilities as covered earlier. 

 

Energy efficiency and insulation of existing homes were lobbied for by only a few of the 

participants although “our houses are so wasteful in terms of the energy pouring it in and 

pouring it out at the same time” (Participant, Jasmax Architects). Although the Energy Efficiency 

and Conservation Authority (EECA) “has a big influence with their programmes37” (Participant 1, 

WCC), the architect expert advocated for an investment in new “generating capacity... needing a 

huge amount of energy to make our homes comfortable or/and function but so causing bigger 

infrastructure and social problems for ourselves by not addressing these issues” (Participant, 

Jasmax Architects). People benefit from better health outcomes when they are living in warm 

and comfortable houses. This links well with the scholarship on housing quality defects and 

health implications (Howden-Chapman & Bierre, 2008). A more significant statement that goes 

beyond authorities’ role in housing quality improvements argued for community participation 

that is “also necessary. Um… especially if your planning process is other than that the community 

                                                 
36 The New Zealand Urban Design Protocol (NZUDP) was launched in 2005 as part of the Ministry for the 
Environment’s ‘Sustainable Development Programme of Action’. The Protocol aims to provide a platform 
for advocating good quality urban design for towns and cities. The NZUDP identifies seven essential design 
qualities, (the seven Cs: context, character, choice, connections, creativity, custodianship, collaboration), 
as a holistic approach to design. While qualities are defined rather broadly, they are mostly applied to new 
housing and in particular intensified housing. For further information see Ministry for the Environment 
(2005).  
37  EECA implements New Zealand Government strategies for energy efficiency, conservation and 
renewable energy in both the private and public sectors. Their consumer programme is called 
‘Energywise’ which provides funding and information for households on issues around energy efficiency, 
energy conservation and renewable energy.  
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can actually say that is what we want as quality homes. That is what we need” (Participant 1, 

RDC).  

 

Urban gatekeepers’ responses acknowledged the diversity of roles for organisations to be 

involved in housing quality improvements. By and large, this notion of quality improvement is 

tied to physical conditions of housing as participants made the link to the regulatory side and 

standards. Moreover, experts consider the authorities for housing quality improvement to be “a 

combination of organisations, authorities with responsibilities, but no one organisation I guess 

with the responsibility across all those levels” (Participant, ACC). While HNZ is regarded as being 

responsible in delivering public social housing and “for the maintenance and the condition of 

their own homes” (Participant, ARPHS), overall responsibility is with the DBH “in setting the 

standards through the Building Code” (Participant, ACC). One of the DBH experts confirms that 

“we have a role, particularly in settings of minimum standards around new homes and 

encouraging improvement in existing housing” (Participant 1, DBH). Participant 2 (DBH) affirmed 

that the DBH is an authority for housing quality improvement:  

 

 “but [I am] tempered by the fact that the framing of work to deliver that is still um… 

developmental. In other words it’s not… it hasn’t been a high priority to really pursue 

what quality means beyond the minimum performance requirements in the Building 

Code.” (Participant 2, DBH)  

 

Participant 1 (DBH) explained further that other organisations would potentially have more 

impact on housing quality improvements: 

 

 “But certainly the department would be looking to work within work leverage existing 

produced by other organisations in this area because there are other organisations 

presumably producing very good information for home owners around quality. And um… 

we would see them as having a very important role in continue to do that.” (Participant 

1, DBH) 

 

While both DBH participants did not further specify these organisations, other participants 

offered a selection of those authorities that they believed are concerned with quality 

improvements in the existing housing stock. Without any further explanation, the real estate 

expert suggested councils and building associations should be engaging with the development 
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and improvement of the built structure of housing. On the other hand, the Manukau City Council 

(MCC) representative claimed there is the Building Standards Authority that has a regulatory role 

in the construction of housing. The builder expert indicated that there is the Master Builders 

Association which “is there to improve the level of workmanship”. Furthermore, he explained 

that the Master Builders’ Guarantee applies once a master builder was hired to “get the house 

done properly.” In more legislative terms, this means that “the masters’ builders’ guarantee is 

well covered by the Consumers Act. You have to pay for the master builders guarantee whereas 

for the consumers act you don’t have to. Um... the system is already in place” (Builder). In this 

context, the DBH expert clarified that “if you commission someone to do work for you, then I 

would have thought under common law and the Trading Act, that you always have this degree of 

protection” (Participant 1, DBH).  

 

Building on a previous point, the housing quality improvement process is understood as a 

collaboration and combination of authorities and responsibilities across the housing sector. This 

is further specified by the participant from MCC: 

 

“Well, that is the building inspectors, isn't it? And I guess, it's a combination like the 

building industry itself getting together. Also the fact that we got rid of the 

apprenticeship scheme. So, I mean it is the whole thing about education and training and 

skills, isn't it? And then standards in the industry itself, materials, the inspection of the 

regulation. In terms of design, I mean do we need councils to have much more power in 

terms of controlling design? I mean it is a mix, isn't it? It is not just one player.“ 

(Participant, Manukau City Council (MCC) 

 

This statement also reveals that one point of concern lies in the education system and skill 

development. The same expert from MCC explained what responsibilities are associated with 

workmanship. “I think of better skills and make those compulsory. It is like you cannot actually be 

on a building site and be building a house unless you have got x, y and z” (Participant, MCC). On 

the other hand, the participating builder took this statement further saying:  

  

 “I don’t think you need an organisation to actually tell a builder how to do his job 

properly. I think that builders should be doing their job properly by default. But 

fundamentally they are not. That is where housing quality starts. I mean if you can’t get 

it right at the grass roots level you are screwed. It has got nothing to do with design.” 

(Builder)  
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In fact, legal changes in the regulatory system to implement a licensing scheme for practitioners 

were already in the planning process while interviews were held. The next section touches upon 

those changes in the regulatory system that were en route at the time of fieldwork and have 

been put in place since. 

 

4.4.3 Legal changes on the horizon 
 

At the time when interviews took place, in 2008, the Building Code 2004 was undergoing a 

review. The amendments to the Building Code aim to address issues around performance 

requirements such as indoor climate, sanitation, safety issues as well as resource efficiency 

issues. The amended Building Code38 has thus more certainty for its users while still allowing for 

innovation. In other words, “consumers will have the reassurance of having a quality home or 

building that suits modern lifestyles and expectations, and meets energy and environmental 

realities” (New Zealand Government, 2006). While changes on the regulatory side were 

welcomed amongst participants, the participating architect offers his insights and criticism of the 

improved notions of qualities in the reviewed Building Code: 

 

“The Code has a much higher requirement for the level of insulation installed in a 

building except for floors and it also includes double glazing. It’s a little bit of a sledge 

hammer approach; it’s a bit blunt in the way it works. And it doesn’t per se promote 

passive design for example but it will make a significant improvement in the quality of 

the indoor-environment as long as the um... insulation is installed correctly and 

appropriately.” (Participant, Jasmax Architects) 

 

A report of the review of the Building Code states that this assessment represents a “significant 

step forward in thinking about the future buildings of New Zealand and the quality we want for 

our homes and living environment” (Department of Building and Housing, 2006). However, the 

ARC participant offered a critique of the Building Code evaluation claiming that these changes do 

not even take minimum standards in units into account and therefore do not fulfil basic 

requirements:  

 

“I don’t have a great deal of confidence that’ll change that much.[...] One of the issues 

that I think they should deal with is the issue of size whether a unit is actually big 

                                                 
38 The Building Amendment Regulations came into force in early 2009.  
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enough. [...]And I tend to think they should set some minimums there um... but I think 

they don’t do that either. Um... they seem to get interested in ... they have made it much 

bigger about sustainability and well-being and things like that. So, in a way they have an 

opportunity to get way more into what does housing quality mean and meets up the 

standards. But they are also very conscious that it is supposed to be just a minimum and I 

think some people would argue with that. Why do we have a building code that sets a 

minimum? Why don’t we somehow aim higher?” (Participant, ARC) 

 

A second point of concern, mainly raised by the builder participant, is related to the licensed 

building practitioners (LBP) scheme. Along with the previously mentioned regulatory changes, 

the LBP encourages better design and construction. While the MCC participant pointed out 

earlier that the apprenticeship scheme does not exist anymore, the builder raised issues about 

unqualified tradesmen on building sites: 

 

“I think that the biggest one [concern] for me has been working with tradesmen who are 

not tradesmen. That’s ... the problem you’ve got is that there are so many people out 

there who are not qualified. Um... and when you end up work within an environment 

where you chose to be and their workmanship level is far below what yours is. Um... you 

can’t bring them up to your level unless you work out what you want yourself. So 

generally speaking it’s due to tradesmen not even being tradesmen.” (Builder) 

 

The builder expert further stated that in the absence of a licensing scheme everybody could be a 

builder if they chose to do so. He furthermore explained the great impact of non-qualified work 

on building sites that jeopardise home owners’ greatest asset – their homes: 

 

“People start getting a hammer and start swinging it. And say “Hey, I am a builder” and 

this is the criteria how you become a builder these days. If you would decide to become a 

builder tomorrow, you just go to ‘PlaceMakers’39 and buy a hammer. It really is that 

simple. You can start swinging a hammer, you are a builder and you can build people’s 

houses. That’s the scary part. The most valuable possession that people are going to own 

is their home. Anyone can build it. You don’t need to be qualified. You have to conform to 

                                                 
39 PlaceMakers is a New Zealand home improvement store and supplier of building materials and 
hardware. PlaceMakers marketing logo “know how, can do” interestingly promotes the belief that of 
thinking you know how to build, makes one a builder.  
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the councils’ by-laws and the construction by-laws ... and whatever the council has to 

say. That’s all you’ve got to achieve. And that is not even that hard.” (Builder)  

 

Although building work conforms to the councils’ by-laws as mentioned above by the builder, we 

need to remind ourselves, that compliance to the Building Code only demands minimum 

standards as explained earlier. The work carried out by ‘self-made’ builders might also impact on 

physical structures and the durability of housing stock and result in disrepair. The changes in the 

LBP scheme assure that only builders with the appropriate qualifications have the right to work 

on building sites. The DBH participant stated that the “LBP scheme does require builders to 

demonstrate a level of competence and obviously since this is a start off the scheme that existing 

builders will have to front up and demonstrate compliance through history performance” 

(Participant 1, DBH). While this scheme can be seen as a step forward to increase notions of 

quality work on building sites, the participating builder envisioned the future for the building 

industry in New Zealand jeopardised, at the time the interviews took place, when he stated:  

 

“They [the government] try to achieve this by 2009 and supposedly after 2009 … you 

have to enter it [the scheme] by default. You have to become a certified builder. What’s 

going to happen is the whole industry is gonna go underground. All the builders who 

haven’t gone to become registered will go underground. In 2009 technically speaking 

there will be twenty thousand people over night unemployed... and technically speaking 

sitting in no mans land. So, they are not hammer hands, they are not labourers and they 

are not tradesmen. And they can’t get certified. I don’t know where that leaves us. That 

leaves us with twenty thousand people who are now not in the industry. And the industry 

is already struggling to get tradesmen because they are all going overseas.” (Builder) 

 

The DBH representative also acknowledged that the implementation of the LBP scheme will be 

an “evolution from where we are now to an improved work force” on the basis that “a bunch of 

people who perhaps aren’t so good now won’t enter into that system as theoretically they either 

drop out or work for people who are able to become licensed.” (Participant 1, DBH). 

 

The builder raised further concern as he pointed out the implementation of the LBP scheme will 

lead to increased DIY behaviour as due to those people who cannot get licensed. “Um… and 

effectively alterations on houses will start to happen as they did years ago. People will just start 

ripping out their walls inside their homes” (Builder). I argue that the simplicity of becoming a 
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builder as mentioned by the builder earlier, has already favoured the tradition of DIY, home 

renovation and home building. Home owners who are not experts in building practices per se 

carry out renovation work for which they are not qualified. Moreover, there is a subtle grey area 

in terms of who is carrying out renovation work and what kinds of repair are undertaken by 

owners themselves or by professionals. I engage with this discussion more in detail in Chapter 

Six in the context of DIY and gentrification.  

 

The LBP scheme has been implemented in the course of the Building Amendment Act 2012 

which came into effect on 1 March 2012. Critical building work that is known as ‘restricted 

building work (RBW) must from now on be carried out by a licenced building practitioner. Such 

RBW is work that affects the weather tightness of a residential building or includes structural 

work that impacts on the integrity of the building (Department of Building and Housing, n.d. d). 

The LBP scheme also caters for an exemption of DIY and owner builders under the Building 

Amendment Act 2012. Owners are exempt from the requirement of hiring a licensed 

practitioner and can carry out RBW work themselves or with the unpaid help from family 

members. All work needs to comply with building consents and relevant plans. However, owner 

builders must prove that they meet the criteria and also file a statutory declaration. This 

declaration will be held in council’s property records for future home owners to see. On the 

other hand, DIY work is considered as minor renovation, alteration or maintenance work which 

does not fall into the RBW category (Department of Building and Housing, n.d. c).  

 

The next section goes beyond the regulatory side of housing quality and addresses gatekeepers’ 

understanding of definitions for housing qualities. Since the previous discussions centred on the 

regulatory side and thus predominantly the material qualities, I was interested to find out how 

urban practitioners define and assess housing qualities. I also engage in a discussion of experts’ 

perceptions of housing qualities in the Auckland Region that provides a contextual basis for the 

following empirical chapters. The last section briefly touches upon growth strategies for the 

Auckland Region, initiatives and the significance of housing qualities for a rapidly transforming 

urban landscape.  
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4.5 Urban gatekeepers’ definition of housing qualities – 

assessments and understandings 
 

 “The word quality is a very funny word. It can be manipulated and be used in a whole 

range of ways. There is the quality that says I have ticked every box on the form, 

therefore I have achieved quality. And then there is the quality that says is this fit for the 

purpose which it is going to be used for.” (Participant, BRANZ) 

 

4.5.1 Experts’ definition of housing qualities – beyond materiality?  
 

The quote above signals that there is a need to unpack the complexity of housing quality. In 

order to do so, it is necessary to gather insiders’ knowledge and understandings on notions of 

qualities in the built environment. In a wider sense, urban gatekeepers gain insights when they 

deal with notions of qualities on an everyday basis which in turn makes them to insiders. 

However, I noticed that some experts struggled to respond to questions around definitions of 

housing qualities solely from a professional perspective as occasionally they included their 

personal experience of being a home owner as well. While this only applied to a few 

participants, I only included their professional perspective for the purpose of this chapter.  

 

Participant 2 (DBH) acknowledged that the enquiry to defining housing quality is “a very 

interesting question and one that gets grappled with in the policy context continuously in terms 

of what do we actually mean by that.” The expert explained that DBH does not have some sort 

of “conceptual constructs of what quality equals relating to different types of buildings and 

houses in some broad sense” (Participant 2, DBH). Moreover, the definition of housing quality is 

“established through the Building Code which sets performance requirements for buildings”. In 

other words, notions of quality are embedded in a performance-based paradigm which 

establishes good buildings. However, those quality aspects deal with minimum standards only as 

I pointed out earlier. More specifically, the Building Code is about “minimum levels of health and 

safety and a couple of other things like energy efficiency, protection of fire fighters and 

neighbouring property” (Participant 2, DBH). The performance of health and safety together 

with the functionality of buildings are also considered as a level of quality “but they are not 

necessarily setting a level of quality that in the wider sense what the home owner might expect” 

(Participant 1, DBH). That means the Building Code does not set out “what colour you paint your 

house; whether you have carpet, wallpaper, provided you have met the minimum standards for 
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health and safety. That is what it [Building Code] is for” (Participant 1, DBH). While the experts 

from central government align their understanding of housing qualities to regulations and 

materialities, they stress that home owners themselves will make a choice of additional features 

according to their individual expectations. This discretion can, for instance, include notions 

around “comfort, decisions whether you have a really flash refrigerator or tiles in the bathroom 

rather than vinyl or that sort of thing” (Participant 1, DBH). As a result, home owners are not 

only “expected to carry out normal maintenance” and repairs but they are also responsible for 

the qualities of materiality as pointed out by these representatives.  

 

The BRANZ participant understands housing qualities also very much as physical aspects of 

housing. “When I study buildings, I very much see physical things. So, is the paint peeling, are the 

windows broken, is the house warm, is it dry, is it comfortable?” (Participant, BRANZ). The 

informant further explained “to me the critical question is not so much what people think of their 

homes.” On this basis, the BRANZ expert elaborated on statistical measures in order to measure 

quality rather than gauging experiences and perceptions from owners as insiders as “there will 

be a whole lot of variation.” The leaky home expert also distanced herself from qualities that go 

beyond materiality when she stated that a good quality house should “comply with the code, 

now and in the future.” However, one should not conflate notions of housing quality to the 

house itself. The compliance to the Building Code implies “that it [the house] performs in all 

those things and you do fair and reasonable maintenance.” Moreover, housing quality is 

considered as the function of how a house “sits on the section and what it is like with your 

neighbours.” This indicates that a definition of housing quality goes beyond the house itself “as 

you can’t just take it [the house] and put it in a shell.” The leaky home expert stressed that there 

is a difference between building quality and housing quality. Building quality is concerned with 

physical construction qualities and the compliance only whereas housing quality goes beyond 

the physical shell of a house and includes outside features. However, participant 2 (DBH) stated 

in this context that “there isn’t a particular framework for quality of housing stock although 

there are various initiatives” such as the ‘Energywise’ programme offered by EECA as pointed 

out earlier.  

 

The architect considered housing quality to include minimal outlays in terms of weekly heating, 

hot water and other bills. Moreover, he outlined housing quality with regards to notions of 

sustainability performance as in his terms a quality house “would be comfortable, liveable and 

provide that basic service of shelter easily without putting a major demand on external resources 
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such as electrical fossil fuel energies and electricity” (Participant, Jasmax Architects). The ACC 

participant set housing quality equal to architectural quality and beyond when he said:  

 

“The architectural quality, but also the kind of quality of the place… people live in. So, it is 

the kind of warmth and durability, um… the longevity, the way that the home is built to 

last or not. And I think in architectural terms and in a heritage sense some of the 

buildings are good quality.” (Participant, ACC) 

 

The builder stressed that a quality house is a house “that doesn’t leak” but moreover:  

 

“I don’t think that it has much to do with architecture or design. I think housing quality 

is… having a place that is comfortable, is dry, that functions, that doesn’t have a draft 

through every time the wind blows, it is all the fundamental (things), you’d expect out of 

living inside a box.” (Builder)  

 

This statement implies that housing quality is concerned with simple characteristics which fulfil 

basic needs such as shelter as defined in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow & Frager, 1987). 

Moreover, the builder claimed that basic housing quality is “about things that work well and 

don’t fail. That is not too much to ask. But we can’t even do that. That is really frightening!”  

 

While these definitions have an emphasis on the structural quality of housing, only a few 

participants framed qualities of housing beyond materiality. The real estate agent claimed that 

housing qualities have two significant determinants: the location and access to recreational 

facilities and school zones, and the price as a determinant of area and affordability. The expert 

from ARPHS asserted that housing quality is the “whole package40” but much more than the 

structural things. However, the informant preferred to talk about “decent standards in terms of 

the structure of the home” in order to “avoid using the word quality.” More importantly, the 

ARPHS stressed that housing quality is a:  

 

“Home that has positive connotations to how the family sees the home and how they live 

there and how they use it, that it works for them, is functional and that is facilitates their 

life in the wider society and community. In other words, it is the location and things. But 

also… you know… you could have a beautiful quality home that you are stuck in and can’t 

                                                 
40 For a public health perspective on home and well-being see Bullen et al. (2008).  
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get anywhere and it no longer feels like a home, but it feels like a trap or a prison. So 

that becomes a quality issue.” (Participant, ARPHS) 

 

Participant 2 (NSCC) used a similar definition and translated the quality of home and its location 

to the neighbourhood and safety aspects. The expert from FDC takes the concept of housing 

quality beyond the building itself. He argued that housing quality is rather the “collectiveness of 

the neighbourhood and what that does for the community.” This informant used the example of 

qualities of the environment that define housing quality in the form of “connectivity” in cul-de-

sacs that enhance capacity building for neighbourliness. Other aspects such as “how a house 

addresses the street towards the public realm” (Participant 2, RDC) and provides for private, 

public and semi-public spaces are also crucial in defining housing qualities. More importantly, 

few participants explicitly stated that housing should be healthy housing “so it is built out of 

materials that are not going to cause health problems” (Participant 3, WCC). Additionally, the 

same expert (Participant 3, WCC) emphasized that housing should be “accessible” in terms of 

affordability as well as public transport.  

 

Overall participants’ understandings of definitions of housing qualities focussed largely on 

material qualities and the way a dwelling is situated in its environment and location. Little 

emphasis was placed on notions of affordability, although one participant noted in a different 

context “I think that you can actually make the affordability issue a component of quality” 

(Participant 2, NSCC). The next section will take these understandings of housing qualities 

further and explores experts’ perceptions of Auckland’s housing qualities of the built 

environment.  

 

4.5.2 Experts’ perceptions of Auckland’s housing conditions 
 

“We actually don’t know what housing standards are currently in New Zealand. There is 

no definition; there is no research… the only housing standards research has been done 

on quality of homes is from BRANZ… from what I understand. We don’t actually have any 

kind of real knowledge about the state of our homes. And I think that is an important 

place to start.” (Participant, ARPHS) 

 

Assessments of housing conditions remain rare in relation to Auckland’s housing stock. 

However, findings from a nationwide housing condition survey undertaken by BRANZ revealed 
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that Auckland’s housing is worse than in other regions in New Zealand (Clark, Jones & Page, 

2005). In particular, this BRANZ assessment found that issues of impacts on materiality are 

caused by a lack of sufficient maintenance as well as issues with sub-floor ventilation. Experts’ 

reaction to questions about their perception of the conditions of Auckland’s housing stock “is a 

unnerving question” (Participant 2, DBH) but they did acknowledge that the “BRANZ house 

condition survey suggests that perhaps that [quality of housing] is not as good as we would like” 

(Participant 1, DBH). In the same context, participant 1 (DBH) stated that a perception of 

housing quality depends on the “expectation of what quality is” either depending from inside or 

outside houses with what is considered as “the amenity and well-being of the occupants, the 

general state of the building in terms of its maintenance and repairs and so forth.” The almost 

excusatory explanation for housing condition insufficiency in some ways, is that:  

 

“our houses are built of quite relatively impermanent materials compared to Europe. 

Um… if you try to maintain a painted timber house with a corrugated iron roof then you 

know… maintenance and replacement cycles are considerably more eh… frequent than 

um… some of the materials used in Europe for example.” (Participant 1, DBH) 

 

Both DBH experts clearly stated that the building industry uses suitable materials appropriate to 

New Zealand climate conditions: “We are fairly on target in terms of providing the right type of 

performance requirements given our climate” (Participant 2, DBH). Although buildings require 

ongoing maintenance, increased deficiencies in housing might imply that homes are less well 

maintained.  

 

Overall, there was a common understanding amongst participants that housing conditions in 

Auckland are a point of concern. Extreme examples of housing quality perceptions varied from 

being “shite, really bad” (Builder) or “rubbish quality housing” (Participant 2, NSCC) to “yes, it’s 

good. People are happy with what they buy” (Participant, Barfoot & Thompson). The real estate 

participant further commented and said that “there is only a minor part of leaky homes. So why 

should housing stock be bad?” Others acknowledged that “one of the weakest aspects of 

Auckland’s development is the quality of our housing design. But overall we have not done well 

with our built environment” (Participant, MCC) or “… quality generally is poor I think in Auckland. 

And affordability is worse” (Participant, ACC). “And the high density stuff quite clearly there is a 

range of from good quality through to pretty appalling and leaky stuff (Participant, ARC). On the 

other hand, I observed that participants were hesitating with their comments, and opinions 
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differed between their professional and private views as demonstrated by the FDC expert: 

“professionally or personally? .... I would prefer the personal opinion. Professionally, I would say 

it’s average. I won’t say it’s good.” 

 

Nonetheless, participants associated their judgement to particular aspects in the built 

environment when they specified their assessment of housing qualities. NSCC’s participant 1 for 

instance said “that’s actually very difficult to sort of answer for me. To answer I can sort of say 

well … there are some very well made houses in certain periods of time.” He specified further 

that those houses certainly met the requirements at the time but they were undoubtedly not 

“built to be warm… to today’s standards. This is why we have this sort of crossover of very well 

made houses and others. But they are still very good.” However, older housing stock “can be 

changed and made more efficient in terms of water use and energy efficiency” (Participant 1, 

NSCC). That means “there is good quality housing in every sector. But the key thing for 

Aucklanders is probably dealing with a variety of types and choices within locations that are 

meeting people’s needs” (Participant 1, NSCC). More importantly, ACC’s participant stated that 

there might be some good quality housing “depending on which period of housing you look at.” 

This is in line with the architect who further elaborated: 

 

“There is some good quality housing, I would suggest, that some of the older houses 

have been constructed to a degree of quality and that includes aesthetic quality. I’m 

probably talking pre 1970s. Often those well-built houses would have no levels of 

insulation and no modern centralised heating system. So people tend to apply 

21stcentury lifestyle aspirations to a house which isn’t able to support them without 

significant upgrade work.” (Participant, Jasmax Architects) 

 

RDC’s participant 2 claimed that particularly older established suburbs in Auckland would be the 

ones with better quality housing, especially “character suburbs like the older ones, Ponsonby, 

Parnell, Devonport, and Remuera.” More importantly, the RDC expert asserted that “I think 

some of the newest stuff is um… breaks the rules. I think the older houses are um… people 

probably didn’t realise that they had a formula that worked. But they did. And there are new 

house builders who have tended to break that” (Participant 1, RDC). A builder expert agreed 

when he argued that housing in Auckland is “not that good”. However, he also pointed out the 

good quality of housing in older suburbs such as Ponsonby and Grey Lynn saying that those villas 

“haven’t rotted and fallen apart. They are the most basic form of construction. Why could we 

build homes back then that didn’t leak?” Moreover, the builder further specified that “even the 
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old state houses, the brick and tile homes that used to get built back in the 1960s and 1970s. 

There is nothing wrong with these homes. They are beautifully built.” The builder based his 

judgement on the:  

 

 “tradesmen who cared. And these tradesmen were qualified. Um… the problem is that 

the level of tradesmen has got so bad, that if there is crap going up in this country it is 

because we have this atrocious qualification scheme to get these people out there, 

programmed and up and running. I think the big companies; the big timber companies 

are driving a lot of bad product placement because it is not just um… apprentices and a 

lack of tradesmen that are driving the industry. It is a bureaucracy gone very very bad.” 

(Builder)  

 

On the other hand, the ARC expert stated that the “brick and tile houses don’t seem to be good 

urban design” although they are bound to be warmer. Nonetheless, the builder stressed that 

“good tradespeople” are sought after people in order to build “high-end” homes. He also 

claimed that these homes get “what they deserve”, meaning good quality tradesmen assign lots 

of attention to high end houses which in turn will “get things right.” In a similar context, WCC’s 

participant 1 pointed out the dilemma of unhealthy housing and reckoned the problems were 

caused about half a century ago by cheap housing built during rapid urban sprawl:  

 

“I think the problem is with housing development in the 1950s and 1960s when there was 

a huge expansion going on and they were group housing built by Keith Hay Homes and 

those sort of companies. They were okay for the time. They were what people wanted. 

They were relatively cheap. They were built in big estates but they didn’t have 

community resources added into them, they had to have shops, schools and churches 

were part of the development. But those houses now don’t meet our minimum 

standards. They tend to be damp and we are suddenly realising why we have so much 

child health issues particularly with respiratory diseases. Also they weren’t particularly 

well laid out. But you know, they need some serious work done to them.” (Participant 1, 

WCC) 

 

The biggest problem of Auckland’s housing in health terms is that it is cold, damp and mouldy 

(Kearns, Smith & Abbott, 1991). By and large, the ARPHS expert highlighted that “it has been 

estimated that a third of New Zealand’s houses are below temperatures set by the World Health 



   Chapter 4: Expertise, practices and concepts of housing qualities – insights from urban gatekeepers 

103 
 

Organization. Auckland housing would certainly be in that.” Issues with unhealthy and often 

substandard housing are only registered once a complaint is lodged by tenants or owners with 

their local authorities and environmental health officers. The expert shared her experiences:  

 

“we have come across houses when you walk in they are extremely cold and they smell, 

they are full of mould. Sometimes we come across situations where there is for example 

sewage that’s going underneath the house. Sometimes families can’t use rooms because 

they are so mouldy or damp that they are not using them. Quite a few families don’t 

have basic things like curtains to actually keep the home warm.” (Participant, ARPHS) 

 

While these examples might be extreme examples, they predominantly appear amongst “low-

income families in tenanted or owned housing.” The HNZ expert similarly pointed towards the 

WHO standards claiming that most people coming from “the rest of the world, like yourself, are 

amazed how cold New Zealand houses are in the cooler parts of the year.” In a wider sense, he 

related his judgement to the fact that “Auckland is just lucky because for two thirds of the year 

the climate is relatively mild. For the other one third of the year they just tolerate the damp and 

the housing being a bit too cold.” Having lived in Europe himself, WCC’s expert 3 perceived 

attitudes in New Zealand as “we don’t need heating, we don’t need insulation standards, and we 

don’t really have a cold winter”. However, indoor temperatures between 13˚C and 14˚C are 

common features, with some dropping as low as five or six degrees in old housing: 

 

“I mean this is appalling. And on wooden floors, and you got kids down there where the 

floor temperature is like the outside temperature and you wouldn’t see that? So there is 

ignorance and slowly changing. But there is also a thing about being harder. Kiwis are 

harder, you know. As an adult you can make a choice. As a child, you can’t, you know.” 

(Participant 3, WCC) 

 

The architect agreed that there is “a lot of poor quality housing. Low standard housing, built to a 

minimum standard that doesn’t necessarily meet people’s um needs of comfort.” Some 

participants linked this discussion of impacts on health and well-being in homes to notions of 

affordability. The ARPHS expert made the direct link to housing experiences from low-income 

households and overcrowding when stating “the cost of housing in Auckland is huge compared 

to the rest of the country and we also have as consequences of the affordability problem, a large 

extent of crowding within Auckland’s homes. So people experience the quality of housing quite 
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differently if their home is overcrowded.” NSCC’s participant 2 explained that the issue about 

affordability is not about buying new houses. It is “actually about the quality of housing people 

are living in. That is the cheap housing that they are living in and the lack of quality in the 

housing, so they are kind of able to afford a house to live in.” However, the NSCC expert stressed 

that the cost of actually living in a house is associated with being able to pay for bills, health and 

heating. Participant 3 from WCC reminds us that affordability issues are not to be resolved by 

continuing to build cheaper housing when he stated: 

 

“On the whole we got poor quality housing and the new stuff that’s been built is still not 

of a good standard although the cheapest stuff is still cheap. And that’s been… the 

answer of housing affordability has been to try and build cheaper houses. But yeah, in a 

way of thinking, what is cheap versus what is economical.” (Participant 3, WCC) 

 

The ability to maintain a house to an extent that ensures adequate quality standards is thus 

necessary but not always undertaken due to affordability constraints. Although authorities have 

made it clear that home owners are responsible for maintenance and repairs, the DBH 

representatives question the involvement of private home owners and their investment in the 

improvement of quality. This is particularly true for “a reasonable frequency of turnover of stock. 

People are relatively mobile and families don’t sort of hold structures for generations necessarily 

and that people will move based on work.” (Participant 2, DBH)  

 

In the next section I embed the debate of housing qualities in existing housing stock into 

Auckland’s long-term planning visions and identify issues as recognised by experts’ insights.  

 

4.5.3 The significance of the existing housing stock in Auckland’s long-term 

visions  
 

“I think it will require some of the old housing stock to be knocked down um… which isn’t 

necessary a bad thing if that housing stock isn’t too good anyway. I think it is a bad thing 

if it happens in character heritage areas… and the district plan is trying to encourage 

that redevelopment in some areas – too many in my personal opinion.” (Participant, 

ACC) 
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In the last two decades, Auckland’s territorial authorities have come up with several agendas 

and strategies to deal with urban growth as I explained in Chapter One. Although these 

programmes aim for a better future, they do not explicitly address housing quality per se. The 

Auckland Sustainability Framework (ASF)41 for instance outlines eight goals for the Auckland 

Region. One of these goals is to achieve a quality compact urban form. Elsewhere, the ASF 

mentions housing quality as a measure to achieve “access to an adequate income and affordable 

housing that meets their [people’s] needs” (Regional Growth Forum, 2007, p.15). However, both 

the measure of housing quality and especially housing quality in existing housing stock has not 

been further specified. Thus, I aimed to unpack experts’ understanding in the way planning for 

the future, along with growth strategies, tackle qualities in the existing housing stock.  

 

In addition to the quote above, the participant from Auckland City Council claimed that 

reference to the existing housing stock in growth strategies “has been tackled badly up till now.” 

He further explained that rezoning in the district plan was designated in identified growth areas 

and its implementation has “happened incrementally rather than target one, two, three or four 

areas and take them all holistically and intervene and make things happen in the way they 

should happen.” The ARC expert also noted that the issue lies in the Building Code that mainly 

addresses new housing but renovations in existing housing only to some extent. There is no tool 

to make an assessment for “everybody to upgrade their homes through existing suburbia or 

wherever it might be.” The participant continued to say that there “are grants for things like 

insulation and support for … heat pumps and all that kind of stuff. So there is stuff coming 

through the energy efficiency sector which is linked to public health” (Participant, ARC). 

Nonetheless, the decision to make use of those services remains with home owners themselves 

as local authorities have no powers to interfere in existing privately owned housing stock as 

mentioned earlier in this chapter. However, the ACC expert explained this issue again in relation 

to international practices: 

 

“The philosophy is quite different here. Councils are not feeling they have the authority 

to interfere in individuals’ property rights. I think that philosophy underlies some other 

problems that Auckland faces. In other countries local authorities are more… much more 

willing to intervene to tell people what they want or what people must do to… 

                                                 
41 The Auckland Sustainability Framework was endorsed by the Regional Growth Forum (RGF) in 
September 2007 as the region’s overarching sustainability framework. The ASF was written with a 100 
year view and as a ‘living document’ that provides the direction for territorial authorities to collaboratively 
work and develop a sustainable future. (Regional Growth Forum, 2007) 
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requirements of them whereas here the philosophy is very different.” (Participant, ACC) 

 

Council’s lack of intervention into existing housing stock also affects urban regeneration as “we 

have no power to compulsory acquire land for urban regeneration processes. We can do that to 

put in a new road or create a new park but we can’t make people sell us land to redevelop it for 

urban regeneration” (Participant, ACC).  

 

Overall, there was awareness from participants that “there is not enough quality housing, with 

both the economic level and the quality level” (Participant 2, WCC). More significantly, long-term 

plans such as the fifty-year strategy in the Regional Growth Strategy and the hundred year 

framework in the ASF may generate leaps “between what’s happening in the market today and 

what your long-term goals might be” (Participant, ARC) and thus generating developments that 

“haven’t been that good.” Another point of concern raised by the ARC expert questions the 

delivery of quality developments from a dichotomy between planning and implementation. “Our 

institutional arrangements and statutory legislations and funding mechanisms haven’t changed. 

Well, it hasn’t been able to deliver what we were talking about in the past ten or twenty years.” 

However, the expert raised further concern about future planning when “we still have the same 

planning system. So, I don’t know how we can deliver something um… different really” 

(Participant, ARC). Participant 2 (RDC) acknowledged that the strategies and their long-term 

visions will bring about change as he states: 

 

“I would hope and think that in the next twenty years we see some major changes in how 

we live and how we do things. And I think the START42 plans are already looking at that 

and reflect that in their thinking. I certainly see this in Europe and I think it will come here 

eventually.” (Participant 2, RDC) 

 

4.6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter discussed urban gatekeepers’ insights on housing qualities based on their 

professional opinions. The objective was to get a broader understanding of housing qualities in 

relation to gatekeepers’ realities that contribute to current policy debates. Gatekeepers are 

agents of state and operate on the intersection between the design and production of housing 

                                                 
42 START stands for Sustaining the Auckland Region Together. The START initiative was the working 
programme to create the Auckland Sustainability Framework.  
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qualities and householders’ experiences and owners’ efforts to alter those experiences. I 

embedded gatekeepers’ positionality into the regulatory framework for housing quality with 

special reference to existing housing stock and its relevance to specific regulations. The findings 

showed that there are two understandings of housing quality: the quality as compliance and the 

quality as fit for purpose. While these appear to be two different sets of qualities they are 

intertwined. Experts’ understandings of responsibilities for roles dealing with notions of quality 

in housing suggest that there is no single authority that is responsible for housing quality. Rather 

experts’ judgements for responsibilities were consigned to home owners themselves. This is due 

to the fact that territorial local authorities do not see themselves in the position as having the 

rights to interfere with existing housing stock. On the other hand, gatekeepers acknowledged 

that gathering qualitative insights from housing end-users about housing qualities could assist in 

informing urban practitioners in their decision making.  

 

Overall, the findings revealed that all participants had a general interest in improving housing 

quality. However, some reluctance to do so was expressed by a few participants as an 

improvement of housing conditions would possibly require a cultural change. They claimed that 

housing conditions, especially in reference to colder in-door temperatures, tend to be accepted 

although issues with health problems become more predominant. While governmental 

programmes are offered in terms of retrofitting and improving energy efficiency, the choice and 

decision of improving housing conditions also remains with owners. Regulatory changes and the 

implementation of the licensed builders’ practitioners’ scheme bring about change. Although 

this might largely apply to newer housing, the LBP scheme protects renovation work carried out 

as DIY by owners.  

 

More importantly, experts predominantly defined housing quality as aspects of materiality 

concerned with constructional aspects of a building. Only a few experts acknowledged that 

housing quality goes beyond the dwelling and also includes qualities of location and 

neighbourhood. Experts pointed out that Auckland’s housing conditions were largely poor. At 

the same time experts stressed that Auckland also has good quality housing by identifying this 

housing stock specifically in old character areas such as Grey Lynn and Ponsonby. Furthermore, 

experts emphasized problems with unhealthy and unaffordable housing which in turn are 

negative effects of housing quality.  
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Chapter 5 

Snapshots of the research areas – a contextual overview 
 

 

5.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter is concerned with the contextual background of the research areas. The map below 

(Figure 5.1) shows the location of the two research areas in the Auckland Region for this thesis: 

Grey Lynn (Chapters Six and Eight) and Farm Cove (Chapter Seven). In the following part of the 

chapter, I provide an overview of these case study sites including the contextual background, as 

well as a more detailed breakdown of interview participants.  

 

 
 

Figure 5.1  Case study site locations  
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5.2 Grey Lynn 
 

Grey Lynn is a suburb located on the outer, western fringes of Auckland’s Central Business 

District about three kilometres from downtown Auckland (Friesen, 2009). It is situated on central 

suburban bus routes as well as on the Western bus lines. Access to the Western Motorway 

(SH16) is close by. Grey Lynn consists of three Census area units, namely Grey Lynn West, Grey 

Lynn East and Surrey Crescent. These CAUs are bisected in the eastern and western areas by 

arterial roads such as Williamson Avenue, Dickens Street and Richmond Road (Figure 5.2).  

 

Grey Lynn is known to have the largest concentration of Victorian buildings in Auckland. The 

research area is mainly occupied by late Victorian villas (1890-1905) as well as Edwardian and 

transitional villas (1905-1920), according to the architectural design guidelines of the Auckland 

City District Plan (Auckland City Council, 1999). Together with its neighbouring suburbs of 

Ponsonby, Freemans Bay and St. Marys Bay, Grey Lynn has undergone significant gentrification 

processes in terms of urban renewal in the 1970s and 1980s (Sawyer, 1993; Martin, 1988; 

Auckland City Council, 1981). The revitalisation was partly facilitated through financial assistance 

from the government’s community housing improvement programme. The once decaying inner 

city suburbs experienced a return-to-the-city movement, driven mainly by young, urban 

professionals. Being home to bohemians (the yuppies) in the 1970s and housing a large 

proportion of Pacific peoples, Grey Lynn is now seen as an area with a “re-born breed”, namely 

“bohemians who have grown up” (Hart, 2006, p.52). This implies that the “grown up bohemians” 

are now represented by a high proportion of professional occupations. Grey Lynn West is mostly 

home to middle-class families with children. They prefer to stay close to the Central Business 

District rather than moving to the fringes as they have enough assets to buy a house in the 

central suburbs. The significance of the so-called yupps - the young urban professional parents 

(Karsten, 2003) and their role as villa renovators, as well as a new cohort of emerging gentrifiers, 

is discussed in Chapter Six. Despite being a leafy inner city suburb with a predominance of villas, 

there are a few terraced houses near West Lynn shops such as Summerfield Village which is the 

object of investigation in Chapter Eight (Figure 5.2). There are also a few apartment buildings 

along Great North Road which were mainly built within the last twenty years. Separate houses 

are still dominant in Grey Lynn despite a wave of intensification from the early 1990s onwards.  

 

Grey Lynn offers a number of shopping facilities (the Surrey Crescent shops, along Richmond 

Road and the West Lynn Shops which appear to be the most gentrified) (“Grey Lynn – an 
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exclusive extract”, 2007). Surrey Crescent appears shabby and out of fashion, whereas the shops 

in West Lynn consist of trendy cafés and bars, organic stores and boutique shops (Hart, 2007). 

Grey Lynn Park attracts thousands of people for the annual Grey Lynn Park festival (Photo 5.4). 

The park is centrally located between the two CAUs Grey Lynn West and Grey Lynn East (see 

Figure 5.2). A toddler pool and sports grounds are publicly accessible to park visitors. Other 

public green spaces such as Cox’s Bay Reserve in the near vicinity, offers beach front access as 

well as a sports park (Hart, 2007). A community centre on Richmond Road near the West Lynn 

Shop area opened in 2000 (Auckland City Planning, 2004). In terms of schooling, Grey Lynn is in 

the school zone for six primary schools as well as Pasadena Intermediate School and Western 

Springs College (Hart, 2007).  

 

5.2.1 Demographics for Case Study 1: Villas in CAU Grey Lynn West (Chapter Six) 

 

According to 2006 census data, Grey Lynn has a population of approximately 9,000 people 

almost equally distributed between female and male. More precisely, the Census Area Unit Grey 

Lynn West is predominantly made up of Europeans (69.6 per cent) and Pacific Peoples (17.7 per 

cent) followed by other ethnic groups such as Māori (8.9 per cent), Asian (7.6 per cent) and a 

minority of Middle Eastern/Latin American/African (0.5 per cent) and others (8.0 per cent). 

Pacific Islanders as well as Māori people used to make up a larger proportion in Grey Lynn but 

have been pushed out of the area due to gentrification in the last two decades.43 

 

Home ownership rates in Grey Lynn West are below the average in comparison with the 

Auckland Region. This is mainly due to the fact that Grey Lynn attracts a younger rental 

population that wants to be closer to the central city, the university and trendy clubs and cafés 

in Ponsonby and Karangahape Road (Hart, 2007). In Grey Lynn West 58.5 per cent of households 

are made up of one family households amongst which 38.8 per cent are couples with child(ren) 

and 17.8 per cent are single parents with child(ren) (Statistics New Zealand, n.d.). The median 

age of the neighbourhood of Grey Lynn West is 32.5 years. Fifty three per cent of residents are 

professionals, nearly all of whom have a tertiary education. Artists and students also reside in 

the area (Quotable Value, 2008).   

                                                             

43 Chapter Six discusses the gentrification process of Grey Lynn in more detail. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2  Grey Lynn with its Census Area Units  



                                                      Chapter 5: Snapshots of the research areas – a contextual overview 

112 
 

Due to a significantly high median household income in comparison with other areas in central 

locations, it can be said that Grey Lynn is now home to predominantly middle-class residents. A high 

proportion of these residents has bought a property in this area in recent years and could therefore 

be seen as relatively new residents (Hart, 2007). House prices for a four-bedroom renovated house 

remained fairly stable between $800,000 and $ 1.2 million in 2008 and 2012. A ‘tidy villa’ or three 

bedroom bungalow ranged between $600,000 and $900,000 in 2008 and was between $700,000 

and $1 million or above in 2012. Rental accommodation was available starting at $400 per week for 

a two bedroom house in 2008 and increased to $550 per week in 2012 (Hart, 2012). 

 

The participants for this case study are drawn predominantly from two cohorts of owner occupants. 

There are the contemporary witnesses of the gentrification process who are now empty-nesters due 

to a change in household composition. This group of participants in their fifties and sixties are 

classified as yuppies for discussion in Chapter Six. The second cohort consists of young, urban, 

professional parents (yupps) who make up the majority in this case study. They are represented by 

those occupants in their thirties and forties.44 All participants are of Pakeha45 (New Zealand / 

European) descent.  
 

 
Photo 5.1 Leafy street scape and villas in Grey Lynn West - Browning Street  

   (Picture: Author’s own)

                                                             

44 I classified the participants’ cohorts after completion of the field work and during analysis. 
45 Māori term for European/New Zealander. 



 
 

Table 5.1  Representation of participants in case study Grey Lynn West (Chapter Six) 

 

Age group 
Classification of 

participants 
(Chapter 6) 

Total 
Participants Gender Participants Children 

Year of 
property 
purchase 

Purchase 
Price Occupation 

   Male Female      
20-29  - - - - - - - - 

     Carl  2 2007 $650,000 Professional  
     Marie 2 2007 $650,000 Mother 
 Y    Zoe 2 2006 $720,000 Professional / self-employed 

30-39 U 7 3 4 Simon 2 2006 $599,000 Professional / self-employed 
 P    Julie 2 2005 $670,000 Professional  
 P    Emily 1 2005 $890,000 Mother 
 S    Ben - 2000 $255,000 Professional  
     Garth - 2003 $533,000 Professional 

40-49  3 2 1 Catherine 2 2002 $552,000 Professional 
     Rick 2 1996 $208,000 Professional 
     Ruby 2 1995 $269,000 Mother 

50-59 Y    Saffron - 1992 $130,000 Professional 
 U 3 1 2 Wayne 1* 1988 $120,000 Professional 
 P    Briar 3* 1987 $120,000 Professional 

60-69 P 2 1 1 Claire 2* 1996 $380,000 Retired 
 I    Andrew 3* 1980 $28,5000 Professional / self-employed 

70-79 E - - - - - - - - 
80-89 S - - - - - - - - 
Total  15 7 8      

 

*- participants are empty nesters as children have left home and are not living with participants in current home anymore 
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Photo 5.2 Housing in Baildon Road – view towards CBD with Skytower  

(Picture: Author’s own)  

 
Photo 5.3  Typical villa46 in Grey Lynn West (Picture: Author’s own)  

                                                             

46 This photo shows a randomly photographed villa in the area. This villa is not a participant’s home.  
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Photo 5.4 Grey Lynn Festival 2008- in Grey Lynn Park (Picture: Author’s own) 

 

5.2.2 Locating Case Study 3: Summerfield Villas in Grey Lynn West (Chapter Eight) 

 

Besides historical villas, a small fraction of contemporary Grey Lynn is constituted by infill 

housing, terraced and town housing. This case study focuses on a medium density housing 

development in Grey Lynn. The housing complex ‘Summerfield Village’ is located north in the 

Census Area Unit Grey Lynn West (Figure 3.1). 

 

This gated community consists of 93 units which are mainly made up of terraced houses along 

with one bigger apartment building at the corner of Richmond Road and Sackville Street (Photo 

5.6). An outdoor swimming-pool and gym are located in the centre of the complex surrounded 

by tropical palm trees (Photo 5.8). Businesses are occupying the units facing Richmond Road. 

Together with the houses on Sackville Street their buildings serve as permeable boundaries in 

terms of their access to the area located in the gated complex. There are two large gates on 

either street which can only be accessed by a security code (see also Photo 5.5). The name 

Summerfield was derived from the old Tattersfield Wool Scour and Carpet factory that was 

previously located on this site. Amongst other products the factory produced Summerfield 

bedding which led to the name of the current housing complex (Summerfield Villas Handbook, 

2009). Mainzeal Construction Ltd. commenced building on the site in 1999. Only one year later 
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Summerfield Villas were hit by the leaky building syndrome. Mainly rotting canopies were 

removed as water was leaking through rooftop parapet flashings between apartments which led 

to rot in the timber framing wall below (New Zealand Herald, 2002). Repairs to resolve the 

weather tightness failures in the Summerfield complex took almost two years. The developer 

paid a “six-figure sum” for the repairs which were carried out by Mainzeal Construction Ltd. as 

well (Gibson, 2004).  

 

The terraced houses in Summerfield are conflated with the habitual linguistic usage of ‘villas’ 

(Summerfield Villas Handbook, 2009) so that a website even talks about ‘exclusive villas, stylish 

townhouses in a resort style complex’. The majority of the villas are free-hold properties 

amongst a few lease-hold properties. The residential part of the mixed-use complex is mostly 

inhabited by professionals; there are also technicians, clerks and people working in services and 

sales (Quotable Value, 2009). Thirty-three per cent of the usual residents in this neighbourhood 

own or partly own their property while 15 per cent of all ownership is held in a family trust. The 

renting population in this neighbourhood amounts to 49 per cent. The Summerfield population 

is made up of 72 per cent Pakeha (New Zealand/European), 9 per cent Māori, 6 per cent Pacific 

and 5 per cent Asian. Mesh block census data identifies that 74 per cent of the usual residents 

have lived in this neighbourhood less than five years and 17 per cent have lived at their usual 

residence between five and nine years (Statistics New Zealand, 2006). The participants for the 

third case study are predominantly represented by empty-nesters in their fifties and sixties. Only 

one participant (Theresa) is significantly younger in the age group 30-39 (Table 5.2).  

 

Summerfield villas offer an affordable solution of modern housing in a prestigious and highly 

sought after residential central area that is normally only within the means of people of higher 

socio-economic status. The villas in Summerfield offer the opportunity for people to get into 

home ownership and own a freehold house with a small garden pad in a central location. All 

participants’ properties are owned freehold while the outside of their properties is collectively 

managed by a body corporate47. According to the on-site manager of Summerfield, about 75 per 

cent of the properties in Summerfield were owned and 25per cent were rented in early 2009. 

Purchase prices for a villa ranged from $315,000 in 2000 (Charlotte) to $529,000 in 2005 (Sybilla 

and Paddy) for a three bedroom townhouse. In the latest council revaluation in 2011, 

Summerfield villas were assessed to have a capital value of between $415,000 (inside complex) 

                                                             

47 A ‘body corporate’ is a governing mechanism which is concerned with the management and 
administration of a commonly owned property. Chapter 8 discusses ‘body corporates’ in more detail.   
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and $475,000 (bordering Sackville Street). Nonetheless, the villas should not be conflated with 

the Victorian and Edwardian villas in the Census area unit that are free standing houses on a 

larger section which are focus of investigation in Chapter Six.  

 

 

Table 5.2 Representation of participants in case study Summerfield Villas (Chapter Eight) 

 

Age 

group 

Total 

Participants 
Gender Participants 

Year of 

property 

purchase 

Occupation 

  Male Female    
20-29 - - - - - - 
30-39 1 - 1 Theresa 2004 Parent 
40-49 - - - - - - 
50-59 2 - 2 May 2004 Hospitality staff 

    Joan 2000 Secretary 
60-69 5 2 3 Sybilla 2005 Teacher 

    Paddy 2005 Teacher 
    Milly 2001 Secretary 
    Woody 2001 Technician 
    Charlotte 2000 Tour Guide 

70-79 - - - - - - 
80-89 - - - - - - 
Total 8 2 6    
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Photo 5.5   Entrance to Summerfield Villas on Richmond Road (Picture: Author’s own) 

 

 
 

Photo 5.6   Apartment building at edge of complex – corner Richmond Road and Sackville 

                     Street (Picture: Author’s own) 
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Photo 5.7   Housing scape - inside Summerfield complex (Picture: Author’s own) 

 

 

 
 

Photo 5.8   Swimming-pool with gym house - inside Summerfield complex  

                   (Picture: Author’s own) 
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5.3 Farm Cove 
 

Farm Cove is located within the CAU of Pakuranga North, Manukau City, on the eastern side of 

the Tamaki River, around 12 kilometres as the crow flies from the Auckland CBD (Figure 5.1). 

Farm Cove is situated off major transport connections, namely Pakuranga Road and the South 

Eastern Highway. Glenmore Road is well serviced by a regular bus service, linking eastern 

suburbs. The regular passenger ferry service to the CBD from Half Moon Bay is also close by. 

There are several small corner shops spread throughout the CAU. Within the chosen mesh block 

areas for this research there are the Farm Cove Shops which consist of a few shops for day-to-

day amenities such as a bakery, delicatessen, take away food, dairy, pharmacy and restaurant. 

The shops are centrally located at the corner of the main roads Glenmore Road48 and Fisher 

Parade (Photo 5.9). Farm Cove is also situated in the school zone of top-ranked schools such as 

the privately run St. Kentigern College. The highly sought-after public schools Farm Cove 

Intermediate and Wakaaranga Primary school are located just off Glenmore Road.  

 

In real estate terms, the suburban neighbourhood Farm Cove can be considered a “nice 

neighbourhood by the sea with a range of attractive houses on decent-sized sections set down 

wide leafy streets” (Hart, 2006, p. 188). The majority of the housing stock is still made up of 

typical and original seventies’ weatherboard homes with different layouts and styles as 

identified in a national property data base. This suburb is classified as an area which was the 

“suburban dream” at the time of development thirty years ago and “will continue to be the 

dream destination for many” (Hart, 2006, p. 188).  

 

A real estate advertisement marketed a property in Farm Cove as “Remuera without the price 

tag”. Remuera is an affluent suburb east of Auckland’s CBD and is one of the oldest well-

established areas in the Auckland Region. Many large homes are situated on extensive sections 

which indeed show a similarity to Farm Cove, with the most important difference being that 

homes in Farm Cove are still affordable. In fact some of the houses are still on a quarter acre 

section, the once traditional and desired section size in New Zealand. Housing prices in the wider 

Farm Cove area range between $400,000 and upper $600,000 for average-sized, three-bedroom 

houses, whereas the properties located towards the sea front carry a much higher value. In the 

                                                             

48 Many roads in Farm Cove are named after early farming families. The Thompsons, for example, came 
from Glenmore in Scotland (La Roche et al., 1991). Hence the main road connecting Farm Cove with 
Pakuranga Highway is named Glenmore Road. 
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prestigious central suburb of Remuera housing prices start from around $700,000 with no limits 

above that for the same sized house (Hart, 2006). However, affordability constraints affect 

particularly younger people who struggle to buy a home of their own.  

 

5.3.1 Demographics for Case Study 2: Suburban 1970s housing in CAU Pakuranga 

North- Farm Cove (Chapter Seven) 

 

Statistics show that 61.3 per cent of households in private occupied dwellings in Pakuranga 

North own their dwelling with or without a mortgage; this is fairly high in comparison to the rest 

of the Auckland Region (Statistics New Zealand, 2006). Pakuranga North has a population of 

4,338 which is made up of 61.7 per cent European, 27.1 per cent Asian, and minor proportion of 

Māori (3.1 per cent), Middle Eastern/Latin American/African (2.2 per cent) and Pacific people 

(1.8 per cent). Of this population, 42.2 per cent were born overseas with the most common 

birthplace being Asia. The median age in Pakuranga North is 39 years. This is significantly higher 

than Grey Lynn West (32.5), Manukau City (31.0) and Auckland Region (33.9)49, thus indicating 

an ageing population in Farm Cove. One-family households make up 75.4 per cent of all 

households in this CAU. The average household size is 2.9 people. The most common 

occupational groups are professionals and managers along with clerical and administrative 

workers (Statistics New Zealand, 2006).  

 

The participating owner occupants can broadly be categorized in two groups (Table 5.3). The 

first cohort is the contemporary witnesses of suburbanisation and long-term residents in Farm 

Cove. I classified this group of over sixty-year-olds as ‘suburbanisers’ or simply as ‘elderly’ 

participants in the discussion in Chapter Seven. The second cohort is represented by families in 

their late twenties to early forties, each with at least one child, thus referred to as ‘families’. 

Most of these participants have moved to the area within the last few years. Despite a larger 

population of Asians in Pakuranga North, Lucy was the only participating Chinese owner 

occupant.50 All other participants were of Pakeha (New Zealand / European) descent.  

 

                                                             

49 The median age for New Zealand as a whole was 35.9 years as at Census 2006 (Statistics New Zealand, 
2006). 
50 Because of the language barrier Lucy was unable to interpret and respond in an adequate way to the 
interview guidelines. Hence I excluded this interview from the analysis. 
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Photo 5.9 Farm Cove Shops – on Fisher Parade (Picture: Author’s own) 

 

 
 

Photo 5.10 Typical housing: 1970s weatherboard home (Picture: Author’s own) 
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Photo 5.11  Mediterranean style house (Picture: Author’s own) 

 

 
 

Photo 5.12  Leafy streetscape - wide roads with medial strip (Picture: Author’s own) 



 

 

 

Table 5.3  Representation of participants in case study Farm Cove (Chapter Seven) 

 

 

Age 
group 

Classification of 
participants 
(Chapter 7) 

Total 
Participants Gender Participants 

Year of 
property 
purchase 

Occupation Additional remarks 

   Male Female     
20-29  2 1 1 Tim 2008 Engineer Grew up in Farm Cove 

     Justine 2008 Travel agent Grew up in Farm Cove 
     Lucy 2007 Mother Chinese immigrant   
     Frank  2004 Professional  

30-39  5 1 4 Nicole 2004 Mother  
 FAMILIES    Laura 2003 Teacher Immigrated from UK in 1990s 
     Lisa 2003 Professional  

40-49  2 1 1 Scott 1997 Builder Has lived in the area since 1986 
     Kate 1997 Professional  

50-59  - - - - - - - 
     Nancy 2004 Retail assistant Husband has lived in area since 1973 
     Melanie 1995 Retired  

60-69  5 - 5 Harriet 1980 Retired Built this house, lived in Pakuranga prior to 
building in Farm Cove 

     Mabel 1978 Shop owner Has lived in Farm Cove since 1970 
 SUBURBANISERS    Susan 1974 Professional Property was a spec house at time of purchase 
     Mary 1990 Retired Has lived in Farm Cove since early 1970s 

70-79  3 1 2 Rose 1978 Retired  
     Bill 1978 Retired  

80-89  2 1 1 Walter 1986 Retired Has lived in Farm Cove since 1971 
     Elizabeth 1986 Retired  

Total  19 5 14     
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5.4 Summary  
 

This chapter introduced the localities of case study sites. All three case study site locations were 

mapped and put into geographical and demographic context based on census data. 

Furthermore, photos of case study locations were added to illustrate the locations. Lastly, a 

representation of participating owner occupants, including specific characteristics, was provided. 

The following three empirical chapters refer back to these characteristics.  
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Chapter 6 

Tales from the past? About gentrification, renovations 

and housing qualities  
 

 

6.1 Introduction  
 

The extent to which DIY contributes to the debates on gentrification and urban renewal has so 

far attracted less attention by academics, despite the embeddedness of renovations and DIY in 

the New Zealand tradition of home making. This chapter makes the link between renovations 

carried out as DIY projects in a gentrified suburb, together with the creation of emerging housing 

qualities. This chapter discusses the empirical findings of the first case study of this project while 

examining housing qualities in a central suburban neighbourhood which has undergone 

gentrification and urban renewal during the last 30 years.  

 

The objective of the first part of this chapter is to set the context for this enquiry into housing 

quality experiences amongst owner occupants. I review the relevant literature about urban 

renewal processes in Auckland, with the primary focus on Grey Lynn, in order to provide a 

backdrop for this case study. I use empirical evidence from a number of study participants who, 

given their length of residence, are contemporary witnesses to the historical transformation of 

Grey Lynn.  

 

The grounded enquiry into housing qualities portrays insiders’ experiences of a specific type of 

early 20th century housing: Late Victorian Bay Villas as well as Edwardian and transitional villas. I 

embed the discussion of home owners’ accounts of qualities into the theoretical framework of 

gentrification in Auckland while linking these with the ‘do-it-yourself’ culture in New Zealand. 

Here, I make the transition from yuppies (young urban professionals) to yupps (young urban 

professional parents) who represent a new wave of gentrifiers in central suburban Auckland. 

Their experiences of renovating and perceptions of housing qualities are explored through a 

discussion of home improvements and renovations. Emerging housing qualities shape and 
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mediate perceptions with respect to repair and maintenance and contribute to qualities of 

belonging and sense of place. 

 

6.2 The making of housing qualities: The significance of 

gentrification  
 

To gentrify means to “renovate and improve (a house or district) so that it conforms to 

middle-class taste.” (Soanes & Stevenson, 2006, p.595) 

 

“Gentrification captures the formation of a particular type of self (habitus) in society 

contained within a particular urban form.” (Bounds, 2003, p.191) 

 

Gentrification has been an actively researched urban transformation process. Hence the 

scholarship about gentrification is wide ranging.51 The term gentrification was first used by Ruth 

Glass in 1964 in order to explain basic upgrading of old housing stock mainly in working-class 

areas scattered throughout London, and the displacement of unskilled households (Atkinson, 

2000). Generally, a gentrification process can be defined as “neighbourhood transformation in 

which working-class and poor residents are displaced by an influx of middle-class residents” 

(Hammel, Kitchin & Thrift, 2009, p.360). While gentrification has been regarded as a “dirty 

word” in the context of New York (Smith & Williams, 1986, p.31) others contend that it is a 

rather chaotic conception and difficult to understand (Rose, 1984). Gentrification has challenged 

conventional theories of residential locations and urban social structures (Hamnett, 1991).  

 

Gentrification processes have undergone a huge shift in meaning in the last decades (Lees, Slater 

& Wyly, 2008; Hackworth & Smith, 2001).52 Initially, gentrification processes offered ways of 

explaining issues of urban decline, as well as the movement out of the city centre, along with the 

suburbanisation of the middle class (Hammel, Kitchin & Thrift, 2009). However, explanations for 

this process varied as there was no explicit link to established urban theory until Smith (1979) 

introduced his ‘rent gap theory’ which focused on bringing back capital into the city and not 
                                                             

51 An overview of various gentrification debates is discussed in Lees, Slater and Wyly (2010, 2008); 
Hackworth and Smith (2001) and Zukin (1987). For further discussion of gentrification and displacement 
see (Atkinson & Wulff, 2009; Davidson & Lees, 2005; Atkinson 2000; Palen & London, 1984) and for 
gentrification and middle class see (Butler, 1997; Ley, 1996; Gale, 1983). 
52 For a more detailed overview of the historical account of gentrification see Hammel, Kitchin and Thrift 
(2009).  
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people. However, Beauregard (1986) contends that gentrification should not be elucidated by 

using single causal explanations nor be used as a “single ill-delimited concept” (VanCriekingen & 

Decroly, 2003, p.2452). As a result gentrification is also associated with other terms in the urban 

literature such as urban regeneration, urban revitalization, neighbourhood renewal, 

rehabilitation and renovation (Palen & London, 1984). Hence visible trends during the last 20 

years have shown the turnaround of declining housing quality and socio-economic status in 

inner city suburbs due to urban renewal programmes worldwide.  

 

Gentrification is now seen as a “process that has gone global” (Lees, Slater & Wyly, 2008, p.169) 

and these trends are played out in New Zealand. According to Latham (2000), New Zealand’s 

cities lack a sense of centeredness, history and authenticity and are characterised by 

extraordinarily low density with an emphasis on the single dwelling lot. While cities in North 

America and Europe consist of a spatially different urban morphology in particular densities, 

New Zealand cities are rather seen as “profoundly suburban cities” (Latham, 2000, p. 285). As 

Lees (2000) observes “gentrification is not the same everywhere” (p.397). Gentrification in 

Auckland has taken different forms to that experienced in North American and European cities.  

 

The outcomes of urban renewal or gentrification usually result in the upgrading or complete 

restoration of the current housing stock. Housing qualities can be considered to be emerging out 

of those transformation processes Badcock (1991) claims to investigate an interpretation of the 

plurality produced by urban restructuring. Bourne (1993) follows this assertion and states that 

an analysis of inner city reorganization indicates that cities are diverging not only in their 

economic wealth and urban form but also in the qualities of inner city living environments. 

Bourne further concludes that gentrification has altered the composition and ambience of older 

neighbourhoods and thus has particularly improved housing quality, while Phillips (2004) asserts 

that “there has emerged a veritable gentrification industry focused both on the refurbishment of 

existing buildings and furnishings and also on the production of replica products and buildings” 

(p.24).  

 
Renovations and inner city revitalisations bring about the (re)-creation of housing qualities. 

Houses are transformed to a large extent and various housing qualities emerge from 

renovations. A certain commodification of space and its attendant polarised power relations 

causes gentrification (Clark, 2005, p.258). Rofe (2003) talks about a predilection among home 

owners for “consumption-spaces” which are presented by cafes, restaurants, boutiques and art 

galleries in the context of Sydney. Yet more importantly, Smith and Williams (1986) state that 
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gentrification is about social restructuring and starts with the gentrifiers themselves. Research 

about renovators as gentrifiers, undertaken in New Orleans (Spain & Laska, 1984), revealed that 

renovators are not primarily returnees from the suburbs and that the back-to-the-city 

movement could be interpreted as an increased and renewed interest in city living. In this 

context home buyers are considered to be attracted by the qualities of inner-city 

neighbourhoods. Spain and Laska’s (1984) research measured neighbourhood satisfaction in 

relation to physical and contextual qualities relating to spatial locales as well as to the 

composition of household members. In particular, residents’ subjective perceptions of the 

condition of their neighbourhood are taken into account, as well as the level of personal safety 

and crime. However, it should be noted that not all renovation activities that occur in inner city 

areas are induced by gentrification. Rather, some may be carried out by existing residents 

(Helms, 2003). While most inner-city renewal programmes are undertaken by developers and 

with governmental support, there is a significant amount of do-it-yourself activities undertaken 

by homeowners in relation to upgrading their housing. However, there is scant evidence in the 

scholarship of gentrification regarding the extent to which DIY renovations contribute to the 

process of urban renewal in the New Zealand context.  

 

6.3 Urban renewal in central suburban53 Auckland: The case of 

Grey Lynn  
 

Grey Lynn was developed from the early 1900s (Hiyama, 1991), when major subdivisions with 

large sized lots were established, but remained fairly rural in character. Grey Lynn Park for 

example was laid out in 1907 and a number of houses were built along Richmond Road and 

Hakanoa Street (Auckland City Planning, 2004).54 Most of the housing stock in Grey Lynn was 

built between the 1900s and 1930s and most current homes still stem from this period. 

Nevertheless, most of them have been significantly renovated and offer different qualities than 

those of their original form. The following section presents a brief history of gentrification and 

urban renewal in Grey Lynn before I move on to further explanations of Grey Lynn’s 

contemporary, urban fabric. 
                                                             

53 The term central suburb refers to inner city suburbs including the Central Business District (CBD) and its 
adjacent suburbs (Friesen, 2009). Others consider solely the CBD as central suburbs (Morrison & 
McMurray, 1999). I use Friesen’s (2009) definition of ‘inner suburbs’ which refers to the proximity to the 
CBD “with all areas being about three kilometres of Queen Street, running through the centre of the CBD” 
(p. 57).  
54 For an overview map of Grey Lynn see Figure 3.1 and Figure 5.2.  
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6.3.1 The rise of Grey Lynn  

 

“When I first came to Auckland [in 1969] the only area students could even afford to 

move into were the slum areas then. Ponsonby, Freemans Bay, Parnell, Eden Terrace. 

Grey Lynn wasn’t even thought of. You wouldn’t know… Grey Lynn was off the map.” 

(Andrew) 

 

Auckland experienced its ‘first wave’ gentrification in the 1970s, along with many other cities 

worldwide. Predominantly suburbs adjacent to the CBD55, such as the typical working-class areas 

of Ponsonby, Freemans Bay and also Grey Lynn, were gentrified in Auckland. In 1947, a housing 

survey revealed intolerable and substandard housing conditions in central suburban slum areas, 

sparking intensive renewal efforts on the part of the Council. Population loss in central parts of 

the city between the 1950s and 1970s, due to suburbanisation and motorway construction, 

stimulated Auckland City Council to begin with the re-development of a previously cleared 

housing area in Freemans Bay, in order to encourage a return-to-the city movement (Friesen, 

1994). However, despite government subsidies, only a fraction of the planned redevelopment up 

to four storey flats on cleared land, were built. Despite such new developments, encouraged by 

council initiatives, the larger part of the area was gentrified through renovations and upgrading 

of housing stock. While gentrification of the neighbouring suburbs of Freemans Bay, Ponsonby 

and St. Mary’s Bay is well documented in local research (Carlyon & Morrow, 2008; Latham, 2000; 

Friesen, 1994; Sawyer, 1993; Callan, 1982) the urban renewal of Grey Lynn has been addressed 

to a lesser extent.  

 

According to Chandler (1977), urban renewal in New Zealand is “a partnership between central 

Government and the local authority” (p.99) of which Auckland City Council had the longest 

association with a revitalisation of older and deteriorated housing areas. Auckland City Council 

undertook a scoping study for urban renewal in Grey Lynn at the end of 1970s, in the area which 

is now constituted as the CAU of Grey Lynn West – the area bordered by Williamson Avenue, 

Surrey Crescent and Richmond Road (see Figure 5.2). That was a few years after Andrew moved 

to the area. As expressed in the quote above, he perceived Grey Lynn, along with its 

neighbouring suburbs, as a slum area. 

                                                             

55 See Figure 6.1 for central city suburbs surrounding Grey Lynn.  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1  Grey Lynn and surrounding suburbs  
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The majority of houses in Grey Lynn were built before 1920 and consist of “early villas, bay villas 

and bungalows” (Auckland City Council, 1981, p. v) which were largely original in character at 

the time, despite poor maintenance and landlords’ reluctance to carry out necessary repairs. In 

fact, Auckland City Council stated that the deterioration of housing stock was not such a big 

issue as in Freemans Bay. Housing problems in Grey Lynn were rather concerned with access and 

security of tenure.  

 

The planning for Grey Lynn attempted to promote residential viability as the sense of 

community was found to be quite strong, predominantly amongst Pacific Islanders, and most 

people wanted to stay put. On the other hand, residents’ perceptions of the state of Grey Lynn 

emphasized dissatisfaction with a deteriorating area, too many non-Pakeha56 people living there 

as well as too much litter and poor shops (Auckland City Council, 1981). By the 1976 census, 

more than half of the population in Grey Lynn was made up of Pacific Islanders, mostly Samoans 

and Tongans. At that stage, Pakeha constituted a minority in the older age groups. This is 

confirmed by contemporary witnesses amongst the participants:  

 

“…Large Pacific Island families. Large extended Pacific families. Not a lot of non-families 

and at the other end there was a lot of older people who would have been here like thirty 

or forty years or more.” (Andrew) 

 

“When I first moved in there were a lot of Pacific Island people in the street. That was 

really quite special. I don’t think they were causing trouble at all.” (Saffron)  

 

Trends showed a replacement of this older and more nuclear family-dominated cohort with 

younger and larger Pacific Island families. In particular households the Pacific Island population 

increased through extended families. While the density of people per unit increased, the 

number of housing units decreased and leading to slightly overcrowded households (Auckland 

City Council, 1981). The overall goal of the urban renewal strategy in Grey Lynn was to adopt a 

strategy of ‘renovation without designation’ - different to the comprehensive redevelopment in 

Freemans Bay57 since Grey Lynn was not legally defined as an urban renewal area. That means 

                                                             

56 Pakeha is a Māori term which is commonly used to describe New Zealanders of European descent. 
57 Freemans Bay was a designated CURA (Comprehensive Urban Renewal Area). The development of 
CURAs was intended to implement rehabilitation, conservation and co-ordinated redevelopment policies 
alongside urban reclamation (Grant, 1974). The 1945 legislation with its amendment of the Housing 
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repairs and maintenance were encouraged rather than renovation and redevelopment to avoid 

dislocating residents and disturbing the social fabric.  

 

The most influential turn in policy in favour of a smooth rehabilitation process was the 

introduction of the Community Housing Improvement Programme (CHIP) (Pawson & Hipkins, 

1985). This programme sought to provide financial assistance to local authorities, builders and 

even home owners to encourage housing improvements and a more appropriate usage of the 

existing housing stock. The programme was targeted at existing housing stock and public 

facilities in older residential areas. Specifically, it was envisaged as stimulating “the rehabilitation 

of blighted urban areas by providing financial and practical encouragement to modernize and 

improve central city housing” (Housing Corporation, 1981, p.3). The implementation of CHIP 

occurred in so-called NIAs (Neighbourhood Improvement Areas) which were made up of clusters 

of up to 200 houses in inner-city locations. Cheap home improvement loans and grants were 

offered to home owners and landlords within and outside the designated NIAs with the 

limitation that not more than 90 per cent of the house value was being borrowed (Pawson & 

Hipkins, 1985).  

 

By the early 1980s Grey Lynn was still known as the slum area which only students could afford 

to move to, as expressed earlier by Andrew. The urban fabric in Grey Lynn began to change later 

than in Ponsonby and Freemans Bay as confirmed in a recent newspaper article: “When 

Ponsonby was discovered, Grey Lynn was being ignored” (Morris, 2010). The transition of Grey 

Lynn began to occur in the early 1980s, as witnessed by Andrew who identified himself to have 

been a ‘FOB’:  

 

“We were at the beginning of the wave. We were called… you know… FOB58, fresh on the 

block. So, we were one of the first… not quite the first on the block here. And after us like 

within the next eighteen months, it was probably the biggest change the street had ever 

seen. […] and it was probably between 1980 and late 1981, was probably the biggest 

demographic change the street ever had. And I don’t think there has been any since.”  

 
                                                                                                                                                                                      

Improvement Act in 1969 was further amended in favour to become the Urban Renewal and Housing 
Improvement Act (Martin, 1988).  
58 The Oxford English Dictionary defines FOB as “free on board” (Soanes & Stevenson, 2006, p.551). In 
migration studies FOB stands for “fresh off the boat”. This term is used to describe immigrants from 
foreign speaking countries and who have not yet fully adapted to the new culture, language and 
behaviour in their new host country (Pyke & Dang, 2003).  
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Loomis (1984) studied links between renovation and social change in a street in Freemans Bay 

and observed parallel changes, but ten years earlier. He contends that the usual population in 

the street was also made up of students, older working-class Europeans and Pacific Islanders in 

what was known as a slum area at the time. Loomis (1984) states in the case of Freemans Bay 

that the Pacific population in the street felt displaced as Pakeha “strangers” slowly moved in 

who did not have roots in the community and neighbourhood at all.  

 

Tenures in the research area in Grey Lynn were equally distributed between owner occupants 

and tenants. In fact, Auckland City Council’s scoping study (1981) revealed that Pakeha were 

more likely to own, with all other people a little more likely to rent. However, it was clearly 

declared that there was no racial bias in the distribution of rents, despite the fact that very few 

Pacific Islanders were owners, which implies that this cohort made up the majority of the rental 

population. Claire agreed and contended: 

 

“When we bought in here, we were the only owners… no, the house on the end, at the 

corner, they owned too. All the other properties were rented out. And um… it was a lot of 

Pacific Island people. And it was completely different.” (Claire) 

 

The Auckland City Council study (1981) further stated that the tenanted properties were in poor 

repair and tenants were not satisfied with the condition of their housing (Auckland City Council, 

1981). Groups of diverse, young and well-educated Pakeha people started to move into the area, 

like Andrew, who was a recent university graduate at the time. This cohort was particularly 

attracted by low rents, cheap housing and the opportunity to renovate the old and dilapidated 

housing stock (Latham, 2003b). Pawson and Hipkins (1985) observed a similar return-to-the-city 

movement between 1976 and 1981 in Christchurch where owning a home in inner-city areas 

became popular again. They contend that post-war suburbia has led to placelessness and a 

renewed belief in the accessibility and neighbourliness of older districts. Those of the 

participants who were part of the back-to-the-city movement and the pioneers at the time now 

represent the empty-nesters or the ’young old’ in their fifties and sixties as Fincher (2004, p. 

334) puts it.  

 

All three participants who bought in the 1980s emphasized that the state of their house was 

“shocking” (Andrew), “shite” (Wayne) or “certainly bad” (Briar). According to Briar the houses 

generally were in appalling condition as “there were not really tidy ones”. However, the tidiness 
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she referred to did not only apply to aesthetics and appearance. Andrew needed about a year to 

make his house liveable, while carrying out renovation work himself. Interestingly, the findings 

of this case study revealed that by-and-large the structural skeletons of the villas were still 

intact, as Wayne contended “structurally it was okay, but um… the cladding was terrible” and 

Briar added “we bought this place in 1987 pre-stock market crash, it was a stage when there was 

very little on the market and this place was pretty much original.”  

 

Ruby moved from suburban Farm Cove (which is the focus of Chapter Seven) to Grey Lynn in 

1995 and noticed that still “at that time we didn’t really know Grey Lynn existed”. However, the 

1990s were marked as the decade of change in Grey Lynn as well as in the wider Auckland 

Region. The nineties were characterised by a larger property boom in apartment buildings in 

downtown Auckland as well as gentrification in older suburbs such as Grey Lynn, along with 

infill-housing schemes and suburbanisation (Murphy, Friesen & Kearns, 1999). In particular this 

was noticeable through an influx of counter-cultural lifestyles and the focus on self-expression 

and freedom on an individual level (Latham, 2003b). In fact, the new cohort of people appeared 

to be fitting in well with the working-class people in Grey Lynn and newer Māori and Pacific 

Island communities who moved to the area in the 1950s and 1960s. However, as Latham (2003b) 

notes, there was an adverse residential displacement occurring because established 

communities seemed to have difficulties in keeping up with rising rents. The change in the ethnic 

composition of Grey Lynn is particularly evident in the declining cohort of Pacific People’s Ethnic 

Groups and the rise of European Ethnic Groups in Grey Lynn as shown in Figure 6.2. 

 

Despite being frowned upon as being yuppies (young urban professionals), these new residents 

were also considered as being confident to engage with local government agencies in order to 

protect and improve the services and assets of the area. One could say that the yuppies 

considered it their political or communal duty to ‘correct’ the inequalities in the area. In the 

1990s, a grass roots campaign to save Grey Lynn library was established. The new types of 

residents and their local, practical concern for nature and its habitat has led to activities such as 

tree planting in parks and reserves initiatives to prevent dumping rubbish there (Hiyama, 1991). 

Additionally, the Grey Lynn community study which was undertaken in conjunction with 

academic researchers and Media Trust studies attempted to offer integration for Pacific families 

in New Zealand, as a multi-cultural society (Mann et al., 1994). The main focus of the joint 

project was to overcome the assumption that no common ground could be found between the 

new middle-class residents and the remaining working-class and new poor residents.  

 



                           Chapter 6: Tales from the past? About gentrification, renovations and housing qualities 

136 
 

 
Figure 6.2 Ethnic Groups for the Census Usually Resident Population Count 

 

Besides being yuppies the new residents were also labelled as bohemians or bourgeois, 

comprised of professional writers, artists and musicians. Grey Lynn is also known to be a typical 

liberal suburb favoured by gay women whereas gay men prefer the neighbouring and more 

expensive Ponsonby (Hart, 2006). The influx of professional people is reflected in the change in 

socio-economic status and income.  
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Figure 6.3 Total Family Income for Families in Private Occupied Dwellings 

 

Figure 6.3 for instance, shows a gradual shift from lower-income families towards higher-income 

families from the 1996 Census onwards. It can be said that the change in the urban fabric fully 

began in the mid-nineties. The attraction of wealthier people to Grey Lynn can also be linked to 

the boom in housing prices, as briefly mentioned earlier, with house prices soaring between an 

average $150,000 to a staggering $450,000 (Latham, 2003b; Murphy, Friesen & Kearns, 1999). It 

was predominantly the yuppies who had the means of bringing back capital into the decaying 

neighbourhoods in the central city in order to renovate dilapidated housing stock. Hence both 

late Victorian and Edwardian houses have been transformed into homes with different qualities 

(certainly different functional qualities) from those they once had. Houses at that time were 
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mostly built from kauri59 wood which was proven to be solid and durable, whereas building 

materials in more recent years have been proven of lesser structural quality. How these housing 

qualities have changed over time within the house, from a historical point of view, is discussed 

elsewhere (Buckenberger, 2008). The extent to which specific renovation work was carried out 

in the form of DIY renovation and the making of housing qualities will be further explored in the 

following sections.  

 

6.3.2 The return-to-the-city of ‘re-born bohemians’ in the new millennium 

 

“Grey Lynn is reinventing itself with the new changes. There is a change coming through 

now. And it is interesting, we see more people, more of the new people are settling in the 

street. They are not just doing up the house and pass it on. In the early 2000s up until 

around 2005 we had people coming and doing the house up and trying to flick it off. But 

that’s sort of passed now.” (Andrew) 

 

In the last decade the urban fabric in Grey Lynn has slowly begun to modify again as Andrew 

observed. Areas in Auckland’s central city experienced a steadily growing population with 

people who can afford to buy a house at the upper end of the housing market. Such areas offer 

urban lifestyles although living costs are much higher and the quality of housing stock can be 

much lower than in suburbs at the fringes. However, the people seeking this lifestyle have the 

means to afford this standard of living. People with higher-socio economic status and cultural 

taste prefer to live in central areas for the sake of taste of luxury and freedom (Bourdieu, 1984). 

He further states that lower income classes are, of necessity, predominantly found at the 

periphery in suburban areas (Bourdieu, 1984). I argue that this is not true in the case of Auckland 

due to several reasons. First, New Zealand cities are constituted through a rather suburban 

morphology and are thus different to those referred to in Bourdieu’s writing. Second, there is 

evidence that Grey Lynn is seen as an area with a “re-born breed”, namely “bohemians who 

have grown up” (Hart, 2006) while implying that this population is now represented by a high 

proportion of professionals. Third, Auckland’s inner-city apartments house a large proportion of 

professionals although housing in the CBD shows a high level of deprivation (White et al., 2008). 

Moreover, the changing urban fabric in Grey Lynn rather resembles what Knox (1993) discussed 

as postmodern urban matrix in a restless urban landscape. Using the example of Washington, 

                                                             

59 Kauri trees were considered by Māori to be the kings of New Zealand’s forest. The straight-grained 
wood was mostly used for building ships and houses.  
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Knox (1993) identified several urban landscapes aligned with the formation of lifestyle 

communities in the context of urban transformation. He coined these lifestyle communities and 

their settlement in different urban locales ‘young influentials’ or ‘money and brains’ for instance. 

In Grey Lynn, a similar accumulation of lifestyle groups can be observed.  

 

While the first wave of gentrification in Grey Lynn referred to the yuppies as predominantly 

middle-class single couples and DINKs (Double Income No Kids), a recent newspaper article 

(“Grey Lynn – an exclusive extract”, 2007) stated that the exclusive suburb of Grey Lynn is now 

full of trendy liberals, often with school-aged children. Amongst “young hipster renters” (Hart, 

2007, p.56) who want to be close to the city centre, Grey Lynn attracts young families because of 

its larger sections, off-street parking and wider, leafy streets. Their preference for city living is 

chiefly connected with the need to live close to their work in new segments of the labour 

market: information technology and the cultural and media sectors, as observed by Castells 

(1993) in European cities. Ley (1996) argues that renovated heritage housing in gentrified 

neighbourhoods, as well as condominium or high-rise apartments, constitute recent inner city 

development for the middle class in Canadian cities. A similar movement was detected by 

Fincher (2004) in Melbourne, Australia, where a return-to-the city movement of families 

occurred due to the convenience of short distances to amenities in central areas. Karsten’s 

(2003) work in the Netherlands revealed that middle-class families with children represent a 

relatively new form of urban gentrifiers, in comparison to conventional urban revitalisation 

processes. Those middle-class families with children favour closeness and proximity to the CBD 

and, because they have enough assets to buy a house in central suburbs, affordability is not a big 

issue. 

 

The motivations for people’s residential mobility are twofold. First, people have the means to 

deliberately buy into deprived neighbourhoods and do up villas but they are not necessarily on 

an upward trend to improve the housing stock to any great extent. The typical physical and 

upward changes that are caused by gentrification and people adapting to the new urban-

oriented way of living (Smith & Williams, 1986) does not seem to apply in this context anymore. 

The second reason applies to people who might be forced to move to a particular 

neighbourhood due to affordability constraints and renovate in lower income areas. In the case 

of Grey Lynn the influx of new residents who can afford to buy at the upper end of the market 

are professionals on higher incomes with children. Most of Grey Lynn West consists of dual-

earning adults, in the 30 – 40 age group, with children. Karsten (2003) describes this group of 
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people as the yupps – the young urban professional parents. However, it is not quite clear why 

these owners decide to bring up their children in inner city areas when there might be more 

open space on bigger and cheaper sections in suburban areas. While this may apply to other 

geographical areas, it is not necessarily relevant to the recent movement from the early 2000s 

onwards in Grey Lynn as expressed by Andrew in the introductory quote. The return of the re-

born bohemians (yupps) is borne out by the long-term goals of settling down and staying: 

 

“We [Ruby and her husband] don’t intend to do it (DIY) and sell. We intend to do it and 

live in it. Yeah, yeah, which is pretty much our mind set since we bought this place. We 

bought it with the view that it had the space and a potential to stay here for a long time, 

yeah, yeah.” (Ruby) 

 

The trend towards remaining in the area is also noticeable in census data which shows a slight 

decline in residential mobility in the Grey Lynn CAU between 2001 and 2006 amongst all 

ethnicities (Figure 6.2). In particular the older Pacific and Māori population remain in the area in 

“long-held family homes” despite an unavoidable, insidious displacement as increasingly more 

affluent people become aware of this area (Hart, 2007, p. 57).  

 

Home buyers often see Grey Lynn as the cheaper alternative to the neighbouring areas of 

Ponsonby, Westmere or Freemans Bay which have also undergone a significant gentrification 

process but at an earlier point in time. Andrew stated that the 1980s was the time when “we 

looked at some places around in Grey Lynn which was sort of the new area. It was like the new 

Ponsonby.” Claire noted that when they were looking for a property in the mid-1990s the prices 

in Grey Lynn were proportionally less than in Ponsonby. On another note, Marie argued that 

Freemans Bay and Ponsonby could not offer the same qualities as Grey Lynn:  

 

“We did go into Freemans Bay but we just kept coming back to Grey Lynn as it was like 

no… in our minds [Freemans Bay was] like no value for money. Um… and the sites were 

just too small and parking… Ponsonby just feels a little bit crammed.” 

 

Claire observed that “just simply it was Grey Lynn and not Ponsonby. Yeah, well, now I don’t 

know whether that makes any difference”, signifying a diminution of previous differences.  
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Yupps are generally seen to be at the stage of their life course to have children but want to 

continue their careers and professional lifestyle. This is confirmed by Julie “So, we bought just 

before we had our first child”. Ruby, who was one of the pioneers amongst the yupps, declared:  

 

“We believed, because we… we bought the house with the view to stay long term. So we 

just believed that the way the area was moving, um… and lots more families coming into 

the area, that there would be good reason that the tow yard would move out.”  

 

In actual fact Ruby’s neighbourhood has completely changed. 

 

“The street has quite changed, quite dramatically in the sense that the top, on that top 

right hand side um… the big factory was completely knocked down and both apartments 

went up. And there was a smaller factory next door, which they have kept and turned 

into apartments. And then you got the new sort of townhouses where the old tow yard 

site is and then the villas start, yeah. So that whole top corner was changed since we 

have been here, yeah, and for the better!”  

 

Since the built environment was upgraded to support a more family-oriented and friendly way of 

life, more families who can afford to live in Grey Lynn have been attracted there.  

 

Housing qualities, such as the spaciousness of dwellings in older and more mature areas such as 

Grey Lynn, are highly desired since they have not undergone a huge subdivision process and 

hence offer larger allotments where children can play. Table 6.1 offers insights into the reasons 

why participants purchased their current property. Housing expectations increased, in particular 

from the early 2000s when the influx of the yupps started to occur. This younger cohort of 

people is increasingly focused on qualities which are concerned with the central location, as 

noted in Table 6.1. Yupps are urbanites who define themselves as city people and express their 

mobility and preference between the broad range of urban locations including work, culture and 

amenities nearby (Karsten, 2009). This is consistent with what Karsten (2009) coined as a 

balanced city when she describes the bottom-up construction of a family-inclusive urban 

discourse. A balanced city should offer urban homes that are large enough to house families in 

appropriate ways. Homes in Grey Lynn are desired for this reason since older homes were built 

in a more spacious way for larger families at the time. Furthermore, like-minded people are seen  



 

 
 

Table 6.1  Qualities which attracted the younger cohort (yupps) to move to Grey Lynn   
 

Participants 
(age group) 

Time house 
was built 

Year of 
Purchase 

Qualities which attracted participants 
to move to area / neighbourhood – Grey Lynn 

Wish list with qualities for purchase of house 
What qualities should a house have? (prior to purchase) 

Carl 
Marie 
30-39 

 

pre 1914 2007 have strong ties to the area as grew up in area 
to be central to everything, walking to cafes, town or beach 
like the type of housing in area 
like amenities, accessibility, very close proximity 
have lots of friends in area 
decent sized lots on this side of Williamson Avenue in comparison to Ponsonby 

Quirkiness, backyard, character 
big windows, lots of light 
capital gains, semi do-up 
quiet area, quieter street, bigger house 
wanted to have a north or west facing aspect 
aspect of a lot sized house, decent house size 
 

Zoe 
30-39 

pre 1914 2006 area - wanted to be in Grey Lynn 
Freemans Bay, Herne Bay, Ponsonby is too expensive 
space 
big garden 

how much work needs to be done 
how comfortable is it at the moment 
does it have three bedrooms and basement 
 

Simon 
30-39 

1914/1929 2006 was part of the community in Grey Lynn prior to move 
didn’t want to have cliché things - arty people living in Grey Lynn 
moved from cheaper area into more expensive area 
but having rented out flat underneath to help withmortgage payments 

something they could afford - almost not able to buy into 
this neighbourhood - later in time not possible due to housing market picking up 
on prices, only possible to buy cause house was run down 
within walking distance of the school 
a little bit of a backyard and hold on to a little bit of space 
space for locking away boats 
needed some storage for lots of stuff - also working from home 
therefore requiring lots of storage / work space 

Julie 
30-39 

pre 1914 2005 likes old weatherboard houses 
central, close to work - willing to off-set central area and more 
expensive housing for a relatively smaller place 
husband lived in area before 
mixture of people who live in Grey Lynn 
amenities such as cafes Westmere, Grey Lynn and Ponsonby 
few in Pt Chev - but sections not big enough and lots of the sections were 
subdivided 

house was in price range 
three bedroom house 
flat section which goes right onto the backyard 
looking for an older house 
light and sunny 
location is very important 
sun and access to the backyard very important 

Emily 
30-39 

pre 1914 2005 had lived in the area before two storeys, was done up recently - modernization has happened 
no wish list at the time - but now 

Garth 
40-49 

pre 1914 2003 didn’t want to live anywhere else than Grey Lynn and Ponsonby 
because they are full of diverse communities, creative communities 
lots of like-minded people 

wanted a villa, sense of aesthetics 
something that hasn't been done up 
the hall is very wide – magnificent, wide in generous proportions and the kauri 

Catherine 
40-49 

1914/1929 2002 close to jobs 
houses in Ponsonby too small, with no storage 
liked Ponsonby but garage too small 
Grey Lynn more spacious houses, four bedrooms 

had most of the things they were looking for 
big enough for children, two pets, bikes, good storage, fully fenced for animals 
renovated - didn’t want to renovate since they are professionals and busy 
only thing didn't like - south facing 

Ben 
30-39 

pre 1914 2000 was flatting in Grafton before and wanted to be central was cheapest house at the time in Grey Lynn and the road 
solid but really run down but had potential 
wishlist would have been the house in current condition, open plan with a 
kitchen, space to move  and space to get away from people 
perfect house was around the corner but could not afford it 



 

 
 

Table 6.2  Qualities which attracted the older cohort (yuppies - now empty-nesters) to move to Grey Lynn 
 

Participants 
(age group) 

Time house 
was built 

Year of 
Purchase 

Qualities which attracted participants 
to move to area / neighbourhood – Grey Lynn 

Wish list with qualities for purchase of house 
What qualities should a house have? (prior to purchase) 

Claire 
60-69 

1914/1929 1996 as an investment for sons to be close to university  
being nice near the park  
being close to work  

four bedrooms 
close to university  
spacious 
not being overlooked by anyone  
look out across things  
 

Ruby 
40-49 

pre 1914 1995 wanted to live in an older area, mature older area 
with older trees  
Ponsonby was gonna be out of reach at the time  
being closer to work - both jobs were in town  
did not want to commute 
Mt Eden was out of their price range at the time  
sister lived in Grey Lynn  
was not aware of existence of Westmere but was looking in Grey Lynn and 
Ponsonby  
 

should be an older home 
house had to have potential  
spacious in order not to be forced of moving out 
potential for extensions 

Rick 
40-49 

pre 1914 1994 only option to buy into a nice area on dual incomes  
Looked in Grey Lynn, Ponsonby, Herne Bay  

backyard faced North 
liked location of house 
off-street parking  
knew that the house they purchased would need some work  
 

Saffron 
50-59 

1914/1929 1992 good investment  
gay friendly area which allowed her to be herself 
has always liked older housing  
but not much has been available  

not too small 
needed to have grass - a garden  
house needed to have a 'feel' 
  
 

Wayne 
50-59 

1914/1929 1988 n/a Solid 
proved the physical quality of housing with a large piece  of wood 
 

Briar 
50-59 

pre 1914 1987 n/a not structured in terms of what they wanted as little was  
available at that time  
the one available seemed to offer most  
larger section  
space for children to play - other sections in inner city  
seemed too small  
proximity to park 
 

Andrew 
60-69 

pre 1914 1980 cheaper than Ponsonby  
family ties in the area  
wanted to rent but only found place to buy  
being close to everything - as used to proximities from other places around 
the world  
 

n/a 



                          Chapter 6: Tales from the past? About gentrification, renovations and housing qualities 

144 
 

to form a community on the geographical scale of a street with neighbouring children and 

playable spaces (Karsten, 2009). Additionally, motives for middle-class families with children are 

discussed in the context of Rotterdam, Netherlands which also emphasizes the proximity to 

good schools in the central city. While it is difficult to compare European cities with New 

Zealand, due to the urban morphology and diversity of the housing market, it can still be noted 

that there are similarities in motives for yupps wanting to live centrally.  

 

Comparing Tables 6.1 and 6.2, it is evident that housing quality expectations for gentrifying 

yuppies are slightly different from those of the yupps. However, it is not clear whether yupps 

can be seen as gentrifiers per se. Yupps are rather drawn to the centrality of housing locations 

and advantages of closeness to amenities and workplace while raising their children at the same 

time. Hence, I argue that the more recent influx of yupps does not conform to the gentrifying 

debate, despite a number of cases amongst the participants who upgraded the dilapidated 

housing stock.  

 

In the following section I discuss housing quality improvements through DIY renovations. I also 

discuss the extent to which the making of qualities of this older type of housing becomes 

meaningful for both groups, empty-nesters (the older cohort) and the yupps (the younger 

cohort).  

 

6.4 Homeowners’ accounts of home improvements 
 

“Thus the matter stands: these old buildings have been altered and added to century after 

century, often beautifully, always historically; their very value, a great part of it, lay in that.” 

(Morris, Briggs & Shankland, 1962, p. 98) 

 

6.4.1 Towards a classification of renovations  

 

Renovations, DIY and thus practising architecture impact on the condition of the physical fabric 

of housing. In order to understand those impacts to the structural quality of homes, we need to 

understand what kinds of renovation behaviour alter the qualities of material objects – the 

home. Particularly significant is the extent to which alterations were carried out through DIY 

activities, what kind of work participants undertook as DIY work and the extent to which 
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Table 6.3  Undertaken renovation / DIY works grouped in renovation classifications 
 

Participants 
Time 
house 

was built 

Year of 
purchase 

Condition of house / renovations prior to 
purchase Renovations undertaken after purchase Renovation 

classifications 

Carl & 
Marie pre 1914 2007 

house was painted - for sale or DIY, small re-piling job “foot the bill” 
garden nicely landscaped,  minimalistic 

(cosmetic) kitchen construction bad - leaking  

Zoe pre 1914 2006 house was fully renovated gardening minimalistic 
(cosmetic)  hire someone to do other jobs  

Simon 1914/1929 2006 
run down house, re-wiring of whole house 

complete 
do-up painting done to sell for higher profit, making house more watertight and liveable 

second worst house in street fixing up leaky roof and bathroom 

Julie pre 1914 2005 
physical structure was okay, decoration, painting, gardening “foot the bill” 
run down house structural work, re-wiring, re-instating floors, 

plumbing 
moderate 

Emily pre 1914 2005 
house was painted and re-wired, painting walls inside “foot the bill” 
but only as quick job to sell   minimalistic 

(cosmetic)   

Garth pre 1914 2003 
run down house , leaky roof, shabby authentic fencing outside, replaced walls, 

complete 
do-up appearance, re-wiring was done,  Put in restaurated kauri floor, plumbing 

extension and en-suite built in  put in two bath-rooms, painting, piling,  

Catherine 1914/1929 2002 
house was fully renovated – for sale, Landscaping garden, painting, decorating “foot the bill” 
‘shoddy’ renovation work, physical  Replaced deck, insulation, installation of heat moderate 
structure sound pump 

Ben pre 1914 2000 

house was renovated 20 years ago, ugly rebuilt internal framework, make house liveable 
complete 

do-up 
horrible state of house, burnt out replace internal walls, put in insulation, sound 
beams in roof, no ventilation, very run  Proofing, re-wiring, done each room new, built  
down house, front fence graffiti deck outside, plumbing, piling, painting 

Claire 1914/1929 1996 
house was renovated earlier, walls were replaced some weatherboards, 

moderate gibbed, re-wiring was done, extension to  put insulation up in ceiling 
the back, walls painted in strange colours polished floors, painting inside and outside 

Ruby pre 1914 1995 

all fireplaces were closed up, roof plastering, floor sanding, driveway, 

complete 
do-up 

was okay, rooms poorly done,  built double garage, internal access 
floorboards not sanded but kauri, demolished garage, painting walls, re-gibbed  
rooms in basement not liveable whole house, restoring two fireplaces, repaired 
 leaks, landscaped garden, put in insulation  

Rick pre 1914 1994 

very bad state of house, poor work by re-roofed house, built front steps, rebuilt part  

complete 
do-up 

home handyman in 1970s, kitchen, toilet of house with new kitchen, bathroom and toilet 
and bathroom in very bad state, re-piling put in fireplace, repainted whole house, added 
was done, extension, but in bad state deck to back, landscaping garden, gardening, 
 re-piling, built garden shed, water tank put in 

Saffron 1914/1929 1992 

liveable house, but condition was getting replacing most of piles and rotten boards, put  

moderate 
very tired insulation in, opened up kitchen for open plan 
 living, polished floors, painted whole house, 
 put in sleepout in garden, gardening  

Wayne 1914/1929 1988 

horrible condition, no gibbed walls, no  re-gib whole house, rebuilt kitchen, bathroom 

complete 
do-up 

plumbing, nothing was waterproof,  and toiled, installed gas cylinder, re-wiring, put 
terrible cladding, house was sound in insulation, replaced aluminium windows with  
structurally, no straight walls, aluminium original ones, carpeted whole house, painting 
windows were put in, leaky bathroom  

Briar pre 1914 1987 

walls were not gibbed, only lined with  re-piling whole house, replaced rotten  

complete 
do-up 

hard board, no insulation, neglected  structural timber and weatherboards,  
garden with rotten plants, bathroom has restaurated old fire place, stripping lead paint 
never been lined, everything was 
covered 

gibbing all rooms, built extension, re-plumbing, 

in lead blinds and stains  re-wiring, insulation, central heating,  
 landscaping of garden, planting, gardening  

Andrew pre 1914 1980 

shocking conditions, wiring / gas was roof was repaired four times, demolished 
complete 

do-up 
condemned, rotten weatherboards, most carport, took chimney out, built extension, new  
of original rafters and wall lining still bathroom, painted whole house, door footings, 
there, ‘rough’ kitchen installed gas heating, ongoing projects  

 

 

Key  
 Work carried out as DIY – by participants themselves 

_____ DIY (non-paid) work undertaken in collaboration with a family member or friend (not necessarily always qualified) 

 Professionals (non-family members, non-friends) were paid to carry out this type of work 
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professional help was sought. An aggregation of work undertaken led to a classification of 

renovations. I coined four different categories that help explain renovation patterns. Table 6.3 

summarises participants’ awareness as to whether renovation activities prior to the property 

purchase were carried out and home improvements that have been undertaken since then. I use 

the information in this table as the basis for the subsequent discussions. 

 

There is an observable trend in the nature of renovation works occurring in the table. The 1980s 

and 1990s predominantly experienced ‘complete do-ups’ when houses, of necessity, were 

completely ripped apart and done up. The phase of the ‘millennium developers’ from 2000-2005 

saw homes done up cheaply with a somewhat cosmetic approach in order to sell them for profit. 

Owners who were buying during this period or shortly after were left to ‘foot the bill’ of 

deficient quality work when they started to notice the disrepair. A few participants fall into this 

category, confirming the money-making venture of developers: 

 

 “It had been fully renovated. But it had been done up just to sell. The people who did it up 

weren’t living in the house. It was purely a money making venture. So, they would have 

done it up to flick it off. So, it hadn’t been done very well, it was a bit shoddy. You know, 

the paint has just been stabbed on. And yeah, so, it wasn’t a really top notch job. The 

plumbing sort of is not crash hot, yeah, and things like that. So, it had just been purely 

cosmetic really. Even though they put in a new kitchen and bathrooms and everything. It 

was pretty, yeah, cosmetic.”(Catherine) 

 

Catherine further stated that the building report confirmed that renovations were “not done to a 

high standard.” Rick talked about a “quick and nasty job” whereas Emily also claimed that their 

house looked fantastic as it was freshly painted and renovated, but only as a “quick job to sell”.  

 

Simon gave further insights about the cosmetic money making venture: 

 

 “The people that owned that house had spent three days here painting the interior got 

them another thirty or forty grand really. Cause it was filthy, you know… and it had a 

stove where one element worked and um… you know… they’d been five guys living here, 

five student boys and some of their girlfriends and it just felt like it and smelled like it. 

[Laughs].” (Simon) 
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Owner occupants were left with the disrepair and had to straighten out mistakes that were 

brushed over by the previous owners. That can be a very costly and also time-consuming 

experience for the new owners unless they choose to get a building inspector to have a look at 

the condition of the property. However, most of the householders do not have the competence 

to undertake appropriate assessments themselves. They rather choose to get a low-cost 

assessment done at the time of purchase by relatives or acquaintances who do not necessarily 

have the knowledge. This was the case for about half of the participants in this case study. The 

remaining two categories are the ‘minimalist (cosmetic)’ and ’moderate’ groupings. The 

minimalist renovation group was formed on the basis of activities undertaken. Here, I included 

gardening, planting and landscape construction which also included, for example, sanding the 

deck. These are still rather cosmetic and aesthetic DIY activities which do not include any major 

structural changes in the house. The ‘moderate’ category can be located between a major or 

‘complete do-up’ and the ‘minimalist’ undertaking as there was some structural work involved, 

such as moving a wall. The frequency of complete do-ups seems to diminish in the latter years 

and more cosmetic renovations dominate as common forms of DIY. However, it is important to 

state at this stage that the distinction between necessary and thus forced work, regular 

maintenance and the free choice of what renovation work needs to be undertaken is difficult to 

classify as the boundaries between them are hard to define (Munro & Leather, 2000).  

 

There is clear evidence that some renovations and improvements are necessary and cannot be 

withheld any longer.  

 

“In heavy rain we literally get a bucket of water an hour in through the roof and so, if it is 

raining people just don’t go to the toilet. You know… and that doesn’t really work um… in 

a house with five people.” (Simon) 

 

Those works which are delayed the longest are those which are not evidently urgent but which 

maintain the fabric of the building such as “painting, window maintenance, roof and gutter 

repairs and external painting” (Munro & Leather, 2000, p. 517) were shown in their study about 

renovation behaviour in the UK. Nonetheless, the home improvements in Grey Lynn showed 

that painting and minimalist renovations were carried out at an earlier stage as well, after 

necessary forced work constrained owners to do that particular work first. Munro and Leather 

further state that “replacing gutters and roofs has little element of the playful or self-expressive 

consumption associated with the post-modern enjoyment of spending and creating new images” 



                          Chapter 6: Tales from the past? About gentrification, renovations and housing qualities 

148 
 

(p. 519). That implies that necessary work may or may not encourage self-identity in the creation 

of personalized qualities. In this case one needs to distinguish between do-it-yourself work, 

which is carried out by owners themselves, and paid labour where work is undertaken by 

professionals.  

 

In the following sections, I discuss the motives and experiences of occupants who chose to do-it-

yourself and to what extent the creation of housing qualities became meaningful during this 

process.  

 

6.4.2 Making your mark 

 

Do-it-yourself activities transform houses into homes while creating personalized housing 

qualities. The findings of this case study offer evidence of a large number of do-ups in Grey Lynn 

and represent a prime example for DIY and renovation. People’s identity is expressed through 

putting their mark on their homes. Garth believed that this was achieved through renovation 

work carried out himself while keeping the character of the villa.  

 

“I wanted a villa, um… and I wanted something that was eh… hasn’t been totally done up 

so that I would be able to put my mark on it. Eh… but when I say, put my mark on it in 

terms of renovation rather than changing its character. So, this place was quite rough 

when I bought it. It wasn’t rough but um… it needed quite a lot of doing to it. The two 

bathrooms were pretty horrible and the roof eh… was old and leaked and um… I did a lot 

of renovation.” (Garth) 

 

Garth belongs to the ‘complete do-up’ category. He emphasized that the way of making his mark 

was to restore the original aesthetic qualities of his Edwardian villa. He achieved that by 

replacing old rotten MDF60 boards with authentically restored, kauri boards. The front fence was 

replaced by a picket fence in order to fit to the authentic era of Garth’s house. It could be argued 

that Garth’s self-expression involved a rather predetermined aesthetic which emphasized 

historical housing qualities rather than modern fixtures. He was concerned that the exterior 

renovation might be out of time if it did not make use of authentic features. He said with pride: 

 

                                                             

60 MDF - Medium Density Fibreboard  
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“All the flooring on the veranda had been replaced with marine ply. And so I got rid of 

that and replaced it with the tongue and groove which is what it would have had 

originally. Um... and so, yeah, I did quite a lot of…kind of restored it to its former glory.” 

(Garth) 

 

The economic benefits of home improvement activities and the opportunities for self-expression 

are also stressed by Marie. She stated that DIY is not only a way to put one’s stamp on the home 

but also to be rewarded in turn with a profit in case of a potential move in the future: 

 

“We liked the idea of putting our own mark on something, you know… changing it to 

how we… the capital gain was like… oh yeah, it’s all worth it. And we did. And we got 

something for a fairly good price. [Laughs].” (Marie)  

 

While the millennium developers would have been interested in capital gains, the participants of 

this case study were motivated by other factors. It should be noted that no participants were 

financially constrained at the time they were interviewed. Participants could afford to hire a 

professional to carry out the necessary work. Nonetheless, the kiwi desire to do it yourself was 

still evident. As Wayne stated, “it makes me feel proud because I have cured the problem that it 

had”. The socio-cultural benefits of DIY may align with the kiwi way of life which expects people 

to be handy. On the other hand, and even more importantly, there is a rather unexplored area 

of knowledge in terms of what people actually carry out themselves. Given the impact on the 

structural quality, durability and sustainability of New Zealand’s housing stock, it is crucial to 

discuss this issue in the following section. Building regulations leave enough room for home 

owners to carry out renovation works themselves for those projects that do not necessarily 

require compliance with the Building Code, as pointed out in Chapter Four. The most crucial 

point here is that home owners do not necessarily have the professional skills to carry out major 

renovations despite calling themselves experts. Hence it is necessary to explore what constitutes 

a DIY expert in relation to professional help and for what work professional help is sought. I 

explore this matter in the next section where I also address discourses of self-made experts and 

professionals. 

 

 

 

 

 



                          Chapter 6: Tales from the past? About gentrification, renovations and housing qualities 

150 
 

6.4.3 DIY versus professional expert help  

 

“In countries where work is highly specialised, do-it-yourself is a kind of escape from 

specialisation of labour, a return to craftsman traditions [...] It (New Zealand) is a nation 

of all-rounders who have to repair cars, build houses or decorate them because no one 

else will do it for them.” (Mitchell, 1972, p.111)  

 

This quote exemplifies the New Zealand ‘can-do’ attitude where home owners tend to rely on 

their own expertise for house renovations. In Table 6.3 painting, planting and gardening seem to 

be undertaken predominantly by yupps. The empty nesters carried out more substantial work 

themselves. In particular, amongst those who bought in the 1990s and earlier, the emphasis lies 

on different kinds of work which involve a more hands on job. Rick, for example, excavated the 

old coal range and put in a wood burner himself while Ruby and her husband did all the gibbing 

and sanding themselves. More interestingly, the three participants who bought in the 1980s, 

Wayne, Briar and Andrew carried out all the work themselves because “it was much easier” as 

Andrew concluded. Owners seek professional help mostly with renovations that need to comply 

with safety regulations. Briar contracted a company for the fire proofing of their fireplace as well 

as for insulation. Rick hired a builder to do most of the alterations, whereas Ruby even used a 

plasterer and floor sander for their alterations. The most recent occupants in this case study 

prefer to pay “somebody” (Simon) to carry out renovations as they are otherwise occupied. 

While Zoe identified the professional help she would seek as labourer, Julie specified the 

professional as architect. Some occupants sought help from family members or friends who 

were able to offer professional advice and carry out the envisaged work. It can be argued that 

those who relied on help from friends and family have built a certain level of personal, as well as 

professional, trust over time. However, it is unclear from interview transcripts just where the 

boundary between personal and professional trust was drawn and to what extent these 

boundaries overlap.  

 

In fact, the issue around confidence in workmanship and tradesmen in the New Zealand building 

system has favoured the rise of the do-it-yourself culture. Wayne for example expressed his 

concerns for the abilities of professionals when proudly stating that he would prefer to carry out 

the work himself: 
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“I did it. My old man’s a building inspector. I know what to look for. Well, he was. He is 

dead now. But yeah. I trust my own judgement rather than some wally who might have a 

degree but no experience.” (Wayne) 

 

As pointed out earlier, in Chapter Four, issues centred on trust and confidence in workmanship 

in the building system need to be addressed by government organizations but also by the 

building industry. I would argue that the building practitioners’ licensing scheme, which 

anticipates the qualification and licensing of tradesmen, moves towards re-building trust in 

qualified workmanship. On the other hand, this assertion does not seem to apply as the new 

scheme envisages protecting DIY work (such as adding on a room or even building a “standard, 

straight-forward house from scratch”) while complying with the Building Code as stated by the 

acting Minister for Building and Construction in his official speech for the Licensed Builders 

Practitioners Scheme (Scoop Independent News, 2007). It could be argued though, that despite 

the change in regulations, owner occupants choose to do it themselves, following the kiwi 

tradition as well as believing in their own skills, because professionals do not necessarily deliver 

quality work as Wayne further pointed out:  

 

“When the guys who did it… grouted the tiles in the shower, they didn’t grout it properly. 

And so… the water went through the space between the tiles down the back of the tiles 

and between the tiles and the water proof membrane … I had to nail this problem before 

I carried out the tiling out any further. And so… it takes me a long time to get round to 

things.” (Wayne)  

 

The level of disrepair definitely contributed to Wayne’s decision to do it himself. Furthermore, 

there is a general awareness of disrepair amongst the participants. Andrew stated that his 

renovation behaviour changed over the course of 28 years and that he now relies on 

professional help in the meantime in order to avoid further disrepair:  

 

 “In the early days I did a large amount of work myself. But I know from... hardly any 

experience that doesn’t save you anything. Like I did... I did the demolition and I would 

help the builder for the first one. But the second three ones [renovations] I just... dug the 

hole and saved a bit of money. Cause it was easier to do. But other than that. No. I could 

do it. But even then... it’s like painting the house. We took 18 years until we could decide 

on a colour. I did a lot of painting inside. That’s what we did, all that sort of finishing and 
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the varnishing and all that. But the house painting we got a professional to do it. And he 

did a really good job.” (Andrew) 

 

This also signifies that DIY does not automatically produce experts. On the other hand, Marie 

and Carl implied they are experts in the field of DIY as they have done up a villa before and know 

what to do:  

 

“I think once you have done up a villa, once you’ve had anything to do with  a villa, you 

kind of… you pretty much know you are gonna buy a bit of borer … there is gonna be 

something that’s gonna require some kind of maintenance. Um… but there are some 

basic fundamentals and we’d looked at so many do-ups at that point. We kind of knew 

that this was pretty sound. And it will need some kind of… we just know a villa.” (Marie) 

 

It could be argued that doing up one villa does not provide people with the appropriate 

knowledge for doing up another one. While villas in the area might have the same layout and 

may have been built by the same builder at the time, their conditions are certainly different. 

Hence villa renovations should not be lumped together in this case. However, it seems that the 

very act of looking for a villa can elevate house seekers to the status of experts. 

 

“Also additionally: We got to that point by the time we’d looked at so many we thought 

we are experts. [Laughs] Like with the one we missed out on. We basically looked at the 

house in the morning and went… ah… this is it. And we had to put an offer in like literally 

two hours later.” (Marie)  

 

What exactly constitutes expert knowledge in this case is questionable. It is implied that the self-

perception of expertise is too ambitious as the expertise is self-diagnosed. I would argue that the 

self-made experts amongst the participants claimed that title on account of the work and 

experience they had with DIY. Nonetheless, it is unclear what constitutes the boundaries of 

expert work and what work qualifies one to become an expert. Catherine claimed that her 

husband is a handyman although he only did a little bit of painting. Yet, the kiwi can do attitude 

can even lead to a competitive attitude - that one’s mark on the house is going to be better than 

that from other renovators. A particular example is Marie and Carl, who claimed to be experts, 

acknowledging that one can do the job better than others:  
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“It is not ideal but anyway it will do - which actually really annoys us. You have no idea 

until you buy someone else’s; you know you think you can. But you can live with it and 

you can. But it’s the same time. The kind of people that we are that have done a do up 

and think we could do much better, yeah, it is not like that but our dining room… the rear 

of the dining room is… it’s not right. And we don’t have a bath. We just have… you 

know… showers without having a bath. And things like that.” (Carl) 

 

The levels of expertise of self-constituted renovation experts and professionals who are hired for 

renovations are somewhat intertwined, as owner occupants ask for professional advice before 

they carry out work themselves. Most of the participants stated that they had rarely turned to 

self-help magazines but rather consulted with a professional builder, architect or family 

member. In Claire’s case the insulation of her house was purely a family affair: 

 

“The insulation in the roof was done by my son and I don’t know whether… I mean he got 

that arranged because it was so cold. Um… my youngest son’s an architect. And so, I 

guess I consulted with him. Laughs, that’s about it really.” (Claire) 

 

Andrew consulted a friend who is an architect and “we told him what we wanted. No, we haven’t 

done the drawings ourselves. This is the concept; this is how we wanted it to look, we just need 

drawings for.” Participants were clear as to how specific qualities should be created and how the 

making their mark should be implemented. Hence the consultation process prior to the actual 

renovation procedure requires a joint venture between the professional and the DIYer as 

Catherine asserted:  

 

“We went to the bathroom place and so he [the professional] has drawn up a plan for us. 

He came back with some ideas for vanities and stuff that we didn’t like. We prefer to look 

for our own. We have got quite set ideas about what we like and what we don’t like. So, I 

would never get a professional to tell me, ah, we put this vanity and do this mirror here 

and da da da. That’s not the way we do things. I would like to say, I like this and… you 

know, then he’ll say how much that costs and whatever. So, it’s a bit of a partnership 

rather than somebody telling me exactly what to do. Or a design consultant. Yeah.” 

(Catherine)  
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The partnership between the professional and the person undertaking the renovation work was 

certainly noted in Ben’s case when he said that his builder friends “helped and guided 

thankfully.” In the same context he further stated that, without their help, they would not have 

been able to undertake such a big renovation project. “If we didn’t have that I think we wouldn’t 

have looked at it and wouldn’t have known the condition of some of the walls”. After “heavily 

relying” on friends’ advice Ben’s friendship with them was further cultivated and benefitted 

from the do-up venture as it “put us a bit closer together”.  

 

On the other hand, some participants associate unpleasant experiences with their consultation 

with professionals. Rick’s advice from an architectural designer was useful in terms of getting the 

design for the building consent done. As Rick added “it was useful getting a few ideas off him. 

But we didn’t go with anything that he suggested.” This statement implies that the emphasis on 

the partnership between the two parties involved was only one-sided. According to Catherine’s 

claim there should be a consortium of parties involved in the building process which is closely 

working together from early planning stages through to completion of a building project. 

Saffron’s experience appears to be worse since the professional advice she sought from an 

architect was purely a money-making venture: 

 

“One time I was thinking of building a garage in the front. Um… because sometimes it is 

hard to get parking on the road. And I got an architect in to draw some plans for a 

garage. And um… every time he showed me the plans, there was another five thousand 

dollars added and um… you know… it got really out of hand. So, I didn’t have… I decided 

not to put a garage there. Um… so yes, and he took it on himself to um… make a plan for 

the whole house. I think he tried to make money really. And um… the bill was exorbitant. 

And then I let him go.” (Saffron) 

 

Nevertheless, in terms of the work that participants were planning to undertake in the near 

future, most of them will be consulting with professionals prior to doing-it-themselves. Ruby 

insisted on consulting an architect for a big building project – the extension of their house - as 

they “wanna get an architect to do the design and builders and do it all, yeah, professionally” 

despite the fact that her husband is quite handy. Most of the owner occupants would involve 

professional trades’ people in planned future projects in some way or another. The extent to 

which occupants are likely to engage with DIY projects themselves, in the future, seemed to 

centre on limited projects such as painting, landscaping and fixing up things. Then again, some of 
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the participants, in particular the empty-nesters, chose to do larger outstanding projects 

themselves as they had fewer time constraints in comparison with yupps. Ruby illustrated that 

fact by stating “we don’t want to stretch it over weekends, we want it done in a block and it is 

not worth him [the handy husband], you know, giving up work to build it.”  

 

The extent to which renovations contributed to the creation of dwelling qualities will be 

discussed in the next section. Here I focus on those qualities that are perceived as meaningful in 

the setting of villas in Grey Lynn.  

 

6.5 Meaning of villas – the appreciation of qualities  
 

“An historic building or area contributed to the unique ‘spirit’ of each city, forming a kind 

of patrimony to be passed on to the next generation.” (Haworth, 2000, p. 38) 

 

Rachel Haworth’s statement above signifies the meaning of historic and older buildings in a city, 

linking it to Patrick Geddes’ concept of conservative surgery. This concept has a sociological 

connotation in the ideas of conservation, as Geddes claims that the civic value of every house, 

street and area adds to the lives of individuals and families as well as to the community. Hence, 

it is argued that a historical building or area must have a significant function in the future as it 

will otherwise become redundant or even fail (Haworth, 2000). Although conservative surgery 

offers a more appropriate solution for heritage conservation, it is regarded as a means to 

improve the condition of an area “whilst simultaneously answering the aesthetic, religious, civic, 

historic, economic and political needs of the community” (Haworth, 2000, p.39).  

 

Issues around heritage conservation and planning play an important role in Auckland’s older 

suburbs such as Grey Lynn. Some participants consciously applied the concept of conservative 

surgery to their house in order to “restore it to its former glory” (Garth). I argue that the valuing 

of historical buildings must come from a broader social focus than just the residents alone. 

Owner occupants value different qualities in villas, including some of the existing qualities as 

well as emerging qualities that were created through their respective renovations. The next 

sections address the positive perceptions of certain identified housing qualities as well as the 

significance and meaning of being the owners of an older home.  
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6.5.1 A snapshot of housing quality perceptions  

 

“What London gave me was the appreciation of… you know… even if you have got a 

small place. Well, obviously it was very small there. My parents’ house is very big but I 

think actually a small house can function much better and make you feel better than a 

big house that’s badly planned. So, I don’t suffer from… a lot of New Zealanders seem to 

suffer from which is… it has to be bigger to be better. So, I am fine with the size.”(Zoe) 

 

In Chapter Three I explained the methodology of using tag clouds in order to identify the key 

qualities that were mentioned by participants when they attached value to certain housing 

qualities. The tag clouds below give an overview of the most frequently mentioned words that 

cropped up when participants were asked what characteristics they liked most in their dwelling. 

Here, I distinguish between the two main groups of participants for this case study – the empty-

nesters and the yupps. The quality characteristics identified below reflect owner occupants’ 

perceptions at the time of the interview. Participants’ perceptions of good quality housing are 

discussed in the following section of this chapter.  

 

The two tag clouds in Figure 6.4 highlight that ‘house’ was the word most mentioned by 

occupants in both cohorts.61 It could be argued that ‘house’, as a physical phenomenon, is linked 

with material housing qualities and hence placed centrally. Andrew for example drew a 

metaphorical connection when he stated “we just live in a suburban box” signalling the basic 

shell of shelter that is filled with intangible qualities. House in this case represents the basis for 

the creation of qualities through renovations, do-it-yourself activities and the expression of self. 

Nonetheless, ‘house’ was mentioned more frequently in conjunction with qualities that also 

comprised other words appearing in the tag cloud above such as “style of house” (Andrew) or 

“house is on a hill” (Simon)62.  

 

It could be said that tangible as well as intangible qualities populate the figure above almost 

equally. However, it appears that intangible qualities such as ‘space’, ‘light’, ‘character’ or 

‘history’ stand out. Despite the similarities between both tags, fewer qualities are mentioned by 

                                                             

61 I have broken up the tag clouds into those two groups as qualities appeared more visually 
representative when using a smaller sample of words rather than referring to the complete brainstorming 
sample. The created tag cloud using the complete sample of brainstormed dwelling qualities can be found 
in appendix C. 
62 The list of brainstorming results which generated the tag clouds can be found in appendix C.  
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Figure 6.4  Tag clouds of dwelling qualities from yupps (left) and empty-nesters (right) 

 

the empty-nesters and they place more emphasis on tangible characteristics. Claire for instance 

pointed out the spaciousness of her house when she said “I like it [the house] for its roominess. I 

like that nobody overlooks me. I like it because it’s near the park.” While emphasizing proximity 

to public green space it is apparent that there is also a shift towards ‘garden[s]’ amongst the 

yupps. Especially in central city suburbs where private green spaces tend towards the minimalist 

due to space and housing intensification (see also Chapter Eight), older dwellings such as the 

villas in Grey Lynn still offer large sections and back yard gardens that are predominantly desired 

by yupps. It is likely that the importance of garden space is taken for granted amongst the 

yuppies since their housing experiences have traditionally involved low-density housing on 

sections with decent sized private green spaces. However, all participants value the nearness of 

Grey Lynn Park which is situated right in midst of the CAU of Grey Lynn West (see also Figure 

5.2). Marie and Carl noted that “Grey Lynn Park is just 150 metres behind us” and Rick remarked 

that his family uses the park very regularly and “the boys often go over there and play.” The 

private garden space is valued by yupps in terms of having a vegetable garden and space to play 

for their children. Discourses regarding the use of public and private green spaces in Grey Lynn, 

amongst a different cohort of residents, are discussed in detail in Chapter Eight.  

 

Two other prominent tags in Figure 6.3 are ‘character’ and ‘history’ which are closely connected 

to the meaning of home ownership of an older home. I will discuss the meaning of villa 

ownership in greater depth at a later point and focus on ‘character’ and ‘historical’ qualities for 
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now. Ruby, for instance, expressed the historical character and the history of their home when 

she said: 

 

“Um… the fact, that… you know, it’s a neighbourhood of older homes, so villas and 

mainly bungalows and it is a… you know… there are also pre 1920’s homes. Yeah, and I 

like that character and the fact that it is sort of a historical home that we are living in. 

It’s got a bit of history to the house and the neighbourhood.” (Ruby) 

 

Most participants placed significant value on the character of their house. The ceiling height was 

a typical quality feature that was seen to contribute to the character. Ruby and Emily remarked 

that a villa is really “cool in summer” in terms of the temperature. In winter however, the villas 

are generally cold unless the house has been fully insulated and heating installed. However, I 

would argue here that the notion of coolness also relates to the sense of cool involved in being 

the occupant of a cool housing type that is distinct from mainstream residential housing. For 

example, Marie and Carl “love villas” for the uniqueness of their character and their historical 

heritage.  

 

At the same time participants also noted they had to be cautious when undertaking renovations 

to preserve the character of a villa. According to Andrew alterations will put a house out of place 

if they are not authentic. As a result the character of villas might be distorted and people would 

then be “living in some suburban little box”. Rick also emphasized that the style of villas must 

not be ruined by adding another level to the villa:  

 

“I’d be quite cautious about um... adding another level, simply because they ruin the 

style of villas….to change to two stories, two levels without ruining the house and also 

putting in a staircase it takes... you know, you lose part of what you gain anyway. So, it’s 

quite a small house. But I wouldn’t compromise the look of the house by putting on a 

um... an upstairs.” (Rick) 

 

Marie and Carl’s villa was previously divided into flats at an earlier point in its history. They were 

able to identify this when they observed different ceiling heights. Both also argued that 

renovations and alterations should not distort the character and the existing qualities of older 

houses. An awareness of certain qualities of this housing type is certainly evident in the 

interviews.  
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I was also interested in finding out to what extent occupants’ housing quality expectations have 

been applied to their respective housing and villa qualities.  

 

6.5.2 Housing quality conceptualisations - beyond affordability 

  

“For the money relative to what other people spend… you know… I understand that you 

need a lot of money to buy in central Auckland. So, I am quite happy with what I have 

got. But it is not my dream house. I mean there are lots of things that I don’t like. I hate 

the grey bench top and I would love to have wood, say. But you know… you can’t have 

everything as… this is how you rationalize it. It is comfortable, it is warm, it’s close to 

school... you know… this kind of trade-off system.” (Zoe) 

 

Issues about affordability in relation to housing quality were mentioned by a few occupants only, 

despite their overall prominence amongst policy makers in Chapter Four. The affordability issue 

was certainly raised by participants as it is more expensive to buy in such a central residential 

location. Zoe’s statement above, however, implies that affordability should also be considered as 

a trade-off. In Catherine’s case, on the other hand, the notion of affordability is very strongly 

linked to housing quality as well as to the area as she compared their previous housing in 

Wellington to their current home in Grey Lynn:  

 

“[…] coming from Wellington and then coming close to the city, to Auckland, is… was 

very expensive. That lead was very expensive. So, I think we had a better quality property 

in Wellington. The house itself but the environment here is better. Yeah, as I said, we like 

the feeling of living right in the sort of city and yeah, the amenities and the parks and 

everything. That’s really good.” (Catherine) 

 

Here, Catherine referred to the feel of the location which contributes to a sense of the qualities 

that are associated with the vicinity. In contrast, the feel of a home is associated with the 

character of old villas. At the same time an appreciation of qualities such as the quirkiness and 

individuality of older housing is emphasized, in contrast with “boring bungalows” (Rick) for 

instance. Generally, participants appreciated the character of villas as pointed out earlier. 

Particularly, Andrew stated that a good quality house for him is defined by the liveability, 

workability and the relatively easy maintenance of it - but more importantly, that the house still 

has “got a bit of character left in it.” He discussed this in more detail, pointing out the originality 

which defines qualities of place: “It’s still got its original character because the ceiling… there is a 
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good example the ceiling boards up there [points out]. Those are original kauri. That is the 

original ceiling. The very original ceiling.” Wayne agreed that housing quality should be 

“authentic” but on the other hand villas are only of “average” quality in his opinion. Carl talked 

about the aesthetic side of qualities and links this to the structure when he said “it’s a personal 

taste thing… in our structural quality thing. But in my perception of quality, that’s part… the 

aesthetics are part of that as well.” Hence, it can be argued that qualities can be developed 

according to the occupants’ discretion and taste as long as they are authentic, aesthetic and in 

line with the “character and style” (Marie) or an “attractive looking street frontage.” (Rick) 

 

While the character of housing appears to play a crucial role in this case study, I discovered 

other qualities were even more important. Of significance were housing qualities that referred 

to the stability and solidity of housing when comparing villas with contemporarily built housing 

stock. Ruby for example reflected that a “good quality house is structurally sound, you know, 

quality materials hadn’t been… having been used inside and out.” Most of the participants 

claimed that they are glad not to be living in newer housing as it would not be of such a good 

quality as the villas. Catherine coined the term of ‘cardboard housing’ while critically evaluating 

recently built residential housing: 

 

“I think it has to be comfortable and it has to be dry and not damp, to feel solid. Um... 

yeah, from the outside it has to look solid rather than... some of the new ones look like 

pieces of cardboard. They don’t look like they are very strong. The materials are made of 

look synthetic and yeah... So, I think good quality is when looking from... if you are 

looking from the outside, it looks substantial, the um... what it is made from looks like a 

natural product rather than the synthetic. And its construction looks nice and solid. 

Yeah.” (Catherine) 

 

While emphasizing the lack of character in new housing, Andrew confirmed that “anything 

shifting from an apartment is an improvement” in terms of qualities. Catherine further claimed 

that “this house feels nice and solid. You know a really strong sort of house. So, I like houses to 

feel strong so that they aren’t gonna blow in the wind, yeah.” The lack of solidity with newer 

housing was also raised in relation to leaky homes. Claire asserted that a good quality home is 

like her current home in Grey Lynn because of the “proportions of the room and it’s not a leaky 

home. Eh... it’s been here for ah… I don’t know how many years. Eh… and it is still standing. Um, 

yeah, I feel quite secure. I don’t think it is gonna fall over or rot or anything. Yeah.” The fear and 
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anxiety related to leaky buildings stood out in the interview discussions. Emily was concerned 

that “you are not gonna get a leaky building… yeah, good quality is something that will last” 

while implying that leaky homes do not fulfil that criteria. Briar too confirmed that a villa is a 

solid home: 

 

“As opposed to… I would be very reluctant to buy anything that was built in the last ten 

or fifteen years without having a very thorough investigation um… and in this case this 

place has been here for a long time. And you know, when they leak, that’s probably just 

the roof needs replacing rather than… water seeping in and um… all that sorts of things 

um… and you know that they were largely well built um…” (Briar) 

 

Occupants were accepting of the “flaws” (Garth) older housing has. Participants were aware that 

older housing “does have issues but it’s a good quality house, eh… not perfect” (Carl) and that it 

also required “constant maintenance and a lot of work” (Rick). On the other hand, Rick would 

not want a house which required no maintenance but rather “something in between.” The fact 

that older housing, such as the Edwardian and Victorian villas in Grey Lynn, requires a lot of 

maintenance was acknowledged throughout the interviews. Julie stated, “I mean all old houses 

require a lot of maintenance, yeah. These are part of the problems that we maintain them 

especially well.” In fact Andrew claimed that every type of housing requires ongoing 

maintenance – not only with older housing - which may lead to quality problems such as leaky 

homes:  

 

“Constant maintenance. You have to accept with that sort of house. But then again with 

some modern houses, probably, I think they should have probably had the same concept 

put in place. They just thought they weren’t. I have done quite a lot of work in the house. 

So, modern houses actually do require as much maintenance but they don’t get it 

because they thought they didn’t need it.” (Andrew) 

 

Julie touched on the durability of villas in relation to leaky homes as well as to the qualities of 

older homes. She stated that a good quality house (in comparison with a leaky home) should last 

a long time as “they have got to this point already, so you know…”. Julie further emphasized the 

differences between older and newer housing designs: 

 



                          Chapter 6: Tales from the past? About gentrification, renovations and housing qualities 

162 
 

“I just like the feel of them [villas] and I actually kind of like the imperfections in a way, so 

the kind of … they have some aspects of quality but equally they are imperfect. But I like 

living in a space that’s like that. I do like those kinds of angles and corners and funny bits 

that are kind of slightly um… you know, I sort of hate these flat rooms. So, you think you 

are in a hotel room… so, kind of perfectly kind of finished things. That makes me feel 

really uncomfortable”. [Laughs] (Julie) 

 

In a similar context Wayne concluded that good quality housing should not be “prone to mould 

as a villa in Grey Lynn is” but should be sustainable – housing that lasts a long time. His 

understanding of sustainable housing related to sustainable building materials. “When I say 

sustainable housing, I mean something built out of rammed earth […] I don’t mean solar heating, 

to me that is not sustainable […] because for me sustainability is not what Joe Bloggs in the 

street thinks of sustainability.” However, Wayne was the only participant who mentioned issues 

around building materials and sustainability in relation to durability.  

 

According to Julie’s statement above it can be argued that residential housing which is designed 

to a high standard does not offer enough feel of home. On the other hand, Catherine debated 

the relationship between functionality and design which, for her, constitutes top quality 

housing:  

 

“I mean if you are looking at top quality, design comes into it. But here, on a practical 

scale, design doesn’t have to feature. But when it comes to... if you are looking at really 

top quality stuff, designers... I mean, I like looking at... when I take the dog and I look at 

beautifully designed houses. The design would give you an indication that it is a top 

quality house. Yeah, so design on that level is really important. But if you are wanting 

function um... I mean it would be nice to have design and function going hand in hand. 

Really, cause I do like looking at nice design, but yeah...” (Catherine) 

 

Catherine’s desire for design and functionality in housing is a crucial quality issue. There is a 

public perception that designer homes do not tend to offer integrated functionality. Andrew 

confirmed exactly this notion. “There is a lot of designer homes... I like architects but there are a 

lot of designer homes that look lovely. But they really don’t work.” While these perceptions 

stress the fact that the focus of functionality should be supported by residents’ experiences 

within the home, I argue that ‘top quality housing’ is not designed for the mainstream 
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population. Earlier comments about hotel room aesthetics which are generated from top notch 

designs come to mind again in this context. Such houses leave room to be transformed into 

homes through housing consumption and place making. On the other hand, it was noted that 

residential housing built by the main companies in New Zealand are complete houses which do 

not offer any room for renovations and DIY. Andrew said that it was common knowledge in the 

1980s that people were expected to go into homes such as in Grey Lynn, Ponsonby and 

Westmere as “there was no expectation that you were going into a complete house, not like you 

are going into a GJ Gardner63 house.” The notion of the completeness of homes, together with 

the expectations of qualities of housing, might have changed over the last thirty years as 

companies which offer pre-fabricated housing, as well as designed housing to individuals’ liking, 

have become more predominant and gained in popularity.64 

 

Aside from pointing out the basic need for shelter - “something that keeps the rain out and 

something that has space for people” (Simon), perceptions of good housing qualities were 

largely similar. Good qualities implied tangible qualities such as “warmth, light” (Zoe), “good 

ventilation, good sunlight, reasonably warm” (Claire), “comfort, warmth in winter, something 

that gets sun” (Rick), “airy, but with good heating” (Ruby). Garden spaces were mentioned 

often. For example Zoe associated a “decent garden space” with good quality housing, having 

been deprived of garden space while living in London. For Claire, “a small piece of grass is very 

important” because overseas, “all the apartments I have lived in have had a lot of grass around 

them. So, um… there was either a large courtyard or grass or right beside a park. Or the 

apartment was within a big piece of land.” It was apparent in the interview data that residents 

were influenced by overseas housing qualities upon their return to New Zealand.  

 

Qualities that straddle the boundaries between the tangible and intangible appear to be 

important to residents. For Briar the interface between design and layout is essential to enjoy 

intangible qualities such as family life:  

 

 “Um… I like the open plan living um… areas as we set up as we have. So if you have 

people around, you still… when you are cooking you are still in touch what’s going on. 
                                                             

63 GJ Gardner is a home building company with several franchises throughout New Zealand and origins in 
Queensland, Australia. This company offers several house styles and designs with the option for 
individuals to work closely with the architect and builder to build a home that meets owners’ 
expectations.  
64 It is interesting to note that the largest residential building companies such as GJ Gardner and Keith Hay 
Homes refused to take part in this study (see also Chapter Four). 
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Um… so I like the open living space. I like the indoor, sort of outdoor flow um… you 

wanted to be warm in the winter and cool in the summer. Um… something that is not too 

noisy. So, although we are in very close proximity to our neighbours here in fact the 

house is… when the windows are shut, we don’t really hear anything very much what’s 

going on. Um… although the houses again are very close we actually have… with the 

backyard, privacy. Um… and then the location of the house is brilliant in terms of 

Auckland, access to motorways and access to the city. So, when our children were 

teenagers at secondary school they could actually walk home from the city or use public 

transport very readily. They didn’t need cars because it was easy to get about. So, all 

those things become really important um… we are also very pretty adamant as the 

children got older they were going to go to the local schools which they did, so they could 

always walk to school.” (Briar) 

 

On this note, Briar also pointed out the importance of proximity and how residing in an area 

with short ways is important. This also applies to Zoe who added: “I like to be close to the 

supermarket, so that I can walk. Close to school, that you don’t have to drive much. Close to 

public transport. Close to parks and neighbours.” Qualities such as privacy are vital. Simon’s 

perception of good quality housing is where “you can have privacy in different parts of the house 

from noise and other’s people business and so on… um… in a neighbourhood where people look 

out for each other.” Rick anticipated getting “a regular amount of privacy”. While notions of 

privacy are emphasized here, ideas of neighbourliness are discussed extensively, implying that 

privacy is appreciated within participants’ dwellings but a sense of community is also valued.  

 

Ben offered a rather distinctive perspective in relation to other participants’ point of view. He 

asserted that “housing quality is something structural that has to do with the frame and the 

outer layers of the house” but more importantly is “determined by the area” and goes beyond 

the dwelling. Notions of the area and the neighbourhood were briefly touched upon by other 

participants as well when they referred to proximity to shopping facilities and to schools. Rick 

took this focus further by explaining, “you know, sense of space around it and um…close, well 

located in terms of friends and work and that sort of thing.”  

 

Perceptions of housing qualities centre on the notion of home. Garth created a link between 

home and housing qualities: “Um… a place that feels like a home. Um… a place that you enjoy 

living in. Um… a place that meets your needs.” Saffron revealed that people often get the wrong 
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ideas of housing quality as this concept is often portrayed as a stereotype. “I don’t want to be 

‘House and Garden’” and “I don’t want to be upmarket.” In addition to this she explained that 

the whole picture of the house comes into effect here and in particular:  

 

“The feel of a home. You know… how it feels when you walk in and whether… eh… I think 

it has to be sunny, it has to be uncluttered. It has to be simple and it has to work, like a 

functional home. But also it has to fit in with… everything around it. Yeah.” (Saffron) 

 

I argue that the ownership of older housing, such as the Edwardian and Victorian villas in Grey 

Lynn, creates feelings of pride and confers some sort of prestige which could in turn impact on 

the perceived qualities in place. The next section discusses the meaning of villa ownership and 

the extent to which the experiences of ownership and housing qualities are intertwined with 

notions of ontological security.  

 

6.5.3 The meanings of villa ownership  

 

“It [the villa] is certainly relative to what we rented. It [the villa] is fantastic. You know, 

we don’t get wind through the floor boards or trees or plants growing through the walls 

like some other places we rented.” (Zoe)  

 

Zoe’s statement above points to potential quality defects in rental accommodation in Auckland 

as experienced during her personal housing history. Certainly, this was an extreme case of poor 

housing conditions, especially as Zoe’s baby developed serious health problems. Fortunately, 

Zoe’s young family was in the position to be able to afford the house they currently own in Grey 

Lynn. The ownership of the villa has undoubtedly been hugely important for Zoe as her family 

was able to make the transition from a cold, damp place to a warm and dry house, a transition 

which helped to stem her baby daughter’s asthma at an early stage. Qualities like warmth as 

well as the ability to maintain the condition of their house themselves becomes very meaningful 

in this case.  

 

Ownership of older housing can be regarded as a special kind of ownership as this type of 

housing has been altered due to renovations, increased DIY behaviour and gentrification. 

Because of high housing turnovers since the villas were built, and constant transformation, the 

resulting imperfections have left each home with different marks that appeal to its owners. As 
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mentioned in earlier sections, the heritage and history associated with this type of house 

appeals to residents. Residents were proud to own a villa. Ruby for example stressed this fact:  

 

 “It gives me a sense of pride actually to have an older, historical home. One that we’ve 

spent, you know, quite a bit of time and money, you know, ensuring that it stays around 

for a lot longer. You know, making it nice. And you know we’re quite proud of what we’ve 

done. And um… yeah, I think probably just that sense of pride that it is, you know, that is 

an older home, it is one that’s been around for a while and we’ve, you know, we’ve taken 

it on board and looked after it and improved it and ensured that it’s not gonna… you 

know, that it’s not gonna end up in a derelict heap, that you know… we restored it really, 

to a certain extent.” (Ruby) 

 

It can be argued that the responsibility for the creation of housing qualities lies with the owners 

themselves, as pointed out earlier in this thesis (see Chapters Two and Four). The workmanship 

invested in renovation work mainly through DIY contributes significantly to the pride in home 

ownership. Garth pointed out that “it feels like a bit of a privilege in some ways. I feel special to 

own an old villa”. Saffron too shared a sense of pride and responsibility regarding this special 

type of housing and its conservation. Generally, owners expressed their commitment to the villa 

as an asset, while preserving the qualities and values which it offers. This is a common theme 

that applies to the neighbourhood area as well, as Briar pointed out: 

 

 “I think there is sort of a sense of pride in it and um… I do get a lot of pleasure out of 

seeing it looking nice um… I think certainly most of the… I’d say most of my neighbours 

are pretty passionate about their homes and their homes are all quite different um… 

different reasons and I… pretty much do fit the owners, the neighbours across the road … 

but it is way better than the most modern sort of homes. Um… I do like the… sort of 

permanence and the idea of the place that has been here for a hundred years. Um… and 

potentially can be for another hundred. Um… with ongoing care.” (Briar) 

 

Emily shed light on a different angle of the sense of pride when she noted that, as well as the 

responsibility regarding heritage and history, there is a difference between a house and a villa. A 

villa is more like home whereas newer housing feels more like a box. Hence it can be argued 

here that the heritage and history of villas are qualities that contribute to the meaning of home 

in Grey Lynn. Ben similarly confirmed his understanding of the ownership of a villa as a home 

when he stated, “it is a home. I’ve got what I wanted. I have made a home.” Andrew explained 
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that he feels proud of having done most of the renovations himself and converted the house 

into a home which results in pride of villa ownership. Controversially, Wayne argued that there 

is not much difference between a house and a villa other than personal preference for the villa 

style: 

 

“I was preserving the architectural style for posterity. But it is nothing like that at all. No, 

it is just… not any different to owning any other home. You got to live somewhere. So, I 

don’t see this as any different to any other form of home if… you want to live in it. I just 

happen to like this style of house.” (Wayne) 

 

Catherine offered a different perspective when she explained that she is not a real villa person. 

She aspired to “something sort of a bit more modern, contemporary design and what have you. 

But they were just sort of horrible”. She added that she is “not really a villa person. I am not that 

traditional sort of type of housing person” and bought only “because it had been renovated.”  

 

In contrast, Simon alluded to the fact that, after the renovation, the villa was “uniquely ours”. It 

can be said that the creation of individuality and pride expressed through renovations increases 

the sense of belonging in the home as the occupants establish an identity through villa 

ownership. Furthermore, I suggest that the sense of ownership and responsibility is thoroughly 

linked to housing qualities and the ontologies of place. That means that a representational 

ontology is grounded in place and can be specified or explained as such (Knopp, 2004). However, 

in phenomenological approaches material and immaterial terms are explained through human 

experiences. Knowledge is created through existential parameters in a place-centred ontology of 

human spatiality (Pickles, 1985). The interplay of these parameters and in particular the extent 

to which occupants’ perceptions of housing qualities, the renovations undertaken and villa 

ownership are linked to the ontological security of home ownership are discussed in the next 

section.  

 

6.5.4 Qualities of belonging  

 

“You know, that it [the house] is not gonna tumble down around you and also... its peace 

of mind. If you are in a pleasant environment it does make you feel good as well. I think it 

is really important to be somewhere that you feel comfortable with and where you enjoy 

being. And that um... that can go hand in hand with quality as well. Yeah, so I think it’s 
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important for your emotional well-being to feel comfortable in your environment, yeah. 

Definitely.” (Catherine) 

 

According to Catherine, there is a connection between housing qualities and home. In particular, 

the statement suggests that tangible as well as intangible qualities such as comfort and the 

being in place are entangled. I argue that DIY behaviour and renovations increase the sense of 

ontological security and belonging in the villa. Particularly the actual fact of carrying out 

renovations themselves produces a sense of ontological security amongst participants. This is 

partly related to the belief that homeowners rely on their practical consciousness to do the 

work. The feeling of being in place may be enhanced due to the fact that the structural qualities 

of the villas are perceived as durable. This form of being also relates to ontological awareness 

which helps explain everyday existence. In carrying out activities such as DIY, participants 

‘answer’ the question of being. Moreover, the ongoing existential question of everyday 

existence is sustained in the reflexive activities of the participants. That means fundamental 

existential questions are answered on unconscious and conscious levels.   

 

On the other hand, Zoe argued that the ownership of an older house such as the villa is a 

financial investment which engenders a sense of pride in return. However, one needs to be able 

to afford a villa in the first place. Zoe further claimed that a “nice [house] is good, better than not 

nice” but it was at the discretion of the home owner to turn a house into “something nice” in 

order to enhance the sense of place. Ruby shared her experience about feeling secure:  

 

 “When we did buy the house and also do up, so inside it wasn’t, you know, wasn’t… it 

was liveable, it was quite liveable. But I think I had that sense of security from day one, 

even though it wasn’t… although we did see this is a good quality home, even from the 

day that we bought it. It was just, I guess, visual upgrading, you know, that needed to be 

done, like decoration. Yeah. It wasn’t falling apart around us, it was… Yeah, you know, 

from day one we have viewed it as a quality home and have felt, yes, that, you know, 

we’ve got that security we’ve got, you know, we… started to pay off a home basically 

and we could do what we want… and the idea with the older home was that, you know, 

we could make changes to it and develop it and see it transform a bit, yeah.” (Ruby) 

 

Quite contrary to the above mentioned statements is the claim made by Emily that an enhanced 

meaning of home and comfort is not linked to housing qualities at all. “Cause you own your own 
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home, it doesn’t necessarily have to be good quality. But you still have the benefits of owning 

your own home, of ownership.” Wayne made a similar statement that the only link between 

housing quality and ownership is made up in monetary terms. “I don’t think it matters very much 

at all what sort of house you live in if you own it then that’s an asset. No matter what condition 

it’s in. It’s gonna be saleable.” His statement here refers to real estate agents who sell quality 

during open homes and “having coffee on the stove when the buyers come through to show 

you... laughs. It influences their [the buyers] um... their thinking. It’s a psychological trick. It’s not 

a ... conscious thing at all. So, that’s what I mean. It’s you know... the quality of the house...” 

While these qualities are obviously cosmetic and aesthetic qualities which can easily be 

removed, they seem to increase the consciousness of an imaginary being and belonging in place. 

For potential buyers, these initial visits and sales conversations play a crucial role in terms of 

highlighting intangible qualities that help to establish a deeper sense of belonging to the place 

prior to the intention to purchase. However, people do not know what they buy until they have 

moved in. 

 

While it can be argued that qualities are linked with cost as well as the ownership of a particular 

type of housing the notion of place plays a more crucial role in achieving a sense of belonging. 

Ben made a strong point here when he stated that the physical qualities of the house were not 

pivotal in his case of making the mark during DIY and after. “I think even though it was run 

down...because I think it is the neighbourhood, the area. I did feel that way, yeah.” Here, the 

area and the neighbourhood form the basis for qualities of belonging which were strongly 

expressed by Rick as well:  

 

“I wouldn’t feel good if it was only a horrible house. Well, I suppose it is a… Well, I want 

to live in a nice place basically. Yeah, I would like to have nice surroundings. If I have the 

means, yeah. I mean and even if I would have a cheaper house in another area I would 

make it the nicest. It is pride in surroundings. Whatever and how much money you have 

to spend.” (Rick) 

 

As well as the generation of ontologically secure feelings and the freedom to transform a house 

into a home through home improvements and DIY, the rootedness and belonging experienced 

by owner occupants was enhanced by the neighbourhood itself. Given that the yuppies had 

similar motivations in terms of renovating, their sense of making their mark in place may result 

in a stronger feeling of being and place attachment. That means that the secure basis from 

which participants can construct their identities goes beyond the home. One might have 
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expected the recent influx of yupps to have generated similar positive connotations with place. 

However, there were differences in the perceptions of belonging as observed by Saffron. She 

explained how the quality of the area has changed and thus altered her sense of belonging:  

 

“But you know… as time has progressed. If you say you are from Grey Lynn, you know… 

when I first said I am from Grey Lynn, people went ehh… you know… and there is time 

has gone on and the value of this area has changed. Um… I have become aware that it’s 

good real estate yeah.” (Saffron)  

 

In fact, she suggested that her sense of belonging has improved through the processes of urban 

renewal. The neighbourhood had gained in qualities through gentrification processes while 

homes have undergone improvements through renovations. Generally, participants believed 

that neighbourhood qualities such as proximity and closeness, as well as a sense of community, 

contributed to their sense of belonging in place. Although life outside of the home might 

generally be open to surveillance and distort a sense of ontological security, participants felt ‘at 

home’ in the neighbourhood knowing that it is a ‘good’ area. The home still provided the key 

locale for maintaining ontological security but this also extended to the neighbourhood. 

Moreover, the permanence and consistency of positive connotations and perceived qualities in 

the area also helped participants to be in control of their everyday lives. Therefore, the self is 

embodied in place in which participants can construct their identities as well as feeling 

ontologically secure.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter introduced the concepts gentrification and urban renewal in Grey Lynn while using 

contemporary witnesses as insiders who experience and contribute to the changing urban 

landscape. The housing type of Edwardian and Victorian villas has undergone major 

transformations through extensive renovations and do-it-yourself activities. The findings showed 

increased DIY behaviour by yuppies, the gentrifiers, who bought into the area in the 1980s and 

1990s. They either carried out the work themselves or recruited a family member or friend to 

help them with renovations. The years between 2000 and 2005 saw developers renovating 

homes cheaply to sell them for profit. Those people, who bought at that time, or thereafter, 

usually had to foot the bill. These were predominantly the yupps who chose Grey Lynn as a 

lifestyle choice rather than to do-up a home. The renovations carried out by yupps are mostly 
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confined to cosmetic work. They choose to pay professionals to undertake more substantial 

work. At the time of the yupps’ arrival most housing stock was already upgraded and complete 

do-it-yourself renovations were less necessary. However, it is questionable as to whether the 

yupps represent gentrifiers or simply a product of residential mobility, given their minimalistic 

renovation behaviour.  

 

Issues of trust in quality professional workmanship stimulated some of the participants to carry 

out work themselves. Some participants decided to get some professional advice but still do it 

themselves. Home making through DIY was discussed as a means to make one’s mark on the 

home. This way of practising architecture did not only change the material qualities of the home 

but also contributed to a sense of belonging. Both cohorts acknowledged character and 

aesthetics as central qualities in their homes. Villas are seen as quality homes, proven to be 

durable and functional. Proximity and the space around the dwelling are perceived as an 

important setting for the home. This chapter has made the connection between DIY and 

ontological security. The empty-nesters have achieved a deeper sense of belonging due to their 

increased DIY behaviour which also enhanced their attachment of being in place. Although 

yupps have carried out less DIY themselves, they have a greater sense of belonging as owners 

and to the area itself, which matches well with their lifestyles.  
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Chapter 7 

The suburban pavlova65 paradise re-visited 
 

 

Andrew: I think we both thought about moving out to the suburbs. We had to drive out 

to like Te Atatu, Sandringham, out in Mount Eden, Epsom, Ellerslie and back in those 

days, but no.  

Corina: Why didn‘t you want to move there? 

Andrew: Ah, it was like living in a cemetery in those days. Most cemeteries are more 

exciting than... more alive than New Zealand suburbs in the fifties, sixties, seventies... 

they were dreadful places.  

     (Andrew, Grey Lynn) 

 

7.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter discusses findings from the second case study of a residential suburban area called 

Farm Cove in the South-eastern part of the Auckland Region. The objective of this chapter is to 

investigate experiences and perceptions of housing qualities that predominate in suburbia and 

thus, are meaningful to its residents. In order to provide a backdrop of suburbanisation in 

Auckland I use empirical evidence from some participants who are contemporary witnesses. In 

this chapter, I distinguish between two predominant cohorts of residents: young families in their 

thirties and forties who have moved to the area within recent years and the elderly long-term 

residents who moved to Farm Cove in the 1970s and 1980s and who are now ageing in place. 

First and foremost, I address qualities of location as well as push and pull factors that led to 

settlement in Farm Cove to reveal a shift in qualities and motives for suburban housing over 

time. This chapter also disentangles concepts of home ownership, creation of home as well as 

the significance of belonging in the light of housing in suburbia. I argue that the concepts of 

place attachment and senses of place particularly amongst older residents are challenged by the 

                                                             

65 Pavlova is a well-known New Zealand and Australian dessert, named after a Russian ballerina. In both 
countries it is usually consumed around Christmas time and could thus be regarded as a national dish. 
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built environment which was initially anticipated for the nuclear family. In particular, I critically 

discuss the significance of neighbourliness and senses of community that led to a shift towards a 

landscape of privatopia in the suburban locale.  

 

7.2 Establishing suburbia  
 

7.2.1 A theoretical backdrop 

 

“For the proud suburban home owner, the suburban dream realized meant 

independence, security, pride and self-respect – all ancient, evocative yeoman values.” 

(Gilbert, 1988, p.35)  

 

Keywords like suburbia or suburb preserve an image for planning to realise a perfect way of life 

as indicated in the quote above (Allon, 1994). Historically, the term suburb derives from the 

Latin sub urbe which means beneath or below and hence, outside the urbs which can be 

interpreted as town or city. Harris and Larkham (1999) however, note that urbs rather refers to 

the pre-urban nucleus which used to be a castle or a fortified settlement of some sort at the 

time. Those early suburbs were not entirely residential which differs from contemporary 

suburban areas. Harris and Larkham (1999, p.8) distinguish between dimensions that generally 

define and make up the suburb in various countries and which are commonly explored: the 

peripheral location in relation to a main urban centre, wholly or partly low-density residential 

character with often high-levels of owner occupation as well as “a distinctive way of life or 

culture or way of life and separate community identities” (p.8). Indeed, often low-density 

housing is more peripheral to the urban core whereas high-density housing is mostly 

predominant in central suburban areas. While this is true for the majority of urbanized 

countries, particularly in Australia and New Zealand low-density housing can still be found in 

central suburban areas. Frost (1991) claims that new frontier cities such as Auckland show more 

significant differences than older and densely populated cities like Sydney. On the same note he 

argues that suburbs basically have the same characteristics everywhere. However, in this 

chapter I argue along with Ruby and Ruby (2004) that suburbia is not “all the same” (p.5) and 

concepts of suburbia need to be re-considered according to their spatial locales and qualities. In 

order to do so, I will briefly touch upon notions of typical suburban qualities that are highlighted 

in the academic scholarship.  
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In the “geographical fashioning of the metropolis” Smith (1996, p.70) claims suburbanisation 

represents a more powerful force in urban development than gentrification (see Chapter 5). 

Factors that led to suburbanisation processes and outward growth of the city centre are 

predominantly aimed at and dominated by the nuclear family (Mace, Kitchin & Thrift, 2009; 

Häussermann & Siebel, 2004; Fincher, 1998; Thorns, 1972). Increases of production, 

consumption and the rapid distribution of cars in the era after the Second World War formed a 

central part of the movement of predominantly middle class families into their own homes in 

suburbia. Family life and the desire to own and occupy a home with a garden were seen as 

crucial values to lead a “good life” (Häussermann & Siebel, 2004; Allon, 1994). The main push for 

a shift from a denser central area towards peripheral residential areas included improved living 

conditions for bringing up children. More spacious sections, green spaces as well as more social 

homogeneity were aimed at making life in suburbia attractive in order to escape ‘unwanted’ 

social influences in central areas. 

 

As noted, these suburban growth models (see Kolb, 2008; Nicolaides & Wiese 2006; Lindstrom & 

Bartling, 2003; Thompson, 1982; Schwartz, 1976; Johnson, 1974; Thorns, 1972; Donaldson, 

1969) were predominantly, if not solely, aimed at the nuclear family by promoting suburban 

qualities such as “the single family home, homeownership, the neighbourhood school, and a 

certain limited type of ‘community’, conjoined with a localized political jurisdiction” (Walker, 

1981, p.392). While these qualities can be found in suburbs worldwide, the academic scholarship 

has also widely acknowledged that the nature of suburban qualities has gradually changed in the 

last decades. This is demonstrated by the decline of suburbs and the return to the city 

movement (Harris & Larkham, 1999; Ray, Halseth & Johnson, 1997; Langdon, 1994; Kunstler, 

1993; Fishman, 1987; Schwartz, 1976). Changes in housing qualities in suburbia can be explained 

through a loss in importance of the ideal family model, gender influences and female 

independence which have led to a decrease in the stereotypical mother role and suburban life 

styles. In this context, Dowling (1998) agrees with Gold and Gold (1989) while claiming that 

especially in terms of the nuclear family and gender, suburban environments have been thought 

about in terms of homogeneity rather than heterogeneity and difference. Karsten (2003) for 

instance, notes that suburban areas with predominantly patriarchal influence are less tolerant 

although they “may have changed positively” (p.2575). This tolerance may be linked to 

alternative social constructions of gay and lesbian families (Valentine, 1993) and single female 

parenthood (Aitken, 1998; Dowling, 1998; Wekerle, 1984, 1980) that increasingly experienced 

acceptance in suburbia within the last decade. In the same context, Castells (1993, p.253) states 



                                                                                Chapter 7: The suburban pavlova paradise re-visited 

175 
 

that ”the more patriarchal the family, the more likely the withdrawal to the suburb and return to 

the city.“ Childless and dual earning families might feel less affinity to suburbia as to the 

proximity to jobs and urban services in the city which makes central urban space attractive to 

the middle class, thus triggering the process of gentrification (Chapter Six) or the return to the 

city movement amongst empty-nesters (Chapter Eight). On the other hand, those families on a 

lower income are pushed outwards towards the city’s edges due to affordability constraints in 

the contemporary housing market.  

 

Spaciousness, greenery, privacy and quietness are often mentioned as appealing qualities of the 

suburban built environment relative to their distance to the city centre (Richards, 1990). 

Amongst others, Häussermann and Siebel (2004) claim that there is a trend between individuals‘ 

lifestyles and preferences for locations that offer these qualities. In this context it can be argued 

that different lifestyles seem to shape urban development processes rather than the other way 

around.66 Indeed Fincher (1998) notes that “space is associated with life stages in a number of 

ways“ (p.51). This will become apparent in the remainder of this chapter in which two cohorts of 

certain life stages are represented by home owners: families in their early thirties and forties as 

well as long-term residents over sixty who were the initial suburbanisers in the 1970s and 

1980s.67  

 

The next sections will elucidate the suburbanisation process in Farm Cove in order to provide the 

backdrop for this chapter. Here, I draw on empirical findings and use residents‘ experiences as 

contemporary witnesses of suburbanisation in Auckland.  

 

7.2.2 Housing the suburban dream in Auckland  

 

A large majority of Auckland’s housing consists of housing stock which was built after the 1960s. 

At the end of the 1950s Auckland’s residential pattern reached a more dispersed and 

decentralised form which was due to the government’s decision to support private rather than 

public transport (Johnston, 1973; Bush, 1971). The development of a motorway system, reliance 

on private vehicles and relaxed government lending policies favoured a rapid suburbanisation 

since population growth in central areas showed no abating (Auckland Regional Council, 2010).  

                                                             

66 Lifestyles and their link with urban developments are for instance discussed in Zukin (1998) and Chaney 
(1996).  
67 See Table 5.3 in Chapter 5 for a more detailed specification of participants.  
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Auckland experienced significant suburban growth under the state initiative of a group building 

scheme. This scheme was set up by the government in order to encourage the construction of 

new suburban homes. The aim was to take the risk out of speculative building and to produce 

more good standard houses. Generally, house plans were approved by the government, making 

it easier to secure loan finance, and buyers were reassured that their home was built by a 

reputable builder. Building companies operating under this scheme usually built a group of 

houses and marketed them in the usual way. In case houses were not sold by private builders, 

the government bought those at a previously arranged price. That guaranteed a small builder to 

use this capital to build a group of houses. The group building scheme encouraged the rise of 

mass housing firms in the 1960s in the outer green belts (McKinnon et al., 1997). For example, 

the suburbs of Massey in the Western part and Pakuranga in the Eastern part of Auckland were 

constructed under this programme.  

 

During rapid suburbanisation in the late 1960s and early 1970s, a large number of subdivisions 

on former farmland were created to cope with demand from migration (national and 

international) and the baby boom (Perkins & Thorns, 2001). Weatherboard family homes were 

predominantly built during the building boom of the 1970s. This type of house has been proven 

less vulnerable to earthquake damage and also very cost effective in terms of construction and 

maintenance. Generally, homes with weatherboard cladding are three bedroom homes and can 

still be found to a large extent on spacious sections in the outer suburbs of the metropolitan 

area. This dwelling type is regarded as an affordable and highly sought after housing option, 

particularly amongst families, due to its spaciousness. Residential areas on the city’s edges offer 

affordable solutions for this housing type as they have become largely unaffordable in central 

areas to most people and families.  

 

During the time of subdivisions in Auckland every new household literally “gave birth to a new 

house in a new suburb” (Reynolds, 1977, p.83). The formation of new households was 

anticipated to suit most young families. The nuclear family was seen as the ideal population in 

the suburb as the location was thought to provide the ideal conditions for the upbringing of 

children. This also favoured the elementary forces of new dwelling production at the time for 

the almost standard three bedroom, living-dining-room house on a spacious section which is 

nowadays still seen as the iconic kiwi home (Perkins & Thorns, 2001). Open-plan living areas 

represent the predominant interior layout in suburban housing in Australia as well as in New 

Zealand as they are regarded to support the domestic family life due to its openness (Dowling, 
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2008; Dovey, 1994, 1992). Houses and facilities such as community centres, shops and amenities 

were built in advance due to the fast pace of suburban developments and construction. Suburbs 

which emerged out of the suburbanisation wave in the 1970s have often been classified as 

dormitory residential suburbs (Thorns, 1972) and were hence seen as “bland, monotonous 

boring places of conformist activities” (Perkins & Thorns, 2001, p.37) that centred on leisurely 

activities mainly around the house and the section. The next section discusses the development 

of the suburb of Farm Cove. Here, I draw on background literature as well as on insights from 

contemporary witnesses who were amongst the first settlers in Farm Cove.  

 

7.2.3 Farm Cove – the making of Auckland’s suburban little California? 

 

 “East Aucklanders do not look for alternatives in great numbers for this is the part of 

Auckland that appeals particularly, it seems, to individualists; people who like to go it 

alone. Auckland’s far East is the perfect illustration of Auckland middleclass suburbia to 

grow up.” (Wall, 1985, p.77)  

 

Suburbs are not homogenous – they share some similar features which they have in common for 

their growth but “all suburban areas have not developed in exactly the same way” (Thorns, 

1972, p.77). The development of Pakuranga and Farm Cove in East Auckland for instance was 

conflated with the notion of being “Auckland’s gold mine with no diggings” as well as “New 

Zealand’s answer to the Californian mobile home” (Brown, 1982, p.65) which describe the 

appraisal of a prosperous growing suburban population. In fact, Farm Cove’s origins date back to 

1843 when the first homestead was built on the corner of what is nowadays known as Fisher 

Parade and Bramley Drive. The area between the Tamaki River and the Tamaki Strait in the 

Eastern precincts of Auckland City was predominantly rural farm land. During the 1920s and 

1930s the Bucklands Beach area was known to be a popular destination for excursion boats from 

Auckland (La Roche, A. J., Cobb, L., Taua, T.-W. & Howick and Districts Historical Society, 1991). 

The whole Eastern area predominantly remained rural and farm land until the early 1960s when 

outward growth and a suburban boom occurred. In 1964 about one thousand residential 

sections were developed in Pakuranga alone. One year later the first new shopping centre 

opened in Pakuranga which led to less dependency on the city centre of Auckland for shopping 

and amenities.  

 

The area of subdivision for the suburb-to-be Farm Cove on the south bank of the Tamaki Estuary 

was still farmland in 1967. This development had some “unusual aspects” in comparison to 



                                                                                Chapter 7: The suburban pavlova paradise re-visited 

178 
 

other suburban developments in New Zealand at the time (Auckland Star, 1969). For instance, 

waterfront sections along the estuary had a right of way section on the beach edge for 

pedestrians. Another aspect was the width of the roads which had a medial strip in their centre 

and was thus wider than usual roads elsewhere. Along with other developments in the area 

these roads were considered as upgrade feeder roads within the Manukau City Council area. 

Walter vaguely remembered the state of roads from that time when he told: 

 

 “It would have been 1972, maybe 1971 when they opened this up. Glenmore Road was 

there. But it was a metal road around about then. Then they opened it up and it didn’t 

take long to develop.” (Walter) 

 

The Auckland Star (1969) reports that most of the loose metal country roads were in the process 

of getting tar sealed and connected with the main highway which leads in and out of Auckland 

City. Furthermore it was emphasized that “no one in Pakuranga need be more than 20 minutes 

by car from Auckland City Centre” (Auckland Star, 1969) which highlighted the connection to the 

city centre and reduced the association of being isolated at the edge of the built up metropolitan 

area in the suburban location.  

 

The development of Farm Cove aimed to create a new neighbourhood “combining the most 

desirable features of semi-rural and marine-side living, within a conveniently brief travelling time 

to Auckland city” (Auckland Star, 1968). Stage one of the Farm Cove development was opened in 

early 1968. It comprised the area of Bramley Drive, Fisher Parade, Fielding Crescent and Belmere 

Rise, Fratley Avenue as well as their respective extensions and cul-de-sacs (see Figure 3.1 for an 

overview map of Farm Cove). According to the little information available, the first subdivisions 

in Farm Cove were scheduled in four stages with stage four planned to be opening in 1971. 

Harriet for example bought a section near the waterfront in order to build a house. As she 

recalled there were only a few sections left around the waterfront:  

 

 “When we bought this section here, there were only a couple of sections in this whole 

area. Because they were new houses at the time. But there were few sections here and it 

was also quite near the Tamaki estuary. So, it was quite near the water. [..] It wasn’t that 

popular when we came.” (Harriet) 
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Other residents remembered their early housing days in Farm Cove as well. Susan claimed that 

they were the first ones in the road. Mabel vividly called to mind that their way into the newly 

opened up area was while buying a section in Bramley Drive in 1971 and they were the “first 

house in there […] and up until that stage there was no houses there.” It was quite common in 

those days that residents would have built homes themselves together with a building company. 

Most of the houses came with an outdoor swimming pool and en-suites which were a novelty in 

residential homes in the 1970s. The majority of the sections were built by developers who were 

predominantly large building companies such as Fletcher Construction68. Susan’s home was a 

spec home69 at the time which was “already built. Nobody had been in it.” Furthermore, Walter 

remarked that he bought a section in 1971 in Farm Cove but “not a particular big section since 

they started to break the sections down from a quarter acre by then.” On this note, one could 

argue that the suburban quarter acre pavlova paradise which Mitchell appraises (1972) was 

slowly disappearing. The highly sought after quarter acre section dates back to early colonisation 

in the mid of the 19th century when sections were rather large (Ferguson, 1994; Vallance, Perkins 

& Moore, 2005). Most of these sections have been subdivided and contain infill housing 

especially on the central city periphery. Nonetheless, quarter acre sections were still available in 

Farm Cove and represented the traditional New Zealand ideal of owning such a large section 

with a spacious home.  

 

The transformation of rural farm land into suburbia experienced a continuous increase in 

popularity and residents. Brown (1982) for instance, reports that in the early 1980s Pakuranga 

had reached its ’hey day metropolis’ with 42,000 residents. Wall (1985) contends that the green 

and lush farmland from once upon a time had vanished as it has been replaced with the kind of 

suburbia that is now “spilling greedily over the hills – the suburbia we have come to associate 

with movies set in California: wide streets, nearly new ranch-style houses, spa pools, 

supermarkets – and cars” (p.78). Critiques amongst the population were generally raised which 

pointed out that the large scale developments carry little architectural merit. Additionally, the 

driving in and out of Pakuranga through the funnel of Panmure Bridge may have degraded the 

area to some extent. While this may apply to the majority of houses in Pakuranga, it is not 

necessarily the case elsewhere in the area. Brown (1982) for example, identified some 

perceptions of qualities of location about thirty years ago. As these might have changed over 
                                                             

68 Fletcher Construction is one of the major building and construction companies in New Zealand. For 
further information see Goldsmith (2009) and Smith (2009).  
69 A spec home is a home built on a speculative basis for a home builder according to their specifications 
but without a sales order.  
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time, I mapped these as well as perceptions of boundaries and imaginary good and bad qualities 

of certain clusters in Farm Cove. These perceptions emerged out of the context of the interview 

material as they were mentioned by residents. The next section will begin with residential 

qualities based on Brown (1982) and then move on to contemporary perceptions which 

constitute Pakuranga suburbia and in particular Farm Cove.  

 

7.2.4 The significance of location: Boundaries and perceptions of residential 

qualities 

 

 “The highway does more than just move people. It can also be seen to divide the 

community.” (Brown, 1982, p.65)  

 

The quote above refers to Pakuranga Road which is colloquially known as Pakuranga highway 

and was perceived as a manmade boundary by participants in Brown’s study. Figure 7.1 

illustrates the divide between the flat and the hill as these areas on both sides of the highway 

are seen. The flat refers to that part of Pakuranga from Panmure Bridge to Gossamer Drive 

(Figure 7.1). However, this part is far from flat and sea views can be gained from the more 

elevated part of this area. The hill refers to the area of the Sunny Hills side of the highway. The 

divide between these two areas is hardly to be overlooked in Figure 7.1. Furthermore, some 

residential qualities are determined by the location of homes on both sides. Here, Brown (1982) 

uses empirical evidence of local residents who indicate that “people who live on the hill are a cut 

above those who live on the flat” (p.65). For instance, property prices in Sunny Hills were about 

$20,000 higher at the time than on the other side of the highway and are reserved for those who 

can afford to live there. Brown (1982) further explains that home owners usually start their 

housing careers on the flat and relocate somewhere else in the suburb after a few years. 

Furthermore, he claims that about 60 per cent of those moved “across to the other side” after a 

couple of years. I regard this residential shift from the flat to the hill side not only as attempts to 

climb the property ladder, but also as a social elitist move. The experience of being one of them 

across the divide prevents those relocated residents from being othered since they have left the 

non-preferred side of the highway.  

 

The participants in Farm Cove talked about perceived local boundaries that make up residential 

qualities in their understanding. In comparison to Brown (1982), the owner occupants in 2009 

still note the suburban location of their home as crucial. The mental map in Figure 7.2 indicates  
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Figure 7.1   Mental map of Pakuranga (after Brown, 1982) 

 

that there appears to be more contemporary boundaries. It can be remarked that during the 27 

years that lay between both figures the emphasis of perceived qualities has shifted towards the 

former hill side of the highway which can be considered as a residential enclave while almost 

excluding the area beyond Pakuranga Highway. This is very much in line with what Rose recalled:  
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Figure 7.2   Mental map of qualities of location (after participants’ perceptions) 
 

“One of the other houses we looked at was on the other side of the highway. And the 

land agent said to us, if you buy over there you will always be wanting to come over to 

this side of the highway because it is the preferred side to live.” (Rose) 

 

Rose explained further that the hill side of the highway was newer and thus “a bit better than 

the other side”. In particular, Bill stressed that “for nearly the same money you could buy a 
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newer house by say ten years on this side of the highway than the other side.” While Pakuranga 

Road obviously represents a significant boundary, a second barrier was also perceived. Justine 

put this structure in plain words as she defined that there are two sides to Farm Cove. “There is 

this side from here to the highway. Then there is like the Fisher Parade side of Farm Cove.” 

Furthermore, she pointed out that people usually make up the formation of Farm Cove as either 

“that side of the highway or the Pakuranga side, or the Farm Cove side of the highway; but 

actually the Glenmore side or the other.” This implies that a common residential perception of 

what constitutes Farm Cove is determined by the barriers of Pakuranga Road and Glenmore 

Road as indicated in Figure 7.2. Harriet referred to both those boundaries when she explained 

what constitutes the right or wrong side:  

 

“Pakuranga here has always been a huge area. I mean you are either on the right side of 

Pakuranga Road or you are on the wrong side of Pakuranga Road. The right side 

apparently is this, this side. If you go that way towards… laughs… Glenmore Road. But I 

didn’t know that there was anything about that. But if it is this side of Glenmore Road it 

is snootier than the other side of Glenmore Road.” (Harriet) 

 

Glenmore Road indeed divides most of the Census Area Unit of Pakuranga North into two parts 

geographically (Figure 3.2). Participants mentioned Glenmore Road and its dividing function for 

Farm Cove a number of times. It became apparent in the empirical analysis that the quality of 

housing is determined by its location although it does not have to do with structural qualities of 

the house per se. Rather, the appearance of the residential environment and assumptions made 

as to who is living in a certain part of the area in relation to the value of properties verify these 

perceptions. Rose for instance, reckoned that “the houses are flashier over on Sunny Hill side, 

you know, where Fisher Parade is over there.” Susan looked at “both sides” of Glenmore Road at 

the time when she was looking for a property in the early 1970s, unaware of the geographical 

divide. Harriet clarified that “we didn’t know that this was the right side of Glenmore Road at 

that time. That’s come to light only in the last few years.” Justine and Tim, who live East of 

Glenmore Road however, opposed this view and claimed that they live on the right side of 

Glenmore Road in relation to their current life stage:  

 

 “I feel like we’re on the family side. I feel that the other side is – like Manor Park and 

Sunny Hills, I think that’s almost the more affluent side whereas this side is more family 

orientated, more affordable.” (Justine) 
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While Farm Cove appears to be constituted either East or West of Glenmore Road, Harriet was 

unaware of its boundary. She remarked that she only found out in 2006 when the New Zealand 

postcode70 changed that she lives in Farm Cove. “Because then I found out that I live in Farm 

Cove. I always thought I lived in, well, I have always known that but um… but my official address 

says Farm Cove, Manukau City. Nothing about Pakuranga.” I argue that in this case the change in 

the post address contributes to an improvement of the sense of belonging in the suburb. On the 

same note Harriet further pointed out that according to her understanding there should be 

another boundary towards Pakuranga Road while proudly asserting “I am not Sunny Hills, I am 

Farm Cove.” However, it is not quite clear where the boundary lays in this case and thus, is 

indicated as a permeable boundary in Figure 7.2. Although Harriet was very proud to be living in 

Farm Cove, she indicated that she might now be living on the “scummy part of Bramley Drive, 

because my house hasn’t had a thing done to it in twenty-eight years.” While this might only 

apply to her personal situation, as little maintenance was carried out in the years of residing 

there, others still perceive houses around Bramley Drive as flash. Justine and Tim regarded the 

other side near Bramley Drive and Fisher Parade as different to their part beyond Glenmore 

Road as they explained: 

 

 “When we walk over that side, you can tell, from just walking through the 

neighbourhood, a lot of the houses are a lot more elevated. There’s a lot more houses 

with views and cars.” (Justine) 

 

Justine’s statement can also be interpreted that the elevation of homes could represent 

sophistication in the area. Additionally, the elevation factor along with the privilege of gaining 

views of the Tamaki estuary appears to be set aside for residents in more expensive housing 

which is found close to the waterfront. Tim complemented the contrasting perception of being 

different than those on the posh side of Glenmore Road as he contemplated that  

 

 “here, being closer to the school, I guess there are more rentals here. I can’t imagine 

there are a lot of rentals on that side. But there are a few more rentals over here. There 

are more I’d say joint houses…I think there are more people in this area as families and 

they have access to the schools.” (Tim) 

 

                                                             

70 Under the new postcode system some suburbs received their own postcode such as Farm Cove. For 
further reading see O'Rourke (2006).  
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Those perceptions imply that there is not only a segregation of perceptions of what constitutes 

Farm Cove in a geographical sense but also in relation to housing tenures. Tim’s views of higher 

home ownership rates in the area around Bramley Drive and Fisher Parade prove true as this is 

in accordance with actual home ownership rates.71  

 

The next section shares some insights of the New Zealand dream of homeownership in suburbia 

and indicates uncertainties of contemporary affordability constraints amongst the participants. I 

use this empirical information as a basis for a discussion of perceived motives and qualities that 

served as push and pull factors in a move to Farm Cove. Here, I distinguish between the two 

predominant participant groups: the older cohort (the suburbanisers of the 1970s) and the 

younger cohort - the families.  

 

7.2.5 Push-and-pull qualities for home owners to settle in Farm Cove  

 

 “We had no idea how nice it was. The land agent didn’t even tell us that you could walk 

all the way round the river – cause there’s been a path round there for years – which was 

very important to us because we were great walkers.” (Elizabeth) 

 

The analysis of the empirical information revealed that the desire to own a home was 

remarkably predominant amongst both participant groups. In particular, the ideal of being an 

owner of the typical kiwi three bedroom house set on a quarter acre section (Perkins & Thorns, 

1999). Although sections have decreased to about 600 m² on average, owning a spacious home 

in a quiet suburban area is still considered preferable by the nuclear family. On the whole, the 

older cohorts of Farm Cove residents indeed referred to owning their own home as a cultural 

expectation and only tenure option. Harriet explained that especially for her generation: 

 

“There was always an expectation to own your own home and not to be a renter. You are 

coming from Europe. That is very different, a different way of looking at things. But here 

in New Zealand people usually had the ambition to have their own patch of ground and 

garden and a home that’s mortgage free.” (Harriet) 

 

                                                             

71 I discussed this context in Chapter Three when I explained the determination of suitable mesh blocks 
with high ownership rates for sampling purposes.  
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Farm Cove shows good examples of the typical kiwi home particularly since a number of the 

predominantly three bedroom homes are still on a quarter acre section. Participants from the 

older cohort, the suburbanisers largely qualify for having realised and fulfilled their dream of 

buying a home in the pavlova paradise at the time. Home ownership at the edges of the urban 

boundaries in a new subdivision offered new beginnings for some in order to start a family life. 

Most of the participants of the older cohort had some kind of connection to the wider Eastern 

area of Auckland before they purchased their current property as indicated in Table 7.2. Walter 

for instance had lived in Farm Cove since 1971 and Mabel since 1970. Both were familiar with 

the area and loved being near the water. Mabel also pointed out that she “had three children at 

that stage and really wanted to get into the Sunnyhills School zone. That’s why we built here.” 

Walter said that they decided not to settle down in Howick as his wife preferred Farm Cove due 

to the walkway along the waterfront. “She walked every morning with the dog and she loved the 

area. So, we did really need to stay here in the area.” He further stated that they “knew the area 

particularly well. It was close to the walkway. There is a little store up the road there. It just fell 

into place. It’s the ideal spot for um… people of our age bracket.” On this note, it can be argued 

that the home suited them in relation to the life stage they were in. Access to amenities and a 

deeper sense of belonging to the area was particularly important in this case as Walter and his 

wife, being empty-nesters at that time, downsized their household and purchased one of the 

few units available in Farm Cove.  

 

Qualities that served as motivation for participants to move to Farm Cove amongst the younger 

cohort are summarised in Table 7.1. Overall, affordability constraints were amongst the 

predominant reasons which enforced a move further away from the city centre. Frank and 

Nicole had just returned from their overseas experience and intended buying in central Auckland 

when they realized house prices had soared immensely while they were away. They intended to 

buy in Grey Lynn in particular, as they did not plan to live in the Eastern suburbs by choice due to 

the long potential commute if “you get any work on the Shore.” Nicole explained that “Grey Lynn 

was getting out of our price range for what we wanted. So, we ended up looking around Point 

Chevalier and Ellerslie. I was familiar with Mount Eden and Sandringham, from living there 

before.” However, they could not find anything suitable they could afford in those areas. Laura 

said that Farm Cove was not their first choice of residence either and in fact they had not known 

about it until they looked for a house and realized that “what we wanted [St. Heliers] was too 

expensive.” Furthermore, she gave details how she learnt about Farm Cove’s qualities that 

awakened their interest in the Eastern suburbs:  
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 “We wanted to be near the sea. So, we basically just looked on the map. We didn’t know 

this area at all. But we looked on the map and saw there was water near here and there 

was a walkway and it did sort of look quiet. And we thought we drive down here and 

have a look. And we just liked the area by driving through. It is nice and quiet and quite 

green by the water. We have got a boat, so it is also near Half Moon Bay for launching 

and it is also near the school for the children.” (Laura) 

 

On the other hand, other participants were familiar either with Farm Cove or the wider 

Pakuranga area. Justine and Tim grew up in Farm Cove and have developed a sense of belonging 

to the area and thus wanted to stay where their roots are. They “just knew the good things 

about this neighbourhood.” Amongst other qualities such as being close to public transport and 

the motorway, the significance of being in a good school zone was mentioned a number of times 

as indicated in table 7.1. More significantly though, it emerged that the importance of the 

section size appears to be strongly linked with location. Farm Cove proved to offer unique 

private green spaces in comparison to other Eastern suburbs. Justine pointed out that they 

looked for houses in Dannemora but “it was the section size there” which did not appeal to 

them. She further explained that “there is no backyard. You are right on the road front. They 

were nice houses. They ticked a few of the new house requirements. But they just didn’t have the 

sections.” Scott also noted that houses in East Tamaki were “too close and just felt fenced in. It 

had no trees around it and everything just felt so close to you; your neighbours you felt they were 

right on your back doorstep.” Laura also vaguely remembered that properties in Cockle Bay 

“didn’t have enough garden with them.”  

 

Garden space was one of the important qualities both cohorts of people mentioned from their 

purchase wish list as indicated in both Tables 7.1 and 7.2. Scott specified that the major factor 

for him was the “garden that you looked down on to, instead of looking onto somebody’s fence.” 

Lisa emphasized that a “nice sized garden” was important to her as they “were planning to have 

children.” Furthermore, Bill stressed that it is important to have a private backyard garden with a 

barbeque as it is part of the New Zealand tradition of outdoor entertaining. Elizabeth said that 

she “thought if we couldn’t have a sea view then we must have a nice garden. Well, we were 

really very lucky that we got both.” On the other hand Justine and Tim stressed that they did not 

have anything like a physical wish list but yet, expected the “good points of a house” such as 

being a “three bedroom, new or refurbished house with an en-suite, enough space in the 

backyard and close to public transport”. While contemporary housing nowadays tends to be 
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unimaginable without an en-suite bathroom, it was “a novelty” in the early 1970s as Rose said 

“as we had never seen a house that had an en-suite before”. Susan shared her experience from 

that time as she said: 

 

 “It was the beginning of having an en-suite. And this house had an en-suite. So, that was 

an extra addition. I remember the real estate agent saying that um… no matter what, in 

the future everybody would be having en-suites. And it has been such a plus.” (Susan) 

 

Some of the properties in Farm Cove are equipped with outdoor swimming-pools which were 

also popular in the early 1970s. Bill and Rose stressed that they did not want a property with a 

swimming pool as they were “always scared” something would happen to their two year old at 

the time if she fell into the water. Bill added that they would have not been able to afford the 

high cost of maintenance either while having to pay back a mortgage and raising a family at the 

same time. It could be argued that a private swimming pool in the new suburban development 

that was aimed at the nuclear family, appears not to be suitable for families with children. Rose 

revealed that “there was a little girl down the road, she fell in the water and was floating on the 

top and luckily they managed to revive her but she was only a little toddler.” The popularity of an 

outdoor pool is consistent with being an upmarket feature that set the suburban dream apart 

from living elsewhere. A private pool could serve as one’s own access to water in addition to the 

public access to the nearby estuary and the sea.  Above all, participants of the older cohort 

mentioned that views of some sort were not amongst the priority qualities they were looking 

for. Susan humbly stated “if I can’t get a sea view, then I might as well have a nice home.” 

Harriet offered a different point of view as she explained “I think you can make your own view. 

We weren’t fussed about having a view. A lot of people have a view. They have a view but they 

don’t very often look at it.” Nancy countered this claim with a lot of regrets as she has recently 

lost her views because “somebody built a monstrosity down on the walkway.”  

 

Participants were attracted by several qualities that were crucial in their decision to move to 

Farm Cove. Previous housing experiences in other places helped the participants to narrow 

down their expectations of housing qualities for Farm Cove. While these qualities are 

predominantly of material nature, they are place specific. Both cohorts of participants 

mentioned the significance of single level housing. While Lisa expected to find a house with a flat 

drive way for the ease of parking her car, it was even more important to also live in single level 

housing as she shared her experience:  



 

 
 

Table 7.1 Housing quality motivations for living in Farm Cove amongst the ‘younger cohort’ 
 
Participants 
(age group) 

Time of 
purchase 

Qualities which attracted participants 
to move to area / neighbourhood – Farm Cove 

Wish list with qualities for purchase of house 
What qualities should a house have? (prior to purchase) 

 
Tim 

Justine 
20 - 29 

 
2008 

 
familiarity with area as both grew up in Farm Cove 
lifestyle 
close to beaches 
still large sections available in comparison to elsewhere 
family, friends and support in area 
 

 
En-suite 
3 bedrooms 
backyard 
close to public transport 
new or refurbished house - no DIY 
 

Frank 
Nicole 

30-39 

2004 in comparison to rest of Auckland: value for money, affordable housing 
other areas out of price range 
bit more central for work reasons , more flexibility, less commuting  
were familiar with Mt. Eden & Sandringham area but new to Eastern suburbs 

looking for older built houses: nothing from 1990s onwards 
a bit of land, grass to be outside, garden 
3 bedrooms 
garage 
 

Laura 
30-39 

2004 St. Heliers too expensive, out of price range 
close to sea 
not too far away from town, Cockle Bay would have been too far 
walkway along waterfront 
quiet 
green 
 

quiet 
cul-de-sac 
good sized garden 
room for each child, separate living room, rumpus room for children, 
general living room for whole family 

Lisa  
30-39 

2003 no value for money in Ellerslie although close to amenities 
space in backyard 
close to malls, shopping and everything 
familiar with Pakuranga area as lived here before  
closer to motorway  
Cockle Bay would have added an extra 15 minutes to town 
 

flat driveway  
single level house (as never lived in double storied house before) 
3-4 bedrooms 
close to schools 
relatively low maintenance 
nice piece of land, garden, space in backyard 
 

Kate 
40-49 

1997 looked in Eastern Parts (Howick, Bucklands Beach, Cockle Bay) but  
wanted "this end" of Pakuranga 
close to facilities and a bit more central  
closer to motorway 
good schools 
determined on location of house which narrowed field of physical features 
 

four bedrooms 
separate room for husband to work (self-employed) 
indoor-outdoor flow 
no plans on buying open plan - but has worked out fine 

Scott 
40-49 

1997 close to water and beaches 
nice and quiet location  
wanted to stay in area - but East Tamaki too cramped & boxed in 
new experience of living in a two storied house with potential of a view 

outlook into garden - not somebody's fence 
natural light 
space  
view 
privacy 
quiet area 
indoor-outdoor flow 
not becoming user un-friendly in future esp. with living upstairs 



 

 
 

Table 7.2 Housing quality motivations for living in Farm Cove amongst the ‘older cohort’ 
 
Participants 
(age group) 

Time of 
Purchase 

Qualities which attracted participants 
to move to area / neighbourhood – Farm Cove 

Wish list with qualities for purchase of house 
What qualities should a house have? (prior to purchase) 

 
Nancy 

60-69 

 
2004 

 
her husband has lived in area since 1973 
area that offers ability to walk to beach and have a swim 
everything beyond Panmure bridge (city side) like St. Heliers too expensive 
likes shopping centre in area 
near the water - either walk to water or have water view 
 

 
light and airy 
indoor-outdoor flow 
not on a main road 
house on one level 

Melanie 
60-69 

 

1995 nice area to be in  
away from city centre 

a very nice outlook 

Walter 
80-89 

1986 had lived in Farm Cove since 1971 
walkway for dog to walk 
little shop close by 
 

not having wish list per se - but a budget 
being mortgage free 

Elizabeth  
80-89 

1986 had lived in East Tamaki before  solid house with less maintenance 
no steps, single level - as could be problematic in older age 
if not sea view, then a nice garden 
 

Harriet  
60-69 

1980 built house together with architect and building company 
had lived in Pakuranga before 

Spanish style home on ground level, flat levelled home 
had no visions of being upstairs, no stairs (esp. when becoming older) 
no sun in the kitchen in afternoon 
sun and light into living areas 
indoor-outdoor flow 
not fuzzed about view 
 

Bill  
Rose  
70-79 

1978 other side of Harbour Bridge was ruled out as ties in Napier 
close to the water as likes yachting 
schools in walking distance for children 

did not want a swimming pool  (although popular at the time) 
En-suite (as was a novelty) 
wood burning fire 
outdoor living 
private backyard garden with barbeque 
 

Mabel  
60-69 

1978 has lived in Farm Cove since 1970 
likes being near the water  
wanted to get into Sunnyhills school zone 
 

being mortgage free 
garden for children to play in 

Susan  
60-69 

1974 property was spec house at time of purchase three bedrooms 
En-suite  
did not want Spanish style home but loved it 
if no sea view, then a nice home 
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“Surprisingly I have never lived in a double-storeyed house. But my sister in law at the 

time... um… lived over in Mount Eden and she had a double-storeyed house and she had 

young kids. And I saw what it was like having to look after young kids and going up and 

downstairs with a baby. And I just wanted to have a single level house. Yeah.” (Lisa) 

 

Amongst all participants, Scott was the only one who actually lived in one of the few double-

storeyed houses in Farm Cove. Although he highlights that living on two levels had been a 

novelty and quite a difference for him, he also pointed out that especially the “living upstairs” in 

the house had become “a little bit un-user friendly”. He explained that when moving in 

“everything you wanted had to come up those stairs.” More importantly though he highlighted 

the critical issue of the stairs “especially with a young kid, the fear of him falling down them.” 

Scott also advised about the impacts and the problematic functionality a double-storeyed house 

might have for elderly people. Harriet had this issue in mind as she explained that her family had 

originally assumed they would stay long-term in Farm Cove. Therefore they had their building 

plans drawn to suit their needs in the seventies as well as to a time when they would become 

older: 

 

 “We wanted to have a sort of a Spanish style home on ground level, flat levelled home. I 

had no visions of being upstairs. A slab on the ground was what we wanted. […] And the 

other reason possibly was that one day eventually we would be older and didn’t want 

stairs.” (Harriet) 

 

Unlike Harriet, Elizabeth did not think about the significance of having to climb stairs at the time 

when both moved to Farm Cove in the 1970s. Now that Elizabeth is older, the impacts of steps 

are influencing her physical mobility as she said “steps were not a difficulty then but they are 

now.” She further narrated that they  

 

“weren’t looking for something that’s become very important – which is important now – 

got all these steps. There are steps here and there. Well, I have had surgery on my ankle 

twice and actually, most unusually, I’ve got a titanium ankle.” (Elizabeth) 

 

While being significantly younger than Elizabeth, Nancy already encountered problems in her 

previous home as she was living on “three levels before and that was playing up with my knee.” 

Hence, it was crucial for her to have a home that is on one level now “that I have arthritis.” 

These examples demonstrate that housing in Farm Cove targeted predominantly younger 
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families at the time. Developers might not have taken into account then that housing would not 

offer suitable functionality for those families who decided to ’stay put’ long-term and thus age in 

place. These examples stress that housing needs to be accessible and universal in its design 

which is a barrier-free kind of living that is usable by everyone, regardless of their age group and 

abilities (Bringolf, 2008).  

 

The next section investigates the notions of meanings of home in Farm Cove. As the older cohort 

participants are predominantly long-term residents, they have developed a strong sense of place 

attachment. In this context the typical 1970s home served as an object to develop feelings of 

belonging as was the case for the villas in Grey Lynn. Housing qualities and meanings are 

discussed for the suburban home.  

 

7.3 Meanings and qualities of suburban housing in Farm Cove 
 

7.3.1 The meaning of the 1970s home in contemporary suburbia 

 

“The age of the house doesn’t matter at all. It is just my home. I don’t care about the age 

of it. The thing is… is it in good repair as a new place and comfortable and nah… the age 

of it doesn’t make any difference to me.” (Susan) 

 

Most of the participants were very content with the condition of their house. Repairs and DIY 

were not carried out as diligently in Farm Cove as in Grey Lynn. In fact, little renovation work 

was undertaken by participants besides minor cosmetic work such as “sprucing up the interior” 

(Elizabeth) or “probably look at a new kitchen. Ideally it would be nice to have new carpets but 

we won’t be doing that for a while” as stated by Nicole. Susan painted the whole outside and 

inside of the house and put new wallpaper up. Tim was very satisfied with the state of repair of 

their recently purchased first home “other than the external. But that’s only because we’re just 

trying to custom, to put our touch on it.” Nancy also added that she only changed the carpet as it 

was not to her personal taste. Amongst all participants, Kate was one of the few who 

encountered some serious issues with flooding in the first years of living in Farm Cove. She 

shared her experience: 

 

 “Our land on the Eastern side of our property is actually slightly higher than the floor 

level. It was the second year we were here, when there were really bad floods and we 
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had water coming into the house. We weren’t in the position to do anything about it at 

the time, so we just mopped up. […] But we haven’t had that issue again.” (Kate) 

 

Kate suggested recent problems with the roofing and guttering were “just annoying things that 

could be done”. The rotting issues around some boards were mainly linked to the atrium in the 

middle of the house which let the heavy rain in “although the house is really sound.” Kate stated 

that they “wouldn’t let things get to a state where they are affecting the integrity of the inside of 

our house.” Generally, most of the participants only carried out minor or no work at all as 

exemplified by Lisa when she said “we haven’t done anything and we have lived in this for nearly 

five years. “This might be related to some of the homes being built with bricks. Justine claimed 

that “having a brick home is great, because it doesn’t require a lot of maintenance.”  

 

While the late Victorian and Edwardian villas in Grey Lynn discussed in Chapter Six have a 

significant meaning to their owner occupants, the 1970s homes in Farm Cove do not hold such 

strong connotations. The fairly good state of housing repair matters more than their age. In fact, 

the majority of participants perceived the era of housing as insignificant. Values and qualities 

that are concerned with being a sound and sturdy house dominated in the responses. Scott in 

particular stressed that living in a 1970s house  

 

“…doesn’t worry me at all. At least I know they were using the right products. Not like 

some of the products that, you know, something that had been in the early 1990s and 

that. At least I know there’s chemical treatment in the walls. I know that the timber is all 

dried out and it won’t move.” (Scott) 

 

Melanie explained that in her opinion the older style is “far more reliable” than newer housing 

stock. Nicole added that they “didn’t want to live in newer houses” as they feared ending up in a 

leaky home and hence were looking for anything built prior to the 1990s, as also indicated in 

table 7.2. According to participants’ insights, homes built in the 1970s do not hold specific 

historical values. Mitchell and Chaplin (1984) for instance, refer to New Zealand housing 

architecture since 1945 as ‘elegant sheds’, coated in ‘elegant‘ aesthetics to appeal. Alternatively 

while designed for certain demographics, the core of the house is designed for simplicity, with 

no particular meaning. Laura declared “it doesn’t mean anything to me at all much” and Tim also 

indicated the lack of meaning for the era their house stems from:  
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“I don’t think of it as a 1970s house. There was a point when I was like, cool; this house is 

older than me. But yeah, I think there is no value in it. I don’t hold any value in it being a 

1970s home. I do have a value in owning a home in Farm Cove, which is a 1970s suburb.” 

(Tim) 

 

Tim’s perception clearly demonstrated that the location of the 1970s house is more important 

than the age of the house. This conforms to earlier discussions of residential location within 

Farm Cove. Nonetheless, the perceptions of place are dependent on each individual owner. How 

the boundaries and the qualities of place are constituted was illustrated earlier in Figure 7.2. 

Although place as location is more significant than age, the home has further meaning in this 

suburban context. There is a sense of belonging to the place – the home. In fact, Bill and Rose 

stressed that their 1970s home provides them with a secure base that offer them a sense of 

belonging. Since they have been home owners for a long time, they feel secure and grounded in 

place. Therefore, home ownership appears to be a crucial means for the creation of housing 

qualities in suburbia.  

 

7.3.2 The significance of home ownership – a means for creating a sense of 

belonging 

 

“I think we’ve been brought up with the idea of you must have your own home, but you 

must own your own house to create a home. I think both of our parents have been in the 

house – like our whole childhood was spent in the same home. To me, it was like, oh, I 

can’t wait to have my own house, so I can make it my home.” (Justine) 

 

For New Zealanders, home has been constituted through home ownership which provides a 

secure basis for the creation of both a household and family. In this context, Perkins and Thorns 

(1999, p. 128) explain that “the suburban quarter acre with its own single storey house” was the 

norm for the majority of the New Zealand population until the 1980s when a social and 

economic change started to slowly transform urban systems (Davidson, 1994). Along with the 

majority of the participants, I consider that housing in Farm Cove offers the promises of the so-

called “New Zealand and Australian dream” (Tim). The meaning of home is therefore linked to 

qualities that are associated with ownership and belonging. Kate affirmed that there was a very 

strong-minded expectation of owning a home in the past “without it being a terribly conscious 

one. It’s pretty much the way how we operate in this country. This is what we expected of 

ourselves without probably thinking too hard about it”. Participants’ responses showed that it 
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was an expectation of society to be fully accepted by owning a home. Nicole exemplified this, 

saying “I think it is that Kiwi mentality of owning your own home I think. That’s sort of what you 

do which is different overseas where it’s quite natural to rent.” Melanie also reasoned that “I 

never thought that I wouldn’t become a home owner. That’s not that I wanted to become one – 

it was the expectation, I suppose.” For Justine and Tim, who are children of the baby boomer 

generation, the dream of home ownership was only becoming true with some financial help 

from their parents. 

 

Prospective home owners such as those belonging to Generation Y72 have concerns of housing 

affordability as well as financial security and unemployment (Huntley, 2006, p.180). In the 

Auckland Region the younger households of the 25 to 39 year olds have experienced a 

significant fall in home ownership rates (Beacon Pathway, 2010). Owner occupants in Farm Cove 

who fall into these age groups have also demonstrated some sort of difficulty to find a suitable 

home that meets their needs.  

 

Ownership is associated with connotations around financial and ontological security. Elizabeth 

asserted that “the security of being a home owner is huge.” The findings also predominantly 

showed the positive notions of home ownership such as “seeing home as investment providing 

the economy doesn’t go backwards which I am sure it won’t” (Laura) as well as “a capital and 

asset backing, obviously for later on in life you know (Lisa). By and large, participants’ responses 

highlight those benefits and qualities of home ownership which were discussed in Chapter Two. 

However, occupants also discussed their perceptions of ownership in the changing housing 

market along with notions of affordability and its implications. A dialogue between Bill and Rose 

implies a change in the built environment as they noted:  

 

 Bill: In New Zealand everybody seems to aim at owning their own house. As a rule, 

people don’t live in apartments by choice.  

 Rose: Yeah, there is a lot being built, isn’t it? You know… there never used to be hardly 

any around but over the last few years they are going up everywhere. 

 

                                                             

72 Generation Y is the successor of Generation X. Although there is a debate of which birth years exactly 
Generation Y is inclusive of, it is largely agreed that it is those born between 1982 and around the turn of 
the millennium. Generation Y is also known as Echo Boomers or Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 2000).  
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General connotations of renting versus home ownership suggest that renting “is like dead 

money to me” (Harriet) or “you feel that you are spending money on nothing really, you rather 

have the mortgage in the end” (Laura). However, another relevant theme emerged. Participants 

from the older cohort of occupants expressed their concerns about not being able to own a 

home in later life. Rose said “a lot of people, like our nephew, he reckons it’s a lot cheaper to 

rent. He sold his house and is renting at the moment.” Lisa assured that although the house 

purchase “has financially stretched” them, she feels now ontologically secure in respect to the 

future. Nancy believed she is an “old-fashioned girl” when it comes to home ownership and the 

security associated with it. Moreover, she explained that the next generation has changed their 

views about owning their own home:  

 

 “I have rented twice in my life. Once I was young and it kind of didn’t matter, but now I 

wouldn’t want to rent. I guess you have more capital if you’re renting. It depends on your 

age. There’s no question in my mind that I wouldn’t want to own my own home. But my 

children don’t see it that way. My twins – who are now 40 – say why would we want to 

do what you and Dad did?” (Nancy) 

 

Although the option to rent could be a personal preference in terms of lifestyle choices it offers 

more mobility while being in the workforce. Nonetheless, it is debatable whether this flexibility 

can be maintained in later life. Melanie stressed that home ownership is associated with settling 

down and building roots which can also take place at a later stage when she explained:  

 

“I don’t think it would be very good renting all the time as you get older. It’s fine when 

you are younger, because, you know, you haven’t decided what you are going to do - you 

are not settled. But to be settled, um… and not be in your own home, I don’t think I could 

envisage that.” (Melanie) 

 

Feelings of ontological security might only be achieved as owner rather than as tenant. Although 

affordability issues appear to dominate the current housing market in Auckland Harriet argued 

that this might not necessarily be the case. From her point of view, she did not “always believe 

that that’s the way how it is as people have different priorities nowadays”. She compared the 

pathways of younger people into home ownership with her own experience and thus claimed 

“when we were young and we bought a home, if you couldn’t afford the carpet, you didn’t have a 

carpet. If you couldn’t afford a stereo or a TV you didn’t have it. You waited. But not today. They 
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seem to need it all straight away but they can’t afford.” (Harriet) Furthermore, Susan pointed 

out that it is the responsibility of the baby boomer generation which she belongs to, to “piggy-

back and support” their children as it remains unclear “as a younger person, where are you going 

to get this money from”. She further stressed that she was able to help her children into home 

ownership since she owns her own home at an older age now. Moreover, Walter agreed that “it 

is important that people own their own homes eventually.” This is particularly significant as 

Walter stressed that he relies on the governments’ superannuation now. He “has been retired 

for over twenty years now. So, super [superannuation] doesn’t last forever as you get older.” He 

noted that he “is sitting in a very good position because I own my own property and I don’t have 

to worry at all.”  

 

Home ownership serves as a basis for occupants to create their home and thus also a sense of 

belonging as mentioned earlier. While I positioned ownership centrally in the preceding 

discussion, I now turn to the meaning of the making of home on the basis of ownership. Here, I 

will only allude to those meanings that were mentioned frequently by occupants as contributing 

to place attachment in suburbia. This is particularly significant for those who were involved in 

the building of the house themselves in the early days of suburbanisation as I argue that the 

physical creation of a home enables owners to gain greater place attachment and belonging. 

Harriet shared her insights and said “we planned it together, we went to the architect together 

and we wanted it together. The sort of home we wanted together. Yes, we would call it home. A 

real home.” Justine and Tim who only recently became home owners explained their 

understanding of home in relation to previously having rented. Justine clarified: 

 

“Home, I think, you create a home together. It’s putting your photos on the wall. That’s 

what a home is to me. Like, why would I travel when we lived in a house? It wasn’t ours. 

We just had our stuff there. It’s just where we stayed. But now, we’re putting all this 

effort in. We’re creating a life in this house. Now it becomes our home.” (Justine) 

 

Furthermore, their creation of a family and establishing a home together creates the meaning in 

itself. Although personal items assist residents in creating a sense of place, it is moreover the 

process of choosing those desired qualities that are associated with a certain level of 

attachment. Here, house is perceived by King (2004a) as a brick box whereas home is 

represented as a velvet case. Participants’ perceptions of home were very much in accordance 

with the academic scholarship of home as discussed in Chapter Two. Yet, the notion of house 
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amongst the residents in Farm Cove appears to be solely related to rental stock or else a brick 

box. Laura stressed that “if my house wasn’t my home I wouldn’t want to be in it. The home is 

the most important thing. If I didn’t have a sense of home in a house then I wouldn’t want it 

because it’s got to be home.” Here, qualities of home are related to emotions, feelings and 

experiences of family life that shape the sense of place in suburban Farm Cove. By and large, the 

family represents the central value that supports the creation of home as Lisa noted: “Home 

means to me, where my family is, basically. Yeah, where we are as a family together and 

enjoying each other’s company.” On the other hand, Justine and Tim who were at the beginning 

of creating their home, felt a limited sense of home as “probably we don’t have children yet.” 

Thus, I claim that the longer the residents are established in a home the greater the belonging to 

the place – the home. This is particularly significant in relation to long-term residents as they 

gained a greater place attachment over time. Walter exemplified this fact and stressed the 

importance of attachment: “The kids asked me whether I want to move into a retirement home, 

you know. No, not yet. I don’t want to. I want to hang in here as long as I can. So, in that respect 

home does mean a lot to me, yeah.” Moreover, the sense of belonging appears to go beyond the 

home and seems to be strongly associated with place. Kate expressed her happiness at having 

secured a home in Farm Cove while noting home “would be the predominant emotion I would 

probably think I would feel with a sense of how fortunate we are.” Farm Cove has also created a 

significant meaning for Mabel as she remembered “we did try to move out once. We did try to 

move away. We thought we might’ve liked to have gone over the Shore but we couldn’t. […] We 

didn’t feel comfortable moving anywhere else.” Thus, I argue that home ownership is a means to 

create a home, the sense of belonging to one’s own place is a deeply rooted and secure 

ontological feeling. Those feelings of attachment to and of home are positive connotations that 

are developed over time. This is clearly demonstrated in Mabel’s and Walter’s case above. Here, 

the notion of rootedness gains more significance in later life.  

 

Besides offering comfort, pleasure, privacy and security, which were mentioned by participants 

throughout the interviews, home was also perceived as being a stable place that brings about 

responsibility. This responsibility is strongly linked to ownership and financial security rather 

than quality as Tim stated “I don’t think of the quality of the house. It’s having a mortgage or not 

having a mortgage is the difference. I mean, it’s one of those things that have got to be paid 

before other bills. Home comes first.” It can thus be argued that the responsibility of paying back 

a loan overshadows the significance of housing qualities in younger age. Walter took this further 

and explained: 
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“[…] your initial costs. You have got your mortgage and you have to pay it off. And you 

have got your maintenance along the line and certain responsibilities, insurance and that 

sort of thing. So, there is a financial burden there to maintain your own home initially. 

Once you overcome that then of course you can get yourself into a reasonable position.” 

(Walter) 

 

On that note, it can be debated whether a sense of ontological security will be increased when 

one’s home becomes debt free. Since the responsibility of paying back the mortgage has then 

dissolved, other responsibilities concerned with house and home might become more significant 

for home owners. Justine claimed that home is very much aligned with lifestyle. I argue that 

besides lifestyle being a crucial component to a sense of place and of home for each individual, 

additional housing qualities shape and define this particular sense of place. As a result, home 

ownership allows for self-creation of qualities such as renovation and maintenance activities as 

discussed in Chapter Six. Furthermore, Chapter Four has shown that according to experts’ 

understanding of housing quality, the responsibility remains with the home owners themselves. 

Although certain housing qualities become more significant in later life it is important to capture 

those qualities that emerge as significant amongst the younger cohorts of residents.  

 

7.3.3 Perceptions of housing qualities73 

 

“We like it because it’s quiet and nobody knows where Farm Cove is. That’s what we like 

about it. When you say you live in Farm Cove everyone says, where is that, which is how 

we like it to be. We don’t want to be anywhere that there are truckloads of visitors, 

people coming to visit. That’s very selfish, but that’s why we like it here and all the trees 

and the quiet atmosphere.” (Nancy) 

 

Given the fact that the elderly participants in this case study had been living there for 30 years 

on average, the perceived qualities of place differ to those of the younger age group. The 

following discussion will provide a deeper understanding of housing qualities in two stages. First 

and foremost the perceived qualities of the dwelling environment between the two participant 

groups are compared and contrasted. Then, those experienced qualities that concern immediate 

qualities in participants’ neighbourhood vicinity are discussed.  

 

                                                             

73 Parts of the following two subchapters are published in Buckenberger (2012). 
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Figure 7.3  Tag clouds of perceived housing qualities by the younger cohort (left) and the 

older cohort (right) 

 

The two tag clouds in Figure 7.3 represent perceived dwelling qualities by both cohorts of 

participants on the dwelling environment scale.74 The most remarkable difference is the number 

of mentioned characteristics between the two age groups. The quality attributes are more 

diverse amongst younger participants. Generally, older people do not have more housing 

experience than younger people per se. For instance, they might have lived at the same place for 

a longer period of time whereas younger people might have had more diverse housing 

experiences in different places (Heywood, Oldman & Means, 2002). This also applies to the 

participants for this case study. The younger cohort of participants has diverse housing 

experiences particularly through overseas experiences.  

 

Physical qualities appealed most to younger participants. The most important ones centre on the 

size and spaciousness of the house and the section. Notions of space have been perceived in the 

                                                             

74 An example of Figure 7.3 in which both cohorts are merged into one tag cloud can be found in appendix 
C. 
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Farm Cove area to be important for many families who have two children on average per 

household. Furthermore, a reasonable number of sections are indeed still on a quarter acre 

section. Those larger sections provide space for outdoor living, including deck space which is a 

central element in New Zealand’s housing culture. Thus both the elderly and younger group 

valued the outdoor space. The Victorian and Edwardian villas in Grey Lynn in central Auckland 

(Chapter Six) also showed a trend amongst home owners of extending their living space to the 

outdoors while basically “adding another room” which is connected to the interior by French 

doors (Buckenberger, 2008). A feature which derives from this context is the “indoor-outdoor 

flow” that dissolves the physical boundary and materiality between the interior and exterior of a 

home (Leonard, Perkins & Thorns, 2004; Miller, Swan & Pearson, 1999) as explained by an 

interviewee, Scott: 

 

“[…] indoor outdoor flow, because it doubles your space of what you’ve got. You can 

have kind of the smallish house but if you’ve got a good size deck area or something like 

that you can bring your house inside outside.  Because in the summer time it gets so 

damn hot you’ve got this extra space outside and if you’ve got extra people coming over 

or even having a function out with people coming in you can extend your house outside.” 

(Scott) 

 

The tag ‘outdoor’ was perceived as valuable by the elderly residents as well. Generally, people 

have more time to relax outdoors in later life than while in the workforce. This offers the 

possibility to pursue recreational or creative activities as well as socializing. The domestic space 

in the home becomes crucial in terms of the hours spent at home for leisure activities. Most of 

the participants in the older cohort also pursue some sort of activity in the nearby 

neighbourhood like Susan, who loves gardening and is a member of the local garden club. Given 

the fact that the residential area in Farm Cove consists of large sections, most of the elderly 

residents maintain a garden and enjoy the outdoors. Elizabeth said: 

 

 “…being near the sea, and the garden – and this really did attract us very much – we’d 

never seen bougainvillea flowering like that before. And it was fenced in, so very private, 

very nice for outdoor living which is a big feature of living in Auckland, really.” (Elizabeth) 

 

Bill is a passionate gardener and explained that gardening is his hobby. He proudly said that 

there is power in the garden so he “can walk out there at nine o’clock at night, turn the light on 
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and have a fiddle around.” Mabel assures “of course we have a garden.” She further explained 

that they had “the largest section in the street” which enabled them to extend their house 

towards the rear. Nonetheless, there was still enough space for her to be left with “a little bit of 

garden and a vegetable garden down the back.” For the younger cohort, the garden did not 

appear in the tag cloud at all. Here, qualities that are concerned with outdoor and section 

instead are more meaningful although all participants from the younger cohort maintain a 

garden, if not a vegetable garden. Lisa noted that their backyard resembles a crèche due to 

swings and a sandpit which they built last year for their children. However, she asserted that the 

“massive sandpit is eventually gonna be my veggie garden.” 

 

From Figure 7.3 it can also be noted that elderly occupants chose more tangible qualities. The 

most important quality attribute is centred on the term living. The living in this respect might 

relate to the characteristics of liveability rather than occupants’ quality of life. For older people it 

is crucial that their homes are in a good state of repair, suitable, safe and liveable to satisfy their 

needs. This is widely acknowledged in the housing literature (Davey, 2006; Heywood, Oldman & 

Means, 2002, Sixsmith, 1990 and others) where these qualities contribute to well-being and 

state of health. Unlike the majority of people who usually move to a smaller residence with 

easier maintenance once they retire, all of the elderly participants decided to stay in their long-

term family homes such as Walter who remarked “I have got low maintenance on this property.” 

For Susan, the safety aspect in her family home was one of the incentives to “stay put” as she 

felt “absolutely safe” there. In order to maintain independence and capability in later life other 

attributes were also mentioned amongst the owner occupants. For instance, the requirements 

of single level housing on a flat section are provided in Farm Cove to a large extent although 

issues of double-storey housing and its implications were discussed earlier. According to Davey 

(2006) resourcefulness and independence will be provided for older home owners who age in 

place, when the following quality attributes are provided in a dwelling and its environment: 

access from and to the street and to transport, health services and social networks, single level 

living, warmth, a small garden that is easy to manage, a modern bathroom and kitchen as well as 

low maintenance. By and large, participants mentioned those qualities. However, issues of 

public transport in the neighbourhood were widely raised amongst both cohorts of residents 

and hence, I will touch upon these in the next section.  

 

Both tag clouds in Figure 7.3 also highlight the tag ‘area’. This confirms that housing qualities go 

beyond the dwelling boundary. The immediate vicinity of the neighbourhood plays an important 
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role in day-to-day routines and creates a sense of place. I will explore and define area in relation 

to neighbourhood in the following section.  

 

7.3.4 Qualities of the area – the significance of the neighbourhood vicinity 

 

“A neighbourhood usually refers to a locality or part of a city or town where a person 

lives and where he feels “at home”. In addition, a neighbourhood can be thought of as an 

area that has a distinctive character or flavour to it […]” (Haney and Knowles, 1978, 

p.206) 

 

Definitions of neighbourhood vary widely in the academic scholarship. A common underlying 

theme of all definitions is the idea of constituting an imaginable and confined area. The 

definition given by Haney and Knowles (1978) above reflects a suitable starting point for a 

discussion of the nearby neighbourhood where day-to-day routines are carried out. Nonetheless 

the neighbourhood vicinity in Farm Cove is challenging to define as it is not clear what makes up 

the area in this case study. Kearns and Parkinson (2001) for instance, refer to the area within five 

to ten minutes walk from the home as the ‘home area’. Initially, I used this explanation of home 

area with participants to define the nearby neighbourhood. My sampling strategy revealed that 

residents’ day-to-day routines took place within ten minutes not only by foot but more 

remarkably by car of the home. That indicated that a more flexible definition of neighbourhood 

was required. Brower (1996) defines an accumulation of ‘home areas’ as the ‘neighbourhood 

area’, which is commonly known as a residential area. On the other hand, Brower (1996) also 

suggests a family of definitions rather than using a universal definition for neighbourhood. I 

agree with Brower (1996) and Barker (1978) that neighbourhoods are social constructs rather 

than defined on physical space. Here, the residents’ behaviour and experiences determine what 

constitutes neighbourhood from the inside through their perceived qualities and values, creating 

what I label the neighbourhood vicinity.  

 

From the brainstorming method (see Chapter Three) I have generated two tag clouds of 

perceived qualities in the nearby neighbourhood vicinity (Figure 7.4). It is evident that the 

number of neighbourhood vicinity qualities perceived by elderly residents outweighs those of 

younger families as shown in Figure 7.4.75 The emphasis in both tag clouds remain on the notion 

                                                             

75 An example of Figure 7.4 in which both cohorts are merged into one tag cloud is provided in appendix C. 
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of closeness in the neighbourhood. Casey (1997) who uses Heidegger’s concept of nearness, 

states that nearness brings about neighbourhood. However, the closeness needs to be 

experienced by residents themselves as it can vary for different kinds of people.  

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.4  Tag clouds of perceived neighbourhood vicinity qualities by the younger cohort 

(left) and the older cohort (right) 

 

Residents might perceive home areas as spatially extended spaces of home or extended dwelling 

qualities. In Figure 7.4, environmental qualities overlap as both cohorts value the area as quiet 

and safe. Both Susan (older cohort) and Kate (younger cohort) expressed this: 

 

 “I have always felt safe here and my husband has travelled away at various times and I 

have never felt unsafe …I have always felt safe here and safe out there walking the dog 

at night. So, you know... I used to run at night and I haven’t been feeling unsafe.” (Kate) 

 

 “It is quiet. It is safe. It is near to shops, schools and the bus. Um... it’s eh... shall I say 

middle of the road? Middle of the road is socio-economic. I like it because it is... you just 

feel it is a nice community. Um... I say a good community.” (Susan) 

 

When comparing the two tag clouds it is apparent that the tag ‘neighbourhood’ only appears 

larger in the tag cloud of the older cohort and long-term residents. It can be argued that the 
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elderly people have developed a sense of neighbourliness over time since they settled in Farm 

Cove a long time ago. Furthermore, the good neighbourhood might have emerged from social 

ties that were formed amongst like-minded people. Since the suburban development of Farm 

Cove was targeted at the nuclear family it can be contended that a sameness of settlers was 

anticipated and also realized. Moreover, the aspect of facing the same if not similar issues due to 

being further away from the city centre as well as notions of isolation in suburbia, might have 

led to neighbourliness and a sense of community. On the other hand, it can also be argued that 

due to the homogeneity of the suburbanisers at the time, the then new residents formed a 

community which was enhanced due to, for instance, their children being at the same school. 

While most residents of both cohorts only interact with their neighbours by simply waving to 

each other or greeting each other from a distance, the older residents appreciate their 

neighbours looking after each other. Mabel remarked that she probably knows “quite a lot, 

probably about 50 per cent” of Farm Cove residents. Elizabeth shared the sense of 

neighbourliness when she told that her neighbour “puts my paper on the doorstep for me every 

morning and that’s lovely. And he takes my rubbish out for me, which is just true neighbourliness, 

I think.” Susan’s quote above points out that the neighbourhood can also be perceived as a 

community.  

 

7.3.5 Senses of community –a shift towards suburban privatopia 

 

Long-term residents have developed a sense of community through close relationships to their 

neighbours as well as to other residents in Farm Cove. Those community formation processes 

took place over a long period of time. Harriet confirmed that she perceived Farm Cove as a 

community “but only because I have been here a long time. Yes, I would feel some of it is a 

community although I don’t know a lot of the neighbours around here.” Some residents felt out 

of place in terms of their community perceptions as Scott noticed “some of the neighbours, 

we’ve never met.” Hence, the sense of neighbourliness might impact on capacity building for a 

sense of community. One could argue that the relationships that were established over a long 

period of time made it more difficult for newer residents to integrate. Harriet noticed this fact 

when she said “I only feel comfortable as part of the community partly because I have been here 

so long, yes, yes. But for somebody coming in they might not. They wouldn’t feel the same than I 

do. No, no.” Tim and Justine noticed their advantage of having grown up in Farm Cove and thus, 

already being a part of the community when Tim stated “I guess we have always taken it for 

granted that we know this area, having lived two streets over” during their childhood. Nicole and 

Frank who moved to Farm Cove about five years ago have both experienced the friendliness of 
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the people and agreed that there must be “strong connections” which might take a while for 

“newcomers to the area” (as Walter declares) to be fully recognized as a local resident:  

 

 “I think a lot of people that live here have lived here a long time, either all their lives or 

have been here for a while or got quite strong connections. That’s how I’ve sort of found 

talking to people. They’ve either been here all the time or they’ve got parents – or they 

grew up here or the parents might be in Howick. So, there are usually people here with 

some kind of connection before. So, the sense of community might be in that way.” 

(Nicole) 

 

Nicole’s statement emphasizes a notion of connectedness that residents have in common which 

makes it difficult for outsiders to gain entry into the long-established relationships. However, a 

new shop and an Italian restaurant that have both recently opened in the Farm Cove Shops area, 

aid residents to integrate. “With those little shops there now it’s a bit more. I suppose we’ve got 

more of a feeling of community” Nicole stated. In fact, Harriet shared that one of the long-term 

residents opened “a coffee shop up the road here. No, it’s a delicatessen and cafe. That’s what it 

is. And it is nice, too”. She stressed that meeting people at the shops is very common and 

initiates a community feeling. The new café provides a facility for people to gather and mingle. 

Laura stated that the new restaurant has been a “good draw card” and has helped her to get to 

know people.  

 

Most of the connections for newer residents were made through their children at school. Laura 

met many other parents in the school community. Lisa had a similar view on this matter when 

she argued “once I start taking him to school I think I probably would get a better sense of 

community and I do think you get a sense of community when you are at schools.” While this is 

an opportunity for younger people to enhance their sense of community due to their current 

life-stage, the privately initiated neighbourhood watch groups enabled residents to engage with 

neighbours in their street. Walter however, noticed that getting to know people “across the 

road” is very challenging due to Fisher Parade being a very wide road which appears to be a 

barrier for social interaction. Elizabeth noted that day-to-day interactions are challenged as 

residents keep to themselves in order to preserve a certain level of anonymity:  

 

“I have nice people around me although it is not really a terribly friendly area at all, but I 

have very close neighbours that way. The people that were on this side have all left. But 
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you could never say it’s a friendly area, it’s not. People just ignore you. They just don’t 

take any notice. They don’t wave as you go by, which I do. None of those things happen.” 

(Elizabeth) 

 

It appears that the influx of newer residents and a changing demographic has impacts on the 

neighbourliness and social relations that are carried out in everyday life. Additionally, Elizabeth 

thought “it’s a bit Auckland, you know” implying that the anonymity of a larger city stands in 

stark contrast to the once so-called suburban pavlova paradise. Harriet explained that a change 

in the neighbourhood is already underway when she shared her observations:  

 

 “It’s a different sort of people that are moving into the area now. And the people have 

more money. Much more professional ones and eh, well… they always have been semi-

professional or professional. But I think people with more money than the original people 

here. There is a cross-section. But a lot of them think it is a classy sort of area. At one 

time it was one of the highest rated streets in Manukau City. So, I think it is just to get 

into, to be in the name of the area for some of them.” (Harriet) 

 

However, Bill reckoned that the change in the neighbourhood already came about much earlier 

due to a high influx of Asians to the area. Those Asians who arrived decades ago “were here for 

the long-term and they mixed in well as they were here for the long haul.” On the other hand, 

Rose observed that the Asians arriving in Farm Cove in the last ten years intended to stay only 

“to get their children educated and then go back again.” Harriet added that “they would buy into 

the area, a bit like buying into the grammar school area to get into schools.” Hence, one could 

argue that this prevented them from developing a sense of community. Bill further argued that 

“without being racist, their style of living is totally different to ours and they don’t really mix in.” 

Mabel noticed a different preference in housing style too when she said “they would not buy this 

house because it’s cedar. They will not buy a house that needs any maintenance on it. That’s why 

most of their homes are big brick or plaster homes.” Bill mentioned that usually the new 

immigrants do not have “a clue on gardening” and do not look after their sections which brings 

down the tone in the neighbourhood. Rose pointed out that “quite often when they move in they 

put up a big high fence and surround themselves with high fences” in order to protect their 

privacy and Tim and Justine’s attempt to interact and engage with their Chinese neighbours 

failed due to the language barrier. Nonetheless, the existing Asian communities in Eastern 

Auckland could make it easier for them to integrate.  
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During the interviews it became apparent that participants perceived the integration of foreign 

ethnicities in the area as somewhat challenging which could have impacts on qualities of 

community. Nancy had not been aware of the diverse neighbourhood until she volunteered to 

collect for the Salvation Army food street appeal and noticed “lots of different accents. So I 

wasn’t aware of those ethnicities around our neighbourhood.” While some of the participants 

lamented the lack of integration, others opposed this view and asserted there is some 

willingness to integrate. Mabel reported about an elderly Asian couple who she saw in the new 

café in the Farm Cove shops. “This is a very uncommon scene because elderly Asians don’t 

usually sit around having coffee and muffins but they did.” Facilities of gathering places such as 

the café provide a facility for locals to interact with each other. However, in the interviews, I 

observed a non-willingness to enhance capacity building for communities amongst the residents 

that prefer to keep to themselves. It appears that neighbourhood qualities and in particular, 

senses of community have changed since the making of the pavlova paradise in the 1970s. The 

next section addresses those issues concerned with this change to a landscape of privatopia and 

the problems with 1970s infrastructure in contemporary Farm Cove.  

 

7.3.6 Challenges for a quality pavlova paradise - issues of suburban infrastructure 

 

”I don’t really think there is a real sense of community here. These suburbs preclude it 

because to me there’s no public transport. You don’t get that interconnection. You’re 

working somewhere other than your suburb and I was doing the same in London. But you 

walked down to the train with other people who you recognised and you’d say ‘hi’. You’d 

get on the bus with sort of similar people. So that sort of public transport thing doesn’t 

exist here. And to me that stops a lot of the community spirit.” (Frank) 

 

Frank’s quote above signals that a good public transport connection in Farm Cove could support 

community building and day-to-day interactions with other residents. While Farm Cove was 

planned as a suburb with high car dependency almost 40 years ago, it appears that it still is one 

today. With a different demographic of residents the strong car dependency in suburbia 

represents a challenging issue particularly for elderly people who are not mobile anymore but 

have a strong sense of belonging and want to “stay put.”  

 

The bus route goes along Glenmore Road and turns into Butley Drive past Farm Cove 

Intermediate School and then carries on towards Half Moon Bay. However, the area on the 

Western side of Glenmore Road does not have any connection to public transport and thus, 
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favours car usage. Frank also noted that public transport would not be such an issue if there 

were connections other than only going to central Auckland. He stated “it’s all very well if we’re 

going to the city but not everyone works in the city. And that’s where the buses gravitate 

towards, and so does the ferry.” Kate raised an awareness of the phenomenon of exclusion as 

she urged for a potential improvement by more connectedness via the Tamaki estuary: 

 

“It would be nice even to have maybe the ferry across to the other side of Auckland. 

Maybe something water based. Maybe a stop here before you go to Waiheke or over to 

Glendowie. It would be nice to connect us via water.” (Kate) 

 

The remoteness of some parts in Farm Cove and the lack of a widely developed transport system 

into suburbia were amongst the reasons why all participants relied on their car. Laura claimed 

“we haven’t been on the bus here. That is awful. No, we tend not to take the bus. Yeah.” On the 

other hand Justine was the only participant who used the bus every day for her commute to 

work in downtown Auckland. She appreciated the “fantastic connection” because home and 

work are located on one bus route. In addition, Justine acknowledged that while just having 

bought a new home and thus paying off a huge mortgage and maintaining one car which Tim 

uses to go to work in the opposite direction, it is more affordable to catch the bus as well as 

being more environmentally friendly. In fact, the bus journey is quicker than by car as “finding a 

car park downtown is a struggle” and “expensive too”. Being senior citizens, Bill and Rose qualify 

for a gold card which entitles them to free public transport after nine o’clock. Although this is a 

good thing both point out that they have “never been on a bus.” Bill also pointed out that using 

the train would not be realistic either as it still involves using the car to get to the train station.  

 

“The trains are free too but there is no advantage for us because they don’t come out to 

Pakuranga. The nearest is Panmure, Sylvia Park. There is a station there. But there is no 

point. We can go down the road, park for free and get on the ferry and we are in Queen 

Street.” (Bill) 

 

A good connection to public transport is important especially for those people who have no 

other means than the bus. Elderly people who cannot drive or do not possess a car anymore 

need to have access to public transport at a reasonable distance from their home. This appears 

to be an issue in Farm Cove where a large proportion of the residents are ageing in place. 

Melanie also raised the issue of the terrain that might be an obstacle for her to catch the bus 
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when she gets older. Hence, “it would be good if the bus came just um… a bit further into Farm 

Cove in case you do need it. Because it is sort of… you notice it when you get older of course that 

it is uphill um... to the bus stop.”  

 

While the Farm Cove shops only offer small convenience stores such as a bakery and a dairy, the 

larger supermarkets are located in distant shopping centers, either in Pakuranga (ca. 4 km) or 

Highland Park (ca. 2.5 km). Quite a number of the participants go as far as Sylvia Park (ca. 8 km) 

for their grocery shopping (see Figure 7.5). The residents emphasized that they “don’t shop at 

dairies” (Bill) and may use the local dairy only to get “a newspaper” (Bill) or as “an emergency for 

milk” (Nancy). Elizabeth shared with regret that her health now impacts on her shopping 

experience. “The shops down the road are a great convenience. I used to walk there a lot but I 

really can’t walk and carry stuff now, which is a nuisance.” Suburbs like Farm Cove might have 

been envisaged for the typical mobile nuclear family at the time but not necessarily with a long-

term vision that would house elderly people. Walter added that access to health care will be a 

big issue for him once he cannot drive to his doctor in Botany Downs (ca. 5 km) anymore: 

 

“There is a chemist up at the Farm Cove Shops. I wouldn’t mind a doctor up there at 

some stage. We used to have a doctor up there. But it has now been gone for a long 

time. I am only thinking of that in case… you know… if I wasn’t able to drive. That would 

be handy as I have to go for blood checks nearly every week.” (Walter) 

 

Kate also thought it would be “lovely to have the doctor just here.” On the same note she 

promptly added that “I don’t think that will happen.” While Kate belongs to the younger cohort 

of participants her need to have access to health care is given since she is mobile and uses her 

own transport to reach facilities. However, if those families decide to stay long-term such as the 

older cohort, their needs and expectations of accessibility will also change in this respect.  

 

The families from the 1970s are now ageing in place as they have developed a strong sense of 

belonging and rely on assistance from their siblings or service providers with their day-to-day 

chores. The restricted provision of infrastructure suitable for an ageing population will force 

them to move away. This ‘de-rooting’ from their place of attachment is demonstrated by Nancy:  

 

  



 

 
 

 
Figure 7.5 Shopping facilities frequented by Farm Cove residents   
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“We can still drive… I guess the bus service is really crappy if you can’t drive, if you don’t 

have a car. So when we get to the stage of not being able to drive, we’ll have to live 

somewhere where there’s a better bus service.” (Nancy) 

 

It is widely acknowledged in the academic scholarship that rootedness represents an important 

quality for elderly people. The family home is thus a central object of embeddedness in their 

everyday life (see also Cloutier-Fischer & Harvey, 2009; Oswald & Wahl, 2005; Cookman, 1996; 

Zingmark, Norberg & Sandman, 1995; Sixsmith, 1986). It can be argued that a forced de-

rootedness due to environmental constraints and a lack of necessary services impact on 

residents’ senses of ontological security. When residents are urged to move somewhere else 

they become out of place. Furthermore, the residential relocation of elderly people like Nancy 

would make room for an influx of a more mobile population in suburbia such as younger families 

with cars.  

 

Although the suburban development in Farm Cove was initially aimed at the nuclear family, 

facilities for children such as a playground, were not existent at the time of interviewing in 2009. 

Mabel argued that she has “tried to get a playground in here for 36 years. I wrote to the papers, I 

wrote to the council, I did everything that I could to get a playground and we just didn’t get one.” 

Amongst the older participants it was debated that a playground would have been a great asset 

thirty years ago for their children to play and serve as gathering place for the parents. Mabel was 

very content to see a continuation of the planning for a playground now that she has 

grandchildren. 

 

Elizabeth embraced the planning progress as she shared her anticipation, “I am delighted that 

we are going to have a lovely little children’s playground comparatively near, around the corner, 

which will just be lovely.” Nicole expressed with delight that “we are happy it’s going to go 

through. It’s great for the kids to have a playground.” The playground was opened at the end of 

March 2010 by Manukau City Council in conjunction with the Pakuranga Rotary Club who 

contributed financially to the building costs.  

 

The playground represents a valuable asset in the neighbourhood that is appealing to children 

and older generations. Residents reckoned that it will be a good quality feature that attracts 

people who use the bordering Rotary walkway. During my field work in January 2009, Mabel 

explained that she uses “the walkway around the waterfront because there is really nothing else 
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to use here.” Kate stressed that the sailing club for instance, has “got the lovely prime site but is 

not a facility that everybody can use“ as it is only for private members. Furthermore, she claimed 

that although the “water is a big feature” in the area, there are in fact no facilities “where you 

can actually go and sit right on the water and enjoy the water.” Now that the playground 

facilities are opened, the opinions might be different than in 2009. Nonetheless, I argue that the 

facility of a playground enhances the possibility for residents from different life stages to mix 

and engage with each other. Thus, community building processes might help to improve a sense 

of neighbourliness amongst all life-stages of residents as well as a better integration in suburbia 

which is particularly crucial for newcomer residents. An improvement of facilities could also lead 

to a greater sense of belonging and place attachment and thus, enhance positive connotations 

and perceptions of qualities in the nearby neighbourhood vicinity.  

 

7.4 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has revealed that the quietness of location and proximity to schools are very 

important for families. On the other hand physical quality attributes are central to their dwelling 

perceptions. For the cohort of elderly people, intangible qualities outweigh physical qualities as 

they place meaning on nature, gardens and lifestyle as well as accessibility to shops and public 

transport. In this respect it can be advocated that planning for the elderly should incorporate 

more environmental qualities as they contribute to residents’ quality of life when they age in 

place.  

 

The neighbourhood vicinity plays a vital part in Farm Cove. According to residents’ perceptions, 

community is formed in the neighbourhood through the nearness of shops, schools and nature. 

Additionally, the ties of long-term residents with their living environment contribute to a sense 

of community feeling rather than community activities per se. Thus, one could note that Farm 

Cove’s residents have developed a great sense of place attachment even though interactions 

within the community are limited. Certain residents aim to keep a level of privacy that 

discourages actively participating in community groups. Apparently the prevalent larger sections 

and low density housing offer the opportunity to do so. 

 

The findings also showed that the suburb of Farm Cove has promoted residential homogeneity 

rather than heterogeneity at the time of suburbanisation by appealing to nuclear families. As 

this chapter has discussed, this population resides in this neighbourhood due to their strong 
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sense of belonging. However, it can be argued that the dormitory suburb was initially not 

planned to cater for housing for the (now) elderly residents and their needs. However, younger 

families nowadays choose to live in Farm Cove either because of the strong ties they already 

have in the area through relatives and friends or due to affordability constraints they face in 

other suburbs. It can be said that owning an iconic kiwi home is still seen as the most preferred 

housing option for raising a family. However, whether next generations of home owners might 

still be able to afford a home in Farm Cove depends on the availability of housing in the suburb 

and the economic development of the housing market.  
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Chapter 8  

‘Quality’ housing and challenges of belonging in a new 

urbanist environment 
 

“Apartment lifestyle: villas aim for security and harmony.  

The objective has been to create a real community in harmony with the surrounding area 

– somewhere where people will be proud to call home. […] We have gone to great 

lengths to solve some of the problems usually associated with medium-density housing, 

particularly noise and privacy issues.” (New Zealand Herald, 1999) 

 

 

8.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter returns to the central suburb of Grey Lynn and discusses empirical findings of the 

third case study while examining housing quality experiences in a contemporary medium density 

housing complex called ‘Summerfield Villas’. The objective of this chapter is to understand 

perceptions and experiences of quality housing in an intensified housing environment in central 

Auckland. I embed the discussion of occupants’ experiences into the theoretical background of 

new urbanism. Here, I argue that a shift in traditional concepts of home ownership and housing 

qualities has occurred due to the impacts of body corporates who manage private residential 

apartments or townhouse developments. I discuss this theme while disentangling issues 

involved in contemporary home ownership. In particular, this chapter sets out occupants’ 

experiences that are concerned with notions of public and private domains, inside and outside 

the gated complex. Qualities of gardens and public green spaces become significant in this 

context. This chapter also investigates concepts of being ontologically secure in place while I 

argue that these concepts are challenged by experiences concerned with issues of gatedness 

and weather tightness. Moreover, I discuss those notions of gatedness, which aim to achieve 

qualities of senses of community in the light of new urbanism and which bring about altered 

senses of place in relation to intensified housing. 
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8.2 New Urbanism and housing intensification in Auckland  
  

 “I was working here when this was a bedding factory. I worked in the office. So, that was 

quite funny to now be living on the same site.” (Joan) 

 

New urbanism76 attempts to “ease interaction among neighbours and therefore to encourage a 

sense of community spirit” (Kaline, 1996, p.2) while applying a kind of architecture for new built 

suburban areas which lends itself to community building with pedestrian friendly streets and 

shops in close walking distance (Katz, Scully & Bressi, 1994). Along with new urbanists, I argue 

that traditional communities in suburban neighbourhoods hardly exist anymore as in Chapter 

Seven where participants were shown to be heavily reliant on cars. Hence social interactions 

with neighbours were diminishing in importance. Urban design principles such as compact and 

intensified housing, for instance, are believed to help those issues through promoting 

community function (Robbins, 1998).  

 

In New Zealand, new urbanism is regarded as a “form of rhetoric designed to sell houses 

profitably rather than a community development project based on new forms of housing” 

(Winstanley, Thorns & Perkins, 2003, p.175). Winstanley, Thorns and Perkins (2003) argue that 

those housing developments are not achieving diversity, but rather homogeneity in terms of the 

socio-economic characteristics of aspiring future residents that are not confined to 

intensification. It is further claimed that the “predominant architectural discourse is centred 

around creating aesthetically pleasing buildings – commercial, public and private, situated in a 

village-style relationship to each other” (p.176). However, their investigation refers to newly 

built communities in the periphery with the purpose to establish new suburban areas. This 

chapter discusses housing developments which are associated with housing intensification77 in 

Auckland while applying principles of new urbanism.  

 

In the 1990s, the demand for intensified housing arose when Auckland experienced a huge 

population growth due to a high influx of immigrants. In fact 76 per cent of the nation’s growth 

occurred in the Auckland Region in the 1990s, which had reached the one million mark by the 

                                                             

76 New Urbanism is a movement which emerged in the early 1990s in the United States with the objective 
to overcome urban sprawl and the domination of automobiles (Duany, Plater-Zyberk & Speck, 2000). 
77 Intensification in terms of urban consolidation can be defined as “the increase of population and/or 
dwellings within a defined urban area” (Roseth, 1991, p.30). 
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1996 census (Auckland Regional Council, 2010). Territorial local authorities were exposed to an 

intensified demand for housing, improved infrastructure and transport. In 1999, territorial 

authorities of New Zealand’s biggest metropolitan area, the Auckland Region, implemented a 

Regional Growth Strategy to deal with rapid urban growth that envisioned the region to house 

two million people in 50 years (Regional Growth Forum, 1999a). The main purpose of the 

Strategy was to ensure urban growth is accommodated in a way that sustains a high-quality 

living environment and to meet the interests of local residents. Subsidiary aims of the strategy 

included a variety of housing issues such as to create higher density communities within the 

designated metropolitan urban limits (Regional Growth Forum, 2003b). Subsequent 

consolidation and urban renewal programmes predominantly took place in the CBD with high-

density mixed use. Medium density developments occurred mainly in central city suburbs close 

to the CBD and in identified transport nodes and urban centres (Dixon & Dupuis, 2003; Regional 

Growth Forum, 1999a) 

 

Medium density housing is a relatively new housing form in New Zealand. It can be defined as 

“two to three-storeyed terraced housing and low-rise apartments, up to four storeys in size” 

(Ancell & Thompson-Fawcett, 2008, p.424). Generally, the gross density of these developments 

ranges between 30 and 66 dwellings per hectare (Turner, Hewitt, Wagner, Su & Davies, 2004). 

Critiques of these developments suggest they will become the ‘slums of the future’ as well as the 

‘ghetto’-isation of the concerned areas (Dey, 2003). Other critics have raised concerns about 

poor quality construction materials used in the building process as well as poor design and 

limited types of medium density housing (Hoque, 2001). Perceptions of the quality of some 

medium density housing were jeopardized in the early 2000s when a major crisis in the building 

industry emerged. Specifically, poor workmanship, bad quality building materials and weather 

tightness issues were identified (Department of Building and Housing, n.d. a). The new and 

supposedly quality medium density housing was also involved with the crises and in particular, 

with the leaky home syndrome78 which is also known as the ‘leaky condo crisis’ in Canada 

(Hayter, 2000). In New Zealand the leaky home crisis affected mostly buildings that were built 

during a time span between the early nineties and early 2000s. While some contend that leaky 

building syndrome is not a new phenomenon in New Zealand (van Dongen, 2010; McGregor, 

2006), others argue that it has predominantly occurred in the early 2000s when a change of 

building regulations and materials was put in place.  

                                                             

78 Leaky homes refer to those buildings where water had infiltrated the cladding system and which were 
not able to dry for a period of time (Department of Building and Housing, n.d. a). 
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Since the 1980s, many residential developments in central areas occurred in a rather ‘explosive’ 

and ad hoc way due to New Zealand’s engagement with neo-liberalism. This period of time was 

particularly characterised with a ‘laissez-faire’ attitude by the state due to governmental reforms 

that had enforced a large corporatisation and privatisation nationwide (Le Heron & Pawson, 

1996). About 16,000 new apartments were built in the inner-city between 1991 and 2006 alone 

(Murphy, 2008). Those developments have largely been built without much interference from 

planners until the New Zealand Urban Design Protocol was released in 2005 (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2005). It could be argued that this sea change in planning was necessary and 

timely as well as to introduce a minimum size for apartments and more involvement of planners. 

However, at the time of implementation, a large number of apartment blocks were already built 

with an increasing reputation of having overall poor quality design (Murphy, 2008). In fact, this is 

reflected in an application of the New Zealand Deprivation Index (White, Gunston, Salmond, 

Atkinson & Crampton, 2008) which shows a high level of deprivation especially in the CBD.  

 

At present, the urban built environment in the Auckland Region remains predominantly made up 

of low density housing. About three quarters (75.6 per cent) of Auckland’s dwellings are 

separate houses and almost a quarter (23.9 per cent) of private dwellings in the Auckland Region 

are flats, townhouses and apartments (Statistics New Zealand, 2006). Amongst Auckland’s 

former territorial authorities, Auckland City had the highest proportion of townhouses, flats and 

apartments (37.6 per cent) with more than half of the total of private occupied dwellings in this 

area (62.2 per cent) (Auckland Regional Council, 2007). Building consent data shows that 

Auckland City even accounted for 71 per cent of all consents for multi-unit residential 

developments in the early 2000s (Mead & McGregor, 2007). Thus, an investigation of housing 

qualities amongst this housing type in central areas is valuable since the trend of intensified 

housing is likely to increase in the future in order to meet the Region’s goals for growth.  

 

Central urban spaces are often gradually transformed into landscapes of ‘privatopia’ and more 

specifically, into higher density housing such as secured apartment buildings and gated 

townhouses. Yet, for most people the prestigious central suburbs in Auckland are desired 

residential locations, but remain an aspiration rather than a reality due to affordability 

constraints. The perception of the residents in higher density housing has gradually shifted from 

being “more likely younger, single and without children” (Auckland Regional Council, 2000, p.11) 

to an increase of 12 per cent “in the number of children aged 0-14 living in the CBD” (Carroll, 

Witten & Kearns, 2011, p.354). Generally, purchasing this new and supposedly ’quality’ housing 
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form represents an inexpensive alternative in highly sought-after areas although implications for 

bringing up children arise in this context. Moreover, Hoque (2001) states that the ‘quality of 

housing design‘ is crucial for future housing in order to also attain a good quality of life in higher 

density housing. In his research, Hoque (2001) differentiates what he defines as “functional 

quality“ in intensive housing on three different levels: the house, the site and the 

neighbourhood.  

 

Recent academic research on Auckland’s built environment, focusing on medium density 

housing and quality issues emerging from intensification has so far, focused largely on a new 

medium density development in Ambrico Place in Waitakere City (see Dixon, Dupuis & Lysnar, 

2004, 2001; Dixon & Dupuis, 2003; Dupuis & Dixon, 2002; Bryner, 2001).79 This housing complex 

can be regarded as a private residential neighbourhood which is governed by a housing 

management corporation that in turn could lead to a “powerlessness of residents” (Blandy, 

Dixon & Dupuis, 2006, p.2378). The kind of housing in this case study can also be regarded as 

gated communities in the built environment. Housing intensification as well as notions of 

gatedness are a relatively new phenomenon in New Zealand where the housing culture has so 

far been largely suburban and stand-alone housing. While research about gated communities 

has been of significant international interest80 I argue alongside Dixon, Dupuis and Lysnar (2001), 

that the kiwi style of gated communities is much more low key than the international examples. 

That means that although urban development is driven by global property markets, it gets 

adapted to local conditions, contexts, housing markets and social values. Dixon, Dupuis and 

Lysnar (2001) state that this is generally the case in regions characterised by “inadequate 

provision of urban infrastructure, a lack of security and a weak regulatory regime” (p.10) such as 

New Zealand. Therefore, gated communities in New Zealand are different from more extreme 

international examples like state-led complexes or enclosures with common interest 

developments.  

 

In their sevenfold classification of what constitutes gatedness, many characteristics seem to be 

symbolic. For instance, although “the developments [are] enclosed in walls, the walls generally 

can be climbed, making illicit access to buildings or grounds a possibility” (Dixon, Dupuis & 

Lysnar, 2001, p.11). The use of the term gated communities also appears to be used to sell units 
                                                             

79 For a review about issues in medium density housing internationally see Turner, Hewitt, Wagner, Su and 
Davies (2004). 
80 See for example Le Goix & Webster (2008), Atkinson and Blandy (2006), Glasze, Webster and Frantz 
(2006), Low (2003). 
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in those new housing developments more profitably rather than aiming for senses of community 

as claimed by Winstanley, Thorns and Perkins (2003). I agree with Dixon, Dupuis and Lysnar 

(2001) to use the term ‘gated developments’, as the term ’community’ can be misleading.  

 

8.3 Gone are the days of traditional home ownership?  
 

The ideals of New Urbanism with its compact and intensified housing are counter to the ideals of 

home ownership in traditional stand-alone houses on large sites in New Zealand. Here, 

intensified housing refers to medium as well as high-density housing which cover high-rise as 

well as low-rise apartments and terraced housing (Regional Growth Forum, 1999a).81 Compact 

living forms are relatively new in New Zealand. New forms of property ownership have emerged 

from new urbanism inspired strategies and its containment of urban sprawl in the last two 

decades. Much intensive housing comes under legislation which is called ‘Strata title’82. This can 

be regarded as a semi-collective form of ownership (Dupuis & Dixon, 2006). The Strata title 

permits individual units or terraced houses to be bought and sold separately. The body 

corporate governing mechanism is concerned with the management and administration of the 

commonly owned property. This system is legally overseen by the provisions of the Unit Titles 

Act 1972 which has undergone a review and was replaced by a new act in April 2010. This Unit 

Titles Act facilitates “the subdivision of land into units that are to be owned by individual 

proprietors, and common property that is to be owned by all the unit proprietors as tenants in 

common and to provide for the use and management of the units and common property” 

(Regional Growth Forum, 2003b, p.7). 

 

The body corporate usually comprises all owners of such a unit-title property and plays an 

important role in higher density housing. Each owner automatically becomes a member of the 

body corporate at the time of purchase of a free hold unit. The owners’ committee may also 

consist of the developers themselves or an external management company. Some body 

corporates choose to employ an on-site manager who looks after shared and public property. 

Body corporates are collectives that administer affairs of a development such as for instance, 

insurance for all units, noise control and payment of yearly levies. However, most importantly, 

                                                             

81 See Regional Growth Forum (2003a) for more detailed definitions of housing densities.  
82 The Strata title originates in Australia and has first been introduced in 1961 in New South Wales 
(Marlow & Rivers, 1992). Other countries which have adopted the strata title system include for example 
Singapore and Malaysia (Teo, 2001) as well as others (Blandy, Dupuis & Dixon, 2010).  
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home owners wanting to carry out structural changes or additions to their units have to get 

body corporate consent. That also applies to installing satellite dishes or activities concerned 

with a general change of outside appearance of units. The body corporate is also required to 

repair and maintain all fixtures and fittings that are used as common property. This is part of the 

reason for the annual levies every owner has to pay on top of their annual council rates 

(Auckland Regional Council, 2003). 

 

Home ownership of a unit-title property is certainly different from ownership of single standing 

homes which still make up the predominant type of housing in New Zealand. Saunders (1989) 

states that home owners’ claims to freedom and authority in their property is challenged 

because multi-unit housing is restricted by body corporate rules. In fact ownership of a unit title 

property comprises the principal unit (PU) and accessory units (AU). The principal unit can be 

regarded as the dwelling itself, whereas accessory units may be a garden, garage or car parking 

space which are attached to the PU. Any external spaces such as lawns, driveways and common 

facilities are owned by all owners collectively (Auckland Regional Council, 2003; Install Law 

Limited, 2003). However, the ‘skin’ of the building is also part of common property. In other 

words, in a strata scheme, the external walls as well as the floor and roof do not belong to the 

dwelling owners. The maintenance and repair is the responsibility of body corporates. As 

mentioned earlier, changes to this shared property rely upon body corporate approval. Internal 

dividing walls, floor coverings and fixtures in kitchens and bathrooms on the other hand, are 

privately owned by the proprietor. Effectively, the airspace and anything included in the airspace 

inside the boundary walls, floor and ceiling is privately owned. This airspace can also be 

extended to balconies and courtyard gardens (New South Wales Government, 2009; Auckland 

Regional Council, 2003). 

 

As mentioned earlier, several studies in this relatively new form of housing in Auckland were 

undertaken in an identified growth sector with intensified housing in West Auckland. A study by 

Dixon, Dupuis and Lysnar (2001) identified that there is a need for more transparency in what 

constitutes private and public space within medium density housing and especially recognition 

of where trade-offs have occurred. As boundaries between private and public space diminish, 

impacts will be dependent on occupants’ understandings of strata titles. It is therefore crucial to 

investigate occupants’ experiences of private and public spaces in order to understand the 

significance of another dimension of ownership as well as the restrictions posed by body 

corporates. It can also be argued that due to this kind of ownership management the sense of 
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ontological security has become more challenged. In turn, qualities of being are influenced and 

might be perceived in a different way that impact upon the creation of a new sense of place 

which is explored in the remainder of this chapter. 

 

The next sections of this chapter are guided by empirical findings and in particular, by those 

housing qualities that were most frequently perceived by participants. Derived from a 

brainstorming method (as explained in Chapter 3) and illustrated in the word cloud below (see 

Figure 8.1) I used this figure for the determination of discussion themes for the empirical section 

of dwelling qualities in this chapter. While predominant features on the premises are highlighted 

such as ‘pool’ and the ‘compactness’ of the housing it is notable that ‘garden’ was placed as 

central by residents. For this chapter, I have elucidated four main thematic discourses from the 

qualitative analysis which are discussed hereafter: experiences of public and private spaces and 

the impacts of body corporates; gardens as examples of public and private green spaces; 

experiences of leaky homes; and issues around community.  

 

 

 

Figure 8.1  Perceived dwelling qualities in Summerfield Village 
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8.4 Experiences of public83 and private spaces in the light of 

‘restricted ownership’ in Summerfield Villas 
 

Home ownership provides the basis for the creation of a sense of belonging in a particular place. 

Privacy is one of the most significant housing qualities as it is considered to allow for refuge and 

being at ease in the home (Valentine, 2001; Smith, 1994; Buttimer & Seamon, 1980). In turn, 

these feelings are important to experience “at homeness” as Smith (1994, p.32) puts it. 

Moreover, I argue along with Smith (1994) and Seamon (1979) that feelings of comfort and 

freedom in the home are only possible when individuals control space and their privacy needs 

are met. However, when owner occupancy is restricted to the airspace of one’s property this will 

in turn impact on the experiences of public and private spaces as well. Boundaries between 

public and private spaces suddenly become elusive as all non-private spaces are shared spaces 

and therefore become public inside the gated complex. Munro and Madigan (1993) have 

acknowledged this fact while stating that the literature about home does not provide enough 

scope about public and private space and hence, needs further investigation. The following 

sections address privacy issues and notions of public and private spaces in the medium density 

housing complex of Summerfield Villas.  

 

8.4.1 “Only the inside of the house is really mine” 

 

  “We own the house to the inside of the walls. And the body corp. owns the outside. And 

that’s fine, because they are responsible for anything that goes wrong on the outside. 

Our insurance is for the inside of the house. And the um… goods and chattels and things.” 

(Milly) 

 

The role of body corporates which restrict free hold ownership while determining the public 

spaces in Summerfield Village are experienced quite differently amongst the participants. Some 

contend to be very happy with the operation of the body corporate as occupants are not 

planning to do any alterations on the outside of their property and do not have a reason to 

engage with the body corporate at all. On the other hand one occupant of a property situated at 

the edges of the complex that has the privilege of having bigger floor space, claims that the body 

                                                             

83 For this part of the chapter I consider “public” space as non-private space within the Summerfield village 
and hence publicly visible by residents inside the complex. 
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corporate probably would not care that much if they had put in an outside spiral staircase 

leading to their little piece of garden. Paddy claimed that he is “sure that they [body corporate] 

wouldn’t worry, if we did” implying that the body corporate would accept their addition to the 

outside without getting an overall consent approved by the owners committee. This fact 

highlights that the institution of the body corporate appears not to have been fully accepted yet 

amongst many home owners. This also applies in Paddy’s case where it has not been entirely 

accepted that private space is suddenly considered as a public discussion point and which 

requires consent from a governing body despite the assertion that “nobody can see what we do 

here”.  

 

Those residents who have been in the complex for the longest time noted that the mentality of 

Summerfield’s body corporate has become more relaxed in the last few years. Joan gave an 

example of a female resident who installed a security code on her front door by the time she 

moved into the complex after it had just been built. The body corporate at the time “really put 

her down for that. You know, they really gave her a hard time.” She further pointed out that the 

public space outside her house used to be very restricted by the governance of the body 

corporate in regards to clotheslines: 

 

  “When I first moved in you weren’t allowed to have your washing out whatsoever. You 

couldn’t have it even put on the clothesline on the deck. Otherwise you’d have people 

complaining. […] It has relaxed a lot. Now, I mean, there is this lady down there that has 

even got a clothesline outside. You know a proper clothes line! And yes, that is bizarre!” 

(Joan) 

 

Body corporate rules also forbid residents to put towels over the rails as they would distort the 

aesthetics and the character of the houses in the complex. As Charlotte pointed out “I wouldn’t 

want that either. You know, you want to look out and have a pleasant sort of look out rather 

than seeing that [clothes hanging on the rails].” Joan suggested that the uniformity of place is 

because the body corporate wants “to keep it looking to the same standard. If everyone had a 

different type of door it would be a mismatch. If you want to change your colour you know, it is 

just too hard. I don’t disagree with the uniformity of it.”  

 

Residents have to conform to rules even though these would impact on their private space. 

Since their balcony is airspace which legally belongs to their units and also therefore represents 
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their private property, residents still had to obey the rules. Those rules enforce a uniform 

appearance of facades in the whole complex. In terms of creating a sense of place, owner 

occupants are restricted in their housing experience as their privacy is restricted to the inside 

space itself as Charlotte agreed “We can do things we want inside, but not outside.” Hence, it 

can be assumed that this impact on ownership might influence the sense of identity creation in 

Summerfield. In another context, Clapham (2006) contends that identity is created through 

sharing distinctive features with others which leads to a sense of belonging. Furthermore, he 

claims that through individuals’ differentiation from others the sense of one’s individuality and 

hence identity, is formed. However, one could argue that the uniformity of houses does not 

offer enough distinctive features that can be shared with others. On the other hand the privacy 

of the occupants’ place becomes crucial in this context as the private space and the identity of 

self offer scope to create a deeper sense of belonging that is established over time.  

 

8.4.2 Issues of privacy and design  

 

The extent to which private spaces remain private play a vital role in intensified housing. Theresa 

pointed out that “we have to guard our privacy since we are living so close to them – through a 

wall, you know.” Almost all of the participants noted that it is very difficult to gain a certain level 

of privacy as they can see people getting dressed in another unit. There was an overall 

agreement that if people want to have their privacy in their private space without impacted 

views from others they “just shut down the blinds.” Theresa considered this action, “this makes 

you feel that you [need to] protect your privacy a bit more maybe”. However, Joan, who was one 

of the long-term residents in Summerfield, claims that she does not really notice those on-

lookers from the opposite unit anymore unless she looks up from her kitchen work. Otherwise 

she usually has the blinds down as well. During the interview conversations it became apparent 

that most people would simply have the windows covered or go to their private bedroom in 

order to have some privacy as for instance May contended “I go upstairs to my bedroom, this is 

sort of where I go to be myself. Whereas living in this sort of space is not much [of an] area that 

you can be on your own.” The phenomenon of shutting the blinds is a distinctive behaviour 

which is different to conventional experiences in traditional stand-alone homes where impacts 

and interferences on privacy issues do not play such a significant role.  

 

On the other hand, Sybilla and Paddy conveyed that they would have not bought one of the 

other houses in the complex if their privacy was scrutinized. Sybilla further stated that she can 

only see a wall when she works in the kitchen and that “I can’t see into the neighbours place… 
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um… but I can see somebody in the courtyard down one end but they certainly can’t see us”. 

While their views are not impacted from onlookers and vice versa both Sybilla and Paddy 

emphasized that they feel very private in their home in the complex and that it is one of the few 

that offers a maximum level of privacy due to the housing design and layout of the units. The 

fact that there are people around if one should need them supports their experience. Theresa 

who resided in one of the houses facing Sackville Street agreed and stated that the location of 

their house is more ideal than the other ones, which are located inside the complex, when she 

said:  

 

  “We typically prefer this one because it kind of looks through [to the pool] and you can 

sit here… you are not looking right into someone else’s house really. But the other ones 

here you can look directly into their lounge. But you know… that is less than ideal. But 

that gives us sort of a sense of privacy as well. Um… I mean it is a matter of us… we 

weren’t brought up in that kind of thing and we just kind of had to adjust to it.” (Theresa) 

 

Theresa emphasised here that there is indeed a difference in how notions of privacy have 

changed within higher density housing. The design of the medium density complex also brings 

about issues around noise due to its compactness and closeness to neighbours. Despite shutting 

down blinds in order to keep up a certain level of privacy, it was mentioned that shutting 

windows as well was required in order to keep the noise out and to allow for a greater level of 

privacy. Although Milly remarked that they “don’t sit in each other’s pockets” in relation to the 

closeness of neighbours, issues around noise in the complex were brought up by a few 

participants. It was felt that noise impacted on their level of privacy particularly during summer 

months. Joan argued that in winter “there is very little noise because people have their doors and 

windows shut” whereas in summer people tend to sit outside around the pool or in their patios 

or gardens until late at night as she complained “if people over there [pointing to the other side 

of the complex] have parties all the noise bounces in. So, yeah, that is noisy. But in other times 

the place is incredibly quiet.” Furthermore, other noise issues from ongoing building and 

renovation work in the complex due to problems with weather tightness were mentioned as 

well. The next section explores participant experiences with the leaky home syndrome that 

affected Summerfield Village in the early 2000s and argues that leakiness of a home challenges 

perceptions of good quality housing as well as the sense of ontological security.  
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8.5 Experiences of leakiness and good quality housing  
 

“The 93 units on the corner of Richmond Road and Sackville Street in Grey Lynn were 

finished only last year but problems are already emerging, particularly around the 

dormer windows and roof flashings.” (Gibson, 2002) 

 

Summerfield villas were amongst those relatively new built housing developments that suffered 

from weather tightness issues, also known as leaky home syndrome as explained earlier. All 

participants for this case study were selected due to their long-term occupancy in the 

Summerfield Villas in order to increase the possibility of gathering information about 

deficiencies in qualities from those who were affected by leaky homes issues at the beginning of 

the 2000s. However, there were only four participants who experienced that problem as the 

other residents moved in at a later date. Milly and Woody remember that the ‘scandal’ occurred 

shortly after their purchase in 2001. “It wasn’t long after we got here. Probably 2002, yeah, a 

year and a bit, 2003” (Milly). Joan also stated that the issues became apparent after one or two 

years since she has lived in Summerfield. More importantly, she remembered  

 

“I didn’t realize I had problems. But I had huge problems once they [building company] 

took everything down. You know… how these little walls between this apartment and the 

next one… downstairs it was just like completely rotten. They took all the gib off, they 

actually stripped all off the apartments and they found that there was a huge rotting 

problem on this side. In fact a lot of the apartments on the other end have had major 

problems.” (Joan) 

 

Charlotte who was also one of the early residents, however, contemplated the degree of 

damage as “it wasn’t very bad. Um… that wall [points towards one of the outside walls] had to 

be replaced. But other than that…” Obviously the perceptions of the sheer enormity of the water 

infiltration and its harm differ amongst participants. This may also be due to the fact that 

Mainzeal (the building company which built the complex) took control over leaks and damage 

and repaired the collective damage on behalf of the developer. Joan noted that she feels very 

lucky to live in a place like Summerfield Villas where a third party has taken care of the leaks and 

she did not have to do anything about the building defects herself. 
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“I am relieved that I was in a place like this that had a company that came in and did all 

the work and didn’t charge. Otherwise I would have… I think I would have just walked 

away and made myself bankrupt… there is no other way that I would have come up with 

hundreds of thousands of dollars to get it repaired.” (Joan) 

 

In fact, Summerfield Villas was “one of the prime subjects” which was affected by the leaky 

building syndrome as Milly put it. More specifically she referred to a “prime bit of real estate to 

look at with the scaffolding inside” and that “it was splashed all over the newspapers” with 

repairs taking “a good year or more.” However, all participants acknowledged that it was not as 

bad as other housing developments where there were law suits. Woody claimed that “Mainzeal 

have been actually excellent and we have a clean bill of health from them. At least to say that 

the house is um… is perfect, you know.” This statement implies that tangible qualities in terms of 

initial constructional characteristics were restored with the guarantee for future possible repairs 

if leaks or other issues keep recurring. For instance, every household that had problems with 

leaks was issued a report as Joan told “they [Mainzeal] gave everybody a bound report on their 

apartment which showed diagrams of exactly what the problem was. If there were, if there was 

problems now um… you still don’t have to pay. The body corp pays, you know.” Although it 

seems that body corporates compensate for occurring repairs and maintenance, the funds 

actually come from every household that needs to pay their legal body corporate fees. That 

means that owners do indeed pay for repairs but in an indirect way. It appears that people are 

not concerned directly with building works and maintenance of their homes which are governed 

by body corporates. Joan confirmed that she did not want to worry about what was wrong with 

her house and details about the leaky building defects at the time when she said “I mean at the 

time I just thought I don’t really want to know. All I want to know is that they found it and they 

produced the report that was it.” In particular, responsibilities of maintenance are taken off 

home owners by the management. This is certainly different to traditional home ownership 

experiences where the responsibility of repairs and maintenance is solely in owners’ hands as 

laid out in the previous two chapters. Charlotte confirmed this fact when she explained: 

 

“Hopefully, I think it is okay. I don’t know. I don’t want to worry about it too much. You 

know… probably if I was on the… owning a section on land around and I was looking 

after a house myself and I would do all the maintenance, I would worry. But seeing that it 

is looked after for you… you just gotta trust them.” (Charlotte) 
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Those participants who purchased a unit in Summerfield Villas post the leaky building syndrome 

were generally aware of previous weather tightness issues. May said that “it had all been fixed” 

and the “condition was good. I mean it wasn’t clean. But only because the previous owner was a 

smoker.” May hired a building inspector at the time of purchase in order to be assured that the 

physical state of the house is in decent condition. Sybilla and Paddy relied on the judgement of 

an architect friend as well as talking at length to the residence manager. However, Paddy did not 

have trust in the cladding system at all as he indicated, “I think the cladding is crap basically. I 

am disappointed that when they did the… whatever work they did on it, they kept putting that 

stuff on because I don’t trust that cladding at all.” In her practical book ‘How to survive a leaky 

home’ van Dongen (2010) also urges that building practitioners should stop relying on the 

cladding itself as achieving a weather tight home is more complex and requires building housing 

that can “tolerate and manage water instead of resisting water” (p.124). Despite having a 

“wonderful plan of inspection” (Sybilla) and “checking the condition of the housing every year” 

(Charlotte) which is carried out by the building company, Sybilla and Paddy discovered a leak in 

their deck which “had nothing to do with leaky building” (Paddy). All damage was repaired and 

replaced within two weeks by the building company as Sybilla stated “that’s not necessarily 

going to happen again although it was definitely poor workmanship” in the first place; but 

“nowadays they [Mainzeal] might just pay part of it, the body corporate has to come up with the 

rest.” Paddy confirmed that they did not have to pay for any expenses and that the building 

company did a good job while “rectifying all of that.” Sybilla added and corrected that from a 

body corporate perspective “they don’t pay all of it. But they do pay some of it. If it is obvious 

that it is their fault because of the time now.” 

 

Although the repairs were guaranteed by the builders in order to reinstate a certain level of trust 

in the structural qualities of owners’ villas in the complex, May observed poor workmanship of 

those repairs in the near vicinity when she noted: 

 

“The one at the corner was just repaired. But what had happened was that it had rotting 

around the window frame when it was repaired, it wasn’t repaired properly. You know… 

and the water was still getting in. And so, that was probably the problem with the 

repairing. So, let’s hope with ours that they did it right. (Laughs)” (May) 

 

On the other hand, she remarked that “there are disadvantages wherever you are”. However, 

they were probably looking at selling their house within the next two years due to a “gut feeling 
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and that it would be good to get out of it while it is good.” Conversely, Joan perceived the 

qualities of her unit as “lovely. It was brand new and you sort of have no worries then.” 

Nonetheless, Theresa affirmed that she was convinced by the sales people that there were not 

going to be any further problems with leaks in the future and hence should not be worried. 

 

Those different perceptions of qualities of structural notions also reveal a loss of trust in the 

materials as well as in workmanship which can be regarded as an example for fear in Joan’s case. 

Even though it can be argued that the responsibility of repairing building defects by owners 

themselves was taken off them by the developer, body corporate and the building company, 

owners’ belief of safety and trust in new and good quality housing appears to be somewhat 

distorted. Hence the next section engages with those perceptions of housing qualities that are 

conflated with positive notions amongst owner occupants but are in sharp contrast to the 

reality. 

 

8.5.1 Perceptions of good quality housing versus the lived experience  

 

Summerfield Villas aim to be low maintenance. Participants do not have the responsibility of 

taking care of defects occurring on the outside of their homes as the body corporate is assumed 

to take responsibility for these issues. One can argue that after weather tightness incidents in 

the complex had passed, decent levels of tangible as well as intangible qualities were restored. 

However, the following discussion reveals that perceptions of anticipated ‘good’ quality housing 

are different to the actual lived experience.  

 

The majority of the participants associate attributes of ‘solidness’ and ‘sturdiness’ with good 

quality housing. Milly shared her perceptions when she explained these in relation to issues in 

the building industry and possible causes for weather tightness issues: 

 

“It has to have a good basic um... quality is that all houses have... we have gone through 

this huge thing with no apprenticeship in New Zealand and making houses to look like 

Spanish villas. We are not in Spain. It rains the whole time in Auckland in the winter. And 

therefore you need eaves and you need your windows and door frames resist stopping 

that. Um... so I think that’s something I would look for.” (Milly) 

 

Sybilla added that she loves stand-alone solid houses such as 1940s and 1950s housing, which 

were not luxurious looking but rather “solid three bedroom houses” such as those nearby. This 
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was a masonry home which offered “a feeling of solidness which I guess in a way looks as though 

it should be, it should have that, but of course we know it is not.” Interestingly, Theresa’s 

perception of good quality housing centred on “sturdiness” as well. According to her judgement, 

art deco housing “looks really sturdy” although it “does not look that great” in terms of the style. 

Moreover, she imagined that the quality of “one of those old sort of fifties brick houses with 

wooden joinery” would be awesome. Theresa continued to argue that the “sort of newer brick 

houses” stemming from the 1970s or 1980s “with aluminium joinery would be like awh… no.” 

Paddy added that construction can add to quality when unusual and interesting. However, they 

both perceived that their current residence in Summerfield is not of good quality due to the 

materials it was built with.  

 

On the other hand participants stressed the fact that the standard of fittings and appliances in 

their homes contribute to their wider understanding of housing qualities. In fact, all properties in 

Summerfield Villas were equipped with appliances and white ware at the time of completion by 

the developer. Paddy stated that the fittings are not “quality fittings sort of stuff and are not top 

of the range” but are fine for their purpose. As said by May, the fittings were in fact “sub 

quality” as she managed to get a confirmation of this fact by the developer when she narrated: 

 

“[…] like this stove is really small and um… they hadn’t put the door on properly and 

hadn’t ventilated it properly. The dishwashers are terrible. Our neighbours have said 

theirs is bad and other people have replaced theirs. People put in whole new kitchens 

now that incinerated things just exploded. […] We don’t use the dishwasher because it 

doesn’t actually clean the dishes. Laughs. It sort of leaves them all scummy looking and 

when I was talking to the developer he said, yeah, we thought it was a good deal. But it 

wasn’t. Those dishwashers weren’t good quality. They weren’t good.” (May) 

 

Experiences of the fittings have hence, been one of lesser quality and appear to have been solely 

profitable for the developer. Joan also noted that the quality of the fixture and fittings are 

debatable. However, if owners wish to replace their kitchens or appliances they would have to 

pay for it themselves because they personally own the interior. More importantly a good quality 

house for Joan is one that does not leak and does not require maintenance to a big extent. While 

she was “happy to pay the body corporate” she preferred not to pay a lot of maintenance costs. 

This is an illogical conclusion as the body corporate fees cover maintenance issues as well. 

According to Sybilla, who served on the body corporate committee, there has been a “sinking 
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fund” put in place that caters for occurring renovations and maintenance of the outside “which 

is why we can paint now.” According to Joan’s judgement her home in Summerfield is of “good 

enough quality” and she is “happy with it.” On the other hand, Milly pointed out that there are 

structural deficiencies occurring in their bathroom. Although they did not encounter problems 

aligned with the leaky home syndrome, they are now experiencing leaks as the grouting in their 

bathroom is porous. “The water from the shower is going through. The manager is well aware of 

that. And he is with several units of this problem. And he is trying to work out how it affects that 

from the most economical way.” (Milly) Both Milly and Woody expressed that even though 

Summerfield Villas has had problems “to start with and it still rears its ugly head” relating to 

weather tightness issues, it can be regarded as “good quality housing” despite having issues. 

 

Traditional stand-alone houses in New Zealand are known to be spacious due to their layout that 

allows for ample storage inside the homes as shown in Chapters Six and Seven. However, one 

could argue that due to the compactness of the housing complex in Summerfield Villas some 

storage space could have been compromised in the design and layout. In fact, Sybilla said that 

the smallness of the house is a big disadvantage, but  

 

“…this is all kind of encompassing that compactness… you know, apart from the lack of 

storage I actually like everything being kind of close and compact. The whole place is 

small. But I wouldn’t like it if we didn’t have the outside. I wouldn’t like it at all.” (Sybilla) 

 

Conversely, the compactness was regarded as spacious and comfortable by Charlotte who 

inhabits one of the villas by herself. She noticed that one “has got room for everything. You can 

just walk in and relax and enjoy it and everything is around you that you want.” While this is true 

in her case, it can be noted that Charlotte had moved into Summerfield with the intention to 

downsize her household as she spends most time of the year abroad. The villas suit her personal 

lifestyle as the manager in Summerfield is looking after her villa in her absence. One could 

contend that having the comfort of managed housing suits elderly people. The newspaper article 

which reports the completion of Summerfield Villas in 1999 appraises the apartment lifestyle 

while stating “there really is something for everyone here – from young professionals, to retired 

folk, to young families” (New Zealand Herald, 1999). However, issues and concerns about the 

ease of getting around in the Summerfield villas were expressed by a few residents. Paddy had 

problems getting adjusted to using the stairs in the beginning of their time in Summerfield. May 

made an important point when she evaluates that elderly people would not buy a property in 
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Summerfield “cause you have got three flights of stairs. You would have to be a fit old person.” In 

fact, she mentioned further that not many older people live in the complex and those who do 

“are still all working.” Sybilla who belongs to this cohort of people uses the stairs in order to stay 

fit as she told “I actually do 15 Minutes on the stairs every morning.” Moreover, a higher 

turnover is achieved largely amongst young families as May observed: 

 

 “Um… you get couples and then they’ll have a baby and then the baby will start crawling 

and then they’ll move out. And we had one couple with twin boys. And once the boys 

started crawling, they were all gone. You know like… you can understand why. Um… 

there are quite a lot of teenagers. And there are a few gay couples.“ (May) 

 

However, it is not clearly identifiable whether these cohorts of residents are home owners or 

tenants. Indeed, Theresa shared her thoughts and acknowledges that their home has served well 

for the purpose of having a baby as “it has been a clean, dry and warm place and easy to get 

around. So there are no regrets yet.” On that note she then stressed the fact that she “definitely 

likes to move somewhere within the next year”. It can be argued that questions can indeed be 

raised whether compact housing offers those qualities that are needed to bring up children in an 

intensified central city environment as investigated by Carroll, Witten and Kearns (2011) in 

Auckland.  

 

In this regard, qualities of place and in particular the location play a significant role. Paddy drew 

the relation between quality and the location while noting “I think quality has also to do with 

location as where it can be. It is always gonna have a premium for resale or attractiveness.” 

Particularly if there is a view, it enhances the qualities of place. However, Milly assured that it is 

nice to have a view but moreover it is rather a bonus.  

 

“It is nice if it has a view. We have been in houses that don’t have a view. This is a bonus. 

A real bonus is having a view, you know. If you go out there you can look and see the 

Skytower from here. It is just a real bonus. Um… that’s all really. I like the sun. I’d like 

more sun in this place. But you know, we have to compromise.” (Milly)  

 

May urged that good quality housing should take advantage of the sun, be well insulated and 

well heated whereas “this isn’t. It actually gets really cold in the winter. You wouldn’t think but it 

gets really drafty up the stairs from the garage door. […] There is not much you can do about it 
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unless you put big drapes or something over the doors.” In fact, the majority of the participants 

noted that the housing is quite warm and is fully insulated. On the other hand, in regards to 

insulation May remarked that “you would assume it being a new building that it has been done 

properly.” However, she further pointed out that there are deficiencies in the interior finishing of 

the houses, when she explained, “I mean everybody else might feel a bit cold too. But you would 

think with carpet… and we probably need better window covers than just those. They don’t keep 

the warmth.” Hence, May’s perception of housing qualities was rather ’marginal’. Theresa’s 

assessment of the property qualities was similar as she perceived it as “mediocre” while 

clarifying 

 

“It’s the materials that it’s been built with. Um, the fact that it is a unit of an um… large 

complex. Yeah, I would say it is very basic. A very basic unit and it is completely middle of 

the road. [Laughs] Although it is not sub-standard. And what… I guess, why would you 

buy a mediocre home? It is because of where it is.” (Theresa) 

 

Qualities of location and the neighbourhood become apparent in this case and demonstrate that 

housing qualities go beyond the actual dwelling. It could be argued that Theresa also belongs to 

the cohort of young urban professional parents (yupps) as discussed in Chapter Six. Her motives 

to move to Grey Lynn in 2004 match those mentioned earlier. However, affordability constraints 

prevented them from buying a villa, despite being aware that villas have “got issues”. 

Nonetheless, Theresa stated that “if we could afford one [villa], I would be like aahhhhhhh, nice.”  

 

The next section addresses perceptions and experiences that are concerned with the outdoor 

spaces of Summerfield Villas and in particular with garden space. This also relates to the 

statement made by Sybilla who expressed the significance and importance of their garden which 

contributes to their sense of place as she ”wouldn’t like it if we didn’t have the outside. I 

wouldn’t like it at all.” The discussion about gardens directs attention to notions of public and 

private spaces. I turn to this theme and how the body corporates’ rules impacts on occupants’ 

experiences in these spaces.  
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8.6 The changing face of gardens 
 

“Instead of having “typical” limited outdoor living; architects […] have designed each villa 

to include its own private outdoor spaces – usually both balconies and garden.” (New 

Zealand Herald, 1999) 

 

Domestic gardens are described as a “kiwi icon” (Wynyard, 2000, p.3) and represent a crucial 

characteristic of housing in New Zealand. Geddes and Brewis (1986) claim that New Zealanders 

love their gardens and that gardening would sometimes even take on an “almost religious 

fervour” (p.7). I argue in this section that qualities of gardens are changing in new urbanist 

environments such as in the Summerfield Villas. In particular, notions of public and private 

spaces that are generally associated with private domestic gardens are changing due to the 

impacts of altered home ownership. Additionally, private outdoor spaces including green spaces 

in medium density housing decrease in size and challenge the tradition of having ample green 

space available around the house to cultivate a garden (Longhurst, 2006).  

 

In international contexts domestic gardens are generally positioned between private and public 

space where the back yard garden is seen as private space. However, the front lawn of a single 

standing home is exposed to public scrutiny and passers-by (Gibson-Graham, 1996) and loses its 

significance of being private. Young (1978) claims that a private space is not a space where 

individuals are necessarily alone. This also applies to the New Zealand case as Longhurst (2006) 

reports that green spaces can be seen as places of conflict when people comment on other 

inhabitants’ spaces and judge them about their taste and identity. Therefore, private spaces 

become semi-public or even public when clear boundaries are broken.  

 

Although these spaces are documented in the international literature about gated communities, 

they had a rather recent appearance in the built environment in Auckland. Semi-public and 

semi-private spaces inside a designated area define a new kind of space as communal spaces are 

being created such as gardens, open green spaces or common squares or parks. However, it is 

claimed that these spaces become public if the shared responsibility of the facility increases. This 

background is re-examined through the experiences of owner occupants in Summerfield Villas. I 

next allude to issues which centre on the changing nature of qualities of green spaces as 

perceived by Summerfield residents.  
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8.6.1 Public or private green spaces?  

 

“We are proud of the special garden environment of Summerfield.” (Summerfield Villas 

Handbook, 2009, p.4) 

 

“On the weekends which used to be sort of consumed with lawn mowing and gardening 

and painting and scraping back window frames and things… there is nothing. You know, 

he could stand there with his hose and water the garden. That’s about it. Laughs. Or 

hang out the washing.” (May) 

 

Owner occupants’ garden spaces in Summerfield Villas become significant as they are private 

property but are open to views from other residents. Participants attach meaning to their little 

outdoor space even if it is very small and does not offer the possibility to grow a vegetable 

garden. The outdoor garden area is restricted through body corporate rules, though some 

people dry their laundry in their garden space, since body corporate restrictions are more 

relaxed. Sime (1993) claims a garden can be considered as a personal and private territory in 

order to create a sense of place attachment. This is the case for Joan who considered her garden 

her favourite ‘room’: 

  

  “It is where I can relax. Just have some “me”-time. Especially when it is sunny and I put 

the umbrella up and sit and have a coffee and read a paper and the garden [green space] 

is there and the cats will come around. Yeah, it is just relaxing.” (Joan) 

 

The garden is Joan’s space to relax and retreat despite not being entirely private due to other 

people watching her from their balconies. This practice is not shared by other residents as May 

stated about her neighbour: “It is unusual for him to be outside. He’d only come out to hang out 

their washing. Cause they don’t have a garden. They have just got paving.” Even her family did 

not use their garden like some other residents: “We don’t use our garden. We don’t sit in it. I 

don’t see anyone ever sitting in their garden. [Laughs]. They are too small.” Since most of the 

gardens are paved and provide only a paved outdoor patio (Figure 8.2), it can be argued that 

gardens possess a different meaning as they do not offer green spaces anymore. Usually a 

garden is considered as ‘nearby nature’ in an urban context (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). The aerial 

photograph in Figure 8.2 confirms this fact while showing the dominance of paved areas in the 

Summerfield complex. 
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Amongst the participating units only two have green spaces in their yard. Paddy and Sybilla have 

a backyard garden with grass, a veggie garden and an outdoor courtyard area. To have a piece of 

private green space was one of the major conditions for their purchase in Summerfield Village. 

They were lucky as there was big competition from other buyers at the time for this unit located 

at the far corner of the complex. Other residents have already expressed their interest in their 

privileged unit. “Just everyone in the complex who has become friends of ours, just say to us, let 

us know when you go” (Sybilla). Therefore it can be argued that green spaces and in particular, 

private green spaces still play a significant role in residents’ lives. This is also in line with Joan 

who claimed “I own the biggest piece of dirt in miles!” while expressing pride of her possession 

even though the privacy in her garden is impacted by the views from others. She experienced 

enjoyment in her green space very much but is on the other hand not able to grow a veggie 

garden due to a lack of sunlight. It is apparent that those who own some green space are very 

content despite the privacy issues.  

 

Other residents who do have an outdoor area but no green space hardly use their garden. Yet 

they still express that they are glad to own a garden even if this is a paved area, smaller then a 

stand-alone residential section. Charlotte assigned her garden a simple function: “there is a little 

garden out the bottom. You know, that is where you put your washing in.” It can be argued that 

people do not use their “easy to maintain small garden” (Milly). They rather use nearby public 

parks for experiences of green spaces. It is for this reason that council parks become meaningful 

as residents are limited in their experiences of green space in the complex.  

 

Grey Lynn offers numerous parks in close walking distance to Summerfield Village as shown in 

Figure 8.3. May stated “we use the parks quite a bit like walking around in them: Cox’s Bay, 

Western Springs and Grey Lynn Park.” Theresa’s motives for regular park visits may be in 

accordance with many other residents as she stressed that:  

 

  “I have always thought you have to have a backyard. But I am starting to say it is 

actually okay. We just go to the park most days. Most of the time we have been here I 

have been kind of wanting to have a back yard. And now I am like… no, I can deal with 

it.” (Theresa) 

 

 



 

 
 

 
Figure 8.2  Aerial photograph of Summerfield Village  



 

 
 

 
Figure 8.3 Public green spaces in the surroundings of Summerfield Villas  
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She further argued that her upbringing hugely influenced her anticipation of living in a house 

with a big backyard garden, especially with regards to raising children. Theresa added that “I was 

brought up with a big backyard and that is just how it was. And it just didn’t seem right to have a 

baby in an apartment style place. Despite getting used to only having a balcony and no patio 

area, Theresa was still “yearning to have a big backyard with a veggie patch but… it is a 

compromise really.” It is for this reason that she used “all the [public] parks” in the vicinity. 

Sybilla and Paddy mainly went for walks to either Cox’s Bay Reserve or Grey Lynn Park as “there 

are parks all around Grey Lynn” (Sybilla) as shown in Figure 8.3. Usually, they take their dog for 

walks while sometimes discovering new walking tracks “down by the zoo” [near Western Springs 

Park]. Joan preferred to go walking in Grey Lynn Park as she can do a “big loop and then come 

back through the park or just do a couple of laps around the park or something like that.” While 

May used all three parks for walking purposes as well, she noted that she also preferred to go to 

“wherever festivals are on in those places”. Theresa also values Grey Lynn Park as she often goes 

there to the pool with her toddler and “because there are lots of kids there”. Due to the frequent 

usage of nearby parks it can be argued that public green spaces offer a substitute for private 

green spaces that are increasingly vanishing in intensified residential spaces. Public green spaces 

in the vicinity of Summerfield Villas therefore possess increased meaning for those residents 

who live in compact housing.  

 

8.7 Our own little world? Notions of security and the 

permeability of the gates 
 

“Part of the manager’s role is to act as a security man and keep an eye on the owners’ 

properties while they are absent. This, combined with the nature of the site and 

electronic remote-control entry, makes Summerfield much more secure than the 

traditional three-bedroom home.” (New Zealand Herald, 1999) 

 

Private neighbourhoods like Summerfield Villas belong to the emerging phenomenon of 

gatedness in medium density housing in Auckland. As explained earlier, the ‘fortification’ in this 

case study is regarded differently from typical gated communities in the international context 

(Dixon, Dupuis & Lysnar, 2004). In Summerfield, two entrance doors on either entrance side on 

Richmond Road as well as on Sackville Street represent physical security barriers as well as 

technology barriers due to access being restricted via entry code. However, the claim to have 
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created a secure environment as stated in the newspaper article above is questionable as 

experiences from participants exemplify the permeability of the supposedly secure gates, as 

discussed in this section.  

 

The experience of living in Summerfield villas led to a diverse experience of notions of security in 

higher density housing as Woody remarked “It’s magic. Because we live upstairs, the doors and 

windows are open all the time.” He expanded his statement by asserting “I would never live in a 

single storey again having been here” with the explanation that “downstairs is sealed off. And up 

here is where we live. We can leave the doors and the windows open and the top deck all the 

doors, all the windows open. We leave them open all day.” Milly assured that somebody who 

wanted to deliberately get into the house would need a ladder and “somebody would certainly 

notice if they had a ladder.” The elevation factor was promoted by Theresa as well with 

particular reference to their unit facing Richmond Road. She stated that it is “definitely a big 

thing” to her but in the same line that “it feels safe as… I mean we are up one level.” Although 

there was a burglar alarm installed prior to moving into the property, Theresa felt there is not a 

particular need to activate it due to the elevation of the living area in their home. “I leave the 

doors and windows open… sometimes if I go out. Probably not the front ones. But I mean I 

wouldn’t necessarily lock it. But I have it shut, so that it doesn’t look like an invite. But we always 

leave the back ones open.” (Theresa) It can be argued that the distance from the ground serves 

as a security character in this case while the emphasis remains on the security inside the 

complex rather than to the outside. In fact, Theresa evaluated the perception of security in the 

light of enclosure: 

 

“If I lived in there I would probably feel much safer but I would also feel very closed and 

um… quite claustrophobic I would say. I wouldn’t like to live in one of the inside ones. You 

have got a nice view of the pool but I wouldn’t like it to sort of look out the window and 

only see that on the one side and on the other side as well. When I look out I want to look 

out and see the world, yeah.” (Theresa) 

 

A similar view was shared by May who acknowledged the difference of occupants’ lived 

experiences in inside housing and those who live in the external units bordering the roads, while 

observing “if they wanna go outside - that’s it.” In fact, it appeared that those residents who 

resided in those units around the pool (see Figure 8.2) felt trapped inside and were somewhat 

disconnected from the surrounding environment of Grey Lynn. This is a common phenomenon 
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which is perceived in typical gated communities around the world. Similar observations were 

revealed in Dixon, Dupuis and Lysnar (2004) where the gatedness was perceived although the 

enclosed housing was in proximity to public streets or walkways. In the case of Summerfield, this 

fact was brought up by May who missed those day-to-day experiences that street aspects offer 

as she stated: 

 

“Most houses have a street aspect. So they look out and see passersby. And the only 

people you see passing by here are people who live within the community or you know… 

those painters who had been here for years now… and the odd courier. That’s it. So, you 

are not seeing locals going by with their children or the… you know, walking school bus 

going to school or um… friends don’t drop in on you. You know, when you’ve got a house 

which fronts onto the street, people knock on your door…” (May) 

 

It can be contended that the two gates are a means to enact social exclusion in this case. 

However, the gates do indeed offer a sense of security. “There is a manager on site. He always 

looks at everything and he knows somebody odd there. So he… asks them ‘Who are you? What 

are you doing here?’ You know.” (Milly). Sybilla confirmed that she felt safe because of the gates, 

though Paddy noted in the same breath that “anyone could get in if they wanted to.” This fact is 

taken further by Joan who claimed that the front gates “are only secure until the next car comes 

in. If people can’t get in they just climb over the gate. I have seen it so many times. So, yeah, it is 

not that secure.” Yet, Joan confirmed the initial statement made in the newspaper article 

appraising the security in relation to traditional housing when she notes “I feel more secure than 

I would if I was in a stand-alone house. I have never been burgled in the nine years. Others have.” 

She added that teenagers must have come in, “together with a person from the complex” who 

stole wallets and “stuff like that”. In fact, having strangers within the complex seemed to be a 

common phenomenon as it was mentioned by all participants. This implies that the gates appear 

to be permeable and hence, do not serve their purpose of being secure. However, the residents 

themselves are responsible as they handle security issues and provide the security code to other 

people which caused concern at the time.  

 

Residents are urged to keep the entrance codes secure as “it is unwise to give your security code 

to non-residents” (p.3) as advised in the Summerfield Villas handbook (2009). In reality “a lot of 

people do” share their individual access code as Joan narrated: 
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 “They give it to their friends and their friends come in and use the pool over the summer 

or things like that. Um… or if they have a party they give their friends the code. Or if their 

friends turn up, they don’t have the code, they just come over the fence or wait for the 

person who comes in after them, or someone else is coming in and just come in with 

them.” (Joan) 

 

Both Milly and Woody confirmed that they are concerned about the fact that people disclose 

their personal security codes even though “they are not supposed to”, which results in getting 

some “odd persons” coming through. On the other hand, residents have thus developed their 

own security system. As Milly said, “we all challenge people” and ask them questions. Then 

again, Sybilla is actually not worried about the fact that people are giving away their codes as 

“anybody can get in there if they want to.” Joan shared an example while telling about a visitor 

they had, a “young guy in his thirties and he’d just go over the fence, he would go just over the 

top if he forgets the code. Laughs. So, it can’t be that hard.” However, she stressed that 

residents really do not follow the suggestions in the handbook and that there were, in fact, no 

measures in place that could prevent residents from doing so. Hence ”you end up with all these 

strangers in the swimming pool. But so far it doesn’t seem to be that you have got any 

undesirables or anything.”  

 

Nevertheless, there is an apparent permeability and security lapse that permitted outsiders to 

use the pool inside Summerfield. Sybilla added that according to body corporate regulations 

“you just can’t say to someone just come in anytime, this is the code, come and have a swim. If 

you invite people to the pool then you have to go up there with them and be with them.” The 

reality is different, as Joan stated that “most of our friends have got it [the code].” In actual fact, 

the pool usage is one of several security issues. It is the people who are coming into the complex 

and using facilities at Summerfield Villas which emphasize the fact that the gates and security 

measures put in place do not work appropriately as barriers. Even though everybody’s code is 

different, there are tradespeople who were engaged with the building repairs over a long period 

of time. Joan stressed that “they have been here for so long. They just about live here. They have 

got a little building down there in the back with tea and coffee and chairs where they all sit. 

Laughs.” Charlotte also stated that “there is a courier company that knows how to get in”. The 

notion of trust and reliability in those people appears to be crucial. On the other hand Joan 

remarked that people who have the code “just come in and knock” on the door, while more 

importantly she remarked that “having a door bell wouldn’t be a bad idea” as thereby an 
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additional security barrier can be erected. Nonetheless, it can be contended that the gates as 

security barriers are emphasizing that their successful operation is reliant upon the residents 

themselves.  

 

The significance of a secure living experience in Joan’s case centres around security within the 

complex as it was largely a motivation for moving to the complex. In particular this sense of 

security is related to “having a teenage daughter that’s, you know… you can leave her on her 

own and she feels really comfortable.” While the complex might offer a secure place for children 

in their teenage years, Theresa opposed that view in relation to not being a safe environment for 

her toddler as she argued “no, I don’t actually think it is very safe out there. I mean that is not 

really a place for kids to play. It is a driveway and I wouldn’t want him playing on a driveway 

anywhere.” As also mentioned earlier in this chapter, there are issues of the appropriateness of 

compact housing for families with children. In fact there is no designated play area within 

Summerfield Villas. In this context, it can be argued that the appraisal of being suitable “for 

young families” (New Zealand Herald, 1999) urges for re-consideration in future planning of 

compact developments. Compact and higher density housing appears to be created for empty 

nesters, young professionals without children and students. While empty-nesters or the young 

old 84 occupy Summerfield Villas, it can be argued that a creation of a more family-inclusive built 

environment could help to attract more families with children in intensified housing areas in the 

future.   

 

8.8 An altered sense of community? 
 

“You feel sort of being in a gated community … when I first came here I felt like, even 

though I lived in the community I didn’t. That is all sort of separate. And when you come 

out the gates you are merged into the community.” (May) 

 

Numerous studies discuss issues around capacity building in gated communities and the 

challenges of senses of community (see also Atkinson & Blandy, 2006; Glasze, Webster & Frantz, 

2006; Low, 2003). For instance, a study about community development in a gated community’ in 

the UK (Blandy & Lester, 2006) revealed that residents were more concerned with issues around 

                                                             

84 Fincher (2004, p334) used this term in the context of high-rise housing in Melbourne. The young old see 
themselves more active than the generations before.  
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safety and property values rather than building community ties. Nonetheless, in this section I am 

moving away from the conventional meaning of community in gated communities and rather 

refer to what Dixon, Dupuis and Lysnar (2004) referred to as “gated developments” (p.12) as 

pointed out earlier. Particularly, in the Auckland context and the medium density built 

development of Summerfield which aimed to create a sense of community it is crucial to shed 

some light on perceived qualities that are concerned with neighbourliness and community. 

Notions of community are thus considered in the way, how much and to what extent neighbours 

interact with each other.  

 

8.8.1 Experiences of community inside Summerfield  

 

Summerfield Villas are regarded as a place and neighbourhood that provide the basis for the 

creation of a “new community”, as described in a newspaper article about the opening of the 

newly developed complex (New Zealand Herald, 1999). However, the statement made by May at 

the outset of subchapter 8.8, indicates that notions of community are formed outside the 

complex rather than inside. One could argue that the gatedness as well as compact living in 

densely housed units prevent residents from getting to know each other better (“I just feel like it 

is living too close” [Theresa]). On the other hand, community events appear to evolve around 

body corporate initiatives as stated by Milly:  

 

“We started to instigate a sort of cocktail afternoon or evening so that we go down there 

and have a few drinks down there by the pool. It usually seems to be the end of summer. 

And um… you get to know a lot of newcomers then. Because it goes out in the [body 

corporate] newsletter, come on, bring your bottle, bring your glasses, you know.” (Milly) 

 

Charlotte confirmed that “we had barbeques around the pool once a year and things like that. I 

think the body corporate organizes things like that occasionally.” Then again, May observed that 

those get-togethers were not very well received by the residents in Summerfield as the 

organizers have “ended up with just being the committee which has sort of come, and maybe 

one or two other people.” Moreover, she concluded that this was mainly due to the fact that 

Summerfield can be considered as a transient community with the explanation that “I think 

people who aren’t buying are thinking, this is not where I am gonna stay forever. So, they don’t 

put roots down… and because you are so close, you probably don’t wanna socialise as well” 

(May). Sybilla verified that there “isn’t a huge turnout. But there is a reasonable turnout 

amongst the owner occupiers. But a lot of people rent here. The owners don’t live here. So, um… I 
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suppose that is understandable.” This statement implies that renters are perceived as a more 

transient cohort of residents and the sense of belonging to Summerfield, is more developed 

amongst owner occupants. Indeed, Paddy informed that the rate of owner occupiers is 75 per 

cent whereas the rest might be renting and comments “which is good. That gives us all a bit 

more control. Cause you know… we all have a vested interest, whereas people who rent… you 

know… nobody cares much.” Other attempts to activate a sense of community were not met 

with success either as stated by Joan. “We tried setting up a book club at one stage. There were 

six or seven of us and we did it every month. But by the time we started the second time, you 

know, it was just wearing a bit thin.” Those initiatives were set up by residents as members of 

the body corporate in order to maintain a feeling of ‘gemeinschaft’ in the complex. It can be 

contended while those ideas were not taken up by a large number of residents, that a sense of 

community might be achieved in a different way.  

 

Indeed, and despite May’s initial statement, occupants expressed that a community does in fact 

exist inside Summerfield. This is also shown in Figure 8.1 in which the community was regarded 

and highlighted as one of the more significant dwelling qualities. One can assume that 

community has a significant meaning within the boundaries of the complex rather than the 

neighbourhood in itself. On the other hand, since Summerfield is a confined space, the area of 

the complex can be considered as extended dwelling space where a community feeling can be 

experienced. Participants expressed their perceptions of such a community while explaining that 

community is constituted through interaction, the meeting and greeting other residents. Paddy 

shared his observations while stating “people say hello to you as you are walking around and 

that sort of thing.” Joan said that it is easy to get to meet people if one is willing to get in touch 

with others:  

 

“You just say hello, you see them at the gate, you see them at the letterbox, you go down 

to the gym and you get to know them, the certain people who go to the gym. Um… if 

they have kids, if they got children, you might be friendly and um… they might ask you to 

babysit for them, to feed their cat or… you just get to know them that way.” (Joan)  

 

Furthermore, a sense of neighbourliness can then be enhanced by deepening those contacts 

which then lead to doing favours for each other such as looking after pets or collecting mail 

when neighbours are away on holiday. Sybilla noted that their neighbour is “very grateful for 

their support.” Residents’ perceptions of community also involve socialising privately on an 
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occasional basis. Milly demonstrated that friendships are formed with other residents because 

they “often go for meals or little parties at people’s places. We know them across there because 

we know their daughter […] you just sort of mix and mingle and have a chat.” Joan argued that 

one can take part in the community in the complex as much as one likes. She felt quite 

connected to the community as she shared insights of her observations: 

 

“It is funny to see what relationships people have. I have seen some people who have 

um… moved in just to be close to friends. And then you can see them coming in and out 

of each other’s houses and you can see um… all the different children, how their 

friendships grow and change and even floats. It is fascinating. You know… several people 

have died here and yeah… you know, you go out for coffee with people or go to their 

place for dinner. You see the kids growing up and they become adults. It is quite a little 

community. It is great!” (Joan) 

 

Joan’s quote emphasized that the formation of a community is possible if considerable amounts 

of time are spent in the complex. It can also be argued that community development evolves 

over time as Joan additionally admitted the design and layout of the housing contributed to 

community development: 

 

“It is just a whole lot of houses that happen to be joined in circle by a big gate, really. And 

the way the houses have been put together. Um… it is a community. I mean you do get to 

know people walking around and you certainly get to know people in the shops and they 

are all very friendly because they see you come in all the time.” (Joan) 

 

Although the development of the complex was focussed on a community in a confined space, it 

is noteworthy that generally design and planning of a gated complex like Summerville should 

also cater for access and connectedness to the vicinity of the suburban area – Grey Lynn itself. 

Otherwise experiences of social exclusion and isolation might occur. Joan’s account of 

community addresses this issue and can be interpreted in the way that notions of community 

are undeniably experienced and constituted outside the gates. Here, the gates are perceived as 

permeable barriers or even “a front door” (Joan). Milly and Woody agreed with this, stating that 

they still feel connected to the rest of Grey Lynn and that they “don’t feel shut out at all” by the 

gates. The participants’ sense of community has evolved beyond Summerfield in Grey Lynn.  
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8.8.2 Perceptions of neighbourhood qualities beyond the gates 

 

“We do actually chat quite a bit inside the gate, which is interesting. You know, cause 

you go outside the gate and then your behaviour changes a little bit. I think that is 

noticeable.” (Paddy)  

 

Paddy made a remarkable observation when he explained that residents’ behaviour changes 

once they step outside Summerfield. He further commented “like talking about the gate thing... 

Once you are inside here, people chat. They don’t do that outside the gate…“ (Paddy). According 

to this observation one can argue that the entrance gates do serve as barriers contrary to earlier 

hypotheses. However, all participants stressed that Grey Lynn can be regarded as being a 

community. Most notably, the tag community had less significance amongst those qualities 

mentioned for neighbourhood attributes (Figure 8.4) in comparison to perceived dwelling 

qualities (Figure 8.1). 

 

 
 

Figure 8.4 Perceived neighbourhood qualities  

 

Hence, the outside community was experienced differently relative to the inside. However, 

Charlotte did not think Summerfield is a community compared to Grey Lynn, which fulfils the 

criteria in her understanding, as she explained: 

 

“A lot of people go to the cafes around for breakfast and things like that and meet up 

with people and they go for their runs in the morning and have a coffee and things like 

that. And the shops around sort of have things to do with each other.” (Charlotte) 
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It can be argued that those are the neighbourhood qualities and day-to-day activities which are 

experienced in the locality and hence, contribute to a sense of place. Eyles (1985) referred to 

this fact while claiming that the concepts of community and sense of place are often merged, as 

they can increase the sense of belonging in a particular place. It can be argued, consistent with 

(Cohen, 1982), that this sense of place is constituted through the everyday lived experience. In 

fact, the tag ‘proximity’ highlights the walkability of the neighbourhood where people feel in-

place. Woody walks a lot and “is well known around here and he goes into the new little shop up 

here, the new little grocer and he goes to the supermarket.” Moreover, Milly told that one does 

“of course talk to the shop people in Grey Lynn.” However, Paddy claimed that he would feel 

more connected to the community if there was more interaction with the people. In his 

understanding:  

 

“the community is where I can walk into my favourite bar/restaurant, where a lot of the 

people here would say, well just go there and meet. I went to […] which is very nice 

ambience. You can take friends with you. There is not someone there to interact 

regarding the community, which would really build it. And the same at […]. And I have 

been to the […], a couple of times and had a beer and nobody said anything to you. So, 

that’s the sort of thing that I would like to have in a community and that should happen 

in your neighbourhood.” (Paddy) 

 

Nonetheless, most qualities of place in the neighbourhood are associated with positive 

connotations. The interactions which people valued the most stand out in Figure 8.4. In 

particular, the qualities of proximity, cafes and the city refer to what Austin and Whitehead 

(1998) coined ‘Cappuccino city’ (Latham, 2003; Liberty, 1998). It can be said that gentrification 

processes in Grey Lynn (see Chapter Six) have also brought about bars, clubs and restaurants 

which is also shown by an example in Sydney (Bridge & Dowling, 2001). In Summerfield, Milly 

was proud to have all amenities handy in walking distance while stating “I get my coffee at the 

shop up there, the shop up there and all the supermarkets. And the grocer says, hello, how are 

you today?” Joan also declared that “there is everything; everything within walking distance” as 

well as noticing that people wave out to shop owners as they recognize local residents. Hence, 

the community spirit outside the complex is being maintained.  
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Residents were conscious of the Grey Lynn community centre located in the neighbourhood 

within a few minutes walking distance. However, none of the participants have made use of it 

yet other than Joan, “I go there when you are voting” (Joan). Joan said that she was  

 

“very interested in it. It looks lovely, it is a lovely building and I often go there and have a 

look at the notices when I am walking past and see what they are doing there. […] That is 

quite a good thing in the community. But classes and things they have are just at the 

wrong time for me.” (Joan) 

 

Other neighbourhood qualities which characterise the sense of connectedness are shaped by 

events such as festivals in parks. Nonetheless, in May’s judgement a community spirit is strongly 

centred and placed within the Pacific community which still make up a proportion of the area’s 

population (see Chapter 5). Moreover, there are numerous qualities that evolve around the 

belongingness in the area when May narrated: 

 

“We have the Grey Lynn festival and Pasifika85. This is a nice feeling. You go up the road 

and people say hello to you and you got a big church over there, where all the island 

people come with their mats wrapped around and there is beautiful singing and um… 

shop keepers know your name. This is really nice…and walking to the cafes. I love the 

cafes.” (May) 

 

She explained further that she felt part of the neighbourhood because she worked nearby in the 

community as well as “having a child at school. That really helps sort of cement the relationship 

within the community.” On the other hand, Theresa preferred not to engage too much in the 

local community as together with her family she would be moving to somewhere else within the 

next two years once their child is older and because “it is not that we go out of people’s way or 

ignore people, it is just to maintain our privacy.” These issues and notions of a transient 

‘community’ in Summerfield raise the question of whether developing a sense of belonging is 

challenged in a housing complex such as Summerfield. The next section concludes with an 

understanding of the challenges to the security of being at Summerfield Villas.  

 

                                                             

85 Not in Grey Lynn per se but in the wider vicinity of Summerfield. Pasifika is one of the largest cultural 
and community Pacific festivals world-wide. It is held annually in Western Springs Park (see Figure 8.2) 
while New Zealand’s multicultural identities are expressed by numerous food stalls, music and arts.  
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8.9 Challenges of being? 
 

 “I feel more secure and more security and feel more like it is a home if I owned a 

traditional three bedroom home with a yard.” (Theresa) 

 

While perceptions of housing qualities differ in their nature amongst all participants, it can be 

argued that these also influence their sense of being. There appears to be a shift in the creation 

of sense of place not only due to issues with constructional building deficiencies but also due to 

privacy issues and body corporate restrictions. For this reason, perceptions and feelings of being 

secure are challenged as the four requirements of ontological security in homes, as laid out by 

Dupuis and Thorns (1998), are not met (see Chapter Two). Home does not appear to be a “site 

where people feel most in control of their lives, because they feel free from the surveillance that 

is part of the contemporary world” (p.29) anymore. The notion of freehold ownership loses 

significance as effective ownership is restricted to the inside of properties as well as to the 

airspace on the lots. Since every home owner is also a member of the body corporate, the 

freehold ownership is shared under this umbrella. This shared ownership within the body 

corporate, which owns the shell of the houses, leads to a new form of freehold ownership in 

New Zealand. Joan supported this fact of a new kind of ownership when she said that “When I 

first had a look at it [Summerfield Villa] I was really excited and really passionate about it. When 

I came home I used to feel like I was coming home to a hotel. Laughs.” (Joan) Other apartments 

she considered as potential homes during the buying process in the central city proved to be 

“too small or too expensive” and were unaffordable in central areas. Nonetheless, the tradition 

of housing on larger sections was still seen as a norm of kiwi home ownership as it links to the 

concept of dwelling and the underlying ontological vision of ‘togetherness, belonging and 

wholeness’ (Harrison, 2007): 

 

 “It is just what I have been brought up with. And it feels more like that’s the standard 

that I have kind of expected all my life that I would have and kind of feel like… I still think 

this is kind of a step that I am gonna be in, you know what I mean? That’s … Once I find 

us we do move into a house like that I would be happy to go ‘right, that’s it, that’s where 

we live now’ and I wouldn’t even consider moving. As soon as I moved into here I knew 

that I was gonna be moving out at some time. So, I’d feel more sort of like at home.” 

(Theresa) 



                Chapter 8: ‘Quality’ housing and challenges of belonging in a new urbanist environment 

252 
 

While Theresa’s quote might show a lack of rootedness in more communal housing which means 

being at home in an unselfconscious way, notions of sense of place imply a rather conscious 

appreciation of place (Tuan, 1977). She associated qualities of belonging with her upbringing in a 

traditional kiwi home. It can be said that housing quality expectations were not met in 

Summerfield, thus making it difficult to be feeling at home. Although concepts of home go 

beyond the house and involve social relations in the neighbourhood as well as the amalgamation 

of self and place, it can be argued that a sense of being secure is rather difficult to achieve. For 

instance, private spaces in the home which are considered as a back region or retreat in the 

housing literature diminish in weight due to the closeness and proximity of next door 

neighbours. That particularly applies to those cases where closed blinds are needed in order to 

achieve some sort of privacy. However, if private space is limited inside the home, provisions of 

new space have an effect on the reproduction of social structures and ideologies. Even though 

public and private realms may be demarcated legally, this chapter has revealed that both 

domains are experienced differently and in a blurred sort of way by occupants.  

 

8.10 Conclusion 
 

This chapter returned to Grey Lynn and investigated the medium density housing complex 

’Summerfield Villas’ in the light of new urbanism and housing intensification in Auckland. While 

housing intensification and gated developments are a rather new phenomenon in New Zealand, 

I moved away from using the term gated communities commonly used in the international 

literature. Although Summerfield Villas offer security through its gates, notions of community 

were achieved outside the complex rather than inside. Here, the gates served as permeable 

boundary between the inside of the gated development and the outside community of Grey 

Lynn. 

 

Participant’s experiences of home ownership have shifted towards possessing rather than 

owning a home. This is due to the fact that all owners are governed under a body corporate 

scheme.  It could be argued that the awareness and importance of the differences between 

strata title and freehold ownership are significantly less elsewhere internationally. Strata title 

ownership limits the ownership to the inside of the home as the outside is managed by a 

collective body corporate. Although issues of leakiness were resolved by the developer, 

participants’ trust into material qualities of their housing was discussed. I argue that residents’ 

ontological security was rather difficult to achieve and their sense of being was therefore 
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limited. Participants’ sense of home and belonging has been perceived as challenged due to 

issues of privacy and design in intensified housing. 

 

Qualities like private gardens and green spaces were discussed in the light of privacy and public 

notions in the medium density housing complex in Auckland. Private green spaces were less 

significant in the complex, and gardens appeared as minimalistic, since most of them were 

paved. Despite hardly spending time in their gardens, occupants highly valued owning little 

garden spaces as it was a crucial quality characteristic for them. However, experiences of green 

spaces were rather lived out in nearby public parks.  
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion: Housing qualities de-mystified  
 

 

9.1 Introduction  
 

I began this thesis on a personal note when I told how I had embarked on this thesis journey as 

an outsider; someone who had not been familiar with housing qualities pertaining to the New 

Zealand context. By engaging with insiders’ experiences and perceptions of housing qualities in 

their everyday setting of home and beyond, I gradually moved towards becoming an insider in 

relation to geographies of housing qualities. That means the thesis would have told a different 

story if it had been set within a European context that has a much longer established history of 

settlements and urban development. However, the pioneering nature of New Zealand as a 

settler society has imposed itself offering distinct qualities in the built environment, making it a 

valuable example for an exploration of housing qualities.  

 

Housing qualities represent a crucial dimension of the everyday experience of homes as they 

contribute to well-being and help create a sense of place. However, housing qualities are often 

taken for granted and receive insufficient attention in contemporary housing debates. The 

academic literature mostly deals with housing quality as a measurement of built structures that 

results in the construction of housing quality indices. Housing quality standards are usually 

constituted through policies that oversee building regulations. Curiously, the occupants for 

whom housing qualities are most significant, are often absent in those discussions. Housing 

occupants are insiders who offer valuable insights of qualities in the built environment and 

whose views can, in turn inform policy and practice.  

 

This thesis has been concerned with a move beyond existing debates of housing quality. 

Specifically, my aim was to qualitatively investigate housing qualities in the residential built 

environment which are contextualised by home owners’ experiences in the Auckland Region. 

This exploratory study used a grounded approach which portrayed insiders’ experiences of 
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housing qualities using their homes as a basis for the exploration. Three case studies were 

embedded in urban transformation processes such as gentrification, suburbanisation and 

intensification. To add to the contextual background, I discussed the perspective of urban 

gatekeepers’ understandings of notions of housing qualities with regards to the geographical 

context of New Zealand and in particular the Auckland Region. This thesis framework has lent 

itself to Lefebvre’s (1991) framework of the production of space in which he distinguishes the 

experienced spaces, the spaces of representation and the conceived spaces which he calls 

representational spaces. 

 

Conveying these housing quality experiences has offered insights into broader issues relating to 

Auckland’s urban landscape, housing and contemporary issues in the built environment. This 

chapter draws together the divergent themes that have emerged in the thesis through a 

summary of the findings. I discuss what implications these themes might have for the way we 

assign meanings to housing qualities. Key themes of the empirical findings demonstrated the 

shift away from material indicators to a more grounded approach in residents’ everyday lives. 

The thesis has demonstrated that home owners’ housing quality experiences are embodied 

experiences of qualities of home and its surroundings. Moreover, good quality homes are a basis 

for the development of ontological security which consequently assists home owner occupants 

in answering existential questions of being and their everyday experience.  

 

This study provides an integrated contribution to knowledge as set out at the beginning of this 

thesis in Figure 1.2. On a theoretical level, this thesis contributes to the understanding of 

‘qualities of habitat’ (Lawrence, 2009) that give insights into the everyday experience of housing 

qualities through the residents. More importantly, the pluralistic treatment of housing qualities 

contributes to a distinct approach in the housing literature. The pluralistic treatment is also 

reflected in an experimental and exploratory multifaceted methodology. In particular, a 

brainstorming method with an analysis through ‘word clouds’ represents a novel contribution to 

methodology. On a contextual and political level, housing quality experiences contribute to an 

understanding of current qualities in the built environment that are crucial in light of the 

Auckland Plan which envisages Auckland as becoming the most liveable city in the world. I end 

the chapter by identifying possible future research directions in this research area.  
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9.2 Thesis findings and their implications 
 

The key aim of this thesis has been to provide a counter-discourse to the status quo (i.e. 

exceedingly reductive representations of housing quality). In place of these accounts, I have 

presented owner-occupants as insiders in a variety of housing stock along with their 

understandings and experiences of housing qualities that form a grounded approach. Here, I 

have highlighted geographical conceptions of housing qualities in their everyday urban settings 

while also maintaining a focus on the wider implications of the built environment. 

 

In order to summarise the findings of the thesis I linked empirical evidence to the literature in an 

attempt to synthesise the overall argument and focus on the key findings that have emerged 

within and across the different chapters: understandings and definitions of housing qualities; 

home-making practices as an engagement with materiality; altered meanings of home in 

contemporary housing; and the challenges of being in place. 

 

9.2.1 Housing qualities 
 

Housing quality is much more than the material condition of a house. Rather, housing quality is a 

concept that goes beyond the dwelling. As a pre-requisite, I advocated for a change in the 

semantics for the unidimensional term housing quality at the beginning of this thesis. The term 

housing quality implies that housing only has one particular static attribute. However, the 

numerous characteristics that make up and define the built environment are plentiful and thus I 

urged the use of the term housing qualities instead.  

 

The unpacking of a definition for housing qualities is, and remains, complex but in this thesis I 

have identified a number of trends. These trends can be aligned with Figure 1.2 in order to link 

housing quality understandings to the body of existing literature on each corresponding 

hierarchical level of institutions, key housing players and the insiders themselves. In Chapter 

Four, experts largely defined housing qualities in relation to legislative standards in policies and 

housing regulations, given their roles as agents of state. Central government representatives 

aligned their understanding to solely minimum requirements of the Building Code which did not 

result in a surprising finding, given their regulatory role. However, urban gatekeepers from 

territorial local authorities expanded their attempts to define housing qualities beyond 

regulations, although their views largely included attributes concerned with the material 
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structure of the building. The few determinants that they considered as qualities beyond the 

home were concerned with design attributes that tended to be of a tangible nature. This view 

links with what Carmona and Sieh (2004) described as ‘planning, performance and 

implementation’ from a regulatory point of view. Over the course of Chapters Six to Eight, 

owner-occupants defined housing qualities from the inside when they shared their experiences. 

These positive connotations of their everyday living environment were mapped in tag clouds. 

Overall, qualities went beyond materiality and were also concerned with the qualities of 

everyday surroundings. Evidence in all three empirical chapters showed that the home is the 

crucial basis for the development of housing qualities, together with the immediate vicinity. 

However, qualities that are specific to both the housing type as well as the location of the home 

came into effect here. Housing quality conceptualisations through insiders show more insights 

than rational quantitative approaches. Not only do insiders experience housing qualities first 

hand, they also have a greater understanding whether implemented and regulated standards 

work in practice (Clapham, 2005), which justifies a grounded approach as urged by Lawrence 

(2009) and Winstanley, Thorns and Perkins (2002).  

 

While specific housing qualities are mentioned in the respective chapters together with the 

different types of housing, the qualities of home can be classified broadly into two categories. 

First are the housing qualities people anticipate looking for in housing that match their lifestyles 

and expectations, which are consistent with those presented by Salama and Sengupta (2011) in 

recent research. These qualities were considered to be pull-factors that attract individuals to an 

area but also to the type of housing. This was, for instance, reflected in the discussion of 

qualities of Victorian villas and their historic character in the established, gentrified suburb of 

Grey Lynn. It was also apparent in Chapters Seven and Eight, that concepts of housing qualities 

have a temporal dimension as claimed by Rowe (1993). This insight became obvious through 

housing quality experiences that changed over time although the housing stock remained the 

same. This has implications for an older population as housing and, in particular, the 

neighbourhood does not cater to an ageing population such as in Chapter Seven. On the other 

hand, people look for qualities in the built environment that are embodied through their 

expectations, lifestyles and residential mobilities. These dimensions serve as a precursor in the 

search for housing qualities and in turn to experience these qualities in place. Second, the 

housing qualities in place are related to qualities induced by residential mobilities and the 

‘where’ of housing. However, I argued in the thesis that housing qualities in place are the crucial 

qualities that have wider implications for well-being and belonging. In all three empirical 
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chapters, qualities that were concerned with house, home and beyond played a crucial role in 

participants’ lives in different life-stages. More importantly, the housing qualities in place were 

perceived as attributes concerned with people’s everyday surroundings. The physical qualities of 

the material structure of housing diminished in importance, particularly in Chapter Eight which 

demonstrated that attributes of location overrode the material qualities. Although materiality 

did play a role in insiders’ experiences, their understanding of housing qualities went beyond 

materiality, dwelling and neighbourhood and rather was concerned with intangible qualities in 

place. 

 

The thesis offered a disentanglement of housing qualities, each in its geographical locale and 

temporal aspect. However, there is no single definition that can be derived from the findings. 

Rather, quality cannot be delivered as a unitary package but through interconnectedness on all 

scales (Crosby, 1979). Therefore, the results of the grounded approach in this thesis should be of 

interest to urban gatekeepers (e.g. planners, developers, policy makers) and inform them about 

individuals’ expectations. However, the thesis identified two disturbances in regards to this 

interconnectedness. The first conflict emerged out of the relationship between local 

government representatives and private home owners. Urban gatekeepers emphasised that 

they had no rights and powers to intervene in privately owned housing stock as discussed in 

Chapter Four. Thus housing qualities are considered to be the responsibilities of owners 

themselves. The second disturbance is concerned with notions of material qualities in legislation 

that aim for a fulfilment of minimum standards rather than an improved set of quality standards. 

Experts’ lack of responsibilities for privately owned housing stock has direct implications in order 

to achieve the goals set in the National Housing Strategy (Housing New Zealand Corporation, 

2005) as well as for the Auckland Region’s growth visions.  

 

9.2.2 Home making – about materialities and beyond 
 

If the responsibility for housing qualities lies largely with the owners themselves, discussions of 

the encounters in making home through an engagement with and beyond materiality through 

DIY has contributed to this debate. Chapter Six engaged with themes of home renovations and 

DIY through the course of gentrification in the inner city neighbourhood of Grey Lynn. Here, I 

linked the upgrading of housing stock to the influx of yuppies and yupps to the area. I compiled a 

classification of renovations which showed the actual repairs carried out and the extent to which 

professional help was sought. The trend identified that the 1980s and 1990s saw a phase of 
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extensive renovation when houses were completely done up, mostly as a matter of necessity. A 

second phase between 2000 and 2005 saw ‘millennium developers’’ houses renovated cheaply 

and sold for profit. However, those owners who bought afterwards often had to ‘foot the bill’ for 

inadequate renovations. The most recent arrivals to the area, the yupps (young urban 

professional parents) mainly carried out minimalistic ‘cosmetic’ works concerned with improving 

the dwelling’s aesthetics such as gardening, landscaping or painting. I questioned whether the 

yupps can be considered to be gentrifiers per se as their renovation behaviour was often so 

minimal. The results from Chapter Seven revealed little evidence about renovations but showed 

increased gardening activities on the large sections in suburbia. The shift to considering 

homeowners undertaking almost no renovations is made in Chapter Eight. Although the new 

housing stock in Summerfield was advertised as requiring low maintenance, it had issues with 

the leaky home syndrome. The developer repaired the leaks for the majority of owners before 

the participants had bought their homes in Summerfield Villas. On an ongoing basis, the 

responsibilities for renovations and maintenance are taken off home owners shoulders as 

maintenance is covered under the body corporate scheme. Here, the interesting point is that the 

outside of the home is property that is commonly owned by the body corporates which 

determine what necessary renovation work is to be carried out. Occupants’ responsibilities for 

maintenance are solely restricted to the inside of the home. Due to the young age of 

Summerfield homes, participants had no need to do DIY other than aesthetics concerned with 

painting a wall or decorating inside. 

 

Considering the decreasing DIY activities in newer housing, a few points of concern arise. 

Arguably the most interesting difference within the practice of DIY and renovation is between 

renovators who do-up houses for profit and home makers who continue living in the building 

which they have transformed. There is no doubt that practising architecture through a simple 

progression of material acquisitions can reduce housing qualities. This is particularly true for 

developers who add material housing qualities in order to achieve financial gains. On the other 

hand, home owners’ renovation behaviour has two motives. The first motive included necessary 

repairs in order to make the home liveable as demonstrated by some participants in Grey Lynn. 

The second motive involved undertaking renovations aimed at putting a distinctive mark on 

their homes which enhanced identity creation but also a sense of ownership, pride and 

belonging in place. The latter implies a deeper engagement and connectedness with the 

materiality of one’s own home and is in line with socio-cultural benefits of DIY and the kiwi way 

of life and home making (Perkins & Thorns, 2001).  
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In Chapter Four, some experts claimed that the deficiencies in the housing stock arose out of a 

lack of maintenance by home owners which could have also been caused by high rates of 

housing stock turnover that impact on the built structure. Home owners invest in the condition 

of their homes to achieve a financial gain when they move on in a few years’ time due to 

lifestyle or life-course changes. In this study, however, a high proportion of participants are long-

term residents and remained in the same home, some of them over thirty years, due to a strong 

attachment to their neighbourhood, location and community.  

 

Nonetheless, a crucial point of concern is the way larger renovations were carried out by owners 

themselves, without actually being experts. In Chapter Six, most of those owners who did a 

complete do-up had confidence in their own judgement and abilities so did not feel the need to 

employ a professional. The lack of trust in professional workmanship links with a claim I made in 

Chapter Two in relation to Giddens’ (1990) point about trust, confidence and continuity in social 

and material environments. However, professional workmanship was criticised in Chapter Four 

when it was observed that an apprenticeship scheme for tradesmen had been abolished. In the 

discussion with urban gatekeepers I also highlighted that the requirements to become a 

professional builder was very minimal as long as the work conformed to Council’s requirements. 

I argued that the work carried out by self-made builders’ impacts on the durability and 

sustainability of the wider housing stock. This owner-undertaken work is a source of potential 

vulnerability to disrepair.  

 

During the research period, regulatory changes took place with the implementation of the 

licensed builders’ practitioners’ scheme (LBP) in March 2012 which was initiated through 

amendments of the Building Act. While this scheme caters for a registered and qualified 

practitioner to be on site, it also foresees an exemption for DIY to be undertaken by owners  

themselves which does not fall under restricted building work (as explained in Chapter 4). 

Although home owners are ultimately responsible for maintaining their houses, I argue that the 

existing housing stock should be included in an alignment of government strategies which are 

aiming for good quality housing. Although housing is generally a private good, the government 

should have an interest in the condition of the existing housing stock, as both housing stock and 

population age at the same time and can thus cause a burden for home owners. The ill-health 

generated by poor-quality housing can also generate costs to the state as well as misery to 

occupants (Bullen et al., 2009). Governmental programmes that are offered in terms of energy 

efficiency move a step towards an improvement in increasing comfort in the home. Nonetheless, 
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policies should be based on a thorough understanding of what motivates and constrains home 

owners’ investment in repair and maintenance.  

 

9.2.3 Altered meanings of home in contemporary housing – challenges of 

being 
 

While DIY and home making contributed to a greater sense of belonging and ontological security 

in the case of Grey Lynn, contemporary meanings of home have disturbed these concepts in 

Chapters Seven and Eight. Chapter Seven discussed housing qualities in suburbia in Farm Cove 

which was once proclaimed as a ’suburban paradise’. I identified two predominant cohorts of 

owners in suburbia: the long-term residents who came to the area with the suburban boom in 

the 1970s and 1980s and who are now aging in place; and the young families that have moved to 

the area in recent years. Both their sets of meanings of home are expressed through home 

ownership which enables them to put down roots and develop a sense of belonging (Leonard, 

Perkins & Thorns, 2004).   

 

The meaning of home in suburbia has predominantly been conflated with raising a family. In 

Chapter Seven I identified the meaning of home as having a temporal aspect in regards to 

belonging in place. I argued that the longer the residents are established in their homes the 

greater is their place attachment. This especially applies to the long-term residents of Farm Cove 

whose sense of place goes beyond the home and relates to the neighbourhood which was 

portrayed in the diversity of the brainstorming results. The positive connotations of place, 

particularly in older age were clearly evident in Chapter Seven. However, the elderly residents 

who feel at home in Farm Cove face challenges in an environment that was initially planned as a 

setting for younger families to raise children and which has changed little since then. Despite a 

sense of community and neighbourliness amongst the older residents, they considered their 

ageing in place as challenged and their experiences shifted towards out of place. Their decline in 

mobility and the lack of access to necessary services and amenities such as health care and 

public transport nearby constrains their being in place and forces them to move to retirement 

villages in another part of the city where they might feel out of place. This finding contradicts 

the literature on ageing in place (Cloutier-Fischer & Harvey, 2009; Oswald & Wahl, 2005; 

Sixmith, 1986) which places the family ‘home’ as central object in everyday lives. Although 

models of residential mobility discuss a downsizing of living space in older age, having an 

appropriately-sized dwelling may allow people to age in place. These findings have direct 
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implications for New Zealand’s ageing population as issues of provision of health care and 

accessible homes will become more dominant. In effect, there is a need to incorporate less car 

dependency in the planning of new subdivisions as well as housing with universal design that is 

accessible for elderly people. At this stage it remains unclear how existing suburbs can be 

modified so as to house an ageing population with a strong sense of belonging and desire to age 

in place.  

 

Chapter Eight returned to the central inner city suburb of Grey Lynn and investigated housing 

quality experiences in a gated complex that was built in the course of intensification. I refrained 

from using the term gated community as the New Zealand examples are different from 

international examples in the way that they are not extreme state-led complexes or enclosures 

for groups with common interests. The medium density housing in Summerfield Villas is 

governed under a semi-collective form of ownership under the Strata title. The governing 

mechanism is a body corporate that manages and administers commonly owned properties. The 

notion of freehold ownership loses in significance as effective ownership is restricted to the 

inside of properties as well as to the airspace on the small sections. The shared ownership with 

body corporates which own the shell of the houses leads to a new form of freehold ownership. 

This new form of tenure has impacts on the ontological security of ownership. Especially private 

spaces in the home which are considered as a back region or retreat in the housing literature 

diminish in weight due to closeness and proximity of next door neighbours. In these situations, 

the home is no longer a site of constancy in the social and material world in which people can be 

free from surveillance (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998). As a result, experiences of home ownership have 

shifted towards notions of possessing a home, despite owning the house as freehold property. 

However, if private space is limited inside the home, appropriate design in the provision for new 

housing and in particular intensified housing should cater for qualities of privacy. In particular, 

this became evident in an example in Summerfield when residents had their blinds shut in order 

to maintain a certain level of privacy in their homes. Participants with previous housing 

experience in stand-alone houses reported that they had to shut blinds more frequently for 

privacy, now that they are living in denser housing.  

 

The findings in Chapter Eight also revealed a clear shift from conventional gardens with ample 

green space to rather minimalistic gardens where grass is of lesser importance. Occupants in 

Summerfield Village highly valued their garden space despite hardly spending any time in it. This 

value is due to the fact that their privately owned outdoor space is greatly impacted upon by 
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views from neighbours and hence, privacy is no longer guaranteed. Private garden spaces shift 

towards being semi-public if not public spaces of display rather than retreat. The governance of 

body corporates also impacted on occupants’ actions to be undertaken in their private outdoor 

spaces. However, occupants emphasised the importance of owning a little piece of garden even 

if it was gained at the expense of the size of their home. This importance placed on a green 

space was because otherwise, the loss of garden space would disconnect them from the 

ideology and prestige of traditional home ownership on larger sections. Here, the ‘wholeness’ in 

terms of full ownership rights is challenged. Furthermore, occupants’ place-based behaviour is 

changed in light of these tenure arrangements at sites like Summerfield. Since green spaces 

contribute to wellbeing, public parks in close proximity to Summerfield Village beyond the 

development itself, gain in meaning for the residents. With regular if not daily visits to nearby 

parks, occupants expressed a desire for individual experiences of green space. The experience of 

green spaces which was traditionally regarded as a quality notion of home, has now shifted to an 

experience of public green spaces. I claim here that there is a recursive relationship between 

actual lived experiences in place which relate to what Heidegger coined being-in-the world 

(Malpas, 2006). ‘Becoming at home in being-not-at home’ plays a significant role in the 

experience of living in such developments (Capobianco & Richardson, 2010). That means that 

residents also feel ontologically secure in spaces beyond the home which is expressed through 

their everyday routines.  

 

9.2.4 Implications for housing qualities 

 

At the outset housing quality was framed as a complex concept that is often regarded as 

reductionist and that mostly engages with materiality and quality indices. I have taken a 

different approach and focussed on the everyday experiences of owner occupants in three 

different housing types in Auckland. I have explored housing qualities beyond their materiality 

using a grounded approach that is embodied through experiences in occupants’ everyday home 

environment. This thesis is distinct for its qualitative engagement with housing quality 

experiences and pluralistic treatment of qualities.  

 

What I have illustrated in the different empirical chapters is that housing qualities are much 

more diverse and multifaceted than they appear to be. Housing qualities are not confined to 

numerical indices and material indicators. Rather, housing qualities are experienced in the built 

environment and regarded as an embodied part of our everyday lives. Although the complexity 

of multivariate quality dimensions remain diffuse, it is possible to acknowledge that the findings 
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broadened the understanding of housing qualities. However, this does not mean that housing 

qualities are solely subjective and the materiality of housing quality could be disregarded. More 

importantly, material dimensions are nonetheless the crucial solid basis for an assessment of 

housing qualities. All four empirical findings chapters showed the significance and underpinning 

of materiality which is an indispensable part of housing. Although Goodchild’s (1997) proposed 

classification of housing types as a starting point has proven to be successful for the purpose of 

this thesis, I have illustrated a significant shift within the empirical chapters on the scales on 

which housing qualities can be determined. While urban gatekeepers focussed largely on 

material indicators as the basis of houses as physical constructs, the case studies treated houses 

as homes as basis for an enquiry into housing qualities. Initial research by Harrison (2004), 

Stefanovic (1993) and Hiscox (1979) demonstrated similarities in the grounding of housing 

quality research on ‘home’ rather than the ‘house’.  

 

Being deeply embedded in New Zealand’s home ownership culture, home also offered a more 

various and extended multiplication of quality indicators that are concerned with both material 

and immaterial dimensions. In all three case studies the meaning of homes as embodied spaces 

in participants’ everyday lives enabled occupants to perceive qualities that went beyond 

materiality. In particular, the engagement with materiality through the course of DIY and home 

making have on one hand brought about material qualities, but on the other hand also resulted 

in place attachment and identity creation. Although homes were used as basis for an 

explanation of the three case studies, the findings confirmed that ‘dwelling’ is a more robust 

concept that enables occupants to be grounded in place. Meanings of place and housing 

qualities were highly related to the sense of being in place which was consistent with Malpas 

(2006), Dreyfus (1991) and Heidegger (1958). This being of place has strong connections to the 

embodied experience of housing qualities as absolute indicators.  

 

Although all empirical chapters and their engagement with experiences of housing qualities 

were framed as representations of space (urban gatekeepers) and representational space (home 

owners’ experiences) (Lefebvre, 1991), the findings revealed throughout that experienced 

housing qualities sit at the intersection between the physical and the experiential deciphering of 

space. In a general sense, this spatial practice is expressed through an embodiment of the close 

relation with perceived space, between daily reality and urban reality. This was explained 

through daily routinisation and the constancy in a social and material environment that provided 

residents not only with a deeper connection to place but also with an ontological security of 
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their homes. Further, the case study findings showed that the embodiment and grounding in 

place that is given through a deep rootedness and ownership that allowed people to experience 

qualities because they were able to live the reflexive project of the self.  

 

9.3. Contributions  
 

The overall objective of this thesis was to empirically investigate housing qualities in the 

residential built environment that are contextualised by home owners’ experiences in the 

Auckland Region. This thesis approach informed both the New Zealand literature on housing 

experiences and on the nature of house and home. In more detail, this thesis contributes to the 

aforementioned overall objective on three different levels, each of which I discuss in this section.  

 

On a theoretical level and broader sense, this thesis contributes to a geographical understanding 

of ‘qualities of habitat’ (Lawrence, 2009) that give insights into the everyday experience of 

housing qualities through residents. This understanding is derived from the disentanglement of 

micro-geographies of everyday lives and concepts of house, home and housing qualities in order 

to incorporate micro-environments of daily life. More significantly, this thesis treated housing 

qualities as a pluralistic concept that is unique in the housing literature and has therefore made 

a significant contribution. This pluralistic treatment derived out of two shifts of housing quality 

indicators. First, material indicators were recognized to extend to material spaces beyond the 

house. Second, homes were used as the basis for an explanation of housing qualities instead of 

houses. This study highlighted the significance of grounding housing qualities into the concept of 

home and dwelling during the course of the development of a theoretical framework for housing 

qualities that can offer understandings of insiders’ experiences. This is distinct in comparison 

with most housing quality approaches that have an emphasis on notions of materiality. The 

grounding in home allows for multiple quality indicators in both spheres, material and 

immaterial, that shape a distinct concept of housing qualities and therefore enrich previous 

concepts. More importantly, the conceptual framework for experiential housing qualities 

suggested incorporating ontological and hermeneutical notions of the ‘self’ and ‘being’ as they 

both form a crucial factor in a framework that is aimed to pitch housing qualities at an 

experiential level. Although derived from empirical exploration in the New Zealand housing 

context, this conceptual framework for experiences of housing qualities can be applied in 

different spatial locales and therefore contributes to the international literature on housing 

qualities.  
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The multiplication of material and immaterial dimensions of housing qualities sit at the 

intersection between the theoretical and methodological contribution. That means the 

pluralistic treatment of qualities is also reflected in an experimental and multifaceted 

methodology. The objective was to develop a methodology that facilitates a study of 

experiential qualities of houses and owner occupants’ perceptions of housing qualities that 

draws on and contributes to novel geographical methodological approaches. This thesis 

developed a comprehensive methodology of qualitative methods that helped to understand the 

interplay of material and experiential qualities through a grounded approach. A grounded 

approach has been proven to be appropriate for an understanding of participants’ experiences 

through their everyday routines that uncovers symbolic as well as experiential dimensions of 

housing qualities. In particular, an experiential methodology that borrowed from 

phenomenology and participatory approaches that drew on several qualitative methodologies, 

while complementing information with some statistical data was designed. Apart from using 

more traditional methods such as semi-structured interviews with experts and home owners, 

this thesis demonstrated the value of the use of a brainstorming method to complement the 

grounded phenomenological approach. The analysis of the brainstorming results through ‘word 

clouds’ or ‘tag clouds’ represents a novel contribution to exploratory methods.  

 

This thesis has also made contributions on a contextual and policy level. It embedded urban 

gatekeepers’ professional insights into the background of the current regulatory framework for 

housing quality with special reference to existing housing stock and its relevance to specific 

regulations. Gatekeepers’ positionality as agents of the state contributed to an understanding of 

the intersection between housing production of qualities and households’ experiences of these 

qualities. In order to understand geographical conceptions of housing qualities amongst home 

owners in their everyday urban setting three case studies in the Auckland Region were 

undertaken. The chosen housing types consisted of the typical kiwi three bedroom free-standing 

dwelling as well as contemporary medium-density housing in Auckland’s existing housing stock. 

Housing quality experiences in these housing types and areas not only highlighted a diversity of 

material and immaterial qualities but also identified issues such as a lack of access to transport, 

services and amenities. Moreover, housing quality expectations and the extent to which these 

expectations were met contributed to an understanding of actual qualities in the built 

environment. These findings will be potentially helpful for policy makers and planners to 

improve their understanding of the built environment in their work towards planning for 

Auckland to become the most liveable city in the world. 
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9. 4 Reflections and boundaries  
 

This study could only provide an exploratory time-specific snapshot of the housing situations of 

the participants involved in the study. Insiders’ views were highly variable and depended on 

each individual’s subjective perception. However, I was able to identify some trends and 

common experiences amongst people in the same housing type and life-course. Only a few 

participants were interviewed in each case study site and participants included their 

neighbourhood vicinity in their perceptions of housing qualities. The latter extension of housing 

quality scope beyond the dwelling itself involved participants commenting on the relative 

location of their housing as well as their characteristics of its absolute site. The example of Simon 

in Grey Lynn in Chapter Six showed that structurally poor housing could still be found in a good 

neighbourhood. Simon claimed that at the time of purchase in 2006 his house was the second 

worst house in the street. This was at a time when the neighbourhood had already been 

upgraded through gentrification and neighbourhood renewal. While these neighbourhood 

renewal schemes can be implemented through a regulatory imperative in a collective way, 

individual homes are still the responsibilities of owners themselves.  

 

There is demand in the Auckland urban area for planning which can take housing qualities into 

consideration in a way that suits a range of social groups in order to fulfil the aim of 

transforming Auckland into the world’s most liveable city (Auckland Council, 2012). This goal 

requires the attention by planners and urban designers in order to create neighbourhoods that 

create heterogeneity not only in terms of housing choice, but also in terms of affordable and 

quality housing. This aspiration is very much consistent with the New Zealand Housing Strategy 

(Housing New Zealand Corporation, 2005) which envisions that “all New Zealanders have access 

to affordable, sustainable and good quality housing appropriate to their needs” (p.7). While 

making developments work it is moreover crucial to give voice to ‘insiders’ to convey their 

housing quality experiences as they often do not form part of the planning process.  

 

Although the regulatory side of planning is predominantly concerned with material housing 

qualities, these dimensions  need to be addressed in a way that enables the end-users to 

experience qualities beyond materiality and particular to ‘their place’. Moreover, qualities that 

go beyond the reductionist view of the physical structure of housing should particularly become 

significant to those experts who are engaging with the implementation of aforementioned goals. 

Given that urban gatekeepers are involved in the supply and demand of housing, they engage 
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with housing qualities and their improvement in social housing and issues in the private rental 

market. One can assume that housing quality issues in privately owned housing remain a private 

matter. However, monitoring on the legislative level could contribute to an understanding of 

what kind of qualities people are expecting in future housing and across all tenures. 

 

9.5 Future avenues for research 
 

A number of possible future research directions have emerged out of this thesis research. In the 

remainder of this chapter I will enumerate the most important ones.  

 

Chapter Four stressed the urgent need to involve and engage with private developers in order to 

portray their understanding of housing qualities. The apparent disconnect between planning and 

delivery of housing stock was recognized by urban gatekeepers and thus an involvement of key 

builders in the region in dialogue about housing qualities will be important. Although my 

attempts to interview representatives of home building companies were not successful, there 

nonetheless needs to be an emphasis on the significance of building companies’ involvement 

with the delivery of good quality housing in further research. 

 

The field work for this thesis was carried out before the economic downturn and the changes of 

the regulatory framework came into effect. While the results could have been different, there is 

scope to examine those changes further in the aftermath of the economic downturn and the 

question as to what extent there has been a resultant increase in renovation behaviour through 

DIY. On the other hand, these augmented activities could either be disturbed by the introduction 

of the LBP (licensed building practitioners) scheme with its DIY exemption or could diverge 

towards a re-instatement of a certain level of trust in workmanship. It also appears that 

significant research can be undertaken in the area of the impacts of DIY and renovation on the 

built structure to investigate the durability and sustainability of material structures. This is 

particularly vital in the way housing turnovers impact on structural qualities of homes. 

 

Although the thesis primarily addressed housing qualities, I also explored residential mobilities 

as a pre-cursor of achieving housing qualities in place. The high housing turnover induced 

through residential mobilities provides scope for further research enquiries. First, mapping an 

household’s housing pathways together with their housing histories and life-course events 

would be fruitful. Previous housing experience can help shape qualities in their current and 
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future homes. People’s constraints and trade-offs can help understand the wider implications of 

social mobility. Second, investigating impacts of residential mobilities on transient 

neighbourhoods and to what extent this transience influences community-building processes 

warrants investigation. In a wider sense, this question also relates to residential mobility in 

terms of migration and immigrants experiences of housing qualities. Further research into 

migrants housing experiences is not only essential for Auckland’s future housing development 

but also gives additional insights into qualities aligned with culture and different kinds of ‘home 

making’. With these additional directions, research into housing qualities promises to further 

enlarge our understanding of the experience of dwelling in the diversifying housing stock of 

Auckland in the 21st century.   
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Appendix A 
 



°

Map Produced by
Social & Economic Monitoring & Research
Policy and Planning
Auckland Regional Council Dwelling age (Auckland isthmus)

Source: Auckland Regional Council (2007)
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Mailout phases for case study Grey Lynn West  
 

Mesh block 
Number 

Q94- tenure holder own or 
partly own usual residence 

Q398-tenure of household 
Dwelling owned or partly 
owned by usual residents 

Q400-tenure of household 
Dwelling held in a family trust by 

usual residents 

Q319- Dwelling record type for 
occupied dwellings- 

occupied private dwellings 

Identified dwellings / property 
IDs through QV analysis TOTAL 

Residential Dwelling pre-1914 
Residential Dwelling 1914/1929 

& Mail out 

Interviews 
undertaken 

        
MB 0404400 87 15 3 33 30 27 2 

        
MB 0404300 63 15 0 30 22 19 0 

        
MB 0408100 60 18 3 48 51 43 0 

        
∑ 210 48 6 111 103 89 2 
        

MB 0404600 42 9 6 45 18 15 0 
        

MB 0407900 39 15 3 36 21 17 1 
        

MB 0408000 36 6 3 21 19 13 2 
        
∑ 147 42 12 132 82 64 3 
        

MB 0407600 48 15 3 33 24 22 2 
        

MB 0404100 42 9 3 18 26 18 2 
        

MB 0408600 36 9 6 21 25 17 3 
        

MB 0407500 36 6 3 27 17 14 0 
        

MB 0403600 33 39 0 63 54 43 3 
        

MB 0404200 30 9 6 27 28 21 0 
        
∑ 225 87 21 189 174 135 10 
        

(MB 0402200)       1 
        

∑ 582 87 21 189 174 135 15 (+1) 
        

 
(+1) indicates one interview that was undertaken in a 1990’s dwelling in MB 0402200 



Mailout phases for case study Pakuranga North – Farm Cove 
 
 
 

Mesh block 
Number 

Q94- tenure holder own or 
partly own usual residence 

Q398-tenure of household 
Dwelling owned or partly 
owned by usual residents 

Q400-tenure of household 
Dwelling held in a family trust by 

usual residents 

Q319- Dwelling record type for 
occupied dwellings- 

occupied private dwellings 

Identified dwellings / property 
IDs through QV analysis TOTAL 

Residential Dwelling pre-1914 
Residential Dwelling 1914/1929 

& Mail out 

Interviews 
undertaken 

        
MB 0694100 102 57 15 90 86 62 5 (+1) 

        
MB 0694501 99 48 12 72 68 49 3 

        
∑ 201 105 27 162 154 111 8 (+1) 
        

MB 0694300 144 27 15 45 35 29 2 
        

MB 0694400 105 33 12 54 47 34 2 
        

MB 0693200 105 24 9 42 45 39 4 
        
∑ 354 84 36 141 127 102 8 
        

∑ 555 189 63 303 281 213 16 (+1) 
        

 
(+1) indicates one interview that was undertaken in a 1990’s dwelling in MB 0694100 
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Appendix B 
 
Participant Information Sheet – Phase I – Experts 
 
 
Title:  The experiences of housing qualities amongst homeowners - An analysis in the Auckland 

Region 
 
To: … Name… Organisation  
 
My name is Corina Buckenberger. I am a student at the University of Auckland studying for the 
PhD in the School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science. My topic investigates 
housing quality from occupants´ points of view in the Auckland Region.  
 
The aim of my thesis is to explore how Aucklanders´ identify with their housing stock and to 
establish the quality, liveability and satisfaction of housing in the Auckland Metropolitan Region. 
As part of this research I would like to develop a picture of the current housing situation in 
Auckland. The purpose of this is to develop a context for the second phase on my research that 
will focus on different housing types in several areas within the Auckland Region. Homeowners 
form the focus group for this research project.   
 
As part of my thesis I would like to conduct an interview with you as well as with those staff that 
would be able to provide me with insight into the housing sector in Auckland. I would appreciate 
any assistance you can give me in this respect. The purpose of this interview is twofold. Firstly, I 
would like to discuss any information you may be able to provide me with to develop a picture 
of the housing situation. It is understood that some of this information is likely to be sensitive 
and it will only be used in the final report or publication in accordance with the conditions set by 
your organisation. Secondly I would like to discuss your views on the opinions and attitudes 
toward the issue of housing quality: its development and future predictions.  
 
I would like to conduct the interviews at a time convenient to you during working hours for no 
more than 1.5 hours. You are under no obligation at all to be interviewed. I would prefer to 
audio tape the interview but this would only be done with your consent and could be turned off 
at any time. Two weeks after the interview a transcript of it will be available for you to review 
and edit should you feel the need to do so. The information you supply can be withdrawn any 
time up to 1 May 2009. The data will be stored for six years and then archived in a locked filing 
cabinet at the home of the researcher. 
 
If the information provided from this interview is reported or published it will identify the 
organisation you work for but will not identify you as the source of the information. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and help in making this study possible. If you have any 
queries or wish to know more please phone or write to me at: 
 
School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
Attn: Corina Buckenberger 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 
Tel: (09) 373 7599 extn. xxxx(University) or xxxxx (mobile) 
Email: c.buckenberger@auckland.ac.nz 

mailto:c.buckenberger@auckland.ac.nz


                                                                                                                                         Appendices 
 

275 
 

My supervisor is: 
Dr Ward Friesen 
School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Tel: (09) 373 7599 extn. 88612  
Email: w.friesen@auckland.ac.nz 
 
Head of Department: 
Prof Glen McGregor 
School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland  
Tel: (09) 373 7599 extn. 85284  
Email: g.mcgregor@auckland.ac.nz 
 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University of 
Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice 
Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone (09) 373-7599 extn. 83711.  
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 
20/06/2007 for three years from 20/06/2007 to 20/06/2010  
Reference Number 2007/215 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:w.friesen@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:g.mcgregor@auckland.ac.nz
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Consent Form – Phase I – Experts 
 
 

THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX YEARS 
 
Title:  The experiences of housing quality amongst homeowners – an analysis in the Auckland 

Region  
 
 
Researcher: Corina Buckenberger, School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
 
 
I have been given and have understood an explanation of this research project.  I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions and have them answered. 
 
I understand that my participation/non-participation in this research will not affect my standing 
with the organisation.  
 
I agree/not agree (please delete one) that I will be audio taped and understand that, even if I 
agree, I may choose to have the recorder turned off at any time. 
 
I would like/would not like (please delete one) a copy of the interview transcript sent to me two 
weeks after the interview to review and edit. 
 
I understand that although the organisation will be clearly identified in this research, my identity 
is strictly confidential and will not be disclosed either directly or indirectly. 
 
I understand that if the information provided from this interview is reported or published it will 
identify the organisation but will not identify the individuals as the source of the information. 

 
I understand that the data will be stored for six years and then archived in a locked filing cabinet 
at the home of the researcher. 
 
I understand that I have the right to withdraw any of the information/data I have provided up to 
the 1 September 2008. 
 
 
Signed:       
 
 
 
Name:        

(Please print clearly) 
 
 
Date:    
  
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 
20/06/2007for three years from 20/06/2007 to 20/06/2010  
Reference Number 2007/215  
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Interview guidelines – Phase I - Experts 
 
 

Questions for interview with experts are listed below. These were not necessarily asked in the 

order provided here, depending how participants responded to previous questions. These 

questions only provide a guideline as different questions were asked for a real estate expert, 

builder or policy analyst.  

 

• What is your role within your organisation? 

• How are general quality issues addressed in your organisation?  

• Is housing quality an important issue for your organisation? Why?  

• How does your organisation assist people to gain housing satisfaction?  

 

• Does Auckland have good quality housing?  

• From your perspective and from your organisations’ perspective – Is there a general interest 

to improve permanent housing quality throughout the Auckland Region?  

• What about the rest of the country?  

• What are Aucklanders’ needs for an appropriate good quality of housing? What is missing in 

this respect?  

• How satisfied are people with their housing quality? (from your perspective and from your 

organisations’ perspective) 

• What benefits would you see coming from improved housing quality? (health, quality of life, 

sustainability, affordability, environment) 

• From your perspective and from your organisations’ perspective – Which organisations are 

the proper authorities for housing quality improvement? 

 

• To what extend has XXX’s role been significant in the Development of the NZ Urban Design 

Protocol? 

• How is the NZ Design Protocol implemented in XX council? 

• Are there any sustainability incentives in order to support improve waste management or 

even carbon zero living?  

• Are there any affordability incentives? What about modification grants for disabled people 

in order to adapt to their needs? What about elderly people? 
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• What does the central government do to promote better housing quality?  

• Are there available funds within the government budget to support individuals who are 

seeking better housing quality?  

• Could the government do more? 

• How does your organisation develop new housing strategies and policies?  

• What responsibility could the local government take for the citizens’ housing quality?  

 

• Are there any organisations where individuals could get assistance with their housing 

problems?  

• What kind of assistance is available for people? (Financially, information, know how 

seminars)?  
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Participant Information Sheet – Phase II – Home owners 
 
 
Project title:  The experiences of housing quality amongst homeowners - An analysis in the 

Auckland Region 
 
 
To the owner-occupier,  
 
My name is Corina Buckenberger. I am a student at the University of Auckland studying for a PhD 
in the School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science. My topic investigates housing 
quality experiences amongst home owners in the Auckland Region. Owner-occupiers in certain 
dwelling types represent the focus for this research project. Funding has been obtained from the 
Centre for Housing Research Aotearoa NZ (CHRANZ) for the purpose of this research.  
 
The aim of my thesis is to explore how Aucklanders identify with their housing stock and the 
experiences along with that. I am interested in your perceptions and experiences of home in 
your property. The information you supply will be important to me in developing an accurate 
portrayal of home owners’ housing quality experiences in the Auckland Region.  
 
You are invited to participate in my research, and I will appreciate any feedback you can offer 
me from your experience. Interviews will take about one hour, and will be made at a time 
convenient for you. A property CD to the value of $45 will be provided per interview to 
compensate you for your time. I would prefer to audio tape the interview but this would only be 
done with your consent and could be turned off at any time if you request it. Audio-taped 
interviews will be transcribed by myself. The information you supply can be withdrawn any time 
up to1 March 2009. The data will be stored for six years and then archived in a locked filing 
cabinet at the home of the researcher. 
 
If the information provided from this interview is reported or published it will identify the area 
and the house type you live in but will not identify you as the source of the information. 

  
Thank you very much for your time and help in making this study possible. Thank you very much 
for your time and help in making this research possible. If you have any further queries, please 
phone or write to me at the below address: 
 
School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
Attn: Corina Buckenberger 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 
Tel: (09) 373 7599 extn. xxxx(University) or xxxxxx (mobile) 
Email: c.buckenberger@auckland.ac.nz 
 
My supervisor is: 
Dr Ward Friesen 
School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland 
Tel: (09) 373 7599 extn. 88612  
Email: w.friesen@auckland.ac.nz 
 

mailto:c.buckenberger@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:w.friesen@auckland.ac.nz


                                                                                                                                         Appendices 
 

280 
 

Head of Department: 
Prof Glen McGregor 
School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
The University of Auckland  
Tel: (09) 373 7599 extn. 85284  
Email: g.mcgregor@auckland.ac.nz 
 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University of 
Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice 
Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone (09) 373-7599 extn. 83711.  
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 
12/03/2008 for three years from 12/03/2008 to 12/03/2011 
Reference Number 2008/059 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

mailto:g.mcgregor@auckland.ac.nz
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Consent Form – Phase II – Owner occupants 
 
To the owner-occupiers 
 

 
THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF SIX YEARS 

 
 
I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet for the research project titled: 
 
The experiences of housing quality amongst homeowners – an analysis in the Auckland Region 
 
 
Researcher: Corina Buckenberger, School of Geography, Geology and Environmental Science 
 
 

• I agree/do not agree that I will be audio taped and understand that, even if I agree, I 
have the right to have the recorder turned off at any time.  

 
• I understand that the data will be stored for six years and then archived in a locked filing 

cabinet at the home of the researcher. 
 

• I understand that although the house type and the neighbourhood will be clearly 
identified in this research, the identities of the individual interviewed are strictly 
confidential and will not be disclosed either directly or indirectly. 

 
• I understand that if the information provided from this interview is reported or 

published it will identify the type of house and neighbourhood but will not identify the 
individuals as the source of the information. 

 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw from the research at any time without giving 
reason, irrespective of whether or not payment is involved.  

 
• I understand that I have the right to withdraw any of the information/data I have 

provided up to 1 March 2009. 
 
 
Signed:        
 
 
Name:        

(Please print clearly) 
 
Date:      
 
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 
12/03/2008 for three years from 12/03/2008  to  12/03/2011  
Reference Number 2008/059  



                                                                                                                                         Appendices 
 

282 
 

Interview guidelines – Phase II – Owner occupants 
 
 

Questions for interviews with home owners are listed below. These were not necessarily asked 

in the order provided here, depending how participants responded to previous questions.  

 

History  

 

1. How long have you been living here?  

2. Where did you live before?   

3. Tell me more about your personal housing history. (owning, renting, location, age – life-cycle 

status) 

4. Tell me about the reasons why you chose to move/buy to this particular 

suburb/neighbourhood/house? 

 

Time when house was bought 

 

5. Could you please describe the state of repair / condition of the house when you bought this 

house? 

6. Have your expectations of good quality housing been met when you moved in? 

7. How did you assess the quality of your house?  

8. In comparison to your previous house, have you experienced any housing quality 

improvements? 

 

Current situation/Repairs/maintenance 

 

9. How would you describe the current condition of this house? 

10. Have there been any replacements or repairs to any part in the house since you have been 

living here? 

11. What did it cost? 

12. How much money have you spent on maintenance costs so far? 

13. How much do you expect to spend on maintenance cost/repairs in the future? 

14. Have you considered seeking professional advice for housing quality improvements? Explain. 

15. Do you plan to make any alterations in and around the house in the future? If so, which? 

16. How many people live in this house? 
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17. How many bedrooms does this house have? (Floor area?)  

18. Have you sought any assistance before you have started with renovations?  

19. To what extend has media influenced your current housing quality? 

20. What other influences had an impact on your housing experience? (holidays, information,…) 

 

Home making/housing satisfaction 

 

21. Why do you like living in this particular house?   

22. Are there any rooms that are assigned to certain family members? 

23. Do you feel safe in your house? 

24. What do you like most in this neighbourhood? 

25. What makes this house to your home?  

26. What is your perception of a good quality home? 

27. Is your home a good quality home? If so, why? Describe. 

28. Has this perception changed during your life-cycle? Describe.  

29. To what extent have your housing needs changed while you have been living here?  

30. What are your current needs for an appropriate good quality of housing? What is missing in 

this respect?  

31. What are the motives for you to gain housing satisfaction?  

32. What does it mean for you to be the owner of this type of house? 

33. Are there any advantages/disadvantages associated with your property? 

34. Does your homeownership provide a sense of security for you? If so, why? Discuss. 

35. In your opinion, is this sense of security related to good housing quality? Why?  

 

Future housing options 

 

36. Tell me about your plans for your future housing options.  

 

Personal facts 

 

37. Which age group do you belong to?  

38. What is your profession? 

39. Which ethnical background do you have? 

40. What is your family status? 
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Appendix C 

 

Tag cloud for brainstormed dwelling qualities for both cohorts – Grey 

Lynn, Chapter Six, p.156 

 

 

 

acre age all almost already anarchic any appliances area backyard basement before big bit boat 

built care ceiling ceilings central character cladding closeness 
comfort communal cool coolness dead deck design detailing distance don due easy end enough 

expansion facing families family features feel feels fenced fireplace friends front fully garage 

garden gardens good great grew hallway heating height hemmed heritage 

high hill historical history house how hurry inside interior 

kitchen large layout light like liveable location look looks lots magazine material mature 

mixture modern more nature need new nobody north off old open ornate ours outside overlooks 

parking people pitch play potential privacy private quality rambly renovated Richmond 

road roof room rooms section separate size small smaller space spacious 

spaciousness storage street style suburban summer sunny things timber track 

trees uniquely usually veranda very Victorian villa walking warm were windows winter wooden 

woods work yard 
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List of brainstorming results for tag cloud dwelling qualities (Chapter Six) 
 

YUPPS – Young urban professional parents 

 
Deck  

Kitchen  

Yard 

fireplace 

front yard 

house is on a hill so I don't feel hemmed 

light, open, wooden – like the house I grew up in 

House feels rambly and a bit anarchic. I like that it is not a magazine house 

Separate rooms for all of family but good communal area – so privacy and good family space 

Section is almost big enough (we were more suburban ¼ acre before) so has room for to play 

and boat storage and a small garden, dead-end street but with track to Richmond Road 

Character 

Ceiling height 

Mixture of old and new 

Backyard 

Very light due to large windows 

Hallway 

Quality 

Size 

Walking distance to lots of things 

Sunny 

Light 

Private 

Good garden 

Light 

Modern appliances 

Already renovated so no need to do any work in a hurry 

Big garden 

Warm 

Basement area with expansion potential  

Character of house, looks 
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Cool summer 

High ceilings 

Material built with 

History, families, when  

High ceilings 

Cool in summer 

Character historical house – villa 

Ornate features inside / outside 

Smaller gardens but mature gardens 

Style 

Character 

Closeness to friends 

Closeness to work 

Parking / garage 

North facing 

Space 

Heritage 

Nature woods 

Design – Victorian  

Spacious 

Garden (fully fenced) 

Renovated 

Easy to care for 

Great in summer (coolness)  
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YUPPIES – Gentrifiers, now empty-nesters 

 

Space 

Ceiling height 

Trees 

Roof pitch 

Front veranda 

Its age 

Its history 

Comfort 

Outside space 

How it looks 

Spaciousness 

Uniquely ours 

Very liveable layout 

Warm in winter with central heating usually cool in summer 

Timber cladding and interior detailing 

Location  

Trees  

People 

Style of house 

Privacy 

High ceiling 

Age of house, the house and history 

The look of the house 

Size of rooms 

Height of ceiling 

Nobody overlooks me 

Off-street parking 
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Tag cloud for brainstormed dwelling qualities for both cohorts – Grey 

Lynn, Chapter Seven, p.200 
 
 
 

access acre air airy area areas attached attractive balcony 

bathroom bathrooms bbq bedroom bedrooms big breathes brick 

bright built captures changes choice colours comfort comfortable 
condensation condition conservatory convenient created date decks 
designed district doesn’t down downstairs drive dry ease eastern easy 
enough environment etc facing family fireplace flat flatness flow garage 

garden good ground growing heatpump house 
indoor kitchen large laundry level light 

living locality long lots lounge low 

maintenance making master most mould neighbours 

noise north number off one open openess our outdoor 
outside park placing plan plenty pool position potential practical 

privacy providing quiet relaxing renovations right road room 
rooms rumpus safety sea section security shed single site 

size small sound soundly spa spacious storage study sturdy 

style sun surrounding tile too trees upstairs very view warmth 

well windows 
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Tag cloud for brainstormed neighbourhood qualities for both cohorts – 

Grey Lynn, Chapter Seven, p.203 
 
 
 
ability access across age along area areas around backs beach beaches bus business children city 

close community council cove cul dairy distance enough estuary facilities farm 

feeling feels ferry friends garden good great handy harbour home homes houses housing 

leafy like local location maintained Manukau minded mixed mixture mostly motorway near 
neighbourhood neighbours off onto other park path peace people 

playground population pre privacy properties proximity quality quiet quietness quite ramp 

relatively reserve respect retain retiring river road rotary run sac safe sailing school 

schools sea service shopping shops side similar small street 
structure suited supermarkets surroundings swimming Tamaki traffic transport trees type types upkeep 

value very walk walking walkway water well zone 
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Appendix D 
 



Ethnic groups (groups total response) for the Census Usually Resident Population Count - Data for Figure 6.2, Chapter Six, p.136 

 

 CAU Grey Lynn 
West 

CAU Grey Lynn East CAU Surrey Crescent Grey Lynn Auckland City Auckland Region 

European Ethnic Groups       
1991 Census 1.650 1.545 1.362 4.557 221.124 710.853 
1996 Census 2.085 1.863 1.623 5.571 228.885 750.354 
2001 Census 2.271 2.214 1.647 6.132 228.573 754.749 
2006 Census 2.181 2.151 1.632 5.964 207.951 698.622 

Maori Ethnic Groups       
1991 Census 249 252 303 804 27.231 103.587 
1996 Census 288 237 333 858 31.632 126.414 
2001 Census 288 270 288 846 29.139 127.629 
2006 Census 279 273 297 849 29.850 137.133 

Pacific Peoples Ethnic Groups       
1991 Census 1.149 1.176 918 3.243 42.129 111.852 
1996 Census 798 774 786 2.358 45.549 131.844 
2001 Census 666 690 624 1.980 47.619 154.677 
2006 Census 555 525 582 1.662 50.166 177.933 

Asian Ethnic Groups       
1991 Census 168 195 180 543 25.152 52.584 
1996 Census 159 156 204 519 45.357 102.375 
2001 Census 243 189 213 645 64.908 151.602 
2006 Census 237 204 195 636 93.522 234.222 

MELAA Ethnic Groups       
1991 Census 6 21 6 33 1.276 2.793 
1996 Census 30 15 18 63 3.162 7.407 
2001 Census 21 21 24 66 5.343 13.332 
2006 Census 15 33 39 87 6.807 18.558 

Other Ethnic Groups       
1991 Census 0 0 0 0 36 2.793 
1996 Census 0 0 0 0 78 195 
2001 Census 3 0 0 3 114 276 
2006 Census 249 219 162 630 29.058 99.897 

Total People       
1991 Census 3.060 2.985 2.580 8.625 302.661 933.729 
1996 Census 2.946 2.724 2.598 8.268 323.355 1.012.209 
2001 Census 3.123 2.955 2.511 8.589 347.631 1.101.552 
2006 Census 3.129 3.030 2.547 8.706 382.539 1.237.236 



Total Family Income for Families in Private Occupied Dwellings – Data for Figure 6.3, Chapter Six, p.137 

  CAU Grey Lynn West CAU Grey Lynn East CAU Surrey Crescent 
East 

Grey Lynn Auckland City Auckland Region 

$20,000 or less        
 1996 Census 75 96 117 288 12,879 43,281 
 2001 Census 72 60 66 198 8,040 38,370 
 2006 Census 39 36 48 123 9.390 29.757 

$20,001 -$30,000        
 1996 Census 60 72 63 195 9.171 31.920 
 2001 Census 45 42 45 132 8.040 29.886 
 2006 Census 42 30 45 117 7.563 28.875 

$30,001 - $50,000        
 1996 Census 120 114 93 327 13.905 51.999 
 2001 Census 78 84 81 243 12.036 45.339 
 2006 Census 66 63 60 189 12.378 46.809 

$50,001 - $70,000        
 1996 Census 102 75 87 264 12.549 46.601 
 2001 Census 90 96 78 264 12.102 46.389 
 2006 Census 75 84 81 240 11.964 46.044 

$70,001 - $100,000        
 1996 Census 96 75 57 228 9.231 31.239 
 2001 Census 99 105 78 282 11.082 38.481 
 2006 Census 120 120 81 321 14.280 54.636 

$100,001 or more        
 1996 Census 72 87 39 198 10.854 26.430 
 2001 Census 165 138 99 402 17.694 43.233 
 2006 Census 75 78 93 822 29.766 81.183 

Not stated        
 1996 Census 138 129 150 417 15.147 45.417 
 2001 Census 105 102 105 312 14.694 51.444 
 2006 Census 75 78 93 246 14.181 51.093 

Total        
 1996 Census 663 648 603 1.914 83.733 276.687 
 2001 Census 651 627 555 1.833 87.219 293.145 
 2006 Census 726 717 612 2.055 99.519 338.394 

Median Income     average   
 1996 Census $51.100 $46.300 $40.200 $45.867 $47.500 $45.400 
 2001 Census $67.400 $65.700 $58.100 $63.733 $57.600 $53.100 
 2006 Census $96.100 $97.000 $79.600 $90.900 $72.900 $66.600 
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