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ABSTRACT
In market societies, investors have played a key role in driving suburban densification.
However, the concentration of one- and two-bedroom apartments in suburban town
centres has raised concerns about the potential mismatch between investor-driven supply
and consumer demand. Despite these criticisms, analysis of consumer demand for multi-unit
housing rarely considers housing supply in the same locality. Recognising the significance of
multi-unit dwellings in housing supply, this paper develops a clearer understanding of
consumer demand and market supply of multi-unit dwellings in suburban town centres. In
order to integrate consumer preferences and housing data, the paper combines qualitative
analysis of the housing preferences of a group of (largely) migrant women with children
living in apartments in the suburban town centre of Liverpool, Sydney, Australia, with
quantitative analysis of household type, apartment size and dwelling approvals. In so doing,
we show that market-led supply creates a mismatch between housing need and type, as
housing careers move beyond detached homes towards spacious apartments in suburban
town centres. We conclude that calibrating the share of larger apartments in Local
Government Development Control Plans with consumer demand will improve housing
outcomes in densifying suburbs.
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1 Introduction

Population growth is increasingly accommodated
through multi-unit housing in middle and outer sub-
urban neighbourhoods. However, in market societies,
the supply of apartments is shaped by a range of mar-
ket predictions, including developer perceptions of
demand, market research, cost constraints and profit
margins. It is often observed that these factors produce
a misalignment between supply and demand in apart-
ment markets. Key areas of misalignment include the
limited availability of larger apartments (three bed-
room); and or apartments that through design, attri-
butes or size, accommodate couples, singles, families,
or share households throughout the life course. How-
ever, housing industry representatives and commenta-
tors argue there is limited demand for larger
apartments. These arguments are based on an under-
standing that in suburban nations, apartments are
‘stepping-stones’ for households en route to detached
dwellings (Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2018a; Ruming
and Fingland 2021). This assumption is widely held
within the property development sector (Fincher
2004; Fincher and Gooder 2007) and, along with
speculative investment and permissive planning pol-
icies (Easthope and Tice 2011; Nethercote 2019;
Troy 2018) has underpinned the production of smaller

apartments in suburban town centres. Meanwhile,
taxation regimes that encourage property investment
among individual small investors further incentivise
developers to develop multi-unit housing for invest-
ment purposes (Cook and Ruming 2021; Troy, Crom-
melin, and Easthope 2017; Rosewall and Shoory 2017;
Hulse and Reynolds 2018) rather than meeting the
needs of diverse apartment dwellers.

Despite these trends, many couple and single-
parent headed families with children occupy multi-
unit housing. In Sydney, the setting of this paper,
families with children under the age of 15 comprised
25% of households living in apartments in 2016
(Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2018a), a proportion that
increases among families in outer suburban town
centres (Easthope, Tice, and Randolph 2009; Easthope
and Judd 2010; Randolph and Holloway 2005; Ran-
dolph and Tice 2013). Qualitative research shows
that well-located apartments can offer families advan-
tages via more immediate access to labour markets,
schools, lifestyles and social networks (Kerr, Gibson,
and Klocker 2018a; Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2021;
Karsten 2008; 2015). These accounts suggest narra-
tives of apartments as transitional spaces obscure the
diversity of households that seek and occupy multi-
unit housing. However, the extent to which multi-
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unit housing meets diversified demand in specific geo-
graphical submarkets remains poorly understood.

While research exploring the perspectives of
families is often situated in relation to ‘gaps’ in aggre-
gate occupancy or supply figures at the metropolitan
or national scale, the perspectives of residents within
a given locality are rarely examined with respect to
housing supply within that same locality. At the
same time, densification dynamics in suburban town
centres are disguised in aggregate national, metropoli-
tan, (and even Local Government) figures where out-
side of their town centres, these jurisdictions are
dominated by detached dwellings. Our paper
addresses these gaps by using qualitative interviews,
interleaved with housing and development data to
reveal demand and supply dynamics of multi-unit
housing at the scale of the suburban town centre. A
better understanding of demand and supply in subur-
ban town centres is important, we argue, as when
investors develop apartments that are not suitable
for the residents in an area, this creates limits in
supply, reducing dwelling availability and placing
more constraints on residents who have less diversity
and range of apartments to rent.

Drawing on a mixed methods study of a rapidly
densifying Central Business District (CBD) in the
outer suburban Sydney Local Government Area
(LGA) of Liverpool, this study therefore aims to exam-
ine the demand and supply-side dynamics of suburban
densification. The Liverpool CBD, like suburban
centres around the world, has been ear-marked for
development and intensification of housing, transport
and employment. In the paper, we integrate a qualitat-
ive demand-side analysis of consumer preferences,
plans and aspirations for housing among a small
sample of (largely) migrant women with children in
apartments with a quantitative analysis of existing
occupancy patterns by household type, apartment
size (by bedroom) and dwelling approvals in the
same neighbourhood. In so doing, we produce a
detailed analysis of demand and supply at the scale
of the suburban town centre to reveal a misalignment
between consumer demand for larger apartments and
supply of smaller, investor grade dwellings in a signifi-
cant outer-suburban node in Sydney’s planned hous-
ing growth. This new knowledge of the local context
is beneficial for land use planning policies in account-
ing for local demand and supply variation in multi-
unit dwelling, a key goal of the New South Wales
(NSW) Department of Planning and Environment
(2015, 106). This is especially important because the
proportion of families living in apartments is highly
uneven across space, even within the same Local Gov-
ernment Area (Easthope and Judd 2010; Randolph
2006). Our analysis also moves beyond the ‘inner
city’ and the experiences of middle-class families dom-
inating qualitative analyses (e.g., Karsten 2008), to the

high-density markets in densifying outer suburbs that
accommodate most families (Easthope and Judd
2010). Integrated analysis of supply and demand in
multi-unit housing is timely from policy perspectives
as suburbs play a critical role in accommodating popu-
lation growth for families, particularly in the context
of declining housing affordability.

2 The misalignment between apartment
supply and demand in housing and urban
research

The trend towards higher residential densities in tra-
ditional suburban neighbourhoods characterises
middle and outer suburbs in many cities globally.
Legislation in France since 2010s has permitted a
minimum level of density in proximity to transport
networks (Charmes and Keil 2015) with restrictions
lifted to incentivise private development in lower
value regions and neighbourhoods (Toutai-Morel
2015). Similarly, more compact forms have moved
centre-stage in edge city development (in the United
States see Dunham-Jones and Williamson [2009];
South Korea see Kim et al., [2018]; and Canada see
Young and Keil [2014]). Observations in Australia in
the early 2000s that densification in transit-oriented
town centres marked a new phase in urban develop-
ment (Randolph and Holloway 2005) increasingly
play out in suburban town centres (Ruming and Fing-
land 2021). Town centres reveal the diversification of
suburban form beyond sprawl to encompass transit-
oriented development and integrated residential
high-rise with employment and mixed-used develop-
ment (Charmes and Keil 2015, 590; Kim, Lee, and
Kim 2018; Phelps and Wood 2011; Ruming 2018).
Captured under the rubric of ‘post-suburbanisation’,
intensification in lower order centres has been charac-
terised by fragmented governance and permissive
planning controls impacting housing diversity and
affordability (Ruming and Fingland 2021). This
includes the displacement of low-income households
(Charmes and Keil 2015), conflicting interests
between communities and developers (Cook, Taylor,
and Hurley 2013; Legacy et al. 2018; Rousseau 2015;
Ruming 2014; Taylor, Cook, and Hurley 2016), lack
of regulation (Idt and Pellegrino 2021; Kim, Lee, and
Kim 2018) and as we demonstrate in this paper, the
over-production of smaller apartments relative to con-
sumer demand.

2.1 Supply-side analysis of multi-unit housing in
market societies

The decisions of private developers in middle and
outer suburbs are critical in market societies where
densification is aligned with neoliberal policies
through which private investment, and the
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marketplace play a dominant role in driving urban
development and growth (Bunker et al. 2017). Public
policy deregulation and performance-based planning
has placed more reliance on private enterprise to pro-
mote economic efficiency and competitiveness (Gra-
ham and Marvin 2001; Troy 2018). Due to the
permissive strategic planning environment and the
market-driven focus of the residential development
industry in Australia, the building of apartments by
private developers increased substantially since the
introduction of strata title1 legislation in NSW (East-
hope, Hudson, and Randolph 2013). The number of
dwelling approvals for apartments across Australia
was almost equal to approvals for houses by 2014
(Easthope and Randolph 2016). The patterns were
more pronounced in major capital cities, particularly
Sydney and Melbourne.

The provision of multi-unit housing in market-
based societies is also increasingly shaped by invest-
ment logics rather than consumer demand or need.
Small investors hold a large proportion of multi-unit
housing in Australia, with over 55% of these properties
in NSW owned by investors (Troy, Crommelin, and
Easthope 2017; Rosewall and Shoory 2017). So long
as the attributes of newly developed apartments are
defined in terms of meeting the needs of an investor
class, the dwellings released to the market will fail to
reflect the needs associated with the wider meanings
and functions of housing and home (Ruming and
Fingland 2021). Indeed, as Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker
(2018a) argue, developers typically view apartments as
a transitional form of housing for singles and couples
in the USA, Canada and Australia. Apartment living is
often understood by the development sector as a ‘step-
ping-stone’ for younger singles and couples en route
to purchasing a detached home or a space for empty
nesters to downsize (Fincher 2007; Fincher and
Gooder 2007). Developers therefore tend to favour
small, inflexible and undifferentiated one- and two-
bedroom apartments traditionally targeted at an
investor market (Troy et al. 2020). The prevalent dis-
course of the housing construction industry that
‘families’ (meaning adults with children) live in low-
density suburban environments persists.

From a property development perspective, the con-
struction costs, profit margins and developers’
decisions about build quality and design have an
important impact on the financial viability of schemes
(Easthope and Randolph 2016). In particular, increas-
ing construction costs are a key determinant influen-
cing developers’ decision making around size, layout
and design of apartments. In the 2018–2019 financial
year, the rate of growth in apartment costs was
+9.7% in NSW (4.6% higher than the national aver-
age). Between 2004–2005 and 2018–2019, the cost of
building an apartment increased by 52.6% in NSW,
compared to 49.1% Australia-wide (Australian Bureau

of Statistics 2020). There has been a corresponding
decrease in the average floor area of new apartments
of 19.2% in NSW (compared to a decrease of 14.9%
nationally) during this period. The high construction
costs are reflected in the associated small average
size of new apartments. Apartment quality is the sub-
ject of a long dialogue over defects, size, flexibility,
suitability for larger households and affordability
(Cook and Taylor 2023; Nethercote and Horne 2016).

Surprisingly, there is limited empirical data and
statistics on the supply of apartments by size. One
exception is the data populated by the National Hous-
ing Supply Council (NHSC), which the Australian
Government established in 2008 to monitor housing
demand, supply and affordability in Australia and
highlight current and potential gaps between housing
supply and demand. The NHSC generated a series of
estimates, projections, analyses and policy advice
about housing supply, demand and affordability
from 2009 to 2013. The reports with relevant statistics
on housing supply at capital city, state and national
levels were a key resource for policy-makers and
researchers until its abandonment in 2013. There are
other examples of housing supply analyses at the
local scale. For instance, Ruming and Fingland
(2021) examine apartment supply by number of bed-
rooms for two key development sites in Epping in
the north-western suburbs of Sydney. Further, the
local housing strategy published by the Liverpool
City Council focuses on housing demand, supply
and preferences (Liverpool City Council 2020a). This
strategy reports statistics on different dwelling types
and household (family) types separately but it does
not analyse the overlap of family types and apartment
sizes to better understand the potential ‘misalign-
ment’. Standalone analyses on apartment supply with-
out considering demand (see above examples) and a
lack of statistics on the extent of supply of apartments
limit a clearer understanding of the (mis)alignment
between resident demand and market supply of apart-
ments at the local scale.

2.2 Qualitative analysis with apartment
dwellers: perspectives on demand

Qualitative research with apartment dwellers suggests
that apartment demand is more complex than develo-
per and investor narratives suggest, variegated by
family structure, income and age. Easthope, Tice and
Randolph (2009) developed a typology of apartment-
dwellers for Sydney and Melbourne that revealed the
inadequacy of ‘empty-nester’ and ‘stepping-stone’ dis-
courses in capturing the significance of apartments for
families. The typology identified five submarkets com-
prising ‘battlers’ (families with children on low-
incomes); ‘economically engaged’ (no children, singles
and couples, through to early middle age with medium
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to high income); ‘apartment elites’ (couples over 50,
high to very high income); ‘residentially retired’
(over 65 singles) and ‘achieving education’ (singles
and group households under 25). Of these submarkets,
‘battlers’ (families with children on low-incomes),
comprised the largest share of apartment dwellers in
the Sydney sample (38%) (compared to 10% of Mel-
bourne). As Randolph and Tice (2013) point out,
this group is culturally diverse, occupying the lower-
end of the apartment market yet by population size,
comprising the predominant share of the higher-den-
sity market in Sydney.

While patterns of apartment dwelling are partly
shaped by economic factors, qualitative research
inspired by feminist and cultural geography reveals
the intimate, social and psychological dimensions of
apartment dwelling that shapes demand for apart-
ments as family spaces (Nethercote and Horne 2016;
Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2018a). Through home
and neighbourhood tours with households, research-
ers have identified the ‘time-spatial motivations’ of
proximity to work, school and transport that higher-
density housing in town centres is seen to offer
families (Karsten 2015; Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker
2018a; Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2021). These ana-
lyses chart a cultural shift in family formation via
high-rise dwelling that design, planning and develop-
ment processes are yet to embrace (Kerr, Gibson, and
Klocker 2021). However, the experiences, perceptions
and intentions of the majority of apartment-dwelling
families in lower-order suburban centres have
attracted less attention than inner-city neighbour-
hoods (although see Easthope et al. 2022). Meanwhile,
without analysis of supply relative to demand in the
same neighbourhoods, in-depth qualitative research
paradoxically abstracts these apartment dwellers
from the localised housing markets (and submarkets)
in which they are situated.

3 The setting: the city of Liverpool, Sydney,
Australia

To address this gap, this paper takes as its focus the
housing plans and aspirations of current apartment
dwellers, as well as analysis of housing supply in the
Local Government Area (LGA) of Liverpool, Sydney,
Australia. Located approximately 35 km from the Syd-
ney CBD, Liverpool LGA (population 204,326) is a key
node in Sydney’s population expansion expected to
grow by 108% between 2016 and 2041, comprising a
125% increase in households (NSW Department of
Planning Industry and Environment 2016). A signifi-
cant proportion of Liverpool’s growth will occur in
its 25-hectare CBD (population 27,084) (Figure 1),
where through the provision of high-rise housing
development, the resident population, including

families, will double by 2036 (Liverpool City Council
2019).

Aggregate data showing that Liverpool LGA is
dominated by detached dwellings (i.e. stand-alone
houses), obscures the densification of the Liverpool
CBD. For example, in The Western City District,2

where Liverpool is located, 81% of the housing stock
in 2016 comprised of detached houses, 11% medium
density houses and 8% apartments (Greater Sydney
Commission 2018a). In contrast, data for the Liver-
pool CBD, one of 42 suburbs that make up the LGA
of Liverpool, shows the reverse trend: apartments
comprised 60% of the housing stock, compared to
29% detached dwellings and 11% semi-detached
(common wall) housing (ABS 2016). So while
detached dwellings still dominate in the larger LGA
(74.3%), the opposite is true of the Liverpool CBD
(29%).

Consistent with the process of post-suburbanisa-
tion where the ‘attributes of centrality’ are found in
the suburbs (Charmes and Keil 2015, 590), Liverpool
also features prominently in new investment through
the federally funded Western Sydney airport. Whilst
the Western City is expected to be an opportunity
for economic and new infrastructure growth for Liver-
pool (Troy, Crommelin, and Easthope 2017), studies
in nearby areas show that densification does not
always meet supply, is of poor quality and caters to
investors rather than renters and owner-occupiers
(Randolph and Holloway 2005; Ruming and Fingland
2021).

4 Mixed methods research in densifying
suburbs

In order to better understand whether and how resi-
dent housing demands are met by apartment supply
in densifying outer suburbs, we deploy a mixed
methods approach to better account for place-specific
dynamics (cf. Davidson and Ward 2022) and house-
hold experiences (Moore, Strengers, and Maller
2016). Qualitative in-depth data collected through
home and neighbourhood tours with participants liv-
ing in apartments with families in the Liverpool CBD
provided insights into demand among this market
segment, who comprise the largest submarket of
apartment dwellers in Sydney (Easthope 2019).
These results are interleaved with quantitative analysis
of current occupancy patterns to better understand the
types of apartments occupied by particular types of
families. This analysis in conjunction with qualitative
results, offers a new perspective on whether families
in Liverpool town centre are occupying apartments
they find desirable, while estimating the mismatch
between dwelling size and household size (i.e. ‘empty
bedrooms’) and, using informational data on building
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approvals, further estimating whether these apartment
types were likely to be available in the market.

4.1 Qualitative methods

Qualitative data are drawn from a subset of ten inter-
views and apartment tours undertaken as part of a
study examining the lived experience of apartment
dwellers in the Liverpool CBD. Participants were
recruited through letter-box drop and social media
advertising. The complete home and neighbourhood
tour interviews probed households’ apartment and
neighbourhood preferences and experiences (Cook
et al. 2020). In this present paper, we draw on partici-
pants’ discussion of housing choice and rationales, the
suitability of their current apartment (likes and dis-
likes) and housing aspirations over the longer term
to develop insights into demand-side variables. Inter-
views were audio recorded, transcribed and anon-
ymised (including the use of pseudonyms). Property
data provided by RPData were used to understand
the context of the interviewee responses (via their
apartment attributes). This analysis provides a snap-
shot of apartment demand in Liverpool from the per-
spective of diverse family households.

As shown in Table 1, all participants lived in the
CBD of Liverpool. We sought to achieve diversity in
terms of households, tenure, ethnicity, age and family
type. However, those most likely to opt into the study
were women in households with children (seven out of
ten participants) and one young adult living in an apart-
ment with her mother and three siblings. Given apart-
ment demand among families in outer suburbs is
poorly understood, we draw exclusively on transcripts
from the seven participants with families. All seven par-
ticipants were women, none worked full-time and five
out of seven were born overseas (in Cameroon, Iraq,
China, Iran and Bangladesh). This reflects the cultural
diversity of the town centre more broadly where 69%
of residents were born overseas (compared to 43% over-
seas born for Greater Sydney and 35% for the State of
NSW). The sample therefore throws light on a critical
subsection of the apartment market identified by East-
hope (2019, 10) as low-income, culturally diverse
families in outer suburbs. Recognising the significance
of this cohort, qualitative analysis draws on participant
interview transcripts to develop a better understanding
of the aspirations, rationales and experiences of the
women and families driving apartment demand in sub-
urban town centres.

Figure 1. Residential densification in Liverpool CBD, Sydney, Australia.

Table 1. Participant profiles.
Pseudonym Age Household members Country of birth Tenure Bedrooms Year built

Naomi 30–34 Couple household four children Australia (husband born in England) Owning 2 bedrooms 2016
Sigrid 40–44 Couple household four children Cameroon Renting 3 bedrooms 1976
Maaria 15–19 Single parent household four children Iraq Renting 3 bedrooms 2005
Amy 40–44 Couple household two children China (husband born in New Zealand) Owning 3 bedrooms 2007
Mahgol 35–39 Single parent household one child Iran Renting 2 bedrooms 2000
Sarah 30–34 Couple household one child Australia (husband born in Australia) Owning 2 bedrooms 2018
Ayasha 30–34 Couple household one child Bangladesh Renting 2 bedrooms 2017
Somy 20–24 Couple household Sri Lanka (partner born in India) Renting 1 bedroom 2015
Marion 60–64 Living alone Australia Renting 2 bedroom 1970
Rob 40–44 Living alone South Africa Renting 1 bedroom 2017
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4.2 Quantitative analysis

Qualitative analysis of interview transcripts is inter-
leaved with Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Cen-
sus data in 2011 and 2016 to dissect and extrapolate
themes emerging in qualitative analysis. This includes
a consideration of the proportion of apartments in
Liverpool CBD occupied by families; and household
(family) types and the apartment sizes they occupy in
Liverpool. This provides one indication of whether par-
ticular households are occupying desirable apartments
with respect to the preferences identified in qualitative
analysis by the ‘Liverpool CBD’ families. We then com-
bine monthly building approval data provided by ABS
to calculate the annual trends over the same period to
ascertain how the current building approvals reflect
future supply side constraints and possibilities. The lat-
ter allows an enquiry into whether the predicted growth
of apartments (by size) in Liverpool LGA and CBD is
set to accommodate projected household types based
on current occupation patterns (the former).

NSW Department of Planning, Industry and
Environment (DPIE) develop projections of house-
holds and ‘implied dwelling requirements’ for 5-year
periods for the state classified by LGA. These projec-
tions include the number and type of households
that would form if the current demographic trends
continue and if assumptions about living arrange-
ments are met over the projection period. They also
include the likely number of private dwellings3 needed
to accommodate the future population-driven
demand. However, these dwelling projections simply
assume that one household occupies a dwelling and
do not consider what type of a dwelling that might
be or its size. While the above data is available for
Liverpool LGA until 2041, the absence of dwelling
numbers by size inhibits a clearer understanding of
the mismatch between demand and supply.4

5 Multi-unit housing demand among
‘Liverpool CBD’ families

Multi-unit dwelling is the most prominent form of
housing occupied by the Liverpool CBD families.
Comparisons by apartment-dwellers between the cen-
trality of suburban CBD high-rise and detached hous-
ing illuminate high-rise as a distinctive submarket.
The experience of Amy, who had lived with her hus-
band and two children in a three bedroom apartment
in Liverpool’s CBD for ten years, is indicative. Living
in Liverpool’s CBD meant her husband was closer to
work, while proximity to her children’s school and
childcare, along with culturally diverse retailers and
communities made her life as full-time parent and
settlement in Australia ‘easier’ (cf. Ghosh 2014).
While conceding that ‘maybe a townhouse or some
sort of house’ could accommodate a ‘growing family’,

this would depend on location relative to her hus-
band’s work, convenience of culturally diverse services
and communities, and crucially, affordability. In
weighing-up a detached dwelling in the suburbs com-
pared to living in Liverpool CBD, Amy – like six out of
seven Liverpool CBD families – lands on the side of
the Liverpool CBD: ‘I think this is the best spot for us’.

Discussions with Liverpool CBD families about
their housing preferences also reveal how income con-
straints blur the boundary between choice and neces-
sity, augmenting traditional ‘choice-based’ analysis.
Detached dwellings, for all but one family in the
study, were out of financial reach. Even though the
remaining participants conceded that detached dwell-
ings would be more ‘spacious’, demand for the ideal-
ised ‘family home’ was weak due to the increased
costs of housing and transport, including the costs of
owning a second car. As Ayasha (couple family, two
children) figured, the financial burden of increased
transport costs associated with detached dwelling,
were outweighed by the locational benefits of Liver-
pool CBD:

most important is the location… I can get everything
in a very short distance…We are paying $50 more
than in our last apartment but if I had to own my
own car that would cost me more.

Mahgol, who lived with her mother in a two-bedroom
apartment, similarly described housing choice in
terms of walkability to ‘public transport, the shops
and library’ within the context of considerable ‘finan-
cial constraints’, while Naomi, who lived with her hus-
band and four children in a two-bedroom apartment
with a mortgage, described her apartment as ‘what
we could afford, close to the train station… and
within close proximity to the shops’ where ‘we didn’t
have to have a second car’.

However, demand for centrally-located dwellings
was not only about navigating financial constraints.
For example, even though Sigrid, who lived in a
three-bedroom home with her husband and four chil-
dren, described co-location of home, school, libraries
and transport as the ‘first indicator’ in their housing
choice, followed by ‘constraints in terms of money’,
she also connected walkability to parenting roles and
capacities (cf. Clement and Waitt 2017). This included
the affordances of walkability that supported parent-
ing through minimising stress, where as Sigrid noted:

we looked for a specific location that would be easy
for the kids to be going to school without pressure
for me being forced to pick them up, that was the pri-
ority, being close to the station

Like many first generation migrants (Kerr, Klocker,
and Waitt 2018b) the prospect of driving was not
desirable for Sigrid, described in terms of ‘pressure’
and ‘worry’. Paying attention to these affects, as Bissel
(2018) argues, can reveal the wider geographies
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through which mobility and housing cultures diver-
sify. Demand for more multi-unit housing in subur-
ban town centres is not therefore a simple question
of ‘choice’ but a sociocultural process encompassing
centrality, mobility, income constraints and parenting
responsibilities. But how widespread is this demand
across families in the Liverpool CBD?

Apartment occupancy data, shown in Table 2, pro-
vides one indication. Focusing first on the bottom
row, Table 2 shows that there were 4852 occupied
apartments in Liverpool’s CBD in 2016 comprising
62.4% of the total 7770 apartments in the LGA. Of
the Liverpool CBD apartments, 50.3% were occupied
by families, counting both couple families with children
(34%) and single parent families (16.3%). This is double
the proportion of families occupying apartments in
Greater Sydney in 2016 (cf. Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker
2018a) and a slight increase in the proportion of
families occupying apartments in the Liverpool CBD
since 2011 (49.5%). In contrast, just one in four apart-
ments in 2016 were occupied by lone person house-
holds in Liverpool CBD (26%) – half the proportion
of CBD apartments occupied by families – and a pro-
portion that has decreased since 2011 (28.2%).

It is worth comparing the composition of family
types in the Liverpool LGA with those in the Liverpool
CBD to see that families with children comprised 43%
of the apartment market in the LGA in 2016. Together,
these data challenge understandings of apartments as
housing for childless singles and couples, supporting
the steer in the qualitative interviews that apartment
living in the Liverpool CBD is a significant option
for families with children.

6 From stepping-stone to family home: the
demand for spacious apartments in
suburban town centres

While the finding that the Liverpool CBD families see
multi-unit dwelling as the ‘best’ option challenges the

traditional interpretation of apartments as stepping-
stones towards detached dwellings, the central role
of high-rise in meeting the needs of participants as
their families grow, hints at a more fundamental
shift in apartment dwelling over the life course. Quali-
tative interviews suggest that as families embrace
apartment living, the differences within apartment
markets become more significant. The demand for
spacious apartments as families grew was indicative.
Consider for instance, the central place of finding a
large apartment in Amy’s plans to form a family.
Amy (couple household two children, three-bedroom
apartment) describes buying the largest apartment she
could afford to accommodate their family over the life
course:

(w)e knew that later we would need more and more
space because we knew we were going to have family,
we thought we might as well get it now than later
[laughs] when you need to move, then the price
would probably be up again.

Similarly, for other participants, the birth of their chil-
dren triggered the search for a larger apartment rather
than demand for detached housing. This included
Ayasha’s decision to leave the ‘tiny’ one-bedroom
apartment she rented with her husband to find a
new rental with two ‘spacious’ bedrooms when her
second child was due. Similarly, constrained by the
costs of detached dwellings, with her second preg-
nancy, Naomi and her husband (couple family, four
children) moved from a two-bedroom rental in a
nearby suburb, to a larger, off-the-plan two-bedroom
apartment in Liverpool CBD. Sarah and her partner
too, bought a larger two-bedroom apartment in Liver-
pool CBD, rather than a detached suburban home,
ahead of the birth of their first child. Apartments
also dominated in future housing plans. While
acknowledging the ‘ideal’ of detached dwelling as
‘more spacious’, it was a nearby apartment that Amy
was planning to buy: ‘we already like the thought of
one that is under construction here. So we were just
planning with our real estate’.

These discussions reveal the everyday housing
decisions around which high-rise family living has
become normalised in Sydney’s suburban town
centres. As Ayasha noted ‘95 per cent of my daughter’s
classmates are brought up in apartments’ while Sigrid,
who migrated to Australia from Cameroon noted that
‘here in Liverpool, there are so many buildings, most
of the city dwellers do live in apartments and units
so you just accept the way it is’. These images contrast
with the detached dwellings that have dominated
understandings of Sydney’s western suburbs (Greater
Sydney Commission 2018b) and that still attract sig-
nificant policy support and public investment.

Despite demand for spacious apartments in ame-
nity-rich suburban centres, the experiences of the

Table 2. Different family types in apartments, Liverpool CBD
and LGA, 2016 and 2011.

Family type

Liverpool CBD Liverpool LGA

2011 2016 2011 2016

Couple family with no children 690
(17.2%)

867
(17.9%)

1064
(15.8%)

1292
(16.6%)

Couple family with children 1372
(34.1%)

1650
(34%)

1772
(26.2%)

2153
(27.7%)

One parent family 620
(15.4%)

790
(16.3%)

1030
(15.2%)

1185
(15.3%)

Other family 68
(1.7%)

92
(1.9%)

97
(1.4%)

133
(1.7%)

Lone person household 1133
(28.2%)

1260
(26%)

2557
(37.9%)

2699
(34.7%)

Group household 136
(3.4%)

193
(4%)

235
(3.5%)

308
(4%)

Adj total 4019 4852 6755 7770

Source: ABS Censuses 2011 and 2016.
Notes: The totals in Table 2 do not match the totals in Table 3 due to ‘not
stated’ category.
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Liverpool CBD participants also point to supply-side
gaps (cf. Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2021). This
includes the small size of bedrooms in new apart-
ments, that as Naomi pointed out, are designed for
one bed, rather than two single beds for children to
share a room, leaving no space ‘between the two
beds and the wardrobe’. Common areas in her build-
ing too, lacked sufficient space for prams and bikes. At
the scale of the building Naomi astutely calculated
that:

on our floor, there are ten apartments: there’s two
one-bedroom apartments, there’s one three-bedroom
apartment and then there are seven two-bedroom
apartments. So in terms of ratio of apartments, there’s
really only one family that could live across these ten
apartments, which is pretty low.

Given these ratios, Naomi questioned the commitment
to ensuring housing supply for families. As she saw it:

I don’t think the buildings are ready for families. I
think that Liverpool Council sell off the land but
they don’t really then ensure that building developers
are creating apartment spaces that are practical for
families.

These accounts therefore challenge the norm that a
detached home is the only appropriate housing form
for families, against which all apartments – regardless
of the size of those apartments – are inadequate. As
families embrace apartment-dwellings, the differences
within apartment markets become significant. In par-
ticular, from the perspective of the Liverpool CBD
participants, spacious apartments in suburban town
centres are highly sought after.

How common then, are larger apartments in Liver-
pool CBD? Breaking-down the total number of occu-
pied apartments in the Liverpool CBD by number of
bedrooms, Table 3 shows that a majority of apart-
ments in 2016 were two-bedroom apartments (76%),
followed significantly smaller proportions of three
bedroom (15%) and one-bedroom apartments (8%).

These figures are in line with Naomi’s estimation
and, given that around 50% of all apartments in the
Liverpool CBD are occupied by families but only
15% of these apartments have three or more bed-
rooms, there appears to be an under-supply of larger
apartments in Liverpool CBD. To interrogate this
further, Figure 2 compares family type and apartment
size. It shows that among couple families with children
in Liverpool CBD, around three quarters live in two-
bedroom apartments and one quarter in three-bed-
room apartments. As shown through qualitative
analysis, despite many couple families with children
living in two-bedroom apartments, they create chal-
lenges for families in terms of space. Moreover, look-
ing at lone person households, nearly two-thirds lived
in two-bedroom apartments. While issues such as
shared parenting or part-time caring for grandchil-
dren or other family members make this housing
necessary and appropriate for lone person households
(Tervo and Hirvonen 2020), the occupation of two-
bedroom households by lone persons place some
pressure on two-bedroom apartments that are occu-
pied by the majority of families.

7 Building approvals: reflections on future
supply

We have so far examined resident insights about
demand for spacious, multi-unit housing through
occupancy, size and household data. In this final sec-
tion, we focus on whether future supply is likely to
continue to produce a shortfall in larger apartments.
To do this, we focus on new building approvals of
apartments to dissect specific apartment sizes that
are expected in the market. Thus, this section interro-
gates whether the projected apartments (by size) can
accommodate the projected household types based
on current occupation patterns. While there are limit-
ations in estimating housing supply from building
approval data (as an approval does not always result
in construction), using building approval data had
the advantage of providing estimates beyond the cen-
sus period.

Specifically considering new ‘other residential
buildings’ (of which overwhelming majority are apart-
ments), our extrapolation shows almost all the new
stock comprises two-bedroom apartments, and only
a few other sizes in the Liverpool CBD (see Figure
3). About 3700 new 2 bedroom apartments are pro-
jected in Liverpool CBD over the five years from
2014 to 2018 (compared to 3600 occupied 2 bedroom
apartments in 2016), suggesting an efficient pipeline of
new apartments of this size. However, in response to
the question ‘are current building approvals in these
suburbs set to accommodate projected household
needs?’, we observe a persistent pattern of a large
number of two-bedroom apartments and only a few

Table 3. Size of occupied apartments in Liverpool CBD, 2011
and 2016.

Occupied apartment size

Liverpool CBD

2011 2016

None (includes bedsitters) 38
(1%)

22
(0.5%)

One bedroom 251
(6.4%)

355
(7.5%)

Two bedrooms 3028
(77%)

3604
(76.4)

Three bedrooms 591
(15%)

712
(15.1%)

Four bedrooms 19
(0.5%)

18
(0.4%)

5 bedrooms or more 3
(0.1%)

4
(0.1%)

Total 3930 4715

Source: ABS Censuses 2011 and 2016.
Notes: The totals in Table 3 do not match the totals in Table 2 due to ‘not
stated’ category.
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other sizes. This indicates supply over the next several
years will add a disproportionate number of two-bed-
room apartments into the apartment stock. This
analysis is useful to ascertain the picture of the post-
census period.

8 Conclusions

Suburban town centres around the world are diversi-
fying through processes of landuse intensification.
However, post-suburbanisation is an uneven process

Figure 2. Family types and apartment size, Liverpool CBD, 2011 and 2016 Source: ABS Censuses 2011 and 2016.
Notes: The totals in Figure 3 do not match the totals in Table 2 due to ‘not stated’ category

Figure 3. Projected ‘other residential buildings’ by bedroom size, Liverpool CBD (2014–2018). Source: ABS (2011) 8731.0 Building
Approvals, Australia.
Notes: (i) Other residential buildings include flats, units, apartments, semidetached, row, terrace and townhouses. (ii) SA2 is synon-
ymous with suburb/CBD. (iii) Boundary of Liverpool SA2 changed in 2016: Data from 2014–16 are for 2011 Liverpool - Warwick
Farm (127031525) SA2. Data from 2017–2018 are for 2016 Liverpool (127031598) SA2.
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shaped by market-oriented policy (Charmes and Keil
2015) that has important implications for housing
diversity (Ruming and Fingland 2021). For example,
a large share of multi-unit housing stock in the Aus-
tralian context is developed for individual and small-
scale investors that coupled with construction costs
and permissive planning controls, tends towards the
production of smaller apartments (Nethercote 2019;
Troy et al. 2020). Given that a significant proportion
of multi-unit dwellings in suburban town centres are
occupied by families (Easthope, Tice, and Randolph
2009; Randolph 2006), there is a potential misalign-
ment between housing supply and demand in these
neighbourhoods.

Mixed method, place-based approaches that con-
sider both resident demand and multi-unit housing
supply, reveal suburban town centres as dynamic
sites of densification. In housing submarkets where
apartments play an increasing role in family life, the
suitability of multi-unit housing stock is an important
policy issue (Kerr, Gibson, and Klocker 2021). These
questions are of singular importance in middle and
outer suburbs enlisted in policies of private-sector
led renewal (Ruming and Fingland 2021). As our
analysis of the Liverpool CBD in Sydney’s south wes-
tern suburbs illustrates, the idea of low-density and
car-dependent suburbia fails to capture the multi-
unit character of suburban town centres. Here, in
the context of rising housing costs, privatised trans-
port burdens and employment barriers, residents
seek CBD apartments that can address the ‘time-
geography’ demands of family life. Our analysis of
dwelling structure by family type in Liverpool reflects
the ongoing significance of multi-unit dwelling in
lower-order town centres for families (e.g. Randolph
and Holloway 2005). We show that in 2016, 50% of
high-rise apartments in Liverpool CBD were occupied
by families, compared to just 26% of apartments occu-
pied by singles. High-rise apartments in Liverpool’s
town centre are therefore more than transitional hous-
ing options, a point reinforced by the Liverpool CBD
families. These accounts suggest housing demand in
outer suburban town centres is diversifying beyond
detached housing in car-dependent suburbs to include
spacious apartments in suburban town centres. While
it might be tempting to consider suburban densifica-
tion as the solution to the ills of sprawl, the experi-
ences of the families who make suburban high-rise
home reveal distinctive market shortfalls and policy
gaps.

Our research highlights an opportunity for Liver-
pool City Council to revise Development Control
Plans to achieve a higher ratio of three-bedroom
apartments relative to two bedroom and one bedroom
homes. This is especially as ratios of three-bedroom
apartments in the current Development Control
Plan for Liverpool CBD (Liverpool City Council

2020b, 26) are set at 10%, even though, as we have
seen, families occupied 50.3% of the apartment stock
in 2016. While increasing the supply of larger apart-
ments could be achieved through density bonuses
(Fidler 2015), experiments elsewhere, such as the
adoption by the Hills Shire Council (2016) of a 20%
ratio of three- and four-bedroom apartments in key
development corridors, flag the potential for diversifi-
cation in planning controls (see also Kerr, Gibson, and
Klocker 2021). There is also a need for analysis of
housing demand and supply at the scale of the subur-
ban town centre, because as we have shown, the pro-
portion of families living in apartments in town
centres such as Liverpool, is twice the metropolitan
average. Without targeted, place-based analysis of sub-
urban town centres, the dynamics of housing demand
in these rapidly transforming places remain invisible
in planning research, practice and policy. The risk is
that even in relatively affordable housing submarkets,
there is unmet demand and poor market response.

Correcting misalignment in supply and demand
lies at the core of successful densification. This
includes multi-unit housing that is fit-for-purpose
that encompasses evolution in housing careers and
that underpinned by further research, responds to
even more recent trends in the post-pandemic reconfi-
guration of home and work (e.g. Gibson et al. 2022).
The development and construction of high-rise build-
ings has a long-term impact on housing markets. Mis-
alignment has the potential to exacerbate existing
shortfalls in housing submarkets, drive scarcity, fuel
house-price increases and lock populations into ill-
fitting and inefficiently priced housing for decades to
come. By bringing the cultural geographies of home
into dialogue with the economics of housing, resident
experiences and sociocultural change can be inte-
grated into urban development planning. As this
research demonstrates, apartment-size is an important
dimension of densification where tensions between
market-led development and public policy responsi-
bilities manifest.

Notes

1. Strata title is the most common system for owning
units and townhouses in Australia, which generally
have a combination of private residences as well as
communal spaces. Someone buying into a strata
plan buys a ‘lot’, which may include the main unit
area and possibly a balcony, garage or even storage
area. Other parts of the property – such as a foyer,
stairways and driveways – are usually common prop-
erty (https://www.lawsociety.com.au/for-the-public/
know-your-rights/strata-title)

2. TheWestern City District defined by the Greater Syd-
ney Commission (2018b) [now the Greater Cities
Commission] includes eight Sydney Local Govern-
ment Areas: Blue Mountains, Camden,
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Campbelltown, Fairfield, Hawkesbury, Liverpool,
Penrith and Wollondilly

3. Private dwellings include homes, apartments, mobile
homes and other substantial structures but exclude
boarding houses, nursing homes and prisons

4. This reflects a relatively long history of development
and application of new methods for projection of
population and demographic trends, household
types and dwelling types in Australia - see McDonald
(2003). Projection of dwellings by size has not been of
interest so far.
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