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Inexperience at auction can result in busted budgets. Property experts share their tips  
for first-time developers and landlords attending ballrooms looking to avoid missteps

Jesal Patel
Director, auctions and development, 
Prideview Group 
Patel has been actively buying in the 
auction room for 12 years but has been 
attending auctions as an observer for 
much longer with his father, who founded 
the company around 30 years ago. They 
invest as principals and for clients and have 
bought and sold £22.5m of property at 
auction so far this year. 

“Our key message to investors is that 
you need to understand what you want, 
why you are buying and what your risk 
appetite is.

“Once auction catalogues come out, take 
your time. Make sure there are not many 
vacant units in the area you are considering 
buying in. Get your lawyer to look at the 
legal documents and get your financing in 
order and your budget in place. You do not 
want to go to auction and then have to find 
finance afterwards. A lot of people do not 
have finance in place and then have to take 
bridging finance. 

“Have your purchasing entity ready 
– decide if you are going to buy in your 
name or in a company name, because 
on the day you will need to sign the 
documents in that name.

“Critically, read the addendum to check 
for any material changes affecting the 
property you are interested in. A lot of 
people do not. We buy a lot blind and 

99% of the properties do not have issues 
but occasionally something crops up. 
We bought a property recently at Gerrards 
Cross in Buckinghamshire that did not sell 
at auction and we found some issues with 
the lease. Our lawyer was able to work with 
the vendor’s lawyer to rectify the issue so it 
all worked out. 

“You can get the odd bargain here or 
there because the guide prices are set low, 
but generally the final sale price goes well 
beyond the guide price. Overpaying is a 
big problem. Some people worry about 
the investment they have made in due 
diligence and decide to go for it anyway, 
even if they have concerns, because they 
have already spent £4,000.

“On the selling side, you can get 
misrepresentations of properties. We 
recently had to go to court to get our 
deposit back because something we bought 
was not as it had been sold. On the flipside, 
we recently bought a parade of shops and 
there was an extra 5,000 sq ft that had not 
been documented. That was a bonus.”

Oliver Childs
National head of auctions,  
Lambert Smith Hampton 
Childs began working in property auctions 
in 1996. He joined LSH as national head of 
auctions in 2011. Prior to that he worked 
at Savills. Childs has always worked in 
property sectors in the UK, including 
commercial, residential, investment, vacant 
and land.

“I have a hit list of five things that novice 
buyers should do: registering with the 
auctioneer; inspecting the property for 
auction; downloading the legal documents; 
consulting a third-party professional 
adviser, and carrying out the due diligence.

“Once you have done your due diligence, 
set your limit and try not to exceed it. But 
if you are not happy with the results of the 
due diligence, do not bid. 

“One thing that is important for novices 
is to remember that the job of a good 
auctioneer is to create an atmosphere of 
theatre and drama and encourage people 
to bid. It might be quite daunting for 
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beginners, or they might see it as very 
light-hearted. However, it needs to be 
treated with respect because as soon as the 
hammer falls, that is the point of no return.

“It is really important that buyers talk 
to us so we can guide them through the 
process and make sure they buy what they 
think they’re buying and at the right price. 

“I was hosting an auction about 10 
years ago and a buyer almost bought 
the wrong property. She was the highest 
bidder and I was calling for the second 
and third time and was just about to drop 
the hammer when she shouted out that 
it was the wrong property. I had to stop 
the auction temporarily and re-evaluate. 
She was very lucky she realised at the last 
minute.”

Richard Adamson
Partner, Allsop Residential 
Adamson took to the rostrum 
professionally for Allsop in 2006 and has 
been an auctioneer ever since. He has sold 
all residential asset types, with a more 
recent expertise in selling former office 
buildings with permitted development 
rights for residential conversion.

“Stick to a location you are familiar with. 
This would be especially relevant to a new 
entrant to the property investment market. 

“We deal with a very wide variety of 
investors. They will all have different 

models and strategies, but ultimately they 
tend to focus on what they know and 
what they are good at. As they become 
more experienced and knowledgeable, 
diversification is something they may feel is 
a logical progression.

“Interest in ground rents is as strong 
as ever – they are one of the most secure 
income-producing investments on offer. 
There seem to be more buyers than in the 
past, perhaps due partly to the changes 
allowing investors to access their pension 
funds early. 

“My best advice to those thinking 
of investing in property, especially in 
the auction market, is always to get 
professional advice from surveyors, 
auctioneers and solicitors. 

“Pick up the phone and speak to the 
auctioneer, who will be happy to talk you 
through the process. They may also have 
more detailed information that would not 
necessarily be included in the basic sales 
particulars. 

“If you have any doubts or outstanding 
unanswered questions, don’t bid: it’s 
simply not worth the risk.” 

Jonathan Daines
Chief executive of online letting agency 
Lettingaproperty.com  
Daines held a number of business 
development roles before joining a chain of 
estate agents, where he worked his way up. 

Armed with this experience of lettings, he 
founded Lettingaproperty.com in 2008. 

“Auctions are an attractive and potentially 
lucrative investment opportunity for all 
would-be and experienced investors and 
landlords. Be warned, however: auctions 
are not for the faint-hearted and properties 
– or “lots” – can be riddled with expensive 
pitfalls if buyers haven’t done their 
research. 

“Lots are sold with hefty discounts, and 
when buying at auction it is important to 
spend time visiting the properties – ideally 
with a builder or architect – ahead of 
auction day. If the lot is being bought to 
rent out, do as much research as possible 
about the local area.

“Investors should allow for at least 10-
15% leeway over their overall budget for 
the renovation. Pay particular attention to 
potential structural issues, because this is 
where much of the renovation budget can 
be swallowed up pretty quickly. 

“Compare the guide price and condition 
of the lot with other properties that are 
similar and for sale with local estate agents, 
and do take time to digest the fine detail 
within the legal documentation (which will 
be available prior to the auction) as this is 
where many inexperienced investors come 
unstuck. 

“When the hammer falls, the highest 
bidder owns the property and it is a 

Neil Chatterton: It’s easy 
to get overexcited and 
pay too much
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binding commitment, with the added 
pressure of completing the purchase 
within 28 days. I have witnessed one buyer 
winning a lot and happily handing over 
the 10% non-refundable deposit required 
on the day – then, just a few days later, 
wanting to back out as he was unable 
to secure the balance on a mortgage. It 
certainly pays to have your finances in place 
before committing to a purchase at auction 
– this was a costly mistake to make.”

Neil Chatterton
Managing director of chartered surveyors 
Caxtons  
Chatterton, based in Caxtons’ Gravesend 
office, specialises in commercial property 
– in particular, management, professional 
and investment work. He has been involved 
in buying and selling property for clients at 
auction for more than 20 years.

“There are only a few weeks between 
catalogue publication and the auction, so 
there is a need to move quickly from the 
start. You need to decide how much you 
are prepared to pay in advance and stick to 
that figure. It is easy to get caught up in the 
heat of the moment and pay more than you 
intended. 

“Take somebody with you who has 
bought at auction before and is familiar 
with how it works. Prices can escalate 
quickly if there are two or more bidders 

keen on a property. Be clear in your bids 
and do not leave it too late. Tactics vary, 
but bid confidently and quickly up to your 
limit – if you waiver, other bidders may 
make just one more bid because they think 
you are going to drop out. Perhaps allow 
yourself one bid over your limit, as you 
cannot easily control the way the bids fall.

“If successful, you will need to sign 
the auction contract and pay a deposit 
(normally 10%). Completion is usually four 
or six weeks later and the purchaser will 
need to have funding arranged prior to the 
auction if they are not a cash buyer.

“If the reserve is not reached and the 
property is not sold, speak to the auctioneer 
afterwards and it may be possible to do a 
deal below the reserve if instructions can be 
obtained from the vendor.

“The disadvantages of buying at auction 
include the need to carry out (and pay for) 
due diligence in advance, when success is 
not guaranteed. 

“The fall of the hammer constitutes a 
binding contract, so make sure you have 
completed all your due diligence.”

Ben Bambrough
Property developer and managing director 
of bB Design House 
Bambrough conceived and founded bB 
Design House to provide home staging and 
interior design solutions for developers, 
estate agents, landlords and private 

residential homeowners. He regularly buys 
at auction.

“Conduct a pre-auction conveyance survey 
that will be able to look through the sale 
conditions and raise any significant issues. 

“Doing your groundwork is invaluable 
and undertaking a survey in advance of 
an auction will ensure that the property 
is structurally sound. If you are a 
development buyer, stick to your budget 
and know when to walk away.

“If you are buying a property at auction 
as a developer with the intention of 
either selling it for profit after upgrading 
or planning to use it as a buy to let to 
provide an annual yield, then you need 
to remember that you make money in 
developing by buying well rather than 
selling well. 

“Overstepping budgets can end up being 
very costly. If an impetuous first-time 
developer got carried away and overbid on 
a property – and then, after purchasing 
it, found out his initial renovation budget 
was badly miscalculated due to unforeseen 
problems such as structural damage or roof 
damage – then very quickly he might find 
that the figures didn’t add up.

“Each area and street has a natural ceiling 
in property value. So being commercially 
aware and knowing your exit values is a 
clear advantage. If you buy well, you are 
already halfway to selling for a profit.”

Ben Bambrough: Each 
area and street has a 
natural ceiling

Richard Adamson: 
Stick to a location 
you’re familiar with
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