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Part one:
What to look for in a
neighbourhood when buying
your first home
In this series we are going to show you how
to find quality neighbourhoods, how they are
put together and what this means for you.
We’ll guide you through the key elements
of neighbourhood design and how they can
influence your everyday quality of life and the
enjoyment of your home. We’ll consider what
affects your feelings of safety and well-being as
well as more practical issues, such as the way
parking is arranged and how it might affect your
relationships with your new neighbours.
To do this, we’ll go on a journey. We’ll
start with the layout and character of the
neighbourhood itself – taking a look at how the
place might be seen by your visitors and other,
future buyers. We’ll think about how easy it is to
move around on foot, cycle, bus and car and what
facilities there are nearby. Then we’ll move along
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your own street, thinking about how interesting,
lively, quiet or safe it feels. Finally, we’ll reach
your front door and think about first impressions
from your doorstep. You will then have the
knowledge to compare the quality of different
locations so that you buy the best home in the
best neighbourhood you can afford.
As a first time buyer you are about to make the
biggest financial decision of your life. No doubt
you have made a list of must-haves for the home
itself: numbers of bedrooms, storage, maybe
garden size and parking. You will also have made
some choices about location and lifestyle – do
you want to be part of the urban buzz with shops,
bars and restaurants nearby or do you prefer
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peace and quiet with access to the countryside?
You may have thought about what’s around you
in terms of schools, a park, corner shops and
perhaps bus or train services. But have you ever
considered how the place itself may affect your
everyday life and what it may mean for you
when it’s time to sell up and move on?

Checking out the
neighbourhood
Choosing the right neighbourhood means
looking beyond just your home and finding an
attractive and pleasant place to live. You’ll want

to find a place with a sense of identity – you
don’t have to be satisfied with a dull collection
of identical streets and houses. You will also be
thinking about how close you are to the things
you and future buyers might value. A good way
to start is to think about how long it takes to get
to a range of shops and services so that you don’t
have to travel too far. Ideally, the nearest corner
shop or newsagent and primary school should
be within a five-minute walk. Next, consider how
close is the nearest high street or city centre with
a wider range
of shops and
services, such as
a supermarket,
bars, restaurants,
a cinema, doctors’
surgery or
dentists. Ideally, a
walking distance of 10-15 minutes should bring
you to this sort of centre. If you are choosing a
more rural setting for your first home or there is
no centre close by, you will need to think about
what choices you have in getting there. Can you
get a bus? Do you have a car? How much would
a taxi be after a night out? If you change jobs
and need to travel, is there a good train service
close by? Proximity to all these things is what
gives your location its value, so make a list of the
things that are important to you and use maps,
websites and aerial photos to research new areas.

The schools factor
It is well known that being close to good schools
acts as a buffer against price drops, with good
secondary schools adding around 18% to the
value of homes and good primary schools
adding about 33%. Even if you don’t have any
children, it’s a good idea to try to find up-andcoming schools that will help to add value to
your new home over time. It is easy to check
the relevant websites to see which schools have
been improving and to look for homes in their
catchment area.

Moving around – getting to
where you want to go
By now you will have narrowed down your
choice of locations according to budget and
lifestyle aspirations. Start by having a good
walk round the streets and get a feel for where
things are and what they’re like. Another thing
to consider is how far it is to the local park and
what facilities there are. If you are thinking of
starting a family or like sports or walking a dog,
then check out the location and quality of play
spaces and parks.
You will already be aware of many of these
aspects of access and location. However,
there are other much less obvious but equally

important features that are related to the design
and layout of the neighbourhood itself.
This might sound strange, but one of the first
things to think about
when checking out
a neighbourhood is
how the streets are
arranged. The layout
of local streets has
many knock-on
effects and can have
a big impact on your day-to-day life. How easy it
is to move around and reach the things that you
want to get to?
Since the 1950s, the most frequently used
layout for new neighbourhoods has been based
on dead-end streets or cul-de-sacs. Of course,
there is a massive variety of layouts, but for now
we’ll focus on some pluses and minuses that
apply to all neighbourhoods that are based on
dead-end streets.

Loops and lollipops
– things you need to know
about cul-de-sacs
Check out your prospective neighbourhood
on aerial photos and you will get a great bird’s
eye view of the place. Easily identified by their
‘loops and lollipops’ appearance from above,
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Is there a local shop or school within a
five-minute walk?

£

Are you within a 15-minute walk from
town? If not, is there a bus service close by?

£

What are the nearest schools like?
Are they improving?

£

Is there a park within a five-minute walk?
Is it well looked after?

£

Are you in a cul-de-sac? If so, are there lots
of dingy footpaths?

If you are buying a brand-new home, don’t be
afraid to ask the builder all of these questions
as they are much more important in the long
run than what the taps are like or how the
décor is done.
© Cat barylak
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left Connected vs
unconnected routes: the
layout (far left) has only
three routes, but the one on
the left has a choice of nine
Right Dead-end streets
cut you off from your
neighbours and your
neighbourhood
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Environments: A Manual for
Designers by Ian Bentley, Sue
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dead-end street layouts offer some benefits but
even more drawbacks, and you’ll need to balance
these when making your choice. Generally, culde-sacs are very quiet places with little traffic,
and this can be an advantage for noise and for
when children want to play out in the street. But
the very things that can make them attractive
can also cause problems. Homes in cul-de-sacs
are a staggering 30% more likely to be burgled
than those on connected streets. This risk can
rise to even more dizzying levels if a series of
cul-de-sacs are linked by footpaths, leading to a
mind-blowing five-fold increase in instances of
break-ins and burglaries.
The reason for this increase in property crime
is due to cul-de-sacs being poorly surveilled,
meaning that there are fewer people around to
keep an eye on your home for you when you
are out. Because they are dead ends, there is
little chance of a burglar being disturbed as it’s
unlikely that there will be many people around

or passing through. The consequences of this are
higher home insurance premiums, more costly
home protection measures and less peace of
mind. You’ll have to decide on what level of risk
you are comfortable with, but we think you’ll
agree that the figures make sobering reading.
And it’s not just property security that can
suffer from disconnected living. If you live in
a cul-de-sac, you are far more likely to drive
because the walking routes are often indirect,
can feel boring as footpaths run between closeboarded garden fences and can seem positively
dangerous at night. Hank Dittmar, director of the
Prince’s Foundation for the Built Environment,
claims that many people routinely burn a litre
of petrol on a shopping trip for a pint of milk. “If
you live at the end of a cul-de-sac in a housing
estate, you have to drive to a collector road, then
to a main road, to another collector road, to
another cul-de-sac, to the shop,” he says. “If you
live on a set of interconnected blocks, you can

walk there.” At today’s prices, that pint of milk
would cost £2.10 if we add in the true cost of
using the car for short journeys.
Aside from wasting money on fuel and causing
more damage to the planet, this can have dire
consequences for your waistline, too. Dr Richard
Jackson, the American public health expert,
has shown that people who live in car-based
communities weigh, on average, six pounds more
than those in traditional towns because they
have far less opportunity to burn a few extra
calories through walking.
Finally, because layouts based on cul-de-sacs
separate one group of houses from another,
it can be very difficult for visitors to find your
house without getting lost or taking the wrong
turn. Instead, look for neighbourhoods that have
streets and footpaths that are well-connected to
surrounding areas and that are easily navigated
by foot and by car.
Neighbourhoods in older and more historic
places are usually laid out in a very different
pattern and have straighter, more connected
streets. This type of layout is much easier to
grasp and move around in, giving you a choice of
direct routes to where you want to go with little
or no backtracking. As one street is connected to
another, there tends to be more people moving
around and this both increases opportunities
to bump into neighbours and friends as well as
decreasing instances of crime.

Next Time…
You now know what to look for when choosing
your location, and you can start to build a
picture of what you neighbourhood has to offer.
Next month, we’ll carry on our journey, adding
to our list as we go. We’ll be looking at the
things that make your street desirable to live in
and what factors help you when you come to
sell on. When we’re done, you’ll be able to buy
with confidence and know that your new home
meets your needs.
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