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About this work

What is this report about?
Renting was previously a stepping stone between 
living with your parents and home-ownership.  For 
some, renting is a strategic choice; giving them 
flexibility and the freedom to move.  This report is 
not about those people.

 This report is about the people who have limited 
choices: families no longer able to afford to 
purchase a home.  Low-income families juggling 
their need to give their families stability with the 
search to find a warm, dry home – one they can 
afford, close to their children’s school, and their 
jobs.  

Or the older people who were never able to 
purchase a home and now face renting on a 
pension.  Or the migrant families for whom renting 
is a foreign and impenetrable market. It is about 
people seeking rental stability and security and a 
place to call home.

 This report is also about landlords.  Everyone 
from the landlord renting out the inherited old 
family home to the savvy investor with a vast 
portfolio; including property management 
companies and those going about it on their own.  
What makes them tick? What drives their choices?

Who is this report for?
This is for policy-makers in central and local 
government and other stakeholders who operate 
in the rental space.  The purpose of the document 
is to identify the learnings about tenancy issues 
that have been generated by undertaking a design-
led approach.

We recognised that there are already a range 
of initiatives underway to address Auckland’s 
housing challenges and this work is intended to 
complement them. 

The report also provides an overview of the 
process and experiences of the project team 
using design-led tools. The process provides 
the structure for the report and it is intended 
to highlight how our insights and ideas were 
generated. 

What is this report for?
This report is not a plan for how to resolve 
tenancy tenure tensions.  It is a summary of 
the learnings and findings of the project. The 
research happened in a short period of time, 
with minimal resources. So we feel like we are 
only just scratching the surface in terms of the 
lived experiences of tenants and landlords.  But 
the experiences we have heard have helped us 
reframe the challenges around tenancy tenure, 
and we would like to share those thoughts with 
you.
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Definitions

'Security of Tenure'
The sense that a tenant has choice and control 
over their housing options; that they can stay in 
their home for as long as they decide to, and they 
are meeting their obligations.

‘Residential Tenancies Act (The 
Act)’
The Residential Tenancies Act defines the rights 
and obligations of landlords and tenants of 
residential properties, establishes a Tribunal to 
determine disputes arising between landlords and 
tenants, and establishes a fund in which bonds 
paid by tenants are held. 

‘Termination’ vs ‘Eviction’
A termination occurs when either or both 
parties to a tenancy agree to end a tenancy 
agreement. For the termination to be lawful, 
certain conditions, prescribed in the Act, must be 
met. The Tenancy Tribunal may also terminate a 
tenancy following a dispute. 

If, following a Tenancy Tribunal order, a landlord 
has a possession order for a premise, and the 
tenant has not vacated by the agreed date, the 
landlord may apply to the District Court to get an 
eviction warrant. The District Court then enforces 
the eviction, not the Tenancy Tribunal. 

‘Landlord’ vs ‘Property Manager’
Under the Residential Tenancies Act, a landlord 
is any person who can grant a tenancy for a 
residential premise, including representatives and 
agents of the landlord. They may or may not be 
the owner of that premise. 

A property manager is the representative of a 
property management company or real estate 
agency who, on behalf of the owner of a premise, 
is responsible for the letting process and tenancy 
management of that premise. They are recognised 
as a landlord under the Act. 

‘Churn’
The movement of renting households from 
one property to another – either another rental 
property or other housing options. This may be 
positive – where the household has chosen to 
move, or negative – where the household has 
its tenancy terminated or, due to other negative 
circumstances they feel ‘forced’ to move (for 
example, because the property is in poor 
condition). 
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What is this report about?
This report is not a plan for how to resolve tenancy 
issues. It is a summary of the learnings and findings 
of a research project which was carried out in a 
short period of time - we have just been scratching 
the surface in terms of the lived experiences of 
tenants and landlords. But the stories we have 
heard and the talks we have had have all helped 
us reframe the challenges around tenancy, and we 
would like to share those here.

The report also provides an overview of the process 
and experiences of the project team using design-
led tools. The process provides the structure for the 
report and will highlight how our insights and ideas 
were generated. 

Why take a design-led approach?
Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment 
set up this project earlier this year together with 
Auckland Council to learn more about potential 
ways to improve the rental experience for tenants 
and landlords, and how to avoid negative churn. 
The focus has been on South Auckland, but we 
expected the insights and learning that emerged to 
have a wider impact as well. 

 The co-design process we were using in 
collaboration with the Auckland Co-Lab (the Lab) 
is all about putting the end users in the centre of 
attention – what are their drivers, and what are their 
needs?

We explored these drivers and needs through 
over 30 interviews with tenants, landlords, 
property investors, tenancy managers, NGOs 
and government agencies. We also hosted four 
workshops and a number of guided walk-throughs 
of our ideas and findings with stakeholders and 
agencies, where we have processed the results and 

Executive Summary

The Lab has been set up to provide a neutral 
space where government agencies and other 
stakeholders can explore innovative approaches 
to tackling some of our most complex social 
issues. The Lab is funded through Treasury and 
is co-located with the Southern Initiative team in 
Manukau by support from Auckland Council.  

We wanted to use the opportunity of co-design to 
adopt a multi-agency approach, so that existing 
knowledge could be shared and new concepts 
explored across agencies. 

The core team members were from MBIE and 
Auckland Council, but a wider group of agencies 
have been involved in the work. 

Understanding security of tenure
Tenure security is one of the main benefits of 
home ownership which many tenants in New 
Zealand frequently miss out on. Tenure security 
benefits tenants, particularly young children, by 
providing a stable living environment. 

Frequent moves can make it difficult for 
households to maintain schooling, contact with 
health professionals, and to participate in their 
communities. Poor social outcomes equate to an 
increase in economic costs for government. 

There is an inherent tension between the needs 
of landlords, property managers and tenants. We 
need to understand the lived experience of each 
group so that tensions can be resolved in a way 
that creates win-win scenarios.

We learned about the reasoning behind people’s 
choices, the context in which their decisions are 
made, and how they felt about the results. This is 
the story about our insights and experiences.
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Background - why focus on 
renting and South Auckland?
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In addition to the broader housing themes 
and trends summarised previously, there is a 
growing consensus about the issues facing New 
Zealand's private rental market. Many of these 
issues are large in South Auckland.

New Zealand Productivity Commission 
2012: 
“Insecure tenure has a detrimental impact on 
tenants, particularly older people and families 
with children”

Habitat for Humanity:
“…security of tenure is an extremely serious issue 
for low income renters. This is especially valid for 
Auckland where competition for available rental 
units is intense” 

NZIER 2014:
“New Zealand has some of the most restrictive 
rental jurisdictions from the viewpoint of the 
renter. Lease terms are short, tenants can be 
asked to move with short notice, leases can be 
terminated on almost any condition…” 

Auckland Regional Public Health Service: 
“High tenancy turnover… often fails lower-income 
families requiring secure housing, particularly 
during school years. Multiple changes of 
address…adversely affect children’s educational 
attainment and access to healthcare.”

 

Child Poverty Action Group 2014:
“40-41% of children are now living in rented 
accommodation…this is problematic.”

The Salvation Army 2013:
“Without secure and affordable accommodation 
the quality of… lives is likely to be seriously 
compromised” 

“For 20% of the population the career into 
homeownership is not an experience” 

OECD 2015:

“As most tenancies use the government’s standard 
Residential Tenancy Agreement, the government 
is in a strong position to increase the standard 
required notice periods. “

Centre for Housing Research Aotearoa NZ 
2010:
A key issue will be “the provision of alternative 
forms of tenure and housing assistance such as 
shared equity and the provision of affordable rental 
housing for essential workers” 

Renting in New Zealand
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The Rental Market in New Zealand
New Zealand’s private rental market has been 
changing from its traditional role as a transitional 
stage for households moving into home ownership 
to a long-term state for a significant number of 
households. Increases in income have not kept 
pace with rises in rent, which affects low-income 
households in particular. 

Key trends – Census 2013
Home ownership declining 

The data on home ownership by households shows 
that 64.8 percent of households owned their home 
or held it in a family trust in 2013, down from 66.9 
percent in 2006. 

Renting increasing

In 2013, 35.2 percent of households did not own 
their home, up from 33.1 percent in 2006. In 2013, 
453,135 households rented their home (ie paid 
rent), up from 388,275 in 2006. 

Most rentals are in the private sector 

Most households who rented were renting from 
the private sector (83.7 percent or 355,554 
households). This was an increase from 81.8 
percent in 2006 and 78.4 percent in 2001.

 

The starting point for our research
We know from previous research that negative 
rental churn is a problem with financial and 
social implications for individuals as well as 
communities. 

We also know that very few people are not signing 
up for long-term leases  - on average, people in 
Auckland rent their homes for 15 months. There 
is nothing in the Residential Tenancies Act that 
prevents anyone from signing a fixed-term lease 
for longer so what is driving the desire for short 
term leases?

We wanted to understand the drivers, motivators 
and experiences for landlords, property managers 
and tenants to try to better understand the broader 
issues around tenure security.

Housing Trends
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"While home ownership should be available to                      
everyone who wants to pursue it, for those who 
don't, renting should be a good option. But as the 
moment, it isn't. A lot of rental housing is in very 
poor condition, and tenants have few rights and 
little security".
  Generation Rent: Rethinking         

New Zealand's Housing Priorities, S&S Eaqub
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Social implications

Tenure security is one of the main benefits of 
home ownership which many tenants in New 
Zealand frequently miss out on. 

Tenure security benefits tenants, particularly 
young children, by providing a stable living 
environment. Frequent moves can make it 
difficult for households to maintain schooling, 
contact with health professionals and participate 
in their communities. 

Participation in a tenant’s community is 
important for building social cohesion and 
encouraging civic duties, including everything 
from enrolling in the right electorate to vote, 
to playing a more active role in community 
development. 

Poor social outcomes equate to an increase in 
economic costs for government. For example, 
infrequent contact with health professionals 
mean health issues remain undetected and 
untreated, leading to increased hospitalisation 
and the need for more extensive care.

 

Economic implication

The cost of negative churn in the rental market 
(involuntary exits) is largely carried by the tenant. 

In the intermediate rental market, the lack of a 
secure alternative to home ownership potentially 
increases demand from first-home buyers, 
affecting prices. 

They also add to competition in the rental market, 
and by being able to pay more rent, potentially 
increase rental costs which exacerbate the issues 
faced by low-income renters.

Landlords also face additional costs caused by 
insecure tenancies – high turnover can mean 
landlords spend more on the costs of re-letting. 
Similarly, having a property sit vacant while a 
suitable tenant is found means potential revenue is 
lost. 

Implications of rental churn
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For a range of social and economic reasons South Auckland is a priority area for both central 
government and Auckland Council.

In relation to the housing market many of the national trends are exacerbated in South Auckland.  In 
addition to a diverse and growing population factors such as family size, poor health outcomes and low 
incomes are added complexities when seeking long term rental security.

Key trends and facts
• Home ownership rates in South Auckland have declined from 54.7% in 2006 in 50.2% (2013 census)

• Half of all renting households in South Auckland spend more than 30% of their income on rent. In 
some extreme cases it’s as much as 70%.

• Unaffordable housing contributes to overcrowding and to people living in substandard housing, 
which in turn contributes to adverse health outcomes e.g. rheumatic fever.

• Counties Manukau District Health Board (the DHB covering South Auckland) has the highest 
percentage of overcrowded households in the country – 21.8%. 

• The area has nearly twice the proportion of multi-family households than the rest of Auckland.

• Transience among school-age children has been identified as a significant education issue in South 
Auckland, with a strong negative impact on learning and access to specialist assistance.

Why South Auckland?
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Using a design-led approach
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A number of public agencies, including MBIE and 
Auckland Council, are doing work in the tenancy 
space.  The tendency is for some of this work to 
happen in isolation, and for the work to be done 
at a distance from the users.  

A design-led approach was chosen for this 
project to adopt a multi-agency approach so that 
existing knowledge can be shared and potentially 
new concepts can be explored across agencies. 

The core team is made up of MBIE and Auckland 
Council, but a wider group of agencies have also 
been involved. Further, there is tension between 
the needs of landlords, property managers 
and tenants.  We need to understand the lived 
experience of each group so that tensions can be 
resolved in a way that creates win-win scenarios.

 

To support a design-led approach the project 
team joined up with the Auckland Co-Design Lab 
(the Lab). The Lab exists to provide a neutral 
space where government agencies and other 
stakeholders can explore innovative approaches 
to tackling some of our most complex social 
issues. The Lab is funded through Treasury and 
is co-located with the Southern Initiative team 
in Manukau, thanks to support from Auckland 
Council.

All of this is in service of better understanding 
the causes and contributing factors of negative 
rental churn, and to learn more about the issues 
around security of tenure in particular.  We also 
wanted to identify and share existing good 
practice, and to build collective ownership of the 
challenges.

This image shows Co-Design Lab’s behaviors and 
conditions for a design-led approach. 

Using these behaviors meant the work was 
undertaken in a neutral space, where it was safe to 
try out some new techniques.  Each team member 
had to find a balance between bringing their existing 
knowledge to the project, while at the same time 
remaining open minded about the real issues.

This process also means resisting the urge to 
jump into “solutions mode” until we had adequately 
explored the experiences and insights.

Why a design-led approach?
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Focus of this work

This project has been focused on the first and 
second diamonds. The aim is to go wide by 
hearing stories of people’s lived experience in 
order to understand what problem we are trying 
to solve.  This is about supplementing the existing 
quantitative data with qualitative data.  This phase 
is all about getting a sound understanding of the 
issue before considering solutions. 

The Lab’s process is to then undertake further 
phases if there is a appetite and challenging 
problem to solve. 

Following a design-led process

Timeline 

15 March: Workshop 1 – Initial framing session

22 April: Workshop 2 – Insights & Synthesis

39-30 April: Stakeholder walkthroughs 

13-14 May: Workshop 3 – Concepts and framing

The next phase of work is still to be determined 
but we hope that the insights and concepts we 
explore throughout the rest of the report are a 
useful catalyst. 

We also hope that we have highlighted the value 
of putting people at the centre of policy thinking 
and development.
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The project team and wider 
stakeholders 

The team for the project existed at four different levels.

The core team’s role was to undertake the research, drive the project, and identify 
opportunities.  

For most of the core team this was their first experience of taking a design-led approach to a 
piece of work. It is an exciting and creative approach but it can also feel like a challenging way 
of working: lots of ambiguity and lots and lots of questions!

Throughout this document there are quotes from the participants reflecting their experiences 
of the work. Each section also notes some of the key reflections of the project team.  

The second level were other people who participated in workshops.  This included people from 
MBIE, Housing New Zealand, Ministry of Social Development and Auckland Council.

The third level were people who contributed to interactive walkthrough sessions.  Over 40 
stakeholders including agencies, NGOs, tenants, landlords and property managers were 
shown through the working draft of our findings.  

The fourth level was a wider group of 70+ stakeholders who received a newsletter and email 
updates.
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What we did 
The first workshop brought the core team together 
to frame the project, and agree objectives and a 
shared intent statement.

It was also an opportunity to introduce people to 
the design tools and methods that would be used 
during the work.

This included running through an exercise that 
emphasised the principles of design-led thinking 
and preparing for the empathy interviews with 
tenants, landlords and property managers. In 
addition to the core team members there were 
also staff from Housing New Zealand, Ministry of 
Social Development and the Auckland Policy Office 
involved.

What we learned
• Agreeing on a shared approach to the work can 

help support a collaborative approach between 
different teams and agencies

• Everyone needs to be clear up front about the 
time and resources they can commit to the 
work.

• A lack of prior experience is not a barrier to 
taking a design-led approach, but a coach or 
facilitator is important to keep things on track.

Defining the issue
Workshop I

15 NOT GOVERNMENT POLICY



An output of the first workshop was an Intent 
Statement.  As a team we explored what the 
current state is, what the future that we want 
to achieve is, and the change that is required to 
achieve that.

Current state 
There is a natural tension between stability and 
flexibility for both tenants and landlords. Both 
users are highly diverse and affected by broad 
factors such as housing quality, income, and 
employment opportunities. Is tenure insecurity a 
cause or a symptom?

The change
From misaligned needs and tensions between 
landlords and tenants; to a mutually beneficial 
relationship that meets the needs of both parties. 
Neither party feels stuck or like they are lacking in 
choice. What is needed to achieve this change? 
Policy change? New services? More education? 

Future state
Renting is considered a valid housing choice. 
There is still movement in the rental market, but 
it is virtuous; not vicious: “I’m moving because I 
want to, not because I have to.”  Landlords have a 
positive relationship with their tenants and enjoy 
the benefits of secure income and a well-cared 
for property.

Overall intent statement 
“Reshaping tenancy tenure security to provide a 
win-win for both landlords and tenants (plus other 
stakeholders)”. The critical question here was: 

“How might we understand the motives 
and attitudes of tenants/landlords around 
tenure security, in order to understand how 
we can increase choices and reduce risk at 
the same time?”

Shared intent statement

"Creating an intent statement was really 
useful to set the bar and direction of the 
project". 

Core team member
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Empathy interviews

What we did
We conducted interviews with 14 tenants, 7 landlords, 5 central government agencies, and 5 NGOs.

The interview process was not intended to include a representative sample of tenants and landlords 
in South Auckland.

The purpose was to interview people early in the project and quickly ask a small number of people 
deep, open questions.  For many participants, these interviews were cathartic.  For the core team, we 
came away with rich, complex insights.

Interviews were conducted in pairs of people from the core team with one interviewee. The 
interviews were approximately 45-60 minutes long, giving ample time to build rapport, hear stories, 
and dig into key aspects of their experiences and motivators in depth. We had an interview guide 
to guide the conversation, but the conversations were very fluid and went to the topics that were 
important to the interviewees.

 

What we learned
The style of the interview was highly qualitative and experience-based (e.g. an ‘empathy’ interview 
where the interviewer seeks to understand the person’s situation). 

We sought to find out as much as possible about a person’s experience as a user of space, service, 
object or environment.  

We learned about how to understand the reasoning behind people’s choices, the context in which 
their decisions are made, and how they felt about the results. This wasn’t just about everything that 
was ‘wrong’ with the rental market – we wanted to know what was working, and we found some 
good-news stories, too.
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"I found people were keen to engage 
and share their  experiences - you don't 
get that from a survey".
 Core team member



Synthesis and insights
Workshop II

What we did 
Having completed the empathy interviews the 
focus of the core team was on sharing the rich and 
diverse stories they had heard from the tenants, 
landlords and property managers.

This process generated a huge range of new 
perspectives on some of the issues identified 
through the desktop research. 

The variety of stories we heard were distilled into 
a series of key insights that helped provide clarity 
and focus for developing ideas and concepts 
during the next phase of the work.

What we learned
- Listening to the stories created a twofold 
learning experience, as they helped build a shared 
experience for the core team, as well as giving rise 
to individual ideas and associations

- The stories and representations were important 
for building an understanding of the lived 
experience of tenants and landlords, which brought 
out nuances that were not visible in the research 
literature

"The generating insights  exercise was 
definitely the most valuable to me". 
  Core team member
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Emerging themes from the 
interviews

It was helpful for the team to cluster interesting 
and surprising aspects of the interviews into 
common themes.  These themes covered a 
broad range of areas including:

• Rental costs

• Housing quality

• Navigating the application process

• Emotional challenges

• Market forces

• Employment insecurity and rental stability

• Landlord relationship

What also emerged from the research was the 
different strategies and work around that tenants 
and landlords used to overcome the barriers they 
both faced – many tenants spoke of dressing up 
for open homes, and not taking their kids.  
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"The sharing seemed to work as a cathar-
sis for some core team members (just as 
they may have been affirmative for some 
tenant interviewees)"
  Core team member
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Generating insights
We used a process of synthesis to take the 
individual stories from tenants, landlords and 
property managers, and to distil these into 
some themes and insights.  

An insight is a key finding or key learning about 
a user’s experience.  Each of the insights is 
presented in turn in the next section.

Experience map  for tenants
This map is a composite view of the 
experiences of many tenants we spoke to.  
There are key moments that significantly 
impact the overall experience. 

The major theme here is a lack of choices 
available to some tenants.  Many people we 
spoke to are accepting a rental property that 
has significant deficiencies, but feel like they 
have little or no choice in the matter. 
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The game of homes
Another model developed by the team was the 
‘Game of Homes’.  This was developed as an 
extension of the housing pathways model.  

The thinking behind this is that, a little like snakes 
and ladders, there are forces or events which help 
people move along the housing pathway, while at 
the same time there are forces or events which 
hinder people’s movement, or maybe even force 
them backwards.
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Housing pathways
Through the synthesis phase, we identified 
people who were caught in the void between 
social housing and private rental (e.g. crashing 
with family for a couple of months or living in 
their car).  

We thought it would be useful to map all the 
different types of housing, from sleeping rough 
and crisis accommodation at one end to home 
ownership at the other.

This exercise was extremely useful for helping 
us to think about the different transitions that 
people experience.  How might those transitions 
be made as smooth as possible?  

Once someone has progressed along the 
pathway, how might they avoid moving back?  
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Tenancy eco-system
It became clear during the research phase that there are a lot of different players in the broader housing 
‘ecosystem’, and navigating the system can be difficult for both landlords and tenants.  Mapping all of 
these players was helpful for developing a clearer view of the ecosystem.

This helped us in appreciating the challenges for tenants, and landlords with only one or two rental 
properties.  The time it takes to understand the system may not be worth the effort. 

The more tenants and landlords know of the ecosystem, and what support is available to them, the better 
off they will be. 

We need to keep this whole ecosystem in mind when we think of developing policy solutions. 
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Stakeholder walkthroughs

What we did 
The team shared the work with key stakeholders 
and partners for feedback after workshop 2. This 
was important given the broad interest in the 
issues. 

Over 40 stakeholders including agencies, NGOs, 
landlords, property managers and tenants were 
invited to hear the story so far, provide feedback 
and contribute to the work through a series of 
walkthrough sessions. 

The purpose was to share progress and sense-
check emerging themes and insights, elicit 
feedback and input that could be included in the 
work.

People valued the chance to contribute at the early 
stages and enjoyed the informal and interactive 
approach. 

What we learned
• Walkthroughs are a good way to share the 

work with busy stakeholders 

• People valued being invited to join the process 
early and the informal approach

• Using materials from the workshops is a great 
way to tell the story. It is quick, cheap and 
demonstrates openness.

"Good initiative to keep the groups           
separated, creating a "safe space" to talk 
about things that were specific to the             
different groups, it provided for open, un-
censored discussions". 
  Core team member
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Insights to ideas
One of the key challenges for the team was to use 
the rich stories we had heard and turned them into 
potential ideas.

The aim was not to find a single ‘silver bullet’ 
idea that could solve all of the issues, but to think 
broadly about particular pain points, processes 
and user experiences.  

Developing concepts
The team used a concept template to help 
develop their ideas. The template helped people 
to articulate and sketch their idea in more detail 
outlining who it was aimed at and how it might 
work.

The following pages highlight some of the key 
concepts developed by the team. There is no 
commitment to develop these concepts further 
at this stage, but they are intended to inform 
discussion and debate.

Turning insights into concepts
Workshop III
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"A small group of people can come up with a 
large amount  of solutions in a short period of 
time...!"
  Core team member



What we did 
Spread over two full days, the core team  focused 
on translating insights into ideas.

The team brainstormed over 130 potential ideas 
across the 12 key insights. The goal was to think 
laterally and be creative.  

The afternoon was spent refining, filtering and 
turning the best ideas into more defined concepts. 
By the end of the workshop, 22 concepts had been 
developed (of which 11 are presented as examples 
here).

What we learned
• There are no bad ideas - anyone can come up 

with great ideas

• Thinking about issues from the user’s 
perspective creates a whole new angle.

• Generating lots of ideas quickly can push the 
process forward really quickly.

25 NOT GOVERNMENT POLICY

"Very productive day and really great exer-
cises in the afternoon (personas, matrix, 
journey map etc) that helped illustrate our 
learnings sofar (make them tangible)"

Core team member



Sample stories from the 
rental market
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"These added far more nuance and complexity 
to the story than we'd ever heard before- I've 
been referring to them constantly since".
  Core team member



Stories from our research

“I try to take people at their word 
and trust them, but I do feel taken 
advantage of sometimes. I don’t do 
reference checks – I prefer to meet 
face to face and trust my instincts. It 
works sometimes…”

Sandra became a landlord almost by accident 
– when her mother moved into a rest home she 
decided to rent out her old family home. Living 
close-by, she didn’t see the need for a property 
manager and wanted to save money.  The 
house is tidy but old and likely to need ongoing 
maintenance. 

Sandra prefers to let her house to people she 
knows through word of mouth – she feels more 
comfortable with this than letting ‘strangers’ in. 
She tries to form good relationships with her 
tenants.

This has not always gone well…Her first tenant 
started to miss rent payments and after 6 
months Sandra asked her to leave. The unpaid 
rent was never re-paid. Her next tenant was 
untidy and took little care of the property so she 
asked him to leave. The most recent  tenant left 
serious damage before disappearing. 

Sandra doesn’t know how she’s going to repair 
her house – she needs the rent to cover her own 
expenses, plus maintenance and repairs. 

The unintended landlord
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Do you know 
anyone who's 

looking to  
rent?

Yeah, a buddy 
mentioned he’s 

looking for a 
house

I’ll give him 
your contact 

details
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"Trust your tenants. Give people 
a second chance. If the property 
agency had believed in me, I 
wouldn't be in this emergency 
accommodation. Tenants are your 
family - it's your roof over our head".

Lanuola and Kevesi arrived from Samoa six years 
ago and have two children. Tenure security is a 
luxury the family has rarely experienced.  They 
have moved house four times and currently live in 
emergency accommodation. 

Arriving in New Zealand they lived with family in 
an overcrowded house.  Moving out they were 
shocked to find that most of their income would 
need to go to paying rent. They were not sure 
how to access housing benefits that may have 
provided financial security. 

Then Kevesi got a job in another part of 
Auckland. Higher rents and a lack of references 
made finding  somewhere new tricky. They were 
happy to find a landlord who “took them in” but 
after two years the house was sold and they had 
to move. 

Their next rental was through an agency. Trying 
to manage rent and bills was challenging, after 
falling behind in rent, the property manager took 
them to the Tenancy Tribunal and they were 
evicted.  With a little flexibility and more time they 
felt they could have paid their rent and bills and 
stayed in their home.  

Stories from our research
Experiences of a migrant family
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"Houses are tangible assets - I feel in 
control of them and you have various 
options of how you want to act. It's 
a different form of investing than 
shares- with a property, you have 
control". 

Neil is 55 and works full-time as a project 
manager. He has three rental properties that he 
manages himself. His sees himself as a long 
term investor (for rental yield in the short term 
and capital gains in the long term).

Neil’s climb up the property ladder started 20 
years ago. His bank suggested that he could buy 
a new house and rent out his current home. This 
worked well and Neil repeated this pattern as 
rental properties provide a passive income and 
good security for his retirement. 

  

As a landlord, Neil finds that stability is quite 
important. He is aware people’s circumstances 
can change quickly so prefers to negotiate length 
of tenure on a case-by-case basis. His 15+ year 
experience in being a landlord has mainly been 
a positive one, and he often tries to resolve any 
issues with the tenant personally. 
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Stories from our research
The investor landlord
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Stories from our research

“Owners don’t seem to care what 
they let out. Some houses to rent are 
so run-down. They need to make it 
liveable!”

Ina and Sam have six children ranging from pre-
school to high school. Education and a decent, 
affordable home for their children are very 
important to them.

Up until recently they have lived in private rentals 
but struggled to cover bills on two low-paying 
jobs. When Sam’s over-time earnings dropped 
they had to look for a new home.

Finding a new home was daunting and choice 
was limited. Some property management 
companies required long questionnaires and 
checklists, some even asked for car registration 
and WOF details. The long queues to view houses 
felt like a beauty pageant.

 

They ended up renting a ‘decent’ house but 
stretched their budget to get it. Eventually they 
fell behind with the rent and were evicted - their 
previous landlord had been more lenient about 
them paying back arrears, unlike the current 
property manager. 

With their poor credit history and low income, 
their housing options were highly limited. They 
ended up moving into a boarding house, placing 
the girls with relatives in another part of town so 
that they could remain at the same school.

Large low-income fami-

“They take it straight to tenan-
cy…they seem to have a lack of 
understanding of the tenant. 
People should get a second 
chance” 

NOT GOVERNMENT POLICY



“Stability is everything, it is actually a 
need”. 

Kelly is a solo mum with a seven year old son.  

She has moved 15 times in the past three years. 

Her violent partner kicked holes in the walls of the 
last house they rented and she ended up in the 
Tenancy Tribunal being ordered to pay damages 
of over $3000. She has been unable to rent a 
house since then. 

Consequently she has constantly moved 
between different friends and family members 
on a temporary basis. Most recently she has 
been living in a caravan park where over 300 
people live since she has nowhere else to go. 
She is currently trying to find some permanent 
accommodation for herself and her son.

Kelly is aware that the constant moving has been 
detrimental for both herself and her son. She 
really wants to be able to settle somewhere so 
she can study to better herself and get her son 
back in to Kohanga Reo. 

She feels her previous history has meant it is 
been impossible to find a place to rent. She wants 
landlords to sympathetically consider people’s 
past and what they have been through. 
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Stories from our research
A solo parent seeking stability

“Give people a chance to make a 
difference, otherwise people end 
up homeless”.

No

Can we 
rent it?

No
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Insights from our research
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"Generating insights is a great way to sum-
marise the issues we kept hearing about".
  Core team member
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Insights from the research 

Insight #1

It is tough for families to thrive when they are 
caught in a void between social and private 
renting. 

Some people that can not access social housing 
struggle to compete in the private rental market.

They can get caught in a ‘void’ between 
social and private renting that can lead to 
overcrowding, living in garages, vehicles and on 
campgrounds.

 

Insight #2

When it comes to the quality and size of rental 
properties most renters are ‘market takers’ not 
‘market makers’.

People need a good quality home free from 
serious maintenance and health issues.

But in the rental market they are having to accept 
whatever property they can get - the supply of 
private rentals in South Auckland does not match 
the local demand (e.g. size cost, quality). Short 
tenancies mean they have few incentives or 
options to improve the property.

 

Stuck in the 
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Insights from the research 

Insight #3

A lack of tenure security impacts on people of all 
ages, especially the elderly.

The growing numbers of elderly renters need 
secure tenure. 

The cost of finding a new home, relocating, 
moving belongings and establishing new social 
networks is hugely stressful and costly at point 
in life when stability is highly valued. 

 

Insight #4

If you are new to New Zealand the social norms 
and nuances of the private rental market can be 
confusing and make it hard to find stable and 
secure tenure.

New migrants enter the private rental market at a 
disadvantage because they don’t know how the 
‘system’ works and they don’t have reference / 
credit history. 

Family networks can provide temporary housing 
options but can lead to over crowding and risks 
the host family’s tenancy.

 

How does 
this work?
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Insights from the research 

Insight #5

The tenancy tribunal was set up for tenants and 
landlords but most cases appear to be brought 
by landlords.

Tenants need to know what help and support 
is available to them via the tenancy tribunal 
and have the confidence to access it and be 
confident there will be no retaliatory actions.

 

Insight #6

The quality of the relationship between the 
landlord and tenant is an important factor in 
developing longer tenancies.

Landlords want income security and tenants 
looking for stability want longer rental tenure.

But factors such as job security, changing family 
dynamics etc. make it high risk for tenants 
to sign a long term fixed contract. A quality 
relationship between a landlord and tenant can 
be more important.

 

Who do I 
go to for 

Who is the 
tenancy 

Is all the 
information 

going to be kept 
confidential?

I know who 
to go to for 
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Insights from the research 

Insight #7

There are too few homes in South Auckland for 
large families and too little flexibility around how 
existing housing can be lived in safely.

Pacific families come to Auckland with deep 
cultural norms about how they live, however 
these can not be accommodated because: 

• A three bedroom house is not big enough for 
an extended family

• Over-crowding rules prevent extended 
families from living together

• Climate conditions are different to the 
islands.   

Insight #8

Frequent moving disconnects families from 
their communities.

For vulnerable families with children, moving 
house is disruptive and costly and moving 
communities can be devastating.

Because moving away from friends and family 
and social networks can significantly impact 
child development.
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37

Insights from the research 

Insight #9

Some landlords like to go the ‘extra mile’ to 
support their tenants, but they need quality 
advice about what works best...

….because sometimes good intentions can lead 
to unintended complications with their tenants 
such as rent arrears, property damage and 
damaged personal relationships.

 

Insight #10

The three way relationship between tenants, 
property managers and landlords can be a barrier 
to getting basic house maintenance completed.

Property owners want well maintained properties 
because it is their asset. Tenants want well 
maintained properties because it is their home. 

However, property managers can be a barrier 
to getting maintenance issues resolved quickly 
because regularly taking problems to the landlord 
is time consuming and diminishes the value that 
the property manager adds.

 

My cat got hit 
by a car, I can't 
make rent this 

week

That's ok, 
just pay 

extra next 
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Insights from the research 

Insight #11

The motivations of property investors do not 
always align with the reality and responsibilities 
of being a landlord.

Landlords who manage their own properties 
sometimes lack the time and resources to 
respond to legitimate tenant expectations. Their 
primary motivation was to be an investor and 
not to be a landlord. To some, ‘passive income’ 
really does mean passive.

 

Insight #12

We often talk of the Auckland housing market, 
but in reality there are many localised housing 
markets that may need different approaches to 
improve them.

Common narratives about the Auckland housing 
market do not capture the fact that for many 
people their family, work and children's school 
binds them to a particular area. Mobility is not an 
option and what is happening in the local housing 
market is far more significant. 
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Range of potential levers
There are a number of lenses that can be applied to help develop our thinking about potential 
solutions to address rental insecurity. One tool is to consider the range of policy levers which may be 
utilised to address the challenges. The graph below positions these on a spectrum from Research 
at one end through to regulation at the other end. In reality it is likely that a toolbox approach will be 
needed to meet the needs of different groups. 
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Another way to consider the issue is by 
segmenting tenants into different groups 
depending on their life stage, and their 
financial situation. The graph above maps 
these on a spectrum. Some solutions 
may meet the needs of financially secure 
younger renters, but may not meet the needs 
of senior people who rent and have little 
opportunity to increase their income. 

It is also important to consider the 
environment or context in which the issue 
of rental insecurity is being considered. 
The diagram above maps some of the 
major change factors occurring in the 
rental market in New Zealand, particularly 
Auckland, at the moment. Some of these 
may represent opportunities for new ways 
to consider how opportunities for greater 
stability may be provided. Other factors 
may represent challenges which further 
exacerbate the current issues. 

Research Advocacy Advice Incentives Technology RegulationMarket-based
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Developing our concepts
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"Asking our interviewees what they'd change 
about renting if they had a magic wand 
generated so many creative ideas"

Core team member



Concepts
Empowering tenants and landlords

MyHub: 
An app for tenants who need to know what rights they have and benefits they are entitled to, and how 
to get it. Brings together renting information from across all agencies as a ‘one-stop-shop’. Specifically 
advocates and supports tenants, as opposed to equitable sites like Tenancy Services. 

Starter Kit for New Investors:
People looking to invest in rental property are given advice and information on what being a landlord 
entails before purchase. They are encouraged to view property investment not as ‘passive income’ but 
as an income stream with its own obligations. New investors enter the market with eyes wide open.

Tenancy Advocates Service:
An organisation which advocates for tenants - liaising and negotiating with landlords, supporting them 
through disputes and helping them retain their tenancies. 
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Concepts

Tripartite Tenancy Agreements:
Where property management companies are 
used, tenancy agreements are signed by the 
owner, property management company, and the 
tenant. The agreement covers the rights and 
responsibilities of the landlord and tenant, plus 
the terms agreed between the owner and property 
manager.

Grounds for Termination:
The Residential Tenancies Act is amended to 
require landlords to give proof when using any of 
the existing grounds for termination. For instance, 
written evidence that a family member will be 
moving in. The 90-day notice provision without any 
reason given will be repealed. 

Re-Sale Conditions:
Any rental property re-sold within a given period 
must retain its tenants as a condition of sale, 
unless the tenant is in breach of the Act. 

Regulatory responses
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Concepts
A match made in heaven

'The Link':
A tenant / landlord matchmaking service in 
which landlords prepared to house particular 
types of tenant (people with disabilities, multiple 
families, single men) are matched with relevant 
potential tenants. Tenants in turn would be able 
to search for houses that suited their needs and 
circumstances.

How-to Toolkit: 
Migrant and refugee families are given tailored 
information on housing and renting in New 
Zealand with details on utilities, banks, the basics 
of living in a typical kiwi house and support 
services available to them. Community groups 
and churches would be involved to add to and 
distribute the information. 
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Concepts

Capitalise on Council Land:
Council-owned land is leased to a consortium 
of investors/Community Housing Providers to 
develop affordable and fit-for-purpose long-term 
rental housing. Rental housing is integrated into a 
broader regeneration of an area, including home 
ownership. 

Residential Rental Investment Fund: 
Small-scale investors contribute to a rental 
fund which purchases rental properties on their 
behalf. Costs are distributed across all investors, 
risk is diversified, and dividends are paid out 
proportionally. Investors retain the benefits of 
residential property investment but do not need to 
be active landlords in order to do so. 

Early Bond Access:
Landlords, with the tenant’s consent, are enabled 
access to all or a portion of the bond paid early in 
order to cover rent arrears or damage caused by 
the tenant. In return, it is agreed that the tenancy is 
not terminated for a set period of time, unless the 
tenant further breaches the Act. 

Investment and return
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What's next?

Our aim with this co-design project was to do a quick and efficient journey through the first two 
diamonds in the design chain above, to try to expand our understanding of some of the issues currently 
present in the rental market. We wanted to add a dimension to our existing knowledge by taking a 
qualitative approach and talk to the end users in the rental market, i.e. tenants, landlords and property 
managers. 

We did this with the intent to learn about their lived experience, about what it means to be a landlord or 
a tenant, and about their ideas for how to alleviate some barriers towards creating a virtuous renting 
cycle. 

The next phase of work is still to be determined, but we hope that the insights and concepts we have 
explored can function as a useful catalyst for further research and discussion.

"Renting has not traditionally been part of the Kiwi dream; it has 
always seemed like a second-rate option. But it doesn't have to be 
that way."

Generation Rent: Rethinking New Zealand's  Housing Priorities,
S & S Eaqub
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