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Abstract:  
 
Large apartment developments are like mini-communities – there are a wide variety of 
relationships and networks within, and both complaints and disputes are common.  Such 
situations come at a significant emotional and financial cost to the individuals involved.  
There is also an overflow effect on both the collective apartment owners and the broader 
community – especially where disputes escalate to formal tribunal and court hearings.  The 
purpose of this study was to investigate the underlying features of complaint and dispute 
behaviour including the proximity between disputing parties, the situational context and the 
residual triggers causing complaint and disputes to occur.  The emphasis was on an 
exploratory pilot study, aimed at determining if predictable patterns existed and if so, 
whether these were worth pursuing on a broader scale, or not.  The methodology utilised a 
case study of a large apartment complex of 108 separate apartments, where complaint and 
dispute records were analysed over a 10 year period.  These were then mapped onto the 
apartment layout.  Data arising from this was coded into thematically consistent categories 
and then quantitatively analysed using descriptive statistics. With regard to the proximity of 
complaints and disputes there was an occasional pattern whereby noise can be attributed to 
close proximity complaints, but there is no evidence that this leads to formal dispute.  The 
originality of the research is in providing quantitative insight into the current gap in 
knowledge concerning complaint and dispute behaviour amongst residents living in higher 
density housing in Australia. Revealed patterns create the ability to use more targeted 
dispute resolution methods with a view to maintaining harmony within higher density 
residential complexes.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
During the early 1960’s, concerns regarding population grown and urban consolidation 
prompted the government to consider alternative forms of property ownership for medium 
and high-density living.  Therefore, to facilitate this vision, a different form of property title 
ownership, known as Strata Title evolved.   
 
The first strata property titling laws were introduced into New South Wales in the early 
1960’s.  It is by far the most commonly used form of high density residential property 
ownership in New South Wales.  The term “strata” refers to the cubic air space within an 
allocated boundary, such as an apartment (Strata Schemes–Freehold Development Act 
1973-Section 5). The portion of air space that it defines is known as a “lot” which coexists 
with other lots to make up a “strata scheme” for an entire complex.  The specifications of the 
strata scheme are detailed in a “Strata Plan” which is lodged with a government run agency, 
Land & Property Information NSW (Land & Property Information 2013), as a permanent 
record of property ownership and associated usage rights.     
 
Given the above, a strata scheme may represent a building or a collection of buildings, and 
generally the scheme can vary in size from only 2 lots, to over 700 lots.  The strata scheme 
can be either residential, or non-residential, or a mixture of both.  The ownership of the 
common property, for example stairs and hallways, is shared amongst the owners of the 
lots, and the lot owners are collectively referred to as the “owners’ corporation”.   
 
The owners’ corporation is responsible for the maintenance and repair of the common 
property and the overall management of the scheme.  Strata levies are charged to each lot 
owner, and are based on the unit entitlement of each lot, and the budgeted forecast of the 
strata scheme.  This budgeted forecast includes both the administration fund, for day-to-day 
operating expenses, and the sinking fund, which is concerned with long-term capital 
expenditure.  Generally, strata schemes will be managed by a Strata Manager – a role which 
is typically undertaken by an external service provider.  
 
From the 1960’s to the early 1980’s strata buildings were predominantly 3 storeys high, did 
not require an elevator, and favoured shared laundry facilities.   In later years with the 
emergence of medium and high rise apartments, there was little consideration concerning 
the design of the complex to encourage community living and harmonisation.  Therefore, 
with such a wide variety of relationships and networks within an apartment complex, 
disputes became common. As with most disputes that occur at a personal level, there can 
also be significant emotional and financial cost to the individuals involved.  Further, an 
overflow effect can potentially impact on the owners’ corporation and possibly other parties 
as well. This is especially the case, where disputes that cannot be successfully handled 
internally, are escalated to external parties for resolution.   
 
The first level in dealing with strata complaints and disputes is typically internal insofar as the 
issue may be resolved by negotiation between specific parties or more formally registered 
with the strata manager for action. At the next level is the Consumer Trader and Tenancy 
Tribunal (CTTT) which is a government body set up to formally hear strata related disputes. 
The CTTT falls under Fair Trading NSW (CTTT 2013) who also administers the Consumer, 
Trader and Tenancy Act 2001 and the Strata Management Act 1996 (NSW Fair Trading 
2012).  Above this, the highest level concerns court mechanisms for resolution.   
 
There appears to be little existing quantitative data that delves into detail about the nature of 
such complaints and disputes.  Even so, some over-viewing observations can be made 
about the scale of the problem based on published CTTT dispute lodgement data (CTTT 
2013).  For instance, the 2007 to 2012 financial year period indicates a 6.4% increase in 
dispute lodgement applications (Fair Trading NSW Annual Reports 2007 & 2012).  Further, 
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there were 1,417 (Fair Trading NSW Annual Report 2012) strata related disputes lodged 
during the 2011-2012 financial year.  Such disputes can be lodged by the individual owner of 
a lot – such as an apartment owner - or can be lodged by the owners’ corporation (as a 
group).  Pursuant to this, 69.36% of lodged disputes were from individual lot owners, 29.14% 
from owners’ corporation, and a further 1.5% from either occupiers of a lot or other 
miscellaneous parties.   These percentages indicate the extent to which individual lot owners 
are involved in disputes.  A summary categorising the type of disputes dealt by the CTTT for 
2011-2012 is useful in further articulating the problem.   For instance 52.04% applications 
lodged for adjudication were for general orders and property which included issues such as 
noise, smell, parking and rubbish.  Data from Fair Trading NSW does not separate this into 
smaller groupings and so it is not possible to determine which issue within this cluster had 
the highest level of applications.  Governance matters related to 29.82% of applications 
lodged for adjudication and 1.57% were attributed to financial issues.  Interim orders were 
also issued – 16.57% - as a preliminary occurrence, which occurs prior to a dispute 
proceeding to formal hearing within the adjudication process. Therefore, this last cluster 
could relate to either general orders, governance or finance. 
 
Given the above, it can be said that there is limited quantifiable data in the extant literature 
and hence there is reason to undertake detailed enquiry with a view to improving harmony 
among occupants within high density residential complexes. The objective of the paper is 
therefore to explore and seek predictable patterns in the underlying nature of complaints and 
disputes; the extent to which such issues cause interpersonal or group issues; and whether 
or not such residents live in close proximity to each other.  
 
If such patterns exist, then dispute resolution could be managed in a more targeted way.  
For instance, close proximity disputes may include a greater need to resolve emotive issues 
between disputing parties, whilst other disputes may be handled in a more objective way.  
Under this scenario, different types of dispute resolution could be enlisted according to 
express needs.  In New South Wales, there are various mechanisms available for the 
disputing parties to access, in an attempt to resolve issues at the initial level of conflict.  
Therefore, the purpose with identifying the proximity pattern is to enable the most effective 
and appropriate manner to deal with the issues raised. 
 
Alternatively, the issues might relate to the strata complex governance and organisational 
aspects, building design and quality of materials and workmanship, notions of community 
formation and harmony.  In this scenario a proximity pattern would be a secondary 
consideration, and this is discussed further in the analysis section of this paper. 
 
The next part of the research paper discusses the literature pertaining to strata living issues 
amongst residents.  The research is drawn from both the national and international 
perspective. 
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Dense residential living patterns are now evidenced in most countries around the world. It is 
interesting but not surprising that a variety of literature has emerged on matters such as the 
management of the strata schemes (Guilding & Whiteoak 2008; Warnken & Guilding, 2009), 
the simplification of the strata laws (Dredge & Coiacetto 2011) and the legislation, 
governance and management of strata developments (Sherry 2010, Everton-Moore 
et.al.2006, Gibbon 2013).   
 
Despite the above, authors such as Easthope & Randolph (2009) and Baker (2011), identify 
the lack of detailed empirical research about residents’ perspectives when living in medium 
density residential environments. Dredge & Coiacetto (2011) point to the importance of 



4 
 

“notions of community” but even so, there is very little research that delves into the 
mechanics of how and why disputes develop amongst occupants in strata developments, 
and how to manage these disputes.  
 
Whilst structured regulation cannot fully address this issue, it does provide public 
consultation which exposes underlying issues of relevance to residents in strata complexes. 
For example, in 2011,   the NSW Government commissioned an on-line consultation forum 
which was hosted by Global Access Partners (NSW Fair Trading 2012).  There were more 
than 1,900 submissions and comments for strata complexes including issues relating to 
building defects, cigarette smoking and parking problems.  Such issues are similar to 
research undertaken by Easthope & Judd (2010), where findings concluded noise, smells, 
parking and shared common areas raised considerable impact on the residents satisfaction 
in high-rise apartment living.    
 
Further, in September 2012, a discussion paper was released by Fair Trading NSW, 
outlining options for possible reform to the strata laws (NSW Fair Trading 2012) and 
stakeholders were invited to provide additional comment.  The government reviewed all 
submissions during February and March 2013, and are now in the process of preparing draft 
reform proposals to be released for public consultation, later in the year. 
 
New Zealand has also experienced similar issues with the need to simplify their strata laws, 
citing problems such as issues with the owners’ corporation, out-dated legislation, lack of 
clarity with regards to “roles and responsibilities of owners, managers and other 
stakeholders”, poor workmanship and building materials, design issues and so on.  It is no 
co-incidence that New Zealand and Australia have experienced similar problems with their 
strata laws since the New Zealand legislation evolved from the Australian model (Dupuis & 
Dixon 2004). 
 
Similarly, Korea’s public apartments have experienced problems such as social exclusion 
and conflict, with literature suggesting the building plan as the issue underlying the problem.  
(Lee et.al. 2010).  The authors undertook a survey of the occupants who responded 
positively with the suggestion of common areas to promote “communal culture” from within 
the complex and also to interact with non-residents of the complex.  This notion of social 
exclusion was also considered by Gifford (2007) who looked into the social and 
psychological influences of buildings.  For instance he proposed that residents in high rise 
apartments would have fewer friendships in the building, would help each other less, and 
there would be a greater fear of crime; in contrast, residents who occupied low-rise 
apartments would probably achieve a greater level of apartment living satisfaction. 
 
Though Gifford’s proposition is not grounded with quantitative evidence, it is interesting to 
separate apartment living into high-rise and low-rise categories because of the implication 
that high density living may affect the quality of social interaction among occupants. For 
instance in the context of the current study, the low-rise category can be likened to 
townhouses, villas, terraces, and semi-detached dwellings, where there are less neighbours 
in close proximity to each other.  It is also noteworthy to mention, that currently in New South 
Wales, the strata laws do not differentiate between high-rise and low-rise complexes. 
 
Earlier research by Yip and Forrest (2002) investigated tensions and conflicts within high rise 
apartments in Hong Kong, and concluded there was a greater need for “coercive 
participation and collective action” from residents living in an apartment complex when 
compared to private home ownership.  The authors were of the opinion that excessive 
regulation was detrimental to the promotion of participation and democracy within the 
decision making process for the management of their apartment.  For instance, in Hong 
Kong a large majority of votes is required to change existing rules and therefore 
disadvantage the minority in the complex.  In contrast, the strata laws in New South Wales 
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provide for a basic set of model by-laws which are adopted for all strata complexes as a 
starting point,   
 
In response to the need for urban consolidation, high rise apartments have become quite 
common in large cities, such as Sydney.  Research undertaken by Easthope and Judd 
(2010) highlighted the need for “quality of life and residential satisfaction” for higher density 
residents. City Futures (Easthope & Judd 2010) undertook a preliminary survey of executive 
committee members from strata schemes in NSW, and identified the top two causes of 
complaints being noise, approximately 55%; and smells approximately 29%.  Along a similar 
line, Easthope and Judd (2010) identified complaints such as inadequate conditions for 
families with children, noise, and restrictive governance on lifestyle relating to high rise 
apartments.  Of note, it would seem that complaints such as noise and smells may be more 
of an issue for those living in close proximity, than those with a greater distance of proximity.   
 
Social interaction and community well-being has also been highlighted as an important 
consideration for resident satisfaction within the apartment complex (Easthope and Judd 
2010; McKenzie 2004; Sivam & Karuppannan 2009).   Additionally, selected research 
suggests the existence of a link between positive social interaction and high rise apartment 
living (Bramley & Power 2009).  However, this is contradictory to earlier research mentioned 
in this paper by Gifford (2007) and Lee et.al. (2010) who suggest that residents in high rise 
apartments would have fewer friendships within the complex.  A possible explanation for this 
contradiction might be the opportunities available within some high-rise complexes for the 
residents to socialise and interact with their neighbours within common areas such as a pool, 
BBQ, lobby, function room, and other open area spaces (Henderson-Wilson 2008; Easthope 
and Judd 2010). 
  
As discussed earlier in this paper, dispute resolution and mediation is available with the 
CTTT.  However, Leshinsky and Mouat (2012) recommended the approach of encouraging 
collaborative decision-making rather than the use of strict rules which may appear to be 
unnecessarily harsh.  However, research in this literature review indicates issues such as 
illegal parking, excessive noise and food smells, which would seem to offer little opportunity 
for compromise.  There is also the possibility that the offending residents are unaware of the 
impact of their actions with other occupants, however, without any data evident in the 
existing literature, this thought can only be an assumption at this stage. 
 
In 2011, Leshinsky et.al. studied a strata scheme complex in Victoria, and determined that 
conflicts fell into the category of either “quality of life” or “financial disputes”.   The authors 
surveyed strata managers who indicated dissatisfaction with the procedures for resolving 
disputes, and considered knowledge for dispute and conflict resolution an important asset for 
strata managers to acquire, in order to effectively manage strata complexes.   
 
Whilst there has been scant literature written with regards to proximity of neighbours 
involved in disputes, Grosberg (2003) sought to identify the advantages of mediation to 
resolve disputes.  He proposed a correlation based on the premise of the “propinquity” of 
residents, when compared to neighbours in detached housing - a topic that is well aligned 
with the intent of this study.  The author considered two possible circumstances (as relevant 
to the current study) for an increase in disputes.  Firstly, the premise of more people living 
together in a compressed area when compared to a freestanding house; and secondly the 
notion that renters will not respect and look after the property in the same manner as an 
owner occupier. Though these offer potentially interesting insights into the nature of disputes 
in high density living, it is notable that Grosberg did not quantitatively test these propositions 
and so it remains unclear regarding the validity of these propositions.   
 
Given the previous discussion, it seems clear that the literature acknowledges the need to 
explore more deeply the nature of complaints and disputes in high density residential living, 
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because of the impact it has on quality of life.  Even so, it seems that little empirical and 
quantitative research has been undertaken to identify the most common forms of complaint 
and dispute and, whether quantifiable patterns exist regarding the proximity of the residents 
who may be involved, hence underpinning the need for the proposed study. 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Consistent with these steps, a case study research methodology was employed to obtain 
data via a large strata complex of 108 lots.  Some salient features of the complex include: 

• The complex was situated in an urban setting close to the CBD of Sydney   
• The complex mainly consisted of studio apartments of 24-40m2 (identified in the 

strata plan as Levels 2,3,4,5,6) and a lesser number of one and two bedroom 
apartments of 34-103m2 (on level 7). A roof top swimming pool/BBQ area was also 
available for use by all residents in the complex.     

• The complex had security intercom and cameras located throughout the building. 
 

Dispute records from the complex were collected for a 10 year period including disputes 
formally lodged with the strata manager and additional proceedings with the CTTT and court 
system. The data was then mapped against the apartment layout.  Here, it should be noted 
that a limitation of the research was the exclusion of informal disputes and personal records 
of dispute such as phone calls, private emails and similar correspondence.  

Arising from the above data, a thematic analysis (Boyatzis 1998) was undertaken to identify 
common themes of dispute.  The themes were then quantified according to frequency of 
occurrence and were also mapped relative to the lot location of the disputing parties (within 
the strata complex) or where the offending act occurred relative to the complaining party. 
 
A final stage of the research method came about as a result of the relatively low capture rate 
of complaints and disputes over the 10 year period of the case study building (as reported in 
the analysis section of this paper).  This stage focused on a detailed interview with the strata 
manager to explore the apparent disconnect between the number of recorded complaints 
and disputes (relative to the number that were expected).  Following this interview, a small 
number of other validating interviews (4 in total) were conducted with other strata managers 
to determine the generalisability of the feedback from the main interview. 
 
 
ANALYSIS 
  
Over the study period a surprisingly low total of 34 formally recorded complaints and 
disputes were identified. It was quickly realised from the thematic analysis that the majority 
of issues were “complaints” more so than “disputes”.   Here, there was a realised need for 
operational definitions to differentiate the emerging themes, which broadly followed a victim 
and offender relationship (with four offender types), as follows: 

• A complaint made against a known offender.  This was coded where a complainant 
knew who the offender was, and the situation was handled internally by the strata 
manager (coded as “K” in column 6 of Table 1). 

• Complaint made against an unknown offender. This was coded where a complainant 
did not know who the offender was, and again, the matter was handled internally 
within the strata manager (coded as “U” in column 6 of Table 1). As an example, 
dumping of rubbish within the complex was often done anonymously and so even 
though there was anger by other residents towards the person responsible, their 
identity was still unknown.  
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• A formal dispute between two parties.  This was coded where the above matter was 
not resolved by the strata manager and was subsequently referred externally for 
formal dispute hearing with the CTTT (coded as “D” in column 6 of Table 1).   

• Offender not-applicable.  This was coded where there was only an objective problem 
identified – as an example, a complaint about maintenance on the building – and 
where there was no specific person/people related to the problem (coded as “NA” in 
column 6 of Table 1). 

 
 
Table 1:  Overview of complaint and dispute analysis data 
 

Residual trigger Frequency Situational context Frequency Victim 
type 

Offender 
type 

 

Proximity  
categories 

      Offender 
(A) 

Offending 
object 

(B) 

Untidy living 
environment 

10 • Rubbish left in shared walkway 
• Rubbish left in lifts 
• Garbage room mess  
• Dumping unwanted furniture in 

hallways and courtyard area  
 

3 
2 
3 
2 
  
  

G 
G 
G 
G 
  

U 
U 
U 
U 
  

 3 B 
3 B 
3 B 
3 B 

  

Reduced amenity 
(parking) 

8 • Unauthorised parking 
• Dumping of car in the carpark 
• Dumping of car in the carpark  
 

6 
1 
1 

G 
G 
G 

U 
U 
K 
 

 
 

3A 

3 B 
3 B 

  

Noise  5 • Lift–noisy opening doors 
• Late night parties 
• Drunken resident - lost keys   
• Inappropriate home renovations 

(carpet removal) 

1 
2 
1 
1 

G 
G 
G 
I 

N/A 
K 
U 
K 

 
1 A 

 
1 A 

2 B 
1 B 
3 B 

 

Disagreement 
over  repairs and 
maintenance 

5 • Water leaks (e.g. water entry 
from common areas, roof leaks) 

• Roof repairs 
• Security camera faulty  
• Locks/antennas faulty 

2 
 
1 
1 
1 

I 
 

G 
G 
G 

D 
 

N/A 
N/A 
N/A 

 
 

1 B 
 

1 B 
3 B 
4 B 

 
  

Contravention of 
(internally) agreed 
living and health 
standards  

4 • Pets sighted with owners 
• Pets sighted with owners 
• Small Dog 
• Pets causing health problems to 

others  

1 
1 
1 
1 

G 
G 
G 
G 

U 
U 
U 
K 

  
 
 

3 A 

1 B  
2 B 
3 B 

  

Physically defaced 
building and 
assets 

2 • Graffiti on walls 
• Graffiti in lift 

1 
1 

G 
G 

U 
U 

 3 B 
3 B 

 
 
When considering the impact of these categories, it can be said that 67.6% of the 34 
complaints and disputes were from an unknown offender; a further 14.7% were   complaints 
made against a known offender; only 5.9% graduated to formal dispute between two parties 
and a further 11.8% were not-applicable.  It would therefore seem that unknown offenders 
represent a significant source of annoyance to residents followed by known offenders.  It is 
also interesting that very few complaints appear to escalate into formal dispute and that 
some issues have no specific human involvement (in terms of blame or emotively driven 
reasons).   
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Of the above, the “unknown offender” category is thought to be an area that deserves further 
attention by strata managers and  owners’ corporations with a view to promoting harmonious 
living (this need not be undertaken with a view to greater regulation of residents, but rather, 
a more collegiate respect and understanding for each other’s needs). 
 
Further to the above, it was found that different victim types emerged from the data, as 
follows:  

o Group victims (coded as “G” in column 5 of Table 1) - where more than one 
resident was affected and which occurred in 91.18% (31 cases) of the total 34 
cases.  In cross tabulating the 31 cases with the previously discussed 
offender types, it can be said that 74.2% relate to situations with an unknown 
offender, a further 12.9% relate to a known offender and a further 12.9% 
relate to a not applicable offender.  

o Individual victims (coded as “I” in column 5 of Table 1) - where only a single 
resident was affected and which occurred in 8.82% (3 cases) of the total 34 of 
the cases.  Due to the low number of instances, further breakdown is not 
provided.  

 
Clearly, a very high proportion of the above relate to groups – mainly where an unknown 
offender is involved. It would seem that group complaints are more likely to be formally 
recorded, rather than individual complaints, which may favour a more informal approach. 
The amount of group complaints is thought to have implications for the method of resolution 
used.  For instance, group situations are usually more complex than one-on-one situations 
especially in terms of managing group dynamics and the outcomes expected by each 
individual in the group.  Consequently, it may be useful for strata managers and owners’ 
corporations to be aware of, and able to enlist, different resolution methods depending on 
whether the problem involves significant groups or individual victims.   Specific treatment 
may also be given to situations where there is an unknown offender. 
 
Further to the above, it was realised that the incidents themselves were quite varied and 
subsequently there was a need to extract and code data in a way that could be tested and 
generalised to a broader audience.  Here, different generic components were found to exist 
in each incident.  Assistance in coding this content was taken from Holsti’s (1963) account of 
the components required to define a theme.  For instance he defines that a theme contains: 
a perceiver, an agent of action, an action, a target of the action.  In this case, the perceiver, 
the action, and the target of the action were primarily seen as being limited in scope i.e. the 
perceiver being an individual or group complainant; the action being the act of complaining 
or initiating a formal dispute about an incident; and the target of the action being against the 
offender.  The main area left to be dealt with therefore revolved around the agent of action. 
In the current study this related to the incident causing the complaint or dispute.  This was 
dealt with thematically in two parts being the situational context of the incident, and then the 
residual trigger causing the perceiver to complain or initiate dispute proceedings.    
 
Given the above, there were six residual triggers identified in the data as shown in column 1 
of Table 1 and as summarised according to the frequency ranking of each, in Table 2, below.  
Of note, the last column of the table shows the proportional contribution of group and 
individual victims, but due to the large majority of group situations, no clear patterns 
emerged with regard to an association between residual triggers and victim types.  
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Table 2:  Summary of Residual Triggers 
 

Residual trigger 
 

Ranking  
 

Victim types 
 

 Untidy living environment 
 

29.41% 100% group 
Reduced amenity (parking) 
 

23.53% 100% group 

Noise 
 

14.71% 80%   group 
20%   individual 

Disagreement over repairs and 
maintenance 

14.71% 60%   group 
40%   individual 

Contravention of (internally) agreed 
living and health standards 

11.77% 100% group 

Physically defaced building and 
assets 

5.87% 100% group 

 
It was difficult to summarise the situational context of incidents in the same way as used in 
Table 2, and instead an alternative approach shown in column 3 of Table 1 has been used.  
Further, it was found that details pertaining to situational contexts were wide and varied to 
the point of limiting the generalisability of the data.  Even so, a point of generic interest 
arising from this part of the analysis was that certain circumstances provided an emotionally 
driven component to the complaint or dispute.  For instance, drawing on a vignette taken 
from the data, a complaint arose relating to noise: the situation evolved from a drunken 
resident who arrived back at the complex late at night, but could not find his keys to enter the 
building.  Instead of back-tracking to determine where he may have lost his keys, he simply 
started shouting persistently and randomly immediately outside the complex for someone to 
let him into the building.  He also started randomly pressing automatic entry buttons for 
different apartments (at the main entrance door) hoping that a miscellaneous resident would 
awake from their sleep and let him in.  It is apparent from this example, that even though 
noise was the residual trigger causing the complaint, this was emotionally intensified by the 
situational context, being one of thoughtless behaviour of a drunken resident. 
 
Given the objectives of the research, there was a need to categorise the proximity of 
disputes and complaints.  This was undertaken from the victim perspective as follows: 

• Category 1: The offender (1A) or offending object (1B) was directly adjacent to where 
the victim lived  

• Category 2: The offender (2A) or offending object (2B) was on the same floor level as 
where the victim lived 

• Category 3: The offender (3A) or offending object (3B) was on the transitional 
walkway/driveway commonly used by the victim when leaving or moving about the 
complex. 

• Category 4: The offender (4A) or offending object (4B) was not in a regularly 
frequented by the victim. 

 
The above categories are coded in columns 7 and 8 of Table 1.  In reading this data it 
seems that few differentiating patterns emerge except in the case where an untidy living 
environment (being the most common residual trigger mechanism) matches Category 3B 
proximity i.e. where the victim observes offending objects whilst moving about commonly 
used walkways and driveways in the complex.  Stronger trends may become more apparent 
under a larger sample.  
 
As discussed earlier in the analysis, findings from the interview with the strata manager 
provided important insight concerning the low capture rate of complaints and disputes in the 
formal case records.  Of note, it was found that residents had a vested interest in not 
complaining formally to the strata manager - the reason being that formally recorded 
complaints may adversely impact on the value profile of both individual lots and the complex 
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as a whole, when prospective purchasers search the strata plan records as part of their due 
diligence.  For instance, potential purchasers of an individual lot are entitled to view the 
strata records and if it appears that the complex is involved in ongoing dispute and poor 
decision-making due to disharmony amongst the residents, then the value of the property 
may be less than would otherwise be the case.   
 
Another reason provided by the strata manager for informal complaint and dispute resolution 
was simply the cost, time and effort involved in handling the problem formally.  Further, when 
asked about the main areas where such problems tended to occur, he identified noise and 
loss of amenity (parking) as the main area of concern.  
 
Inquiry with the 4 other strata management companies interviewed, supported these views 
especially in terms of the main reasons effecting whether or not complaints were made 
formally.  It could also be said, the strata manager appears pivotal in preventing complaints 
from escalating into disputes. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The data reflects that complaints and disputes primarily conformed to a victim and offender 
relationship (including known offender, unknown offender, formal dispute, offender not 
applicable).  Other scenarios are likely to exist under a broader sample but were not 
observed in this case study. 
 
The data indicates that most were “group” victims who were complaining about unknown 
offenders.  From the recorded incidents, these fell under six residual triggers that prompted 
complaint and dispute behaviour.  In rank order of frequency these included: Untidy living 
environment; reduced amenity (parking); noise; disagreement over repairs and maintenance, 
contravention of (internally) agreed living and health standards; physically defaced building 
and assets.  It is unclear from this research if this rank order is in any way stable when 
applied to a broader sample of strata case studies, but is recommended that this ranking be 
tested on a broader sample of strata complexes.  For instance, some of the identified 
problems are broadly consistent with those identified in other studies discussed in the 
literature review of this paper.  Generally this included complaints such as noise, smells, and 
restrictive lifestyle because of governance issues, and other issues which are relatively new 
including untidy living environment.    
 
In speculating on reasons for these complaints, it is worth mentioning the style of apartment 
complex selected for the case study mainly consists of studio style apartments.  In a more 
general sense, these tend to typically attract a high quantity of short-term renters with many 
apartments owned by investors.  Consequently, there is potential to agree with the view 
raised by Gifford (2007) earlier in the paper, where he puts forward the notion that renters 
will not respect and look after property in the same manner as an owner occupier. 
 
Adding further to the conceptual framework developed by the study, it was found that 
residual triggers came out of a situational context and though these were wide and varied in 
nature, a generic feature was the emotions created by certain contexts, which intensified the 
complaint and dispute behaviour associated with the residual trigger. 
 
Few differentiating patterns emerged regarding the proximity of complaints i.e. the victim and 
offender (or offending object) locational relationship.  The main exception was where an 
untidy living environment occurred, which victims observed whilst moving about commonly 
used walkways and driveways in the complex.   
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This study also indicates that many complaints and disputes are dealt with informally and 
therefore are not detected through formal strata records.  This is the case, because informal 
treatments provide expediency and help retain the perceived value of the property - which 
may be tarnished if records reflect high levels of complaint and dispute. Because of this, it is 
unclear if informal patterns of complaint and dispute resolution have a significant impact on 
the harmony within a strata complex.  However, findings from the study indicate that such 
complaints only rarely escalate to formally lodged disputes. 
 
The research methodology narrowed the selection of data to a single strata complex in order 
to understand the dynamics working within such developments.  Further research should be 
undertaken to continue this stream of investigation, using the findings above to be tested 
and expanded upon, via a larger sample of strata case studies.  Given the above discussion, 
the research methodology should be extended to more successfully gather data on informal 
complaints and disputes (including the dynamics that these events create for individuals and 
broader groups within the strata complex).  Additionally, the inclusion of formal interviews 
with strata managers would provide additional data with regards to disputes.  And, as noted 
earlier in the paper, many of these disputes are not escalated to the CTTT and are in fact, 
resolved within the parameters of the Owners Corporation. 
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