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Families with children are the most dominant household type in 

Australia - accounting for ~40% of households.1 Unfortunately, this 

market segment has been largely dismissed by apartment developers 

due to significant profitability and sales challenges.

Our research, initially based on housing in the City of Melbourne 

LGA, identified four main reasons why build-to-rent (BTR) is uniquely 

positioned to overcome these barriers and change this dynamic 

particularly for smaller family households:

1. Families look for less bedrooms when renting.

Build-to-sell (BTS) developers are often conservative about providing 

family-friendly units as purchasers often look for 3-bedroom dwellings 

or larger. These larger units, which cost more to deliver, are consequently 

riskier stock to sell and feature lower profit margins. Most attempts of 

selling 3- and 4-bedroom units have been aimed at the significantly 

smaller premium-end of the market segment. 
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However, when it comes to renting, the majority of Melbourne CBD 

families rent 2-bedroom units2 3 - a product that developers are much 

more confident in delivering to the market. This demographic, who often 

do not want to sacrifice living in an area with high convenience and 

amenity, are willing to try apartment living when beginning to raise a 

family; and although they would like a larger apartment, the 3-bedroom 

stock is a bit out of their range.

BTR can offer the best of both worlds. A 2-bedroom unit in a BTR 

development can provide families with greater amenities and a rental 

cost significantly lower than a larger, 3-bedroom unit. While BTR units 

are priced at a premium, they can be positioned in the large rental cost 

gap between private 2-bedroom and 3-bedroom rentals. 

Figure 1. Docklands (2016) - Family Households4 5 6 7 - Weekly Rent. 
BTR’s premium rentals may align well with what family households are 
currently paying, especially if the development is located in the inner 
suburbs.
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2. There is a closing cost gap between a ‘family-
friendly’ apartment unit and a typical investor-
grade unit.

The gradual introduction of higher design standards has raised the 

bar for minimally-complying units in recent years. The most recent 

2-bedroom apartment designs address a lot of the problems previously 

identified by families - for example, higher acoustic standards and 

daylight requirements, and, more recently providing an option to provide 

larger internal spaces (which could offer more storage and play space 

for children) in lieu of balconies (seen by many parents as unsafe and 

unsuitable for younger children) in high-rise settings. 

Australia’s growing experience in apartment developments has also 

led to greater design innovations and efficiencies. Ignite’s research, 

for example, identified a number of low-cost (between +0.3 to +1.7% of 

the mean sale price) design interventions that address other typical 

issues: adding doors to study nooks so they can double-up as storage 

cupboards for larger toys, and, specifying handheld shower nozzles to 

allow occupants to bathe children in shower spaces without the need 

for bathtubs. Further, the centralised management of BTR developments 

supports other key aspects of family apartment living such as 

expansible storage and parking provisions.

Figure 2. Summary of design intervention’s from Ignite’s research. 
Examples mentioned in this article have been highlighted. Refer to 
previous research article on child-friendly apartment design for 
complete list of proposed design interventions.
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3. BTR developments are in a better position 
to overcome the largest remaining challenge: 
providing adequate communal amenities for 
families with children.

Developers often view the small amount of family-sized units in their 

stock to not justify the provision of child-friendly communal amenities. 

However, the BTR model overcomes this challenge because it can create 

significantly larger catchment sizes for its amenities.
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Firstly, a portion of BTR amenities can be publicly accessible - they are 

not assigned the same resident-only exclusivity that a BTS development 

conveys. Mirvac, for example, has begun blurring this boundary further by 

providing a publicly accessible, externally-operated coworking amenity 

for its renters.9 This same approach could be explored for child-focused 

spaces such as childcare, learning and play centres. 

Secondly, large-scale BTR projects make investment in child-focused 

amenities more feasible. While smaller developments may not find it 

justifiable to provide amenities to only a handful of families, BTR projects 

which typically feature hundreds of units may have a far greater number 

of children. 

These advantages enable valuable partnership opportunities between 

BTR developers and local councils for delivering public amenity that 

would be more difficult to achieve with BTS developments. A notable 

example from Ignite’s stakeholder research highlighted how BTS 

developments reduced the feasibility of new public infrastructure: 

because BTS communal amenities such as pools, gyms and cinemas 

are resident-access only, there is minimal growth in catchment sizes 

for public facilities such as swimming centres, fitness centres and 

entertainment spaces as an area undergoes densification. This not only 

decreases neighbourhood amenity but it also reduces opportunities for 

residents to connect with the local community.

Designs that appropriately integrate, rather than separate, ‘adult’ spaces 

and ‘child’ spaces can achieve greater space efficiencies and reinforce 

the BTR amenity offering. Ignite’s research found a number of existing 

child facilities had been designed with the assumption that parents 

would supervise their children the entire time they use the space - 

this discouraged parents from using this space as they could not be 

productive with performing other tasks. Instead, co-locating spaces 

for parents such as coworking zones or entertainment areas alongside 

child-focused play/study spaces can promote wider family engagement 

with the facilities and community. There is also an opportunity to explore 

how these spaces can function more efficiently over the course of a day: 

during work hours focus/meeting rooms could be used by parents on VC 

calls whereas in the evening children can do their homework or practice 

music in these rooms. The increased integration of these communal 

spaces begins to closely align with the typical scenes inside a home - 

where the parents might be cooking dinner while passively engaging 

with their child as they do their homework or practice their instrument.
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Figure 3. Multi-function rooms can create greater spatial efficiencies

4. BTR not only offers, but can even entice, 
families to have a frictionless, long-term tenure.

First, there is the well-known flexibility offering - which is especially 

effective when integrated with flexible floor layouts and data-driven 

tenant unit allocation. ‘Lock-off’ apartments and side-by-side ‘dumbbell’ 

units simplify upsizing and downsizing across a building’s lifecycle, 

particularly if the unit mix does not meet current market demands. 

Data from tenants’ profiles can assist with strategically locating 

complementary tenants together. For example, placing short-term, one-

bedroom tenants next to families who may have an aspiration to upsize 

allows greater opportunity to make use of ‘lock-off’ apartments without 

requiring the family to move units.
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However, BTR is also uniquely positioned to create experiences that 

encourage tenants to stay. Compared to BTS, BTR operators have a 

much greater opportunity to get to know their tenants - including when 

they might be expecting a newborn, or when one of their children plans 

to move out, or when one of their relatives is keen to move in to live 

together. Linking these significant events with curated ‘experiences’ can 

tie the tenant closer to the community - think birth clubs, seniors groups 

and more, providing another reason for the tenant to want to stay.

Conclusion

BTR is uniquely positioned to function as a gateway for families to 

explore apartment living. A number of factors such as its communal 

amenity offering, centralised tenant services and product mix already 

works in its favour. Further design explorations and innovations can 

greatly capitalise on the opportunity for the BTR asset class to capture 

the largest household market segment in Australia - a tenant with longer 

tenure aspirations and greater interest in community engagement.
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Disclaimer

The information provided constitutes our judgment and are subject 

to change without notice. They are indicative and do not account for 

individual circumstances. As such, Ignite ABP Network does not warrant 

its completeness or accuracy.


