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ow do you choose where to live? It’s all up to the individual, 

of course. If you are immigrating and know very little about a 

city’s makeup, it’s often diffi cult to know where to start. If you are a 

long-time resident of a town or city you will tend to have fi rm views 

about which neighbourhoods are ideal for you and your lifestyle. For 

both groups of people (and the myriad in between) I recommend get-

ting to know your city and its suburbs well before you decide for sure. 

All suburbs are in a con-

stant state of fl ux, ebbing 

and fl owing in the price 

and popularity stakes. 

They’re not just changing 

physically – new schools, motorway on-ramps, new shopping malls, etc 

– but also in terms of their personalities and the people they attract.

Some working class neighbourhoods seem to magically transform them-

selves overnight into trendy areas and prices climb rapidly as a result. 

Other middle class suburbs which have traditionally commanded high 

prices suddenly experience a price stagnation and become distinctly 

musty-sounding to the ears of today’s homebuyers, even if they still 

impress their parents.

There are no right and wrong suburbs, but how you select your prospec-

tive suburbs ought to be considered wisely for the sake of your lifestyle, 

sense of belonging and resale value.

From renting to buying

If you’re renting in an upmarket neighbourhood at the moment, and 

spending every cent for that pleasure, buying your fi rst home in that 

“All suburbs are in a constant state 
of fl ux, ebbing and fl owing in the 

price and popularity stakes.”

H
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same area is almost certainly going to be out of the question fi nancially. 

It’s great to have aspirations. But sometimes those aspirations can put 

you in the position of sacrifi cing pretty much everything else on your 

wish list. It’s just not worth it.

Finding a cheap home in Auckland’s Parnell or Fendalton in Christchurch 

is like looking for an op shop on Rodeo Dr. For the sake of your 

mortgage consider buying in a suburb that is slightly less salubrious 

than the one you currently rent in.

Like-minded people and homes

Many people will know what part of town suits them best by the time 

they consider buying property. Neighbourhoods are like brands and 

you will have a view of which ‘brand’ of neighbourhood feels like the 

best fi t. If partying large, followed by bleary-eyed café brunches are 

your thing, you’ll be happiest living somewhere in the inner-city. If quiet 

and the smells of the countryside appeal, you’re a lifestyle-block owner 

in the making. We gravitate toward like-minded people, who tend to 

congregate in certain areas. 

Often we have fi rm ideas about what the people in a certain suburb are 

like. Most New Zealanders who’ve never even been to Auckland will still 

label Remuera as the preserve of the wealthy and Otara as home to poor 

benefi ciaries. The reality is, naturally, 

not that simple, with many shades of 

grey in between. Nevertheless, these 

preconceived stereotypes will infl u-

ence all of us, often in different ways. 

Buy where you feel comfortable.

The location you choose will also be 

swayed by the type of house you prefer. If you’re pining for a villa or a 

bungalow, be it to do-up or done-up, you’ll naturally be drawn towards 

the older parts of towns. One of the huge benefi ts of buying in a very 

established area is stability. You can be very confi dent that the tree-

lined street you invest in today, where your neighbours’ homes are 

as venerable and gardens as lovingly maintained as your own, won’t 

“Most New Zealanders 
who’ve never even been 
to Auckland will still label 
Remuera as the preserve 
of the wealthy.”
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suddenly become a slum littered with car wrecks and chip packets. 

This kind of security comes at a price, of course.

Get pragmatic

When thinking about where to buy, it’s tempting to focus only on areas 

that you know. The home-buying mission can seem diffi cult enough 

without venturing into unknown neighbourhoods. Well, yes it does take 

more time and effort to learn about new suburbs, however it’s impor-

tant that you fully understand the options available. Those preconceived 

ideas can lead to inertia and missing out on a bargain. Take a pragmatic, 

practical, unemotional look at your choices. 

Work out which areas have the facilities you need for your lifestyle (more 

on this below). Then study the map and boldly go forth into new areas 

which have potential. Don’t just drive through and decide it’s not for 

you; get out of your car, go for a walk, have a coffee at a local café. 

Consider these factors when choosing areas to look at:

•  How handy is it to your workplace? A bargain house that costs you 

an extra two hours’ commuting every day probably isn’t a bargain at 

all. Do a test-drive between your desired neighbourhood and work, at 

the time you’ll actually need to travel. Is it going to eat up more hours 

per week than you’re prepared to lose? Or does living in a semi-rural 

retreat on the outskirts of town have enough rewards to compensate?

•  What’s the transport situation? You often pay a premium for being 

near a motorway on-ramp or a train station (as long as you’re not so 

close that it keeps you awake at night!), because of the convenience 

factor. Your new home might be further away from work than your 

old place, but if you now have the option of easily travelling by train, 

you might be quite happy.

•  Do you want to be close to family and friends, or like-minded people?

•  What are local schools like? Even if you don’t have children, and 

don’t plan to, the quality of local schools might be important to 

future buyers, so make it a factor in your decision. Contact the 

Education Review Offi ce for their latest reports on local schools, or 

search on www.ero.govt.nz. Talk to parents whose children actually 
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go to the local school. Be wary of local gossip about bad schools 

when it’s coming from people who are not in close contact with the 

school. It takes a long time for a school’s reputation to catch up with 

how well it is actually doing, so you might easily write off a perfectly 

good – and convenient – school. 

•  What shops are in the neighbourhood? Upmarket restaurants or 

takeaway bars, $2 shops or boutiques? If you’re taking a punt on a 

humble area becoming upwardly mobile, you might be doing your 

shopping far from home for a while until the area catches up with 

your aspirations for it.

•  What are the leisure facilities like? If you play sport, or have a dog 

to walk, or are an avid library-user, what community facilities are 

available? For some people, being near water – having ready access 

to the sea, a river or a lake – is a non-negotiable factor in house-

hunting, because it has such an impact on their quality of life.

•  Does it feel like a safe area? You can check out the crime statistics 

(www.stats.govt.nz), but really the key issue is your instinctive response 

to whether you would feel safe arriving home by yourself late at night.

•  Do you work from home or run a business from home – if so, do you 

need to be more accessible.

Whichever area you choose to live in, always be wary of buying on a 

main road, bordering light industrial areas or under an airport fl ight 

path – noisy, smelly places, essentially. While these properties will be 

cheaper and may allow you to live in a slightly better area than you had 

aspired to, they will never increase in value as much as quieter proper-

ties and will take longer to sell. 

Even if you are buying an apartment in the central city and can’t avoid 

some of the above, there are still better locations and better buildings to be 

had. Conversely, people tend to like pretty surroundings, sun, privacy, 

peacefulness, views and fl at land – properties with these qualities will 

always sell well. 

Remember that most people move houses every few years, so you need 

to be thinking about selling potential at the same time you’re buying. 

If you’re a rugby fan, a house near Jade Stadium or Eden Park might be 
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a dream come true and you might even be prepared to pay a premium 

for it. But are there enough people who think like that for you to recoup 

your money when you sell?

Know thy neighbour

We all know the importance of neighbours. Good ones make life easy 

and happy; popping in for a coffee and a friendly chat or to borrow a cup 

of sugar. Bad neighbours, on the other hand, can be the bain of your 

life; raucous parties, howling dogs, boundary disputes and snubbed 

noses – life can become a melodrama of arguments and tiffs. How on 

earth can would-be homebuyers know whether the house or apartment 

they’ve fallen head-over-heels in love with borders the angelic Waltons 

or the demonic Battersbys?

It’s a dilemma, but there are some things that you can do to minimise 

the surprises.

Visit the neighbourhood at night. During the day your prospective neigh-

bours are probably away at work (drug dealing) and the area might ap-

pear calm and tranquil. On a Friday night at 11pm it may well reverber-

ate to the sound of sirens, crazed laughter and Motley Crue.

Make friends with the local dairy owner – they know all of the local gos-

sip. Tell them that you’re thinking of moving into such and such street; 

what do they think of the place and the neighbours?

Don’t just check out the street that your dream home is in, drive down 

the neighbouring streets. Dead cars on lawns and unkempt properties 

surrounded by barbed wire do not augur well for the neighbourhood 

as a whole. And those Harley Davidsons may well belong to the gang 

house a block away but the only way they can get to and from there is 

by rumbling past your place in convoy.    

If you are considering buying an apartment, ask the body corporate 

manager for copies of recent meetings’ minutes. You can be sure that 

any psycho in the building will have attracted the ire of the residents’ 

representatives on the management committee. However, the very best 

way to get the low-down on the building is to politely introduce yourself 

to one or two residents as they are entering or leaving the premises. 
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Explain that you are thinking about buying an apartment here and can 

they share their views of the place and the people who live there. You’ll 

be surprised how willing folks can be to spill the beans on troublesome 

residents and tyrannical building managers.

Whether it’s a house or an apartment that you are considering buying, 

one factor that is likely to infl uence the atmosphere of the neighbour-

hood or the building is the ratio of owner-occupiers to renters. I’m not 

having a dig at the renting classes, but it fi gures that if the place doesn’t 

actually belong to the people living there and the residents are more 

transient, then you can reasonably expect for them to demonstrate less 

consideration to their neighbours than their more permanent counter-

parts who have saved up for months to lovingly restore their home.   

Check out the property fi le on the house at the local council. For a token 

fee this will uncover past disputes from neighbours about consents, 

boundary issues and the like. It should also reveal any planned devel-

opments and applications. It’s always nice to know if the person living 

opposite has applied for a brothel keeper’s license.   

Worst house, best street

Everyone’s heard this rule, but it bears repeating. If you want to make 

money from your home when you come to sell it in a few years, buy the 

worst house on the best street.

The theory is simple. You can usually add value to the ‘worst’ house 

by renovating and improving it to a reasonable standard. Prospective 

buyers are reassured by the evidence of other homes in the street 

selling for high prices, so it’s easy for them to rationalise paying a 

similar price for yours now that it looks beautiful. On the other hand, 

you can’t do much to add value to the ‘best’ house on the ‘worst’ street, 

the market price for the street has already been set by previous sales 

(unless you start buying up all the houses in that street and improving 

them; do not try this on any but the shortest streets!).

That real estate mantra ‘location, location, location’ is as true as ever. 

There are a fi nite number of properties in sought-after locations, 

particularly in coastal or other unique environments, while the number 
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of potential buyers is increasing. This competition for a scarce resource 

drives prices upwards. Good areas tend to hold or increase in value 

more consistently than others, meaning you’re more like to recoup any 

money you spend on renovations, and the property will be easier to sell 

when the time comes. 

The detail of retail

It sometimes takes a while for retailers to catch on to the fact that their 

suburb has changed in nature and is showing distinct signs of becoming 

trendy. Those tyre yards and grubby lunch bars have a habit of sticking 

around far longer than they have a right to, even when it’s obvious to 

every one of their well-heeled new residents that the place is screaming 

out for a well-stocked deli. 

If you are a buyer facing this environment there are a couple of things to 

remember:

It won’t happen overnight - but it will happen

Retail is the purest expression of the market economy, it might take a year 

or two to react to the changing complexion of a suburb but it will react. 

When it does house prices will rocket and you will have made a killing.

Mallrats r’ us

Like it or not the future of retail in New Zealand is likely to be in purpose-

built centralised facilities. Local, high street shopping will increasingly 

be limited to convenience stores, eateries and the like. People will not 

consider the lack of a local bustling retail scene to be a negative house 

buying omen. 

The perfect place to buy is a character house in a cul de 

sac, close to an arterial route to the city, in an established 

suburb, in-zone for a sought-after public school. The north 

facing, sea views over fl at ground are a bonus.
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Learn to embrace shabby-chic

Is that smelly cafe and musty used bookshop really so bad? Sure you 

might have to get into the car for your weekly foi gras fi x but some of 

these local shops are full of eccentricity and character. You might miss 

them when they are replaced by sterile franchises. Enjoy them - and their 

idiosyncrasies’ - while you can. 

The next big thing

We’ve all drooled over those dinner party stories of someone buying a 

house in a bargain area and selling for a massive profi t when that area 

magically becomes tres chic. So how do you pick the next hot suburb? 

There are no defi nitive rules, but there are some tell-tale signs to watch 

out for. 

Start at the centre of town and work your way out: the nearer to town, the 

more likely it is to go up in value, because it’s near workplaces and ame-

nities. Suburbs that sit alongside pricier areas will slowly increase in val-

ue, catching the refl ected glory, as it were, of their upmarket neighbours. 

For example, in Auckland, Grey Lynn and Westmere have risen steadily 

in value primarily because they are the next suburb out after uber-trendy 

Ponsonby. They also offer easy commuting into the city. 

Find out whether any developments are planned for each area: a new 

shopping centre or apartment development, for example, or new road 

confi guration. Will the development make the area a more or less attrac-

tive place to live?

A sudden increase in the number of residences available – such as a new 

apartment block – will generally have a dampening effect on prices in an 

area; more jobs – thanks to a new or extended tertiary institute, or a big 

shopping centre – will usually increase housing demand and, therefore, 

prices. New public transport facilities, such as an upgraded train station 

or a new park-and-ride facility, will also increase demand for an area, 

because of the convenience factor.

Funky new cafes are often a good sign that things are starting to take off 

in a particular area – so long as they’re well-patronised. Similarly, new 

bookshops or a sudden proliferation of real estate offi ces are good indica-
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•  A well established, quality suburb is unlikely to suddenly 
go downmarket and lose you money. Newly created 
neighbourhoods are more of a gamble.

•  Neighbourhoods are brands, buy a brand that feels like you.

•  Get to know your city. Open your mind to living in other areas 
you are unfamiliar with. Then check them out.

•  Buy in-zone for the best public schools, whether you have 
children or not.

•  Buy within reach – but not within earshot – of good motorway 
and airport access.

•  Watch the opinion formers, they are infl uential in creating 
new, hot neighbourhoods. 

tions that an area is on the up-and-up.

So, how do you spot the neighbourhood equivalent of a Louis Vuitton in 

the making, preferably when they are just a tinpot handbag maker on the 

dodgy side of town? 

Keep an eye on the arty, creative types in the cities. These are the opinion 

formers. Advertising agency people, art directors, copywriters, photogra-

phers and PR people make brands popular for a living. It’s their business 

to mould people’s opinions and make products desirable. They can’t help 

doing the same with their neighbourhoods. 

The trick is to fi nd the area at the same time as the media-savvy brand 

merchants start buying up large, installing eight-burner gas ovens and 

ripping down interior walls for better fl ow in the living area. However, 

even if you think you’ve spotted the next hot suburb and are confi dent 

your foresight is going to pay big dividends, don’t buy there unless it’s 

somewhere that is going to be a good place for you to live. It’s like 

investing in art you actually like. These investments are never a sure 

thing, so the best approach is to balance that risk out by enjoying it in 

the meantime.


