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Abstract:  Globally there is a shortage of sustainable and affordable housing. Innovative solutions 
and new partnerships are emerging that increasingly involve third-sector housing providers in an 
attempt to grapple with these issues. Medium-density housing designs have been forwarded as 
potentially more sustainable and affordable, but in countries where suburban detached housing forms 
have traditionally been idealised, such as Australia and New Zealand, these types of dwellings have 
often been poorly received and viewed as unsuitable and unappealing for families with children. 
 
As a medium-density housing development specifically aimed at young families, the Waimahia 
development brings into question this apparent lack of appeal. Located in Weymouth, South 
Auckland, Waimahia was developed by a consortium of Māori organisations and community housing 
providers (CHPs), to provide affordable, quality housing, with a particular focus on meeting the 
housing needs of low-income Māori and Pasifika families. 
 
The research presented in this paper comes from a multi-phase investigation of the initial 
expectations and experiences of Waimahia residents. This paper traces the experiences of young 
families living in a medium-density community housing development in an outer suburb of Auckland. 
The focus of the paper is the initial motivations and trade-offs that the participants felt they were 
making by moving into a mostly unfamiliar higher density suburban environment and how these 
expectations were borne out. The research provides a valuable perspective on the increasing 
prevalence of suburban densification and an example of young families adapting to higher density 
living that runs counter to conventional expectations. 
 
Key words: Families; medium-density housing; trade-offs; home ownership; suburban 
 
Introduction 
This paper explores the expectations and experiences of families moving into a new medium-density 
housing (MDH) community housing development in Auckland, New Zealand. It contributes to the 
growing research on the experiences of residents living in higher density housing (for example, 
Appold & Yuen, 2007; Easthope & Judd, 2010; Baker 2013). Globally there is a shortage of 
sustainable and affordable housing, with innovative solutions and new partnerships emerging in 
response. Solutions have increasingly involved partnerships across third-sector housing providers in 
an attempt to grapple with these issues at an increased scale. Building MDH developments utilising 
compact housing designs has been forwarded as a potential solution, offering a greater quantity of 
more sustainable and affordable dwellings. But in countries where suburban detached housing forms 
have traditionally been idealised, such as Australia and New Zealand, these types of dwellings have 
sometimes received criticism for their lack of appeal and have been viewed as particularly unsuitable 
and unappealing for families with children. There is a need to understand both how families with 
children adapt to living at density and how compact housing can be made more amenable to those 
families. 
 
 
The Auckland Context 
The case study site for this research is the Waimahia Inlet development on the Weymouth peninsular, 
an outer suburb to the south of Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city. Our research draws on 
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interview data gathered by the authors in 2017/18 documenting Waimahia residents’ experiences of 
their housing and neighbourhood as they moved in between 2015 and 2018 (Fergusson et al., 2016; 
Witten et al., 2018).  
 
The Waimahia development is a product of the wider context of Auckland’s continuing shortage of 
affordable quality housing and the search for potential solutions to this crisis (Howden-Chapman, 
2015). New Zealand has been experiencing a house price boom for nearly two decades, with house 
prices increasing by over 80% between 2002 and 2008 (House Prices Unit, 2008). In Auckland, 
house prices have risen by over 34% since 2007 and the city has become the focal point of a growing 
affordability crisis (Murphy, 2016). Several government policy solutions have resulted, however, none 
have so far adequately provided the quantity of affordable housing required. The previous 
government’s Special Housing Areas (SHAs) policy has been slow to generate the volume required 
and has seemingly had no positive impact on house prices (Fernandez et al., 2019). The current 
government’s troubled KiwiBuild programme has similarly been accused of under-delivery and not 
stimulating construction of housing affordable for lower income households (e.g., Wilkinson, 2019; 
Ninness, 2018). 
 
The Waimahia Inlet development represents a response to the undersupply of affordable housing in 
Auckland and the falling rates of home ownership for young families. The development was made 
possible through a 2014 agreement signed between the New Zealand government (the land owner), 
and Ngā Mana Whenua o Tāmaki Makaurau (the Tāmaki Collective) that allowed them to buy 16ha of 
surplus vacant land aided by a capital grant from the government (Witten et al., 2018). 
 
The developers specifically wished to build a strong community for low-income families looking for 
secure long-term housing and a pathway toward home ownership. Waimahia is a mixed-tenure 
neighbourhood of 295 dwellings, 70% of which are part of either assisted home ownership (rent-to-
buy/home saver and shared equity) or retained by the community housing providers (CHPs) to 
provide affordable rentals. The residents of Waimahia are ethnically diverse with 50% of households 
identifying as Māori and 15% Pasifika.  
 

Figure 1. Available housing configurations at Waimahia 
  

 
Source: http://www.waimahiainlet.co.nz/location/overview 

 
The majority of housing was completed by 2017. There is a wide range of housing designs available 
at Waimahia to accommodate a variety of households. The layout and available configurations are 
displayed in Figure 1 and range from 1.5 bedroom units to 5 bedroom houses. The approximate 
house size, as listed on the development website is 127.5sqm for three bedroom houses and 150sqm 

http://www.waimahiainlet.co.nz/location/overview


SOAC 2019 
 

for four bedroom houses (www.waimahiainlet.co.nz). The average size of New Zealand homes built 
since 2010 is 205sqm (www.stats.govt.nz/topics/housing). Figure 2 shows a typical street in the 
Waimahia development, with two-storey compact three bedroom detached houses built on small lots. 

 
Figure 2. A street in Waimahia 

 

 
 Source: author’s own 
 
Accessing Home Ownership 
The house is a physical entity that can provide space for ‘homemaking’ practices, they are social and 
cultural units that allow for intimate family relationships to be enacted (Easthope, 2004; Mallet, 2004). 
Compared to renters, home owners are able to enhance their experience of homemaking through 
socially constructed (institutional) arrangements that result in significant long-term benefits (Lersch & 
Dewilde, 2018). Consequently, in New Zealand renting a house ‘has always seemed like a second-
rate option’ (Eaqub & Eaqub, 2015: 10). The cultural and political disposition toward home ownership 
is also reinforced through the generally better condition of owner-occupied housing compared to 
rental housing (Buckett et al., 2012) and the long-term stability and security it offers (Hoff & Sen, 
2005). Thus, owning a home remains a critical factor in ensuring a financially secure and comfortable 
retirement (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998; Stebbing & Spies-Butcher, 2016). 
 
The crisis in housing affordability is now challenging the aspiration for home ownership for many 
households and threatens to crack not only the cultural connection with home ownership, but its ties 
to notions of equity and justice within society. The generational inequality of this transformation is 
evident, as younger generations are less likely to have the resources to enter home ownership and, 
correspondingly, do not benefit from wealth generated through rising house prices (Arundel, 2017). 
Consequently, traditional housing pathways of young adults have been disrupted (Castro Campos et 
al., 2016; Clapham et al., 2014; Opit et al., 2019). 
 
Due to the connections between entering owner-occupation and other important life events, such as 
forming long-term partnership and child birth, there have been knock-on effects for young families 
(Öst, 2012). It is theorised that the high costs of entering home ownership may now compete with the 
costs of parenthood (Mulder; 2013; Mulder & Billari, 2010). Hence, couples who plan to become 
parents are more likely to postpone childbearing until entering more stable and secure housing, 
typically provided by owner-occupation (Mulder, 2006). 
 
Adapting to Density 
Young families living in higher density environments are nothing new, even for New Zealand (Carroll 
et al., 2011) and Australia (Easthope & Tice, 2011; Nethercote & Horne, 2016), where associations 
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between family life and low-density neighbourhoods remain strong (Kelly et al., 2011; Preval et al., 
2010; Randolph, 2006). However, higher density dwellings like apartments remain problematic for 
families and are often considered socially undesirable (Raynor, 2018; Randolph, 2006). 
 
The residential satisfaction, or otherwise, of families living in higher density inner city buildings has 
been an area of on-going debate (see, Baker, 2013), yet the implications for families of suburban 
compact MDH requires consideration and has seen much less scholarly attention. Kerr et al.’s (2018) 
study of families living in apartments in Sydney provides a good indication of probable areas of 
tension. They found parents with young children often struggled to balance the responsibilities of 
being a good parent (i.e. allowing children freedom to play) with being a good neighbour (i.e. reducing 
noise disturbance) when living in more dense residential environments. 
 
When considering MDH, it has been argued that the shared spaces outside the private confines of the 
dwelling are critical – this is because medium-density, more than for lower or higher density 
environments, ‘means a lived experience of belonging to an immediate community’ (Fincher & 
Gooder, 2007, p. 181). Thus, when designing MDH developments the interface between dwellings 
and the surrounding shared or public space is especially crucial as it functions as an extension of the 
domestic space of home. 
 
A key aspect for many young families is how their residential environment outside the home 
accommodates children. Research has identified that young children are currently poorly catered for 
in higher density housing configurations, including MDH. As noted by Appold and Yuen (2007) living 
in higher density environments with children is difficult, particularly in finding a place for them to safely 
play. The provision of shared spaces for children to play have been identified as important for MDH, 
but it has been noted that for younger children these spaces must remain visible from the home 
(Cityscope Consultants, 2011). In Australia, Mee (2010) reaches a similar conclusion, arguing that the 
interface between home and the character of the neighbourhood is crucial for parents to cultivate a 
sense of safety and appropriateness for children. Equally, the flexibility of modern design features 
such as ‘open plan’ living spaces have been shown to help parents leading dynamic and busy lives to 
care for and accommodate their children’s needs (Dowling, 2008). 
 
Looking outside the dwelling, New Zealand research has suggested motorway access remains a key 
importance for residents and that car ownership is particularly high in suburban MDH developments 
(Cityscope Consultants, 2011). Consequently, there is high demand on the limited on-street parking 
space available, particularly as private off-street parking spaces, such as garages, are often used for 
housing-related purposes other than car storage (Guo, 2013). Residents of lower density housing 
commonly display the strongest sense of entitlement to on-street parking outside their home (Taylor, 
2018). While MDH proximate to high amenity areas can provide greater opportunities for non-car 
travel (Ancell & Thompson-Fawcett, 2008), for suburban MDH developments, such as Waimahia, with 
fewer transport options, the likelihood of travel behaviour changes is low (see, Engel-Yan et al., 
2007). Buxton and Tieman (2005) note the potential benefits of higher density neighbourhoods are 
lost when the car dependant urban structures around them remain (see also, Buxton & Scheurer, 
2007; Taylor & van Bemmel-Misrachi, 2017). 
 
The existing literature makes a clear case for the need to consider the interface between private 
dwellings and their surrounding environment – to ‘understand the suburban environment as a fabric’ 
(Creed et al., 2012). Arguably, considering this interface is beneficial for housing at any density, but 
all the more so for families living in MDH developments, where private domestic space is limited and 
the potential utility of shared communal spaces is greater. 
 
Methods 
The primary research for this study involved 38 interviews conducted with residents of the Waimahia 
Inlet development between August 2017 and March 2018. The participants spanned all tenure types 
available at Waimahia, including CHP home ownership scheme and rental tenants, private renters 
and open market private sale home buyers. The interviews were semi-structured and broadly covered 
topics including: 
 

• their motivations for moving to Waimahia; 
• expectations and experiences of their new home;  
• the trade-offs they felt they were making; and 
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• their experiences of community. 
 
The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and then entered into Nvivo 11 (QSR International, 
2015) for data management and analysis. Participants were assigned pseudonyms for confidentiality. 
The research team read each transcript independently and then collectively developed the coding 
frames that were used to structure the thematic analysis. A detailed account of the research 
methodology can be found in Witten et al. (2018). 
 
Findings 
 
Moving to Waimahia 
The community aspects were a central factor in the residents’ experiences of living at Waimahia. 
However, these aspects had little to do with their initial motivations for moving to Waimahia. As the 
development was completed during a serious shortage of affordable housing, the availability of 
affordable housing and, for some, the opportunity for home ownership, were the most significant 
attractions of Waimahia for participants. 
 

‘I think the biggest interest or the biggest push for us was it was a foot in the door … getting our 
own house … in a market that seemed quite out of reach’ (Sam). 

 
The compact affordable housing and CHP home ownership schemes made securing a house at 
Waimahia a relatively rare opportunity to access affordable housing in Auckland. Other attractive 
characteristics of the development that were noted were the newness of the houses, the location and 
natural environment, but these remained secondary to affordability.  
 
Many participants had previously had difficulty securing stable and appropriate housing for 
themselves and their families. Regular moves from one rental property to the next were common, 
often due to increasing rents and poor living conditions. For these families, a home at Waimahia 
offered ‘the security of not having to be kicked out of our house’ (Fay). The houses available at 
Waimahia offered the chance for families to achieve greater stability and healthier living conditions 
and, for many, the first real pathway to achieving home ownership. 
 
Expectations of a New Home 
Participants often had few initial expectations about the wider development or community, but they 
were aware of the higher density of Waimahia. The density of housing and its design did invoke some 
anxiety around potential issues with privacy and noise. In addition, Waimahia’s compact housing 
design features, such as having no front yard fencing and only small backyards, did stand out as 
concerns to some participants. However, for many, these concerns were mostly allayed upon moving 
into Waimahia: 
 

‘We thought we’d be living in each other’s pockets, being that close, but it’s not like that’ (Blair). 
 
Nevertheless, attitudes toward the privacy of the development were mixed. The housing density was 
new to many of the interviewees and a lack of privacy made some participants uncomfortable: 
 

‘We are literally looking at my neighbour’s house, so [we’d like] maybe a little bit more space’ 
(Ata).  

 
However, the community aspects of the development had helped some participants to adapt to the 
higher density. For example, Olive felt that the density of the development was made acceptable 
because of the high level of community communication and cohesion: 
 

‘It could really be a disaster because people are living so close together … [but] I think … how 
we have set the community up with the neighbourhood support and the committees and with 
the Facebook page and a solid communication network – has been really crucial’ (Olive). 

 
As explained above, most participants generally felt safer and more comfortable in their homes due to 
the community elements of the neighbourhood. These aspects have helped encourage social 
interaction and bonding amongst the residents. 
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Making Trade-Offs 
 
Quality and Size 
Overall, the houses were well liked by the participants, with comments like Blair’s, that while it might 
not have ‘all the bells and whistles … it has everything we need’. The quality of the houses was 
therefore seen as modest but acceptable. Several interviewees also acknowledged that, while they 
‘would have liked a bigger house’ this was ‘dependant on our ability to afford a bigger house, which 
we weren’t in a position to do, which is fine’ (Blair). Participants also noted that, while they might have 
wanted a larger house with more features, a more compact house had ‘made it affordable, which is 
good because that’s what we wanted’ (Carol). 
 
Housing Designs 
Generally, participants found that the houses offered improvements in their living situations; these 
predominantly came from the new-build nature of the housing, the basic but fundamental quality of 
the buildings, and the adequacy of the design and space for their needs. For most interviewees the 
most important aspects of the designs related to how their household composition and individual 
needs were being met. Some design features of the homes have performed better than others, with 
the limited space available, trade-offs have been necessary. 
 
The location of bathrooms and bedrooms was a key area of discussion. Some smaller houses at 
Waimahia do not provide downstairs toilet facilities. For families with younger or older family members 
this was mentioned as less than ideal, requiring workarounds to get by. Alison has two young children 
and no downstairs toilet has caused some problems: 
 

‘There's no downstairs bathroom in the small [houses], but we just use little potties, they're 
never going to make it up the stairs, that's our only thing and we can work around it, so it's fine’ 
(Alison). 

 
However, the trade-off for increased downstairs living space was appreciated by other families, 
particularly when accommodating visiting whānau/family or friends. The open plan living spaces were 
particularly well appreciated by participants with larger families who regularly accommodated guests. 
For example, Ngahuia compares the design of her home at Waimahia to previous rental properties for 
accommodating family occasions: 
 

‘[It’s] really good because … I have the space to have everyone here. The open plan situation 
keeps us together when we are having kai [food], when we are sitting down, when we are 
talking, even for a family hui [gathering] and all that … we can fit a lot more people in here … 
So yeah, it suits me and my family’ (Ngahuia). 

 
Garage spaces were often not used for car parking and, instead, were primarily used for storage and 
utilities or were converted into downstairs living areas, study spaces or bedrooms. Tui explains how 
her garage is used ‘as another living space for the kids’ – a common practice amongst many of the 
young families at Waimahia. Indeed, some of the CHPs at Waimahia have recommended using 
garages in this way. 
 
The provision of a downstairs toilet and/or bedroom has been a valuable addition to dwellings, 
providing greater flexibility and usability for a variety of families. However, the use of the garage 
space for purposes other than car storage has led to greater demand for on-street car parking than 
was allowed for in the street designs – this has been problematic. 
 
Neighbourhood Density and Safety 
The density of the development caused some concern, however, for access to an affordable new-
build house this was something most participants were willing to trade-off. Some participants felt they 
were sacrificing the space available for their children to play by moving to Waimahia. However, the 
availability of public open space has helped in adapting to smaller yard spaces. Maui articulates how 
this trade-off has worked: 
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‘Do I have a garden, no … it's quite a small area, but we're really grateful we've got the big 
reserve just across the road, which is a big adventure park for our kids to go and play around in 
and explore’ (Maui). 

 
The high level of community interaction, partially facilitated by these parks, has helped to generate a 
feeling of safety, which has further encouraged parents to feel comfortable allowing their children to 
use these spaces. As Carol states: 
 

‘So for me it was just really important to sort of have a place where our children can feel 
connected, with all the locals, and that they feel safe, that was a big factor’ (Carol). 

 
For participants like Carol, feeling a sense of commonality and affinity with neighbours has helped to 
encourage them to allow their children to use the pubic open spaces more freely. 
 
Experiences of Community 
Creating a strong community at Waimahia was an explicit goal of the developer and the impact of this 
has become evident. Most participants reported that they quickly developed a sense of community in 
Waimahia. For many of the residents, young families with a shared goal of home ownership were 
what defined their community: 
 

‘I love living here … [it’s] attracting a lot of families, which is what we wanted, we wanted to live 
amongst other families, because we knew that … it's more of a safe environment … because a 
lot of the houses here have got children, and so with us having our children it just seemed like a 
really good fit, so we love living here’ (Tui). 

 
As Tui’s statement indicates, there is a strong sense that Waimahia is deeply family-orientated. The 
first-home buyer housing schemes provided by the CHPs are believed by residents to be bringing 
together young families who share a similar aspiration – to settle down in a majority owner-occupied 
neighbourhood where it is safe to raise their children. 
 
Some design elements aimed at generating a community environment were not always as well 
accepted by residents. For example, the lack of fencing around the front of the house provides for 
increased street visibility and while many residents discussed how they enjoyed being able to interact 
more easily with their neighbours, there were drawbacks. The openness of the front of the property 
was often discussed more negatively by families with younger children: 
 

‘The front of the house just being on the road, we don't use it ... we prefer a backyard because 
it's safer with small children, yeah so we would not use a front yard at this stage’ (Alison). 

 
Alison was not alone in feeling uncomfortable about letting her young children play out on the road 
and so without fencing at the front of the house, they were limited to playing unaccompanied only at 
the back of the house. 
 
Discussion 
This research has investigated expectations and experiences of families residing in a new community 
housing development in a peripheral suburb of Auckland. The interviews have revealed the mostly 
positive perceptions and experiences residents have had so far living at Waimahia. 
 
The opportunity to afford a home or enter a pathway toward home ownership, through the various 
CHP schemes available at Waimahia, has been a leading factor in motivating their move – this has 
undoubtedly coloured their experiences of the community and neighbourhood, as many of the 
interviewees stated. While the new dwellings are compact compared to traditional suburban housing, 
the prospect of a new-build home and the potential pathway towards home ownership were strong 
influences on these families’ attitudes towards their new homes. Nevertheless, a number of design 
choices made by the developers have seemingly helped support these families as they adapt to 
density, while other aspects of the development remain problematic. 
 
The open plan design of houses in Waimahia have seemingly helped families adapt to their compact 
houses. Dowling (2008) has previously drawn attention to the dynamics presented by open plan living 
to parents of young children. The open plan downstairs living spaces of houses at Waimahia were 
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well appreciated by families, providing ample room for everyday activities and, when required, 
accommodating guests. For these families, adapting to a compact house was made easier through 
the adaptability of an open plan design. Additionally, the use of garages as flexible internal domestic 
spaces (e.g., for bedrooms, play areas or storage) were similarly appreciated, although this function 
has caused issues with parking. 
 
The availability of car parking remains a key contention for urban containment and intensification 
strategies (Taylor & van Bemmel-Misrachi, 2017). Findings from Waimahia indicate the particular 
pressure for parking that families living in MDH experience. The reasons for this are twofold: (1) 
families are more likely to own more than one car; (2) the demand for private internal space is greater. 
At Waimahia, as elsewhere (e.g., Cityscope Consultants, 2011; Jenks & Noble, 1996), the public 
space of the road is being used for car storage so that the domestic space of the home comfortably 
extends into the garage. This practice allows families to maximise the internal space of the home 
through externalising their private vehicle parking. This situation is problematic in MDH 
neighbourhoods where road and parking space is often already at a premium. 
 
Another enduring challenge in designing higher density homes suitable for families is accommodating 
children (Kerr et al., 2018).Trading-off private outdoor space for public space has seemingly worked 
for some families but less so for others. The age of children is critical in how safety is defined and 
catered for (Cityscope Consultants, 2011). The remarks of Maui and Alison demonstrate this 
discrepancy. While Maui’s children are older and are able to enjoy the public open spaces in the 
development, Alison’s children are younger and so are confined to the limited space of the backyard. 
This further illustrates the importance of dwelling-neighbourhood and private-public space interfaces 
in providing safe spaces for children (Mee, 2010). 
 
The community aspects of the development were mostly unexpected, but have nonetheless had a 
notable impact on the participants’ experiences of Waimahia. As has been suggested elsewhere (see 
Fincher & Gooder, 2007), developing a sense of belonging in MDH is critical, as privacy is reduced 
and the domestic space of the family becomes intimately connected to the immediate community 
space. What Waimahia provides is an example of how this is not only important, but made possible, 
through commitment from the developers to providing community resources and a shared expectation 
and pathway to achieving home ownership among residents. 
 
The cultural suitability of the house designs at Waimahia was of particular interest to the researchers 
and the CHPs, as this aspect of the development was given specific consideration during the design 
process. However, the interviews did not directly elicit much data on cultural suitability of the designs, 
suggesting this component of the methodology requires reassessment for future research. While 
certain design aspects of the houses, such as the open plan living areas, were discussed positively by 
Māori participants, their responses were mostly framed in regards to practical and aesthetic concerns, 
without specific reference to cultural matters. Further discussion on this aspect of the research can be 
found in Witten et al. (2018). 
 
Conclusion 
Waimahia provides an example of an affordable MDH development that specifically aims to cater for 
families. Through this study, evidence is provided of important considerations when designing 
compact housing that can support families in adapting to density. 
 
The Waimahia development represents an MDH development that has become a home and a 
community for young families looking for a safe and secure place to live. However, there are several 
important caveats to consider. The CHPs have been closely involved in developing and maintaining 
the particular social nature of the development and have undoubtedly shaped the character of the 
community. Some residents also remain on the periphery of this community, particularly those not 
fitting the young family home owner identity. The experiences and viewpoints of these Waimahia 
residents are only minimally addressed in our analysis. 
 
While the discourse that young families desire low-density stand alone housing remains prevalent, 
increasing many families live in higher density housing. The needs of families and the provision of 
quality compact designs that support them in adapting to density need to be recognised by housing 
developers. The CHP developers at Waimahia provide an example of how to achieve this goal 
through informed design choices and trade-offs between public and private space and a commitment 
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to creating a strong community. There are, however, questions that remain about the longevity of the 
community and its affordability for future residents. In addition, the issues with car parking reinforce 
the importance of connecting MDH developments to their surrounding contexts, so that the potential 
benefits of higher density neighbourhoods can be fully realised. 
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