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Abstract

A pivotal innovation in the production of urban space has been the rise of privately governed

neighborhoods overseen by homeowners associations (HOAs). One in every five American

households resides in an HOA neighborhood regulated by conditions, covenants, and

restrictions amounting to what has been referred to as a ‘‘quiet revolution’’ of urban politics.

Their proliferation across cities warrants greater attention as they signify the transformation of

state–civil society relations whereby nonstate entities are increasingly important actors in shaping

the terrain of citizenship. HOAs are granted broad powers by the state and have profound effects

on homeowners’ experiences of everyday life through regulations that generate neighborhood

space. This article examines the different modalities of governance deployed by HOAs to shape

homeowner participation in producing a certain yard aesthetic, namely the lawn. While the lawn is

a dominant cultural landscape in the United States, we find that homeowners in privately

governed neighborhoods report a greater commitment to producing a lush, green, well-

manicured lawn and apply higher rates of fertilizer to their yards than households in

nonprivately governed neighborhoods. Although HOAs exercise power by directly regulating

homeowners’ spatial practices, they also govern indirectly by holding out the possibility of a

sense of place and belonging that is connected to the production of aestheticized and

commoditized landscapes. The deployment of both disciplinary and governmental forms of

power supplement each other in the ongoing process of building neighborhood citizens that

actively shape circuits of global capitalist investment in cities through the imaginary of

neighborhood community.

Corresponding author:

James Fraser, Department of Human and Organizational Development, Vanderbilt University, Peabody Box #90, 203

Appleton Place, Nashville 37203, TN, USA.

Email: James.c.fraser@vanderbilt.edu

Environment and Planning A

0(0) 1–27

! The Author(s) 2015

Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/0308518X15621656

epn.sagepub.com



Keywords

Lawn management, homeowners associations, household environmental decision making,

governmentality, political ecology

The privatization of space has long been of interest to geographers. In particular, a
substantial literature has emerged focusing on the proliferation of private, gated, urban
neighborhoods in metropolitan areas and what this means for and about cities (Blomley,
1998; Kirby, 2008; Low, 2003; Low and Smith, 2006). Many accounts situated by theories of
neoliberalism suggest that a secessionist politics is at work, producing a splintering urbanism
of postdemocratic city spaces of consumption whereby more affluent citizens retreat from
urban public life (Macleod and Jones, 2011; Peck, 2011; Townshend, 2006). Others caution
against reifying this neoliberal imaginary and ignoring the ‘‘multiplicity, ambiguity, and
other forms of emergence that exceed neoliberalism’’ in planned estates (McGuirk and
Dowling, 2009: 184) and call for a closer examination of the processes that form
particular sociospatial relations in these enclaves (Kenna and Dunn, 2009; Pow, 2014).
Further, while this focus on suburban, gated developments and master planned estates
provides a particular lens through which urban restructuring is understood, there is a
broader trend in cities toward privatizing the governance of residential space as evidenced
by a rapid increase in homeowners associations (HOAs) in neighborhoods that are not
markedly bounded from the rest of the city.1 Privately governed neighborhoods have
multiplied rapidly since the mid- to late 20th century (Nelson, 2005). Currently, there are
over 320,000 HOAs in the United States, managing neighborhoods home to more than 20%
of the population; the pace of the ascent of the HOA in American civic and political life
continues to rise, as these private, nonprofit corporations rule four out of every five new
homes built (Community Associations Institute, 2014). HOAs represent a shift from a
reliance solely on government to manage neighborhood affairs to additional nonstate
actors who play a greater role in defining the contours of neighborhood life through
policy making, implementation, and enforcement of by-laws (Tao and McCabe, 2012).

HOAs, and the covenants, conditions, and restrictions (CC&Rs) that provide the
framework for neighborhood governance, are created by real estate developers,
authorized by the state, and managed by homeowners. Granted wide-ranging powers by
municipal and state governments ‘‘to levy taxes; to regulate the physical environment
through mechanisms like restrictive covenants; to enact development controls; to deliver
both shared facilities and local services, such as garbage disposal, utilities, and security;
and to outsource community management itself to private contractors’’ (Peck, 2011: 905),
HOAs, while diverse, regulate homeowners’ use of their private property in a more
intensive manner than typical municipal land use codes. Not surprisingly, tensions
between homeowners and HOAs emerge around the legality of CC&Rs (Franzese, 2005;
McKenzie, 2006), a topic widely written about in legal and public policy studies
(Boudreaux, 2009; Boyack, 2014; Levi, 2009; Smith, 2006). These literatures indicate
that a great deal of homeowner challenges to CC&Rs and HOAs revolve around the
production of neighborhood aesthetics that depend on residents conforming to
architectural and landscaping by-laws (McCabe, 2011; Rose, 1996; Turner and Ibes,
2011), and although regional differences exist, CC&Rs often contain clauses that require
homeowners to maintain a well-manicured, green lawn (Tekle, 2011).

Taking residential landscaping as our point of departure, we examine the governance of
everyday life in privately managed neighborhoods. While the lawn is an often-present feature
in yards across urban areas, privately governed neighborhoods, as opposed to nonprivately
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governed ones, have access to ‘‘formal private land use law’’ to impose this expectation on
homeowners (Tekle, 2011: 219). A range of studies and commentary on gated residential
enclaves propose that HOAs govern coercively, tolerating ‘‘very little deviance from social
norms which are broadly internalized, accepted and even welcomed by most residents’’
(Franzese and Siegel, 2007; Harvey, 2001: 201; Weigert, 1994), but recent attention to
privately governed neighborhoods suggests that legally sanctioned covenants go only so
far in shaping homeowner participation in producing prescribed neighborhood aesthetics
(Cheshire et al., 2009). Seeking legal remedy to infractions is expensive, can bankrupt HOAs,
and can escalate contention between homeowners, as HOA boards are comprised of one’s
neighbors. Another mode of neighborhood governance centers on transforming neighboring
residents into self-governing citizens who perceive themselves to be ethically attached to a
community of homeowners. Drawing on Foucault’s concept of governmentality, Rose
(1996) refers to this as governing through community. A few studies employ this
theoretical approach, finding that residential behavior in master-planned estates takes on
a moral dimension as homeowners are expected to maintain their property in particular
(middle/upper) classed ways out of consideration for other homeowners (Cheshire et al.,
2009; see also Flint, 2003). In this context, governing technologies, such as covenants,
promote certain mentalities through the contractualization of homeowner–neighborhood
relations that guide placemaking, but this does not mean that homeowners automatically
internalize their content and self-regulate in a prescribed manner (McGuirk and Dowling,
2011). We argue that it is this possibility of an errant homeowner refusing to comply with
landscaping norms (the unwilling subject) that signals a productive tension between
disciplinary and governmental modes of governance whereby they supplement one another.2

The lawn is a particularly useful vehicle to examine urban governance as it is one of the
most visible features of many neighborhoods and has a cultural significance that resonates
throughout the United States (Jenkins, 1994; Steinberg, 2006). An enduring landscape form,
the dominance of the lawn, stretches back to 19th-century landscape design. Andrew
Jackson Downing (1849), one of America’s most prominent landscape architects during
this period, promoted the neat, well-manicured front lawn as the ideal residential
landscape design to which society should aspire. During the 20th century, the emerging
lawn care industry, in combination with the growing number of professionals in planning,
design, architecture, and agriculture, brought Downing’s vision to the masses by promoting
this landscape aesthetic as a sign of neighborhood affluence and class distinction. Likewise,
developers and the real estate industry have promulgated the belief that if neighborhood
households maintain the lawns in a similar manner, this will enhance the exchange values of
their homes (Steinberg, 2006). Because achieving a uniform neighborhood lawn aesthetic
requires each homeowner to participate in the ongoing reproduction of this type of
landscape, including watering, mowing, and fertilizing, homeowners must maintain a
certain orientation toward the lawn as having some importance. Thus, it is not only the
material practices that matter, but also the structures of perception and affect with which
they are carried out (Harris et al., 2013).

In particular, we use the application rate of chemical fertilizer application as an indicator
of homeowner commitment to realizing and even exceeding landscaping expectations set by
HOAs.3 Toward this end, we examine the factors that influence the rate of household lawn
fertilization and find that people in privately governed neighborhoods give greater
importance to having a lush, green lawn and fertilize their lawns at a higher rate than
other types of residential areas. Then, we focus our attention on the narratives of
homeowners in privately governed neighborhoods in order to understand both the ways
in which HOAs engage in governance, as well as the social relations that are implicated in the
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reproduction of landscape aesthetics (i.e., lawns). Our analysis emphasizes the direct
techniques that HOAs employ to shape homeowners’ behaviors and the various ways in
which homeowners come to link their landscaping practices to neighborhood citizenship,
community, and the production of a cohesive neighborhood space.

The privatization of neighborhood governance

Land use zoning appeared in New York City in 1916, though it was not until 1926 that the
Supreme Court ruled, in The Village of Euclid v. Ambler Realty Co, that zoning was
constitutional. This legal acceptance of what had been considered a controversial practice
led to the rapid proliferation of zoning ordinances throughout the country, enabling states
and municipal governments to enact restrictions on the ways in which cities and suburbs
formed (Nelson, 2011). At the same time, suburbanization was rapidly increasing as cities
grew outward from the central core. During the years of the Great Depression, the real estate
industry largely collapsed with unprecedented failures in the banking sector and associated
mortgage foreclosures. In an effort to resolve this crisis, the US Congress passed legislation
to provide institutional infrastructure that would stimulate the supply of housing (Gotham,
2002). By the mid-1930s, a series of federal housing policies and new government
institutions, including the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and the Home Owners’
Loan Corporation (HOLC), made it possible for a broader range of income groups in the
United States to participate in homeownership. These government innovations resulted in
reduced loan down payments that buyers needed to bring to the transaction as well as long-
term, fixed-rate mortgage products that extended up to 30 years. In addition, the federal
government provided insurance to lenders in case of mortgage defaults or foreclosures.
While these entities and mechanisms addressed the financial obstacles to homeownership,
the FHA also led a cultural campaign promoting homeownership as embodying the full
expression of American citizenship in order to stimulate housing demand across the country
(Parson, 2005).

The simultaneous advent of land-use zoning and rise in homeownership during the early
to mid-20th century created the enabling conditions for the emergence of HOAs, although
privately governed neighborhoods with covenants previously existed largely in very affluent
areas in and around cities. With the expansion of homeownership since the 1930s, the federal
government (i.e., FHA) actively promoted the use of restrictive covenants to maintain racial
and economic segregation in metropolitan areas for the purported maintenance of
neighborhood property values (Gotham, 2002). Moreover, a parallel objective was to
produce a homogeneous residential landscape. In part, this was based on the premise that
a homeowner’s property could affect the value of homes and property in surrounding areas.
For example, it was at this time was when Abraham Levitt mandated that all homeowners in
Levittown, New York, tend to their lawns weekly or pay fines (Steinberg, 2006).
Homeowners were counseled that managing their lawns in a similar manner would
produce positive outcomes such as maintaining home values in their neighborhood, and
tending to the lawn became a normative expectation distributed throughout the
community (Steinberg, 2006).

While developers often directly managed neighborhood affairs, their state-sanctioned
ability to establish an HOA meant a transfer of responsibility to homeowners. Boudreaux
(2009: 16) notes that while these initial HOAs managed ‘‘fundamental matters such as
assuring the land remained residential and that payments be made to support the HOA
and common areas . . .HOA covenants have grown increasingly complex and have intruded
more deeply into the ‘castle’ of the homeowner.’’ In turn, this has spawned a service industry
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in HOA management with over 10,000 firms performing and supporting different aspects of
neighborhood maintenance and governance (Nelson, 2011). Swyngedouw (2005: 1992) refers
to this as ‘‘governance-beyond-the-state,’’ whereby there is ‘‘the emergence, proliferation,
and active encouragement of institutional arrangements of ‘governing’ which give a much
greater role in policy-making, administration and implementation to private economic
actors on the one hand and to parts of civil society on the other in self-managing . . ..’’
Conceptualized as such, HOAs and association management firms supplement and extend
government enforcement of land-use zoning, representing a major innovation of governance
by, in essence, operating as private organizations with devolved state powers to manage the
production of neighborhood space and place (McKenzie, 1994).

Everyday life in privately governed neighborhoods might appear to be a local,
neighborhood affair, but the work that HOAs perform is inextricably linked to social
relations that extend beyond the boundaries of a particular place. The rapid spread of
privately governed neighborhoods during the latter half of the 20th century is constitutive
of broader societal transformations that have restructured and privatized the urban
landscape in ways that increasingly link the fate of local housing markets to global flows
of capital. Since the 1970s, the increase in mortgage securitization has ‘‘offered investors
access to investing in mortgage markets and provided lenders with increased liquidity’’
(Immergluck, 2011: 132). This financialization of housing ties neighborhoods and
homeowners to global markets which in turn shape the production of urban space
(Fields, 2015). In this context, privately governed neighborhoods offer an enhanced level
of confidence to investors (Johnson, 2013). In essence, what has been occurring is the
deregulation of the banking and lending industry and increased regulation at the
neighborhood level to self-manage economic risks, not only for homeowners, but also for
a broad range of private actors and institutions whose investments are tied to place-specific
housing markets. Likewise, municipal governments benefit from privately governed
neighborhoods as HOAs are about the business of directing homeowner conduct in order
to maintain and enhance property values that form the tax base for many city functions.
Some cities so depend on private action to maintain urban and suburban cityscapes that they
will not issue building permits for new developments unless the developer has filed an
application to create CC&Rs and an associated HOA (McKenzie, 2006).

While value may be abstracted from real estate investment in particular places through
the creation of global financial markets, this does not mean that place is irrelevant to the
workings of what Harvey (1978) has termed the ‘‘second circuit of capital,’’ whereby real
estate provides an outlet for overaccumulation in the primary circuit of capital.4 Gotham
(2006: 236) notes that real estate law is largely locally based:

State and local governments have been instrumental in passing legislation, establishing

charters, and making other property rights decisions that have defined the legal
infrastructure for regulating market transactions, enforcing contractual relations, and
subsidizing property development. Zoning laws, building codes, and other local building

ordinances shape and constrain the actions of builders and developers . . .. Furthermore, the
courts enforce all contractual agreements and arrangements in the sale or leasing of housing
and real estate.

In this context, HOAs are key players of a locality that perform a complex set of tasks to
regulate homeowner behavior in order to enhance the exchange value of neighborhood
property (Scheller, 2015). They engage in spatial practices to protect against the
devaluation of neighborhood property due to proximate land uses that are deemed
undesirable, for example, campaigning for or against certain local zoning designations,
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and advocate for better services and policing from local officials. They also govern the ways
in which homeowners manage and use their property. Homeowners’ orientations to the
house and property vary based on the use value it has for them as well as their interest in
enhancing its exchange value. That is, homeowners may very well have dissimilar
commitments to the economic trajectory of their neighborhood, or they might prioritize
use values that are at odds with the potential exchange value of real estate. A central role
that HOAs play is to bring these various homeowner orientations into alignment. HOAs
operate, in large part, to create the appearance of conformity and sameness between
homeowners through clauses in CC&Rs that dictate appropriate uses of property that are
often tied to the production of a specific neighborhood aesthetic that signifies affluence. We
argue that this is why HOAs receive access to such broad state powers, for they are actors
that not only serve to protect the investments that individual homeowners make in particular
places, but, in doing so, are implicated in sustaining urban growth as well as and global
financial flows (Scheller, 2015).

The scope of this restructuring of urban governance is such that ‘‘HOA rules form, after
traffic ordinances, the most common day-to-day form of legal restriction on personal
behavior in modern America’’ (Boudreaux, 2009: 21). While one perspective on this shift
is that consumer demand for regulated living continues to increase, generating more
privately governed neighborhoods, the voluntary nature of homeowner participation in
living in an HOA-ruled neighborhood is debatable. McKenzie (2006) sees the clearest set
of problems with the proliferation of HOA neighborhoods as lack of choice on the part of
the homebuyers who are faced with fewer options to reside in nonprivately governed spaces.
Nelson (2011: 548) notes that, ‘‘[i]t is often argued that as long as the choice to live in an
HOA is voluntary, there is no major problem . . . [but] it is becoming more difficult to make
this argument, however, as HOAs become the dominant form of housing ownership in
significant parts of the United States, leaving few alternatives.’’ Notwithstanding the
(in)voluntary decision on the part of homebuyers to choose the type of neighborhood in
which they want to live, insofar as the state cedes power to HOAs and private firms govern
homeowners, there is a reconfiguration of the terrain of citizenship.

The shifting of state responsibility to civil society, in particular, to private nonprofit
neighborhood-based institutions, suggests a transformation of the social contract between
the state and citizens, as well as a respatialization of citizenship based on market rationality.
Proponents of privately governed neighborhoods argue that homeowners experience an
enhanced sense of control over their environment based upon democratic local
governance structures that confer citizenship rights and responsibilities through legally
binding contracts. Paradoxically, if the subject is constituted by the externalization of the
will in property, as Hegel (1991[1821]) suggests, and land ownership and property serve as
the bulwarks of possessive individualism, the primary ideology of capitalism and central to
the production of subject formation (Macpherson and Hobbes, 1962), privately governed
neighborhoods delimit the extent to which homeowners can freely externalize their will.5 Not
surprisingly, a subset of residents in regulated neighborhoods report feeling annoyed by, or
direct conflict with, their HOA as a result of CC&R fit and the manner in which they are
enforced (Johnson, 2013).

The architecture of privately governed neighborhoods is such that every homeowner has a
right to petition the board to consider amending the CC&Rs. However, the burden of having
a super majority vote to make any alterations to these bylaws places limits on this process
(McCabe, 2005). Additionally, HOAs often have state-sanctioned rights to make policy
decisions, including budgeting, without open meetings to the public they serve (McCabe,
2011). Some legal commentators contend:
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Government has been turning a blind eye to the high level of conflict and litigation emanating

from this privatized realm. There is a high level of internal conflict over rule enforcement and
assessment collection, including the use of foreclosure for unpaid assessments. In the absence of
any administrative agency charged with overseeing CID activity, the only recourse for owners

and associations is the court system. Lawsuits over internal matters, nearly always filed by
associations against owners, are commonplace in areas with large numbers of CIDs.
Individual owners typically cannot afford the high cost of legal representation, while
associations can, because they are able to tap the common resources of the development as a

whole (McKenzie, 2006: 92).

In addition:

[T]he state law of judicial review of HOA rules is one of great deference. It emphasizes above all
the putative value of enforcing rules of private governments, entered into voluntarily by those
who choose to join an HOA community. At the same time, the ‘‘reasonableness’’ standard does

allow a homeowner to argue in court that a rule is ‘‘arbitrary,’’ ‘‘violates public policy,’’ or
otherwise is ‘‘unreasonable,’’ perhaps on a case-by-case basis. These are all very amorphous
exceptions—albeit, rarely wielded with much effect by homeowners (Boudreaux, 2009: 38).

Together this suggests that there is nothing inherently progressive about particular scalar
arrangements for governing as ‘‘localizing control over space can produce greater democracy
or not’’ (Purcell, 2006: 1928), yet it is an example of citizenship entering the realm of civil
society as the space in which people make claims on rights (Lepofsky and Fraser, 2003).
Indeed, it is this possibility that homeowners will experience greater access to, and control
over, the right to inhabit and produce urban space that seems most appealing to some about
privately governed neighborhoods.

While HOAs have legal remedy in the courts to uphold CC&Rs under contract law,
typically neighborhood affairs are addressed without having to take this route to
regulation. Moreover, if homeowners encountered HOAs only as coercive and limiting,
there would certainly be a crisis of authority. Returning to the topic of real property and
personhood, Marusek (2012: 449) asks, ‘‘is your front yard really ‘your’ front yard? Does it
instead belong to your neighbor or to a community organization that sets the parameters of
its usage?’’ As opposed to responding with the rejoinder of either/or, there is a case to be
made for both–and. As a site of subject formation, household property in privately governed
neighborhoods is imbued with certain sociocultural and political meanings that stem from
everyday practices of neighborhood governance. In this context, the construction of
personhood and being an intelligible subject regarded by others as deserving of
recognition is founded upon the politics of conduct, which requires opportunities for
people to perform their belonging. HOAs are empowering insofar as they provide a
normative framework within which homeowners self-govern and come to experience their
spatial practices as meaningful, efficacious, and legible to others. It is tempting to suggest
that homeowners come to privately governed neighborhoods as rational actors with already
formed preferences, but a much stronger argument can be made that homeowners become
certain types of neighborhood citizens by exposure to different rationalities associated with
learning ‘‘socially sanctioned, aestheticized forms of living and consuming’’ (Cheshire et al.,
2009: 655, drawing on Flint, 2003).

This latter perspective draws on Foucault’s concept of governmentality that presents a
perspective on power as productive and diffuse as opposed to centralized, hierarchical, and
coercive. His focus on government provides a useful critique of common conceptions of
power that emphasize technologies of domination by highlighting the governing of the self
and others referred to as the ‘‘conduct of conduct’’:
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This consists of a more or less systematized and calculated form of exercising power, not directly

affecting individual and collective agents and their options for action, but rather intervening
indirectly in order to structure fields of possibility: it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier
or more difficult; it releases or contrives, makes more probable of less [. . .] but it is always a way

of acting upon one or more acting subjects by virtue of their acting of being capable of action. A
set of actions upon other actions’’ (Foucault, 2000: 341, cited in Bröckling et al., 2010: 6).

Governance, then, is about the ways normative frameworks are constructed by citizen
subjects. Civil society organizations (e.g., nonprofits) play a central role as mediating
institutions in this process ‘‘whose political significance resides both in their capacity to
convey and mobilize the preferences and concerns of individuals’ and communities, and in
their capacity to carry out regulatory functions’’ (Sending and Neumann, 2006: 658). In the
context of privately governed neighborhoods, HOAs are a technology of government
shaping the structure of affect, thinking, and behavior of homeowners (Haughton et al.,
2013). In their research on master-planned communities (e.g., privately governed
neighborhoods), McGuirk and Dowling (2011: 2614) find:

moral discourses are deployed to shape ‘responsible’ self-conduct, mobilizing the obligations of
citizens to the communities to which they belong and the duty to conduct themselves in concert

with community norms and standards, particularly with valorised and universalised middle-class
norms and aesthetics.

Although this implies that homeowners are capable of feeling, thinking, and acting
otherwise, HOAs, as previously discussed, are aligned with the state through contract law,
which we argue, is supplemental to a governmental perspective on power.

While much of the work on the influence of HOAs proposes that these institutions
participate in shaping neighborhood affairs, little is understood about homeowners’
experiences of the actual modalities of governance that HOAs employ or how these
different techniques of power, disciplinary and governmental, supplement each other.
Rather than focusing on the relative significance of these conceptualizations, we contend
that legal-juridical modes of bringing homeowners in line with CC&Rs as coexisting with
governing through community whereby self-governing homeowners become neighborhood
citizens through ethical–political attachments (drawing on Rose, 1996).6 As Foucault et al.
(1991: 108) states, ‘‘[a]ccordingly, we need to see things not in terms of the replacement of a
society of sovereignty by a disciplinary society and the subsequent replacement of a
disciplinary society by a society of government; in reality one has a triangle’’ (see also
Crampton and Elden, 2007). Yet, many treatments of privately governed neighborhoods
assume that these places are either ruled in a tyrannical manner or that there is a particular
type of subject that lives a market-driven life devoid of neighborhood ties or sense of
community (notable exceptions include Cheshire et al., 2009; McGuirk and Dowling,
2011). Our study draws connections between the modalities of governance that HOAs
engage, homeowners’ actual behavior and associated discourses surrounding the
production of landscape aesthetics (e.g., lawns).7 In doing so, we develop a relational
perspective on power and the ways in which regulated neighborhood living occurs by
connecting regimes of practice with neighborhood norms.

Methods

Sampling

This project is based within the Richland Creek watershed (RCW) in Nashville, Tennessee.
Richland Creek is a small urban stream that flows into the Cumberland River, one of the
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major tributaries of the Tennessee River. We chose the Richland watershed primarily
because of the range of socioeconomic conditions of its neighborhoods; Nashville’s
highest value and highest income residential areas are found in the upper (southern)
reaches of the watershed, but the lower (northern) reaches contain more modest valued
homes and neighborhoods with low median incomes. Overall, the RCW covers 72.3 km2

and contains approximately 60,000 people in 25,000 households. We used city government–
defined neighborhoods as the first stage of a multistage cluster random sampling technique
to select 60 neighborhoods (see Figure 1 for a map of the neighborhoods in the watershed).

Figure 1. Location of sampled neighborhoods in the Richland Creek Watershed, Nashville, Tennessee,

USA.
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After identifying target neighborhoods, we randomly selected a single parcel from each
neighborhood and then selected approximately 20 contiguous parcels around the chosen
parcel to build a ‘‘faceblock’’ of homes. We collected surveys from a total of 379 households,
a response rate of 31%. When scheduling the interviews, which were conducted by graduate
students and faculty, we tried to target the person who made most of the lawn care decisions
in the household; if he or she was not available, we usually spoke with his or her spouse. As a
result of this targeting, 85% of respondents reported that they were the primary or coequal
(with their partner) decision maker in terms of how their yard is maintained. Interviews were
conducted in respondents’ homes. We conducted interviews in the spring and summer
seasons so that respondents would be more likely to recall their lawn decision-making
processes.

Survey instrument

The survey instrument was developed by an interdisciplinary team based on previous work
some of the authors. The instrument took approximately 45minutes to administer and
included a mix of close-ended quantitatively oriented questions and open-ended
qualitatively oriented questions.

Dependent variables. The survey asked participants about their lawn care practices, including
whether or not they fertilized, and, if so, what products were used at which frequencies; if an
independent company provided lawn care services, we asked for the name of the company
and details about the services they provided. We also obtained information about the size of
homeowners’ lots from city records. Using a combination of aerial photography and in-
person measurements, we calculated the area of grassy lawn around their homes. Using this
information, we were able to construct several dependent variables. The first is a simple
binary, indicating whether households apply lawn fertilizer or not. For the households who
used fertilizer, we calculated the amount of nitrogen they apply per single application to their
lawns, expressed in kilograms of nitrogen per hectare of lawn area. We computed this
variable using the names and brands of products respondents told us they used, the
quantity (number and size of bags) they used per application, the nitrogen content of
those products (obtained looking up the nitrogen content through public sources), and
the lawn area surrounding the respondents’ homes. When available, we verified the type
of fertilizer product used by inspecting packages in respondents’ garage or shed. Where
respondents used a lawn service for fertilization, we located the nitrogen content of the
products the service used either by consulting a database of service providers and their
products we assembled through a previous survey or, if the provider had not participated
in the survey, substituting the mean of all providers in the database. Combining the self-
reported frequency at which households fertilized and the single application rate, we
obtained our second dependent variable, an estimate of their yearly nitrogen application
rate (kg N/ha/yr).

Independent variables. In addition to lawn care practices, independent variables we collected
during the survey dealt with people’s motivations for their lawn care choices, their
perceptions of the neighborhood norms in regards to lawn care, the presence of any
community governance regime in the neighborhood and their membership and
participation in it, and various demographic information. In addition, we obtained the
property value of their homes from a city government database. We constructed several
scale items that combine multiple closely related survey questions into single constructs.
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Details of all independent variables used in this analysis, including scales, are found in
Table 1.

Data analysis

Because random selection occurred at the level of the neighborhood, and because our
general hypothesis is that neighbors will both affect each other and be equally affected
by neighborhood-level factors like the presence of a particular governance form, we expect
that within-neighborhood individual responses are not independent and will be correlated
with each other. In our quantitative analyses, we therefore employ hierarchical or
multilevel linear modeling (HLM) techniques to analyze this dataset (Hox, 2010;
Raudenbush and Bryk, 2001). The models were built in several steps following common
HLM practice (Heck et al., 2012, 2013), fitting first an intercept-only model, then adding
in the several fixed effects, and then finally looking for cross-level interactions to determine
if the HOA variable caused any of the individual homeowner characteristic slopes to
change.

Table 1. Variable descriptions.

Name/source Items/description Reliability

Lawn importance 1. How concerned are you about the appearance of your lawn? .82

2. How important is lawn care to you?

3. How important is it for you to have a lush, green lawn?

4. Do you think that an attractive lawn reflects positively on you

as a resident?

5. Do you think that an attractive lawn affects the value of your

home?

Home value 2009 tax assessment value of land and buildings of respondent

parcel; transformed using natural logarithm to correct for

significant skew

NA

Social cohesion

(Peterson, Speer, and

McMillan, 2008)

1. I feel like a member of this neighborhood. .77

2. I have to say about what goes on in my neighborhood.

3. This neighborhood helps me fulfill my needs.

4. I have a good bond with others in this neighborhood.

Lawn area An estimate of the number of hectares on each respondent parcel

with turf grass, estimated using direct measurement and aerial

photography

NA

Lawn enforcement 1. To what extent do you agree with this statement:

Neighborhood issues are effectively managed here?

.75

2. How strict are the written rules about how a yard is kept in

this neighborhood?

3. How strict are the unwritten expectations about how a yard

should be kept in this neighborhood?

4. To what degree is a close watch kept on how people maintain

their yards here?

5. How vigorously are yard care rules and expectations enforced

in this neighborhood?

HOA Dichotomous measure (1¼ yes; 0¼ no) for whether an

homeowners’ association is present in the neighborhood;

measured at the neighborhood level

NA

HOA: homeowners association.
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For our qualitative analyses, interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts
were then iteratively coded by graduate students and faculty using the principles of grounded
theory. Coders also created neighborhood summaries after reading all the transcripts from a
single neighborhood, highlighting themes and issues that were common across individual
interviews in the same neighborhood. The quotes we present below have been selected to be
broadly representative of the data set at large.

Findings

Who fertilizes and how much?

Our random selection of 60 neighborhoods included 19 that were governed by HOAs. HOAs
were more prevalent in middle-income neighborhoods: there was only one HOA in the 20
lowest income neighborhoods, whereas there were 11 HOAs in the middle third of the
income distribution and 7 HOAs in the top third of that distribution. Of the 77 people we
interviewed who were members of HOAs, 34 of them (44%) currently or previously had held
leadership positions in their HOA.

Fertilization involves discrete decisions: whether or not to fertilize, and how much to
fertilize. We hypothesize that a variety of individual and neighborhood characteristics,
including lawn importance, household income, neighborhood cohesion, and the presence
of an HOA, affect both choices. As such, we present analyses that examine both of these
steps in turn as well as in combination. Table 2 presents the univariate and bivariate statistics
for each variable included in our subsequent analyses.

The first decision about fertilization is whether or not to fertilize at all; 53.4% of our sample
use fertilizer on their lawns. Table 3 presents the results of a multilevel model, analyzed using
individual responses clustered in neighborhoods, employing a dichotomous outcome variable
coded 1 when the respondent has fertilized his or her lawn in the past year and 0 when he or she
has not. At the individual level, both the importance the resident places on lawn care and home
value positively predicts fertilization. At the neighborhood level, the presence of a HOA in the
neighborhood also positively predicts the likelihood of fertilization. The presence of an HOA
does not affect the slope of any of the individual-level variables.

The second decision is how much to fertilize. We use a single variable, the annual
fertilization application rate, measured in kilograms of nitrogen applied per hectare of
lawn per year, to measure this. We include all respondents, including those who do not
fertilize and therefore have an application rate of zero, in the Poisson-based model presented
in Table 4. Like the previous model, lawn importance positively predicts application rate.
Social cohesion is also positively predictive, with residents who feel more strongly a part of
their neighborhood applying more fertilizer. Home value is also predictive, though lawn area
is negatively predictive, as is perceptions of lawn enforcement. HOA neighborhoods apply
more fertilizer. There are several cross-level interactions: in HOA neighborhoods, the slopes
between lawn importance, home value, and lawn area decrease.

Because the importance a resident placed on the appearance and care of his or her lawn
is predictive in each of our models, we chose to analyze lawn importance on its own,
modeling it as the dependent variable in a linear HLM. The results are included in Table 5.
There are relatively few significant predictors. Social cohesion is positively predictive, with
residents who feel more strongly a part of their neighborhood placing more importance on
lawn care and appearance. Home value, lawn area, and lawn enforcement are not
predictive. HOA is predictive, with privately governed neighborhoods having higher
mean levels of lawn importance, though HOA does not affect the slopes of any of the
individual predictors.
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After examining the findings from our multilevel models we ran t-tests comparing HOA
and non-HOA neighborhood households on particular variables related to understanding
homeowner’s perceptions, using these three questions from our survey: (a) how important is
lawn care to you; (b) would you disapprove if your neighbor did not keep up the appearance
of her lawn; and, (c) how important would you say is lawn care to your neighbors? In all
instances, HOA neighborhood homeowners ranked significantly higher than non-HOA
neighborhood residents,8 suggesting that a greater amount of concern over landscaping
exists in HOA neighborhoods. In addition, when asked about who enforces the rules and
expectations of homeowners, 59% of HOA homeowners reported the HOA does while 56%
said informal comments between neighbors. Further, when HOA homeowners were asked if
city government enforces the rules, only 4% of the respondents agreed. This lends more
evidence to the perspective that HOAs and the relationships between neighbors are
significant considerations when thinking about socioenvironmental factors that influence
people’s behavior. These analyses provide robust evidence of these influences and offer
entrée to examining the ways in which homeowners in privately governed neighborhoods
describe their relationship with their lawn, neighbors, and HOAs.

Table 3. Predictors of lawn fertilization.

Fertilize Y/N

� SE(�) F t

Intercept only

Intercept 0.29 0.17 1.76

Var(Intercept) 0.77* 0.31

BIC 12.10

Specified model

Fixed effects

Individual level

Intercept 0.06 0.30 0.20

Lawn importance 0.90** 0.28 F(1, 316)¼ 10.83** 3.26

Home value 1.81** 0.66 F(1, 316)¼ 0.09 2.74

Social cohesion 0.12 0.27 F(1, 316)¼ 1.64 0.43

Lawn area �0.82 1.37 F(1, 316)¼ 3.72 �0.60

Lawn enforcement �0.20 0.35 F(1, 316)¼ 0.00 �0.57

Neighborhood level

HOA 1.76** 0.59 F(1, 316)¼ 8.84** 2.97

Cross-level interactions

Lawn importance*HOA 0.66 0.75 F(1, 316)¼ 0.77 0.88

Home value*HOA �3.11 1.68 F(1, 316)¼ 3.43 �1.85

Social cohesion*HOA 0.50 0.57 F(1, 316)¼ 0.77 0.87

Lawn area*HOA �6.39 4.17 F(1, 316)¼ 2.36 �1.54

Enforcement*HOA 0.38 0.70 F(1, 316)¼ 0.28 0.53

Random effects

Intercept 1.03* 0.43

BIC 1481.59

BIC: Bayesian information criterion; HOA: homeowners association; SE: standard error.

*Statistically significant at p<.05.

**Statistical significant at p<.01.
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Governing landscape aesthetics

I care for my yard, and how my yard looks is influenced by my neighbors. But, how I care for my
yard is influenced by my personal values. And, I guess sometimes my personal values are
influenced by my neighbors. The fact that I have grass is a community choice.

HOAs provide rules, regulations, and expectations for neighborhood citizenship and
enable residents to be included in a community of individuals by stipulating a normative
structure in which people may operate. While some perspectives on community highlight the
idea of common being, indicating a shared experience, for example, of belonging to a
neighborhood, others focus on unity connoting something stronger in terms of
sociospatial projects that suggest sameness (Staeheli, 2008). This calls into question
‘‘whether community develops organically or whether it is the creation of powerful
institutions and agents’’ (Staeheli, 2008: 9). HOAs in our sample are intentional about
guiding homeowners to maintain a particular landscaping aesthetic that emphasizes the
lawn as a central feature, and HOAs use a variety of strategies to persuade residents
toward conceptualizing their yard care as community care. While some of these
approaches are disciplinary in nature in that they directly confront homeowners who ‘‘let

Table 4. Predictors of annual application rate of nitrogen.

Annual application rate (kg N/ha/yr)

� SE(�) F t

Intercept only

Intercept 3.38** 0.16

Var(Int) 1.52** 0.33

BIC 19732.02

Specified model

Fixed effects

Individual level

Intercept 3.10** 0.22 14.28

Lawn importance 0.75** 0.02 F(1, 307)¼ 32.82** 31.70

Home value 0.25** 0.05 F(1, 307)¼ 194.91** 4.64

Social cohesion 0.29** 0.02 F(1, 307)¼ 136.41** 12.32

Lawn area �1.18** 0.20 F(1, 307)¼ 40.51** �5.80

Lawn enforcement �0.19** 0.03 F(1, 307)¼ 594.75** �6.33

Neighborhood level

HOA 1.47** 0.39 F(1, 307)¼ 14.11** 3.76

Cross-level interactions

Lawn importance*HOA �0.36** 0.05 F(1, 307)¼ 59.31** �7.70

Home value*HOA �1.17** 0.12 F(1, 307)¼ 98.40** �9.92

Social cohesion*HOA �0.06 0.04 F(1, 307)¼ 2.34 �1.53

Lawn area*HOA �8.51** 0.93 F(1, 307)¼ 83.53** �9.14

Enforcement*HOA 0.09 0.04 F(1, 307)¼ 3.69 1.92

Random effects

Intercept 1.85** 0.40

BIC 17,214.38

BIC: Bayesian information criterion; HOA: homeowners association.

*Statistically significant at p< .05.

**Statistical significant at p< .01.
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their lawn go,’’ HOAs also signal to residents that maintaining the exchange and use value of
their neighborhood is in their control and is their responsibility. In this sense, HOAs exercise
power that is both punitive and enabling, which draws attention to the possibility that while
some households enthusiastically engage in producing a normative lawn aesthetic others find
HOAs oppressive (see Cruikshank, 1999 for broader application).

One way in which HOAs operate in a governmental capacity is by encouraging
homeowners to conceive of landscaping behavior as a sign of their commitment to
community. This is often imbued with an affective quality. Statements such as, ‘‘I’m very
concerned about the appearance of the lawn. It’s a nice neighborhood. The lawn is a
reflection on you,’’ and, ‘‘I have enough pride to take care of it. It’s a sense of pride in
the neighborhood,’’ and ‘‘It’s not very important on the greater scheme of things for me.
I just want a lawn that looks reasonable and is not an embarrassment to the neighborhood,’’
are commonplace throughout our interviews. HOAs also provide a route for homeowners to
perform commitment to their neighborhood by encouraging them to monitor each other’s
yards. Many respondents said that in their neighborhood residents report infractions to their
HOA. In one account, the respondent leads off with how the HOA handles complaints and
then discusses the norm of neighbors making complaints to the HOA to address other
neighbor’s lawns.

Table 5. Predictors of perceived importance of the lawn.

Lawn importance

� SE(�) F t

Intercept only

Intercept 2.20** 0.04 55.06

Var(Int) 0.03 0.02

Var(Residual) 0.35** 0.03

BIC 615.62

Specified model

Fixed effects

Individual level

Intercept 2.15** 0.06 35.52

Home value 0.32 0.17 F(1, 309)¼ 1.96 1.91

Social cohesion 0.14* 0.07 F(1, 309)¼ 4.69* 1.96

Lawn area �0.23 0.29 F(1, 309)¼ 1.40 �0.81

Lawn enforcement �0.12 0.09 F(1, 309)¼ 0.03 �1.31

Neighborhood level

HOA 0.29** 0.11 F(1, 309)¼ 7.00** 2.65

Cross-level interactions

Home value*HOA �0.09 0.40 F(1, 309)¼ 0.05 �0.22

Social cohesion*HOA 0.01 0.13 F(1, 309)¼ 0.01 0.09

Lawn area*HOA �0.50 0.81 F(1, 309)¼ 0.37 �0.61

Enforcement*HOA 0.26 0.16 F(1, 309)¼ 2.57 1.60

Random effects

Intercept 0.01 0.01

Residual 0.34** 0.03

BIC 615.62

BIC: Bayesian information criterion; HOA: homeowners association.

*Statistically significant at p< .05.

**Statistically significant at p< .01.
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R: Yeah, you get a warning, or just something rather light: we’ve noticed that, blah, blah, blah,

and it would be nice if you would blah, blah, blah, and then they just—then I think the final
thing is that the grounds chairman or the president will go by and talk with them, and then if
that doesn’t do it, they get a pretty firm letter.

I: Okay, so if a resident wanted to make a complaint about someone else, would they just go to
the association?
R: Yeah, they would go to the grounds chairman. Yeah, I do not think there’s anybody in here
who would go directly to the person—no, it wouldn’t be appropriate, but I guess it could happen

in some neighborhoods, but that would not happen here, not right now, anyway.

In this instance, and in other privately governed neighborhoods, being an active citizen is not
only about keeping one’s own lawn up to the community norm, but also observing
neighbors’ landscaping and, at times, reporting potential infractions. What is remarkable
about the interviews is that while direct HOA-induced interference into individual
homeowner’s affairs is typically characterized by respondents as moderate to low, HOAs
empower homeowners to bypass direct contact with one another in favor of making
complaints to the HOA. This relational configuration reproduces the governing capacity
of HOAs, which in turn promotes neighborhood standardization and the valorization of
unity and sameness as foundations for community itself. Thus, it is not surprising that we
find, in privately governed neighborhoods, a consistently higher level of fertilizer use to
achieve a desired lawn aesthetic than in nonprivately governed neighborhoods.

Governmentality and governing through community is a continual process to calibrate
the ways in which residents come to see themselves in relation to their neighbors and
neighborhood. Homeowners who express a sense of ambiguity and pressure to participate
in prescribed landscaping practices exemplify the inevitable partiality of governance,
signaling the importance of ongoing HOA presence. Says one interviewee:

You always feel pressure that your front yard has to look nice because everyone else’s front yard
does. When everyone’s front yard is grass you sort of feel like your front yard should have some
grass on it . . .. You want your neighbors to be happy, don’t you? I guess, why do we have grass?

I don’t know. So we can mow it.

And, when asked if she thinks that an attractive lawn reflects positively on her, she responds,
‘‘yes, very much.’’ During the interview, she refers to maintaining a lawn as both necessary for
the integrity of the neighborhood and as something that everybody just does. Finally, she states
that because some of her neighbors began to use a private lawn care service, the neighborhood
standard for the way landscaping looks is rising, causing her to feel pressure to keep up.

This respondent’s declaration that she is ‘‘not a lawn person’’ is mediated by her
construction of community and the role that maintaining a well-manicured lawn plays in
the production of a coherent neighborhood landscape. Her subject position of belonging to
the community hinges, in part, on participating in mowing and fertilizing her yard, both
activities that she states are not things she freely chooses to do. Caring for her lawn is
connected to being considered a good neighborhood citizen, yet she finds that in order to
maintain that status, she may have to intensify her commitment to being a turfgrass subject.
As opposed to being coerced into a subject position, her lawn care practices are anchored by a
desire to be like everyone else. Further, she regularly applies chemical fertilizer to her yard
even while stating that she thinks it may be harmful to her young children if they eat it.
Tending to her yard holds out the possibility for experiencing community, and being a part
of the community pivots on certain spatial practices that will produce the desired lawn
aesthetic. The aesthetic look of her neighbors’ yards is performative in the sense that it
gives shape to her socioenvironmental identity as a citizen in a community of lawn people.
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In virtually all privately governed neighborhoods, residents report that their HOA uses
other strategies to convey community standards including informal walk-by inspections and
the dissemination of newsletters and occasional neighborhoodwide emails. Yet, the sense of
community HOAs foster is reflected in the ways in which homeowners come to understand
their obligations toward the lawn and neighbors.

I mean, when I think about lawn standards and enforcement, all I’m thinking about is just that

kind of whatever psychological pressure you feel and no sort of actual person coming up and
saying anything about it.

And,

Um, out of respect to my neighbors. I don’t want to have a weed patch.

And,

I: Um, ok and how concerned are you about the appearance of your lawn, not at all, a little,
somewhat or very much?

R: Not really at all
I: Ok
R: I just don’t the neighbors to be angry.

All of these responses could be read as individuals’ orientations towards their neighbors, but
feeling ‘‘psychological pressure,’’ a sense of landscaping as ‘‘respect to my neighbors,’’ and
not wanting one’s neighbors to be ‘‘angry’’ is only found in HOA-governed neighborhoods.
While this is often accompanied by the perception that their neighbors would disapprove
very much if they do not tend to their lawn, only one respondent offers a statement like,
‘‘They’d put an anonymous letter in my mailbox saying ‘have you thought about mowing
your lawn, I live across the street and it really looks bad’.’’ However, this form of direct
action between neighbors is rare.

That said, while many homeowners report a commitment to the prescribed lawn aesthetic
of their neighborhood, there are occasions where people recount that their HOA engages
with them in a disciplinary manner. In virtually all of the neighborhoods, respondents report
that their HOA has someone who walks the area monitoring the status of residents’ yards.

I: To what degree is a close watch kept on how maintain their yards?
R: Always—we have a sheriff of [the lower neighborhood] and a sheriff of [the upper
neighborhood] and nothing escapes their notice.

R2: Our neighbor calls it the Snoop Troop.
R: Snoop Troop—that’s right.
I: These are people who just enjoy making sure . . .

R: They are an actual committee.
I: Oh, it’s an actual committee. Okay, so there is a formal committee that makes sure.
R: Well, there used to be. Now it’s more informal. The company that we hire handles it. They

filter out complaints.

Other responses allude to less frequent direct intervention by HOAs, suggesting that in most
cases homeowners embrace, to a greater or lesser extent, both the rights and responsibilities
of maintaining their lawns:

I: Might there be any negative effects of the association [HOA]?
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R: Well, we had one grounds chairman who was kind of a Nazi, I think, and so you can

sometimes get somebody in there that goes too far.
I: So he was just being too strict?
R: No, it was a woman, and she was going into back yards and nosing around.

I: Oh, really?
R: Yeah, so you get somebody like that every once in a while, but we haven’t had that in a long
time.

Another respondent states, ‘‘[s]ince I’ve lived here, which has been just about four years, we
had two issues and I’m sure those people felt that there were some negative effects of having
an HOA.’’ And when we asked, ‘‘How vigorously are yard-care rules and expectations
enforced in this neighborhood?’’ he replied, ‘‘They’re always. For instance you can’t, you
have to have your grass cut.’’

In our study, residents report a relatively small number of events in whichHOAs have taken
legal action toward homeowners beyond sending the errant household a formal letter
specifying the infraction and requesting that it be addressed, but in most of our privately
governed neighborhoods homeowners suggest an awareness that at some point their HOA
used disciplinary measures to remedy at least a couple situations. More commonly, HOAs
blur the distinction between disciplinary and governmental approaches to neighborhood
governance. Many residents suggest that their HOA gets involved in lawn matters by
appealing to homeowners through public communications and meetings signaling that
there is a landscaping issue in the neighborhood. One homeowner states, ‘‘you know
typically in the [HOA] newsletter whatever is being disliked will be pointed out in there.
They may not say who it is, but they make sure that one has an educated guess as to who it
is . . .. They try to shame people.’’ Alternatively, HOAs in our study tend toward a hybrid
form of governance whereby they invite homeowners to be active neighborhood citizens
by guiding the way residents ought to think about their lawns and the significance of
participating in specified landscaping practices for the political-economic stability of their
neighborhood.

This does not imply individual preferences for landscaping are unimportant or
nonexistent, but rather, these seemingly personal commitments are neither static nor
autonomous subject positions. They are cultivated. The premise of already-formed
neighborhood subjects belies the labor that HOAs perform to produce the very
neighborhood subjectivities that are supposedly already present. Even these efforts are
always partially effective, as homeowners may not internalize the messaging of HOAs.

R: We sort of do it [fertilize] once a year just to maintain.
I: Pretty happy with that?
R: I hope we’ll have less lawn in the future.

I: You said less lawn?
R: Yeah. Some rain gardens . . .. And we’ve talked about just having less lawn.

Another respondent states, ‘‘You know whatever we put on our yard seeps into the
groundwater and can cause a problem downstream, so those are things I think about.’’
And another offers, ‘‘You know if you keep it maintained by mowing then you’re
creating pollution unless you can use an old fashioned push mower. It keeps it nice and
pretty but if you kind of let your yards go sometimes a little bit, then the more green and lush
it is and maybe not so finely manicured and it helps the environment by being more green
and more natural.’’ While these homeowners provide an environmental critique of
maintaining a normative neighborhood lawn, they still participate, perhaps tentatively, in
the production of this landscape aesthetic. They all perceive value as observing the
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neighborhood landscaping norms, even if this does not represent their sense of place and
socioenvironmental relations. In their discourse, these homeowners acknowledge that their
individual-level desires are constituted by perceptions of how the neighborhood is governed
and the ways in which they perceive their neighbors to care about landscaping.

Discussion and conclusion

The exponential growth of HOAs since the 1970s represents a significant innovation in urban
governance whereby the reach of the local government is amplified through the inclusion of
institutions of civil society. In the context of banking deregulation and the increased
securitization of home mortgage loans, neighborhood institutions, in particular HOAs,
shape homeowner participation in creating the use and exchange value of their
neighborhood through the production of landscape aesthetics such as a well-manicured,
lush, green lawn. The first objective of this article has been to examine if there are
differences in landscaping practices between residents in privately governed neighborhoods
and neighborhoods that either have voluntary associations or no associations by both
examining the rate of fertilizer use, as well as homeowners’ stated desire for a certain
lawn aesthetic. In both cases, homeowners in privately governed neighborhoods report
more commitment to their lawns. This is consistent with prior studies concluding that
households in privately governed neighborhoods have a higher rate of commitment to
producing a certain lawn aesthetic (Carrico et al., 2013; Fraser et al., 2013),9 but these
past treatments do not focus on the spatial practices that constitute neighborhood
governance. Thus, the second objective of our article has been to consider the narratives
that homeowners provide about living in privately governed neighborhoods, in particular,
through a focus on the regulation of landscaping practices (e.g., lawns).

The normalization of neighborhood conduct is predicated on the production of
subjectivities whereby homeowners embrace certain landscaping practices as empowering.
Many homeowners participate in the maintenance of their lawns because they see it as
holding out promises of social inclusion and securing use and exchange value for the
neighborhood. In interviews with homeowners, there are clear connections between
maintaining a well-manicured lawn and being a good community citizen. Neighborhood
citizenship in this way is a hybrid between a given status and a performative act. It is not
enough to hold the status of homeowner; rather, one performs belonging through aesthetic
spatial practices that are constitutive of placemaking shaped by ways of thinking that
emphasize the linkage between the self-governing individual and the moral and economic
integrity of one’s neighborhood. Indeed, many homeowners in our study indicate that
having a lush, green, well-manicured lawn positively affects property values, and a smaller
group explicitly associates yard care with care for the neighborhood community.10

Prior work suggests that there is a ‘‘moral economy of the lawn’’ which, in part,
conceptualizes homeowner lawn practices as being tied to social relations between
neighbors through both an obligation to uphold neighborhood property values and to
sustain positive communal relations (Robbins, 2007; Robbins and Sharp, 2003).11 ‘‘Thus,
yard management is not an individual activity; rather, it is done for social purposes: the
production of community’’ (Robbins and Sharp, 2003: 441). While we agree with the general
contention that landscaping practices are implicated in the reproduction of a variety of
extended relations that constitute neighborhood space, the production of homeowner
subjectivities and the ways in which they come to value their lawn differs in privately
governed neighborhoods. HOAs actively reinforce the importance of having a consistent
landscape aesthetic for making the neighborhood legible as a place where there are norms
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upheld by neighborhood citizens. Community is not only based on a shared experience yard
management; rather, HOAs create and govern through community by reinforcing to
homeowners a sense of being in common.

Thus, community is ‘‘a new territory for the administration of individual and collective
existence, a new plane or surface upon which micro-moral relations among persons are
conceptualized and administered’’ (Rose, 1996: 331). When individuals sign their CC&Rs
upon purchasing a home in a privately governed neighborhood, it is a vow symbolizing their
willingness to accept the bonds of neighborhood community and the responsibilities that
come with them, even though they were not a part of the creation of the community in which
they are entering. As a community member, the homeowner is freighted by the HOA with a
sense of debt-guilt that obliges new residents to reproduce the circulatory system through
which governance flows. The lawn is an especially good example of this dynamic in that,
much like the unending mowing, watering, and fertilizing of turf, a homeowner’s debt to
neighborhood community is ultimately irredeemable (drawing on Joseph, 2002). In this
context, the community-building efforts of HOAs require endless contributions from
homeowners in order to sustain itself, and the lawn is a technology of HOA
governmentality because it is conduit of the conduct of homeowner conduct. The lawn is
an effect of what is really at stake: the regulatory power of the state to make homeowners
take personal responsibility for impending crises of capital that lurk just outside the
proverbial neighborhood gates. Yet, work of HOAs never ceases even when matters seem
to be taken for granted because homeowners ‘‘ . . .. as actors have choices; that is, they can
conform to, reproduce, and elaborate discourses and prescribed norms or they can challenge
them’’ (Ettlinger, 2011).

Our principle argument is that HOAs enable and shape certain forms of community-
oriented behavior, but they also serve as a hedge against certain types of dysfunction, belying
an underlying suspicion that homeowners will not fulfill their individual duties in various
physical and social performances of a community citizen. While respondents seldom report
that their HOA formally intervenes to cajole, reprimand, or sue a homeowner for an
unkempt yard, the mere fact that these sanctioning tools contractually exist provides the
stick that directly complements the norm-building carrots that are the foundation of most
HOA action. Therefore, HOAs have at their very core a fundamental contradiction and
tension: they provide a structured mechanism through which residents can visibly perform
their citizenship and willingness to be community members, but they are also deeply
distrustful that such citizenship behaviors will be upheld by all residents, and so they
engage in surveillance activities and have a range of state-backed punitive measures at
their disposal to punish and coerce malefactors. Where governmental and disciplinary
approaches to managing neighborhood affairs meet is a liminal territory when HOAs
encourage homeowners to observe their neighbors’ properties. Even if reporting on one’s
neighbors is a sign of being a good neighborhood citizen, there is an aspect of promoting
these behaviors that gesture toward the sovereignty of HOAs and the power with which they
are granted by the state.

The production of homeowner subjects, who see themselves as possessing a stake in their
neighborhood and a willingness to act as neighborhood stakeholders, is an achievement and
a constant project, and while disciplinary actions are taken by HOAs to bring people into
accordance with CC&Rs, ‘‘the most important judge may be the self-regulating individual,
the person who has internalized specific discourses and seemingly willingly upholds them and
the practices that sustain them’’ (Feagan and Ripmeester, 2001: 82). It is within this cultural
and political-economic matrix that the lawn becomes an important signifier of the power of
HOAs to exercise authority over neighborhood residents, shaping their mentalities around
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what it means to belong and participate in community and at the same time signaling,
however slightly, that coercion is always a possibility. What stands out about this
possibility is that in many cases, homeowners are central to this process as the normative
structure in many privately governed neighborhoods promotes them to see surveillance
behaviors as part of being a good neighborhood citizen.

What does this mean for the production of landscape aesthetics? Prior studies find most
people in HOA neighborhoods think that having a lush, green lawn is important (Carrico
et al. 2013; Fraser et al., 2013),12 but to interpret these findings as an individual preference
divorced from the social relations that constitute neighborhood space may be misleading.
Indeed, HOAs, as neighborhood institutions, shape homeowner decision-making
(Chowdhury et al., 2011; Cook et al., 2012; Harris et al., 2012; Lerman et al., 2012;
Turner and Ibes, 2011). We concur and suggest that in order to understand everyday life
and governance in privately governed neighborhoods, it is necessary to speak to the
interrelationship between different modalities of power. By focusing on the lawn as a
vehicle to understand the reconfiguration of state–civil society relations as they pertain to
citizenship and community, we see that ‘‘governing at a distance’’ does not mean that the
state is far away. It may be that homeowners come to identify their lawn behavior as both
fulfilling the goals of protecting the value of their neighborhood and being legible as good
neighborhood citizens who willingly accept the bonds of community, but this may in itself be
a result of calculating the risk of the consequences of not for not managing community risk
through self-governing and the governing of others. That is, the horizons for counterconduct
are limited insofar as they may entail social exclusion as well as punitive action on the part of
other neighborhood homeowners. This has implications for addressing environmental
problems that are associated with overfertilization and resultant watershed degradation,
which has been widely understood as having negative externalities on the environment.
By understanding the dynamics of governance in privately governed neighborhoods actual
interventions to change homeowners’ landscaping practices will arguably be more effective.
This seems all the more important as our study concurs with Walks (2013) that suburbia is a
generalized way of living.
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Notes

1. Walks (2013: 1472) notes, ‘‘Suburbanism, it follows, should not be understood as a static

characteristic of particular places and spaces, but as a multidimensional evolving process within

urbanism that is constantly fluctuating and pulsating as the flows producing its relational forms

shift and overlap in space,’’ drawing our attention to the fact that processes associated with

particular geographies need to be reconsidered as generalized to places that may be delineated as

‘‘urban.’’
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2. This perspective is consistent with Foucault’s contention that modes of power may operate in

simultaneity (Foucault et al., 2009).
3. Cultivating a lush, green lawn through the use of newly available chemical fertilizers has been

commonplace since post–World War II suburbia (Whitney, 2010).

4. ‘‘The worldwide volume of the secondary circuits of capital today is 65 times larger than the
volume of the primary circuits of capital as measured by the world GDP’’ (Krätke, 2014: 1665).

5. Jones (2011: 135) contends that special legal protection of home residences should not be based
upon the relationship between property and personhood, stating, ‘‘what property for personhood

exists does so in virtue of the sociocultural meanings attached to the underlying resources, not in
virtue of the fact that such resources are constitutive of individual identity.’’

6. Government through community has received considerable attention by scholars examining a

variety of arenas including housing and neighborhood affairs (e.g., Bailey and Manzi, 2010;
Fallov, 2010; McKee, 2011).

7. While aesthetics and neoliberalism have been conceptualized as being intertwined (Walks, 2006), the

study of how homeowners associations (HOAs) are implicated in this process is remains unclear.
8. In HOA neighborhoods, residents rated lawn care importance at a mean of 2.38 (SD¼ .50) on a

scale of zero to three, whereas in non-HOA neighborhoods, the mean was 2.12 (SD¼ .63); this is a
statistically significant difference: t(189.73)¼ 3.82, p< .01. Likewise, HOA residents were more

likely to think that neighbors would not approve if they did not keep up their appearance of their
yards, scoring an average of 2.49 (SD¼ .80) on a zero-to-three scale compared with 2.01 (SD¼ .96)
for non-HOA residents. This difference is also statistically significant: t(338)¼ 4.28, p< .01.

Finally, HOA residents thought that their neighbors had a higher concern for lawn care:
M(SD)HOA¼ 2.35 (.71); M(SD)NonHOA¼ 2.07 (.79); t(334)¼ 2.90, p< .01.

9. Geographically informed studies focus on the purported individual-level factors that affect

landscaping choice (Blaine et al., 2012; Feagan and Ripmeester, 2001; Harris et al., 2013;
Larson and Brumand, 2014; Larson et al., 2009; Martini et al., 2015).

10. A growing body of research finds that neighborhood sociocommunal relations affect household

landscaping decision making (e.g., Carrico et al. 2013; Fraser et al., 2013; Martini et al., 2015;
Nassauer et al., 2009).

11. Robbins and Sharp (2003) also note that the lawn industry actively promotes their products as
being associated with positive family, community, and environmental relations.

12. Cultivating this type of lawn aesthetic typically requires a considerable amount of industrial
management with inputs, including synthetic chemical fertilizers (Blaine et al., 2012; Bormann,
Balmori, and Gordon, 2001; Robbins, Polderman, and Birkenholtz, 2001). Lawn fertilization

accounts for a large portion of the total carbon and nitrogen budgets within many urban/
suburban watersheds and is estimated to be the second largest source of household nitrogen
pollution in the United States (Fissore et al., 2011; Selhorst and Lal, 2013). Potentially

harmful consequences of applying excessive lawn fertilizer include phosphate and nitrate
leaching into groundwater, runoff into streams and surface water bodies, and nitrous oxide
emissions into the atmosphere (Birch et al., 2010; Groffman et al., 2004; Pierer et al., 2015;

Whitney, 2010).
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