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ABSTRACT 

The present study is based on a field research project 

conducted in Ciudad Obregon, Sonora, Mexico. Its oentral purpose was 

to establish whether there is a relationship between territorial 

personalization In the frontyards of public housing dwellings and the 

joint Influence of concern for frontyard appearance and control over 

access, as stated by housewives acting as "spokepersons" of their 

families. A questionnaire assessing the previous two concerns and a 

territorial personalization inventory checklist were used to collect 

data, by local interviewers. Results derived from multiple regression 

analyses indicate that concern for appearance, as it affects the 

housewife herself, accounts for variation in amount of personalization 

found in frontyards. No meaningful conclusions were derived for 

control of access. This study conducted in a previously unexplored 

cultural setting indicates that use of the frontyard as a means to 

symbolically display one's identity is similarly found In other 

cultures. 

vi 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In our overpopulated world, the pace of housing construction 

tends to lag behind the rate of population growth. This situation 

creates conditions where most people inhabit precarious forms of 

housing which provide less than optimum living environments. 

Governments of nations having to face this pervasive problem resort to 

the mass production of housing^ which often conflicts with the 

characteristic residential lifestyles of the dwellers (Haumont, 1976). 

Such conflict OCCUTB because traditional housing is the result of a 

long history of changes that respond to its dwellers lifestyles, while 

the mass production of housing, more often than not, responds to needs, 

values and criteria imposed by outside agents on the actual dwellers 

(Hichelson, 1976). 

One of the main problems created by public housing is the 

hindering of social manipulation of space. Dwellers from the lower 

socio economic stratum, move into "pigeon boxes", created according to 

a monotonous design that endlessly repeats itself throughout the 

housing project obstructing the expression of social and personal 

Identity, which gives a residential community its "geographical 

1 
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distinctiveness" (Edney,1976). It is under this precarious condition 

that the need for the social use of space is asserted forcefully: soon 

the dwellers begin to modify the interior and exterior of their 

dwellings and to adjust their spatial needs to their social needs, 

often burdening their low financial resources. 

Psychological research could provide information to those 

involved in the planning and design of public housing on how spatial 

needs relate to the expression of social identity and how it fosters a 

sense of pride and cohesiveness among the dwellers. The present 

project is an effort to contribute to the provision of such 

information. Specifically, it deals with how people living in public 

housing modify the exterior appearance of their dwellings, as a means 

to display their social identity. 

Host of the psychological research pertinent to this issue has 

been conducted in western, highly Industrialized English-speaking 

countries, but the present study was conducted in Mexico, a country 

which meets only one of the above-mentioned characteristics. Therefore, 

the literature review that is to follow is not as pertinent as would be 

desired, but it discusses the theory and research findings necessary to 

understand the problem under scrutiny. The fact that there is no 

existing body of evidence, to anchor the understanding of how and why 

Mexicans personalize their dwellings makes this an exploratory study. 



Background Literature on Territoriality 

and Impression Management 
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The quest for control is the core motive underlying the 

Interaction of people with space; such is the central theme underlying 

territoriality and impression management theories, which constitute the 

theoretical backbone of territorial personalization. 

Territoriality theory has empirically established the 

importance of the dwelling for the survival of the individual and the 

group in the context of use and control of space. Human territorial 

behavior was originally explained according to ethological studies of 

how different species breed, care for their young and protect basic 

resources in their home territories (Edney,1972). Heavy emphasis was 

made on how animals defend from invasion by intruders; this behavior 

was then extrapolated to human territoriality and other forms of social 

behavior were considered of secondary importance ( Altman 1975; Edney, 

1976). More recent research has shifted its emphasis from defense to 

that of control; Malmberg (1980) concludes In his review of the field, 

that the generalization from ethological studies to human behavior 

provides an oversimplified view that underestimates the complexity of 

social interactions. He concludes that to postulate territoriality as 

a behavior with an "Instinctual core" is inadequate and proposes 

instead, to consider territories as "social- force fields fixed in 
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space", or as the burgeoning networks of social interactions that are 

directly influenced by the spatial context in which they occur (p. 27). 

Other researchers have stated that control of a territory means the 

control over physical access to the dwelling, as well as the control 

over information about the dwellers (Edney, 1976). It is exercised 

over the use of resources (Malmberg, 1980), over the ability to conduct 

everyday functions (Altman, 1980) and over exclusive access to a place, 

also described as "jurisdiction" (Becker,1973; Ittelson et al., 1974). 

Impression management theory emphasizes the role that a 

territory plays in the transmission of socially relevant information 

and psychological accessibility. According to Goffman, the main 

proponent of this theory, psychological accessibility occurs when a 

person's actions and appearances become directly available to others, 

as potential information or cues relevant to each party's behavior 

(Goffman, 1959). Accessibility leads to impression management, or to 

the mobilization of activity that conveys information that an 

individual or group finds in their interest to convey to others. The 

reason for this type of information manipulation is to be able to 

provide a definition of a situation, which gives an actor or actors 

influence and control over their audience (p.4). According to this 

theory, a family may stage a "team performance" in their dwelling's 

territory in order to convey an appearance and the members become 

"accomplices in the maintenance of a particular appearance of things" 

(p.83). 
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Goffman considers a territory "not so much a discrete and particular 

matter", but a claim "to a field of things - to a preserve - whose 

boundaries are ordinarily patrolled and defended by the claimant" 

(Goffman, 1971; p. 29). Territories conform to regions where different 

performances occur. A front region is a manipulated space where 

performances are staged for the public; a frontyard is a type of front 

region where objects permanently placed in it constitute "fixed-sign 

equipment" that maintain an appearance of a situation originally set by 

the performance of the actors: "even when the customary performance is 

not being given in it, the place tends to retain some of its front 

character" (Goffman, 1959;p. 124). For the passers-by which constitute 

the audience, the frontyard is a barometer of the changes in the 

family's performance, as gauged by changes in the decoration. In terms 

of impression management theory, territorial personalization occurs 

because there is a need to stage a performance that will attract or 

repell a certain audience. This approach to social interaction was 

considered in the past as too calculating and superficial, but 

Goffman's writings have been reinterpreted recently. Impression 

management is no longer considered solely as conscious and deliberate 

in nature, but also as a process outside an actor's awareness, where 

performances become habits of which the individual is seldom conscious 

(Schlenker,1980). If Goffman's self or selves appear to be shallow, it 

is because they are considered strictly in function of the social 

situation where they are immersed and not considered in terms of more 
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personal and psyohologloal significance. Territorial personalization, 

is a way to manage social life and does not require Individuals to be 

fully aware of staging appearances for their own benefit. 

Territorial Personalization 

Territorial personalization is a symbolic form of control 

exercised over a territory through the use of objects. It has been 

defined as "the discretionary modification of one's living space" 

(Becker,1977, p. 53). It Involves a constellation of activities 

conducted to give a place an appearance that conforms to the cultural, 

social and psychological needs of its occupants. Manipulation of an 

appearance involves decorating a place by selecting colors and 

textures, lighting and temperature, furniture and ornaments, which 

conjure in a viewer's mind an image associated with a varying amount of 

social acceptibility. 

Control of space through the use of objects is found both in 

animals and humans. Mammals and other lower organisms use vegetation, 

stones, natural limits of enclosed spaces, as well as their own body 

scents, to delimit the boundaries of their territories (Furby, 1978). 

Humans use all sorts of natural and manufactured objects to control and 

mark space and their use corresponds to the degree of control that 

people associate with the use of different places. If a place is 

regarded as public, markers are devoid of great personal value and are 

effective only temporarily (Sommer and Becker, 1969). If a place is 
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private, such as the provate dwelling, markers are considered of 

personal value and are reflective of individual or familial identity 

and values. Markers such as fences and window bars placed in 

frontyards are perceived as deterrents of invasion and crime (Brower, 

Dockett and Taylor, 1983; Patterson, 1978). 

In the present study, territorial personalization was observed 

in the frontyards of public housing dwellings. Frontyards mediate 

between public and private territories: the inside of the dwelling is 

considered the stronghold of private activities, the place where 

individuals exert the highest amount of control over their lives. The 

sidewalk, the Btreet and the communal space, are considered as public 

and available to anyone, where no personal control exerted, as dictated 

by legal and social norms. The frontyard area as a transitional space 

possesses characteristics of the two behavioral domains it connects: as 

a part of a private property, the frontyard is controlled by the house 

occupants and its access is limited; in addition, it contains part of 

the family possessions, or what Sommer (1958) describes as fixed 

furniture (i.e. light fixtures, window bars and fences) and nonfixed 

furniture (i.e. tables, chairs and ornaments). As a public territory, 

the frontyard is used less frequently than the interior of the house, 

because it meets fewer of the necesary daily activities and because it 

is potentially accesible to passers-by. A frontyard bounded by a fence 

may be protected from the direct Intrusion of children and vandals, but 

to the extent that it is visible, it is less proteoted from social 
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censorship. Because a frontyard is a potential target of sooial 

commentary, it is often manipulated to avoid unfavorable and promote 

favorable criticism. It is the looking-glass through which the family 

displays the taste and values that maximize approval and minimize 

disapproval of the community. A frontyard has its idiosincratic set of 

behavior-attitudes to regulate the interaction between the family and 

the residential community (Seeba and Churchman, 1984). 

Cultural Influences 

Territorial personalization reflects the influence of various 

levels of social organization. At the broadest level, personalization 

is a reflection of how a culture interacts with its physical 

environment and expresses through the use of objects, some of its 

universal concerns. The individual who "personalizes" does so within 

historically and culturally determined meanings (Harris and Lipman, 

1980). It is through his or her actions that the basic beliefs of the 

culture are maintained and the meaning of objects is handed down. 

The family dwelling is the "window to a culture"; it displays 

religion, cosmology, sex roles and social organization of a particular 

society (Gauvain, Altman and Hussein 1983). The decoration of a 

dwelling reflects whether a culture is collectivistic or 

Individualistic. In the first case, the organization of objects 

reflects an unselfconscious adherence to unartlculated norms, which 

proscribe how consumption and display must be oriented to the 



9 

achievement of group status (Duncan, 1982). In most collectlvlstlc 

societies, the dwelling's set-up and decoration are an expression of 

homogeneous values and a reproduction of the social order; this 

Involves making the dwelling space homologous to the particular 

community space and to the symbolic social space (Rapaport,1982). 

Societal notions about sex roles are spatially represented In the 

house: women as caregivers dominate the private space of the dwelling 

and men as breadwinners dominate the public space of the community 

(Duncan,1982). These stereotypical roles are maintained partly by the 

architecture and use of the dwelling (Mazumar and Mazumar,1984)> In 

the second case, each Individual strives for personal status more than 

for for group status. 

All societies vary along the collectivism-individualism 

continuum; in the Mexican society, the pendullum has been traditionally 

regarded as swinging toward the collectlvlstlc end of the continuum. 

Territorial personalization "serves to portray simultaneously, one's 

distinctiveness from others and one's common ties with the community" 

(Altaian and Chemers, 1980, p. 137); It represents the dialectic 

Interplay of Individuality and communality (Altman and Gauvain, 1981). 

Social Influences 

Territorial personalization helps to regulate social 

interaction by defining and stabilizing the social order existing in a 

culture; Douglas and Isherwood (1979) claim this occurs through the use 
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of objects. Greenbaum and Greenbaum (1981) studied frontyard 

psrsonalization of a Slavic-American enclave and they found that 

gardening arrangements which were shared by the members of the group, 

functioned as an ecological mechanism indicating group domain: it 

asserted their ethnicity in a multi-ethnic neighborhood. Objects 

arranged in space allow people to identify one another, by providing 

cues that Indicate whether or not a person is a member of a social 

world and to facilitate social interchange (Pratt, 1982). According to 

Vershure, Magel and Sadalla (1977) attributes of house form and 

location are used as the basis for inference of social position and 

personality disposition of house occupants. Subjects who watched 

slides of mobile homes and track homes consistently rated heads of 

households on the same demographic and personality characteristics. 

In a follow-up study, Sadalla, Burroughs and Quaid (1980) asked house 

owners to evaluate themselves on personality dimensions associated with 

house design, such as "individualism", "discipline" and "graciousness"; 

they found that subjects Inferences about homeowners' personalities 

based on the appearance of their housefronts corresponded to the 

attributes homeowners gave about themselves. This finding seems to be 

corroborated by a study conducted by Canter (1981), where subjects made 

consistent inferences about a person set in a room, when the room 

decoration was varied. Within a homogeneous population then, 

individuals agree on the inferences they make about each other, through 

the appearance of their houses or rooms. Tobey (1982) also oonducted 
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an evaluation study of frontyards, but found that evaluation of social 

status comes to be noticed after historical style and artistic 

conception of the house. 

A house's appearance supports the social ecology* Laumann and 

House (1970) found that styles of decor are consistent with social 

class and political ideology. Middle class, upwardly mobile 

individuals use modern styles in their living room decorations, a 

behavior that is consistent with their stated liberal political 

attitudes; the upper class uses a more traditional decor, consistent 

with its more conservative values and lifestyles. Evidence for house 

decor's support of the social ecology is found across different 

countries and cultures. Pratt (1982) found that upper-middle-class and 

upper-class families in Canada behave consistently with group norms 

toward their choice of home decor and home decorator, in a similar 

fashion to their American counterparts. Upper-class conservative 

families choose the same home decorator and exhibit the same 

traditional style of decor,while middle class families choose among a 

variety of trendy decorators and exhibit a more varied modern style of 

decor. In addition, upper-class housewives considered style a product 

of group membership, while middle class housewives considered style a 

product of self identity. Duncan and Duncan (1976) found a similar 

attitudes between social classes in Hyderabad, India. While social 

class in Hindu society is traditionally defined by caste rather than 

wealth, the results indicate that house decor supports social class 
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structure In this cultural context. The traditional upper class or 

"old elite" disregards the importance and value of house decor, because 

it does not enhance or challenge their social status; it is fixed by 

birth and is not transferable. The "new elite" of business and 

political leaders make use of house decor in similar ways to western 

countries: they use it to display their social identity and status, 

both products of recently acquired wealth and prestige; tradition does 

not validate their newly acquired social power. The difference between 

old and new elites lies in whether the social status is ascribed or 

achieved: in the first case, display of material wealth is 

Inconsequential while in the second case, such display becomes a 

conspicuous way of conveying the new social power. Behavior is 

consistent within class membership and only when inferences based on 

house decoration are made across social boundaries, "members of 

different social worlds receive bits of data from the landscape and 

interpret them differently" (p. 210). Personalization of a dwelling 

has been linked to perception of threat: groups striving for power fear 

the loss of their status and tend to personalize more profusely 

(Appleyard, 1978). 

As illustrated in the previous discussion, appearance of the 

house accomplishes a valuable goal in social Interchange: it helps to 

structure situations backed by established social roles, which carry 

sets of social expectations automatically triggered, when people are 

located In the social ecology and cast In the appropiate "slots". 
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Psychological Influences 

Individuals derive a sense of security and social support from 

their presentation of social values embedded in artifacts used for 

personalization. Greenbaum and Greenbaum (1981) found that 

personalizers are more motivated to communicate their personal and 

group identity and seem to engage more often in social interaction than 

non-personalizers. Personalization indicates a predisposition to 

socialize, but this form of advertisement can only occur, when a space 

provides the "opportunity structure" for socializing (Danahy, 1984)* 

A territory provides the "theatre stage for imaginative 

investment" (Lawrence, 1981; p. 53). Individuals who spend their time, 

effort and creativity in decorating a place seem to be indicating a 

commitment to a place. Hansen and Altman (1976) found that college 

"drop-outs" used less decorations in their rooms, and their ornaments 

indicated less commitment to personal relationships or personal 

interests, than the ornaments used by students who successfully adapted 

to college life. Vinsel, Brown and Altman (1980) found in a follow-up 

study that college "drop-outs" used more decorations, but their 

ornaments again revealed less commitment than "stay-ins" who continued 

in college. 

Personalization mediates the attributions that observers make 

about aotors. Within the context of a neighborhood, this process 

influences the perception of immunity from crime. Brower, Docket and 

Taylor (1983) found that territorial signs such as fences and trimmed 
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bushes are Interpreted as indicative of occupants' strong territorial 

attitudes. Under conditions of perceived low-threat of crime, the 

presence of fences and plantings In the frontyard area, led residents 

to perceive these features as deterrents to intrusion. In conditions 

of high fear of crime, residents considered that only more redundant 

territorial signs (i.e. high wire fences) could prevent crime, but only 

when other security measures (i.e. call police) were taken. Home 

owners who use territorial signs, perceive themselves as being less 

vulnerable to crime (Patterson, 1978). 

Personalization provides territory occupants with a sense of 

protection from crime and also emotional security. Older women who 

moved to congregate housing thought their apartments felt "like home", 

rfhen personal objects were present (Kinney et al., 1985). Objects used 

to personalize seem to be important for self-perception: in a national 

survey of the elderly, participants made statements about themselves 

through their display of possessions (Howell,1980). Interaction with 

an object produces experiences that they later embody In a symbolic 

form; continuous contact involves the investment of psychic energy and 

by ''cultivating" them, a person becomes conscious of goals operating 

within the self (Csikszentmlhalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981); material 

objects "objectify the self" (Rochberg-Halton, 1984, p. 347). Furby 

(1978) found that personal posessions play a key role in psychological 

development because they are connected with a sense of control: they 

provide the ability to effect desired outcomes on the environment. 
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Members of the same family may experience objects differently 

according to their stage In the life oycle and may "Inhabit vastly 

different symbolic environments" (Rochberg-Halton, 1984, p.348). 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) conducted a survey on the 

meaning of household objects and they found that children value objects 

that embody actions, (i.e. stereos and televisions), while their 

parents valued objects for their contemplative value, (I.e. visual art 

and sculpture). This trend seems to Increase with age: grandparents 

reported preference for objects with contemplative value that embodied 

memories (i.e. photos and books). Overall, they found that "the main 

reason for having objects is one that might be seen as egocentric and 

hedonistic" (p.84). Nevertheless, this egocentric relationship serves 

the goal of Integration to the larger society "because the intention to 

differentiate oneself from others, still needs people to give it 

meaning" (p.33). This dialectic person/group relationship found in the 

meaning of objects points to their complex position in the realm of the 

social environment. As symbols of the self, objects embody personal 

intentions; as symbols of the group, they embody the status of members 

In the group. Only contextual factors can discriminate among the 

multiple meanings of objects. Whether a place is judged by observers 

as a personal or as a public territory is influenced by the type of 

information derived from objects in that place and the specific social 

and cultural context. 
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Statement of Purpose 

The previous literature review illustrates the different levels 

of analysis at which territorial personalization can be conceptualized. 

The present project focuses on the social/psychological implications of 

how Mexican, urban, working-class families personalize their dwellings. 

The behavior of the family unit is being studied in the context of the 

immediate neighborhood, where the later constitutes the "audience" for 

the former's symbolic messages. 

The purpose of the present field research project is to explore 

whether territorial personalization of the frontyard is related to 

concern for frontyard appearance and perceived control of access. 

Territorial personalization is defined as the modification of the 

physical appearance of the frontyard, by the family members, for 

decorative purposes, since the time of the dwelling's occupation. 

Concern for frontyard appearance refers to the degree to which the 

family is interested in displaying their social status to the 

residential community through the modification of their dwelling. 

Control of access refers to the family's perception of their ability to 

regulate use of the frontyard, both by the dwelling's occupants and 

non-occupants. These hypothesized concerns overlap in their attempt to 

use the potential for symbolic social communication embedded in housing 

decorations, but they differ in that in concern for frontyard 

appearance, the goal is to convey an image to the residential community 

while in control of access, the goal is to regulate actual use of the 
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frontyard. Territorial personalization accomplishes the goals related 

to concern for frontyard appearance, since objects and other forms of 

decoration have the property of iconically storing a family's identity 

and values and they are signs commonly understood by others. It 

accomplishes the goals related to control access, since a house 

decorated with artifacts is perceived as being occupied, a fact that 

draws the attention of neighbors and subsequently facilitates social 

Interaction; on the other hand, a house without artifacts appears to be 

vacated and it invites intrusion and crime. 

The relationship between territorial personalization and the 

joint influence of concern for frontyard appearance and perceived 

control of access, will be measured with two instruments: a 

personalization inventory checklist, indicating presence of artifacts 

or decorative features in public housing dwellings' frontyards and a 

questionnaire administered by an interviewer to the housewife, selected 

as the family's "spokesperson". The resulting data will be analyzed 

with the use of multiple regression analysis: the questionnaire items 

measuring concern for image and control of access will be used to 

explain variation In amount of territorial personalization, as measured 

by the personalization inventory checklist. It is expected that if the 

set of mentioned predictors account for a substantive and significant 

amount of variation in territorial personalization, a relationship 

between the physical modification of the dwelling and the two 

hypothesized concerns will be established. In addition, a content 
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analysis of open-ended questions Included in the questionnaire, 

administered to the housewives, will reveal the reasons for the 

presence of specific modifications to the frontyard. 

The present research project will test the above-mentioned 

relationships in a cultural context different from the one where most 

relevant research has been conducted. Results from the data analysis 

in addition, will indicate whether relationships discovered in previous 

cultural contexts can be generalized to this one. 



CHAPTER 2 

METHOD 

Description of Colonla Mlravalle 

Colonla Mlravalle, the public housing project where the present 

study was conducted, is located at the outskirts of a northwestern 

Mexican city of approximately 80,000 inhabitants. Ciudad Obregon, 

Sonora is the urban center which provides services to a very productive 

agricultural valley. Colonia Miravalle was created to house the 

growing urban working class employed in the urban sector, providing 

services to the valley and also employed in the incipient industrial 

sector. It is the largest and newest housing project of six built in 

the city by 1NF0NAVIT (Instituto y Fomento Nacional para la Vivienda de 

los Trabajadores), the federal housing agency responsible for providing 

public housing throughout Mexico. It was built according to three 

major phases. The first phase began in 1978 and it involved the 

construction of approximately one thousand dwelling units; the second 

phase began in 1980 and involved the construction of the same number of 

dwelling units. The third phase began in 1982 and it was being 

completed in 1984, at the time this study was conducted; this latest 

phase involved the construction of the same number of dwelling units as 

the previous two phases. This housing project, unlike others built by 
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INFONAVIT In Ciudad Obregon was planned as a suburban area with the 

provision of recreational, educational and commercial facilities, which 

Colonia Miravalle an appearance of a modern and clean suburb, while the 

other housing projects were built as densely populated inner-city 

housing complexes, or as smaller residential areas. 

According to INFONAVIT population estimates, the project has 

11,542 Inhabitants; this is based on the assumption that there are five 

members per each family, which was derived from the agency's statewide 

socio-economic survey published by INFONAVIT, Delegacion Sonora in 

1982. 

Unlike public housing in the United States, public housing in 

Mexico is based on private ownership of the dwelling and owners are 

forbidden to rent them, although the method of assignment may lead to 

violations of INFONAVIT statutes. Dwellings are assigned among the 

qualified members on a lottery basis and not strictly on need. This 

often leads to irregularities, since individuals who have qualified for 

a dwelling, may resort to renting it because they may be satisfied with 

their present housing situation. An individual may qualify for 

ownership only after he or she has been registered with INFONAVIT by 

his or her employer, who shares the actual cost of the dwelling with 

the housing agency and the employee hlm/herself. Each tenant is given 

a ten-year period to pay the cost of the dwelling. 

INFONAVIT is the single most important housing agency in Mexico 

which has been reorganized to function as a housing finance institution 
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since 1982, funding housing projects controlled by worker's unions. At 

the time Colonia Miravalle was built 1NF0NAV1T was still in charge of 

planning, financing, constructing and assignment of housing projects 

throughout the country. According to their national guidelines, the 

design of the community was to be conducted by an interdisciplinary 

team, but this was not a common practice in Ciudad Obregon. A housing 

project, as conceived by INFONAVIT, is as a residential community 

providing the basic urban services including medical, commercial and 

educational services. At the time of the study Colonia Miravalle only 

provided the last two services. According to an informal Interview 

conducted by the author with several of the local residents, 

transportation and garbage collection services were also inadequate. 

To compensate for what is not provided for by external agencies, the 

residents provide them for themselves. Small businesses are set up 

throughout the project and private professionals set up their offices 

in their own homes. Grocery stores, meat shops, bookstores, beauty 

salons,lawyers and physicians offices are sprinkled throughout the 

project. Housing officials consciously ignore these obvious violations 

of the housing statutes, since they recognize that these establishments 

provide a valuable service to the community. 

According to INFONAVIT's statewide socio-economic assessment 

conducted in 1982, residents of Colonia Miravalle are satisfied with 

their present dwelling, believe they have improved their living 

conditions, feel a sense of security in being able to provide a 

i 
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property Inheritance to their offsprings, and are generally satisfied 

with their inmediate social environment. The problems mentioned in the 

same report are lack of police surveillance, poor provision of basic 

services and above all, a sense of living in crowded conditions that 

become more acute four to six years after initial occupation of the 

dwelling. Additional problems reported by the locals to the author are 

vandalism and theft, which the residents attribute to youngsters living 

in a neighboring residential area. Overall, the survey indicates that 

81% of those residents sampled are satisfied and do not intend to sell 

the dwelling or to move. 

Colonia Miravalle was built according to three basic housing 

designs which can be subdivided each into two types according to lot 

size dimensions. For example, house type A is located in 64 sq. mts. 

lot while house type A1 is located in a 55 sq. mts. lot (see Appendix 

A). Slight differences in housefront design occur according to whether 

the house was built during phase one or phase two and it can be 

basically reduced to a single design element. House types provide 

information about dwelling design and lot size but also about income of 

the house owner, at the time the dwelling was assigned. Type A is 

assigned to individuals who earn the minimum wage, type B is assigned 

to those who earn approximately twice the minimum wage and type C is 

given to those who earn three times the minimum wage. The house type 

distribution occurs as follows: A and A1 constitute 36%; B and B1 

constitute 22.5% and C and C1 constitute 19% of the total. House types 
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are not built in clusters, but rather mixed together in an almost 

random fashion; that is, in one housing block the proportion of house 

types differs from the proportion in the next block. The intention is 

to create a "social mixture" of people with different incomes to 

de-emphasize olass differences and the potential for conflict. 

Frontyard size does not vary according to house type or house 

lot size; that is, a two storey three bedroom house might have a 

frontyard of 18 mts. length and 1.5 mts. width, while a one storey, two 

bedroom house may have a 7 mts. length and 1.5 mts. width. Size varies 

according to "available space", this in the words of the master 

architect; no accurate master plans were available at the time of the 

interview. In order to account for frontyard size, each interviewer 

was asked to estimate the width of the frontyard area to compensate for 

the lack of accurate measurements. At the time of initial occupation, 

the dwellings were painted in white with color trimmings around the 

windows and the door. Color schemes for the trimmings vary from pale 

mustard and pale brown to bright yellow, red and green. Each house was 

provided with the lawn at the time of occupation. 

Subjects 

The sampling method of houses and housewives was at random and 

was conducted in three different stages. In stage one, all the house 

blocks of completed portions of phases one, two and three were 

numbered, in addition to all the dwellings contained within each block. 
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According to a random number table, a case was selected by chosing a 

block number and then a dwelling number; thirty oases were selected in 

this fashion. The third stage was completed in situ by the 

Interviewer, and it consisted of identifying the other member of the 

pair or the "front-door neighbor" which constituted the other half of 

the sample. This procedure was followed in order to establish the kind 

of social comparison required by impression management measurements. 

A total of sixty female participants were selected for the 

study. In most sampled cases, the housewife was the actual 

participant, but when she was not available, the daughter or mother of 

the house owner was included In the study, since they were acting as 

the female head of the household. The interviewers identified the head 

of household by requesting to speak to "la senora de la casa". No 

attempt was made to control for age of the respondents and their 

educational level ranged from zero to fifteen years of education, with 

an average of six years which corresponds to the national average. 

The rationale for selecting the female head of household is 

that she is primarily responsible for the upkeep of the house and is 

better informed than other family members, as to "who did what" to the 

house. Still, she is only considered as the "spokesperson" for the 

entire family and the extent to which she plays a role in the 

personalization process will be determined from the data. Husbands and 

children were not included but their influence will be determined 

through the housewife's responses. Each participant was asked for 
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their voluntary participation and were told that the interviewers were 

not affiliated with any government agency (particularly not INF0NAV1T) 

and that the purpose of the study was to find out their opinion of 

their own dwelling. 

Procedure 

Data collection was conducted by four interviewers: two first 

year Psychology students, one Business Administration graduate and the 

author. The author trained the three additonal interviewers in how to 

collect data for the personalization inventory checklist. They were 

also instructed in Interview procedures they were to follow, including 

giving the subjects proper identification of the study and themselves, 

a short description of the study and how to conduct a brief training 

session with each respondent in the use of rating scales. Appendix B 

describes the instructions given by the interviewers to each housewife 

The three female interviewers recruited by the author were local 

residents of Ciudad Obregon who were unfamiliar with the residential 

area, or with the people they interviewed. 

Instruments 

Two sets of data were collected for each case: a thirty item 

questionnaire administered in Spanish by the interviewer to each 

housewife and a personalization inventory checklist, to record the 



26 

presence of modifications conducted to the frontyard area. The 

questionnaire assessed demographic characteristics of the respondent 

and the concern for appearances and control of access to the territory 

already mentioned. Host were short answer questions, some Involved the 

use of a ten-point rating scale. It was administered in the form of a 

structured interview conducted by the interviewer. 

The personalization inventory checklist Included a description 

of the dwelling (house type, number of floors and size of frontyard 

area), as well as the presence or absence of items such as 

fence,garden, furniture, remodeled doors and windows and repainted 

facade. In addition, a count was made of the presence of the most 

important personalization features along the street (repainted 

housefront, gardens and fences). This last measurement was included in 

order to assess how "typical" was the personalization of the dwelling 

frontyard as compared to the other dwellings along the street. A 

sample copy of both instruments can be found in Appendix C. 



CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

Information derived from the questionnaire and the 

personalization inventory oheoklist was analyzed with the use of 

multiple regression analysis and a content analysis. Tables 1 and 2 

give a description of the variables measuring ooncern for frontyard 

appearance and for control of access that were used as independent or 

combined set of predictors, which the SPSS step-wise prooedure program 

entered in order of importance to the regression equation. Territorial 

personalization was measured by adding the different oheoklist items 

Indicating presence or absenoe of an objeot in the frontyard into a 

single composite variable; Table 3 illustrates the variables 

constituting the composite variable. Through this process, each 

dwelling was assigned a single "soore" describing amount of 

personalization present. Soores ranged from "0" to "6", with a mean of 

3.30 and a standard deviation of 1.76; the modifications most oommonly 

found were addition of fenoes and gardens and remodeled windows (see 

Table 4). 
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Table 1 

Names of Variables Used to Predict Territorial 
Personalization In the Frontyard 

Variable Variable Name 

DANGST Perceived danger along the street 
DANGNEIB Perceived danger In the neighborhood 
IMPNEIB Importance of front-door neighbors' 

frontyard to the self 
IMPSELF Importance of frontyard appearance 

to the self 
LYHAUS Like living in the present dwelling 
MOVE Desire to move to different dwelling 
NE1FACAD Appearance of front-door neighbor's 

frontyard 
NETWORK Size of social network 
OWNFACAD Rating own frontyard against others 
OWNNEIB Importance own frontyard to front -

door neighbors 
RESIDE Length of residence in dwelling 
PERSCOR Personalization score 
IMPNEIB Importance of front-door neighbors' 

frontyard appearance 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics of Concern for Appearance 

Control of Access Variables 

Variable Mean Std. Deviation 

DANGST 330 3785 

DANGNEIB 5.27 4.33 

IMPNEIB 6.88 3.46 

IMPSELF 9.28 1.63 

LYHAUS 9.20 1.53 

HOVE 3.93 3.96 

NEIFACAD 6.66 2.13 

NETWORK 11.90 15.14 

OWNFACAD 6.26 2.20 

OWNNEIB 5.25 4.40 

RESIDE 25.08 13.75 

IMPNEIB 6.88 3.46 
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Table 3 

Variables Entered In the Compoalte Variable PERSCOR 

Variable Variable Name 

PAINT Repainted Housefront 

FENCE Fence 

GARDEN Garden 

BLDGARD Construction In frontyard 

FURNITUR Furniture 

DOOR Remodeled front door 

WINDOWS Remodeled front windows 

MARKERS Decorative artifacts 
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TABLE 4 

Descriptive Statistics of Variables Entered In 

the Composite Variable PERSCOR 

Variable Mean Std. Deviation % Present % Absent 

PAINT 738 749 738 TSl 

FENCE .48 .50 .48 .51 

GARDEN .90 .30 .82 .18 

BLDGARD .22 .42 .21 .78 

FURNITUR .17 .38 .16 .83 

DOOR .27 .45 .26 .73 

WINDOWS .75 .43 .75 .25 

MARKERS .13 .34 .13 .86 
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Multiple Regression Analyses 

The set of predictors measuring concern for appearance were 

entered separatedly in the regression equation, to explain amount of 

territorial personalization (PERSCOR). Predictors entered explained 

2 
20% of the total variance (R .20), but rating appearance of own 

frontyard against others along the street (OWNFACAD), importance of 

appearance of front-door neighbors1 frontyard (IMPNEIB) and importance 

of own frontyard to the self (IMPSELF), contributed most to the 

percentage of explained variance (R .18). The standarlzed regression 

coefficients (Betas) listed in Table 5 indicate that the first variable 

was relatively more important than the second and third In explaining 

PERSCOR; the semipartial regression coefficients indicate that each 

contributed 9%, 5% and 5% to the explanation, respectively. 

Apparently, if the housewife rates high the appearance of her own 

frontyard (OWNFACAD), she rates low the importance of her front-door 

neighbor's frontyard appearance (IMPNEIB); a high rating to the 

importance of her frontyard appearance (IMPSELF) reinforces the 

contribution of the first mentioned variable (OWNFACAD), although this 

last one is only marginally significant; the three variables contribute 

to the explanation in increase in frontyard personalization. 

A second multiple regression included control over access to 

the frontyard as a single set of predictors. Only length of residence 

(RESIDE) contributed significantly to explain amount of territorial 

personalization (PERSCOR) present in the frontyard. Although the 



Table 5 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis Reaulta 

Using Concern for Frontyard Appearance 

Variable Std. Beta Std. Error Beta F P sr2 

OWNFACAD .38 .10 7.64 .008 .09 

IMPNEIB -.33 -.08 4.10 .05 .05 

IMPSELF .24 .16 3.00 .09 .05 

NEIFACAD -.10 .11 .53 .46 .01 

NETWORK -.07 .14 .31 .57 .01 

LYHAUS -.08 .14 .40 .52 .01 

OWNNEIB .03 .77 .40 .84 .00 
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2 
entire set of variables explained 16% of the total variance (R *16), 

o 
this variable alone explained 12% (sr .12) as Table 6 indicates. 

RESIDE was four times as important in explaining PERSCOR, as any of the 

other predictors. Length of residence correlated positively with 

amoiant of personalization Indicating that with longer residence in the 

dwelling, there were more.modifications conducted to the frontyard. 

The entire set of predictors though, did not adequately explain 

variation in PERSCOR. 

In an effort to investigate how both sets of predictors 

interact and explain territorial personalization, a third multiple 

regression analysis Included all the variables used In the previous 

two. Results indicate that length of residence (RESIDE), rating 

appearance of own (OWNFACAD), and importance of front-door neighbor's 

(IMPNEIB) frontyard, once again entered the regression equation as the 

most important predictors. The entire set of variables explained 37% 

2 
(R .37) of the total variance, but those three alone explained 2556 

p 
(R .25). The semipartial regression coefficients listed in Table 7 

indicate that RESIDE was twice as important as OWNFACAD, which In turn 

was twice as important as IMPNEIB; each contributed 15%, 8%, and 4% to 

the explanation of PERSCOR, respectively. Conclusions that can be 

derived from this multiple regression are comparable to the ones 

derived from the previous two. Namely, to the extent that the 

housewife gives a high rating to the appearance of her own frontyard, 

but considers that the appearance of her front-door neighbors' 



Table 6 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis Reaulta 

Ualng Control of Acoeas 

Variable Std. Beta Std. Error Beta F P 
2 

sr 

RESIDE .30 .01 5.39 .02 .12 

MOVE -.16 .05 1.70 .19 .03 

DANGNEIB .13 .06 .75 .38 .00 

DANGST -.13 .07 .75 .39 .01 
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Table 7 

Summary of Multiple Regresalon Analysis Results Using 

Concern for Frontyard Appearance and Control of Access 

Variable Std. Beta Std. Error Beta F P sr 

RESIDE .31 .01 5.69 .02 .15 

OWNFACAD .36 .10 7.35 .009 .08 

IMPNEIB 

CM •
 

1 .08 3.90 .05 .04 

DANGST -.26 .08 2.63 .11 .04 

IMPSELF .21 .17 2.23 .14 .03 

NETWORK -.18 .01 1.70 .19 .03 

NEIFACAD -.11 .11 .74 •
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frontyard is not as important to her, amount of personalization in her 

own's tends to increase. In addition, the longer the family has been 

living in the dwelling, the more likely it is that the house has been 

personalized. Apparently, importance of frontyard appearance to the 

self (IMPSELF) as Table 7 indicates, tends to decrease when other 

factors are taken into account; it reinforces the notion that the 

frontyard is valuable to the housewife, but does not provide new 

additoaal information. 

The overall explained variance across the three multiple 

regression analyses ranged from 16% to 37%. A factor analysis 

including the entire set of predictors was conducted in an effort to 

reduce the number of variables to a smaller number of factors, to 

increase the subject-to-variable ratio and to improve the percentage of 

explained variance. The factors that emerged from the original data 

set were used as predictors in another multiple regression, but they 

accounted for a small and non-significant amount of variance. 

Therefore, the original variables were found to predict territorial 

personalization more adequately, despite the mentioned problems. 

\ 

Content Analysis 

A content analysis of open-ended questions assessed reasons for 

presence of garden and fence in the frontyard and the presence of a 

modified housefront; the results from these questions are presented in 

Table 8. The reasons mentioned by respondents for having a garden were 



Table 8 

Content Analysis of Reason for the Presence of Garden. 
Fence and Modified Housefront 

GARDEN 

38 

Present % 

1. Likes plants 35 
2. Improves house appearance 33 
3* Likes garden 27 
4« Likes looking at garden 02 
5. Place for children play 02 

Absent (20%) % 

FENCE 

1. House under construction 42 
2. Neighbors harm it 17 
3. No time or money 16 
4* Other 25 

Present (42%) 

1. Protect plants and garden 
2. Protection/ protect house 
3* Protect children 
4* Looks nice 
5. Keeps pets inside 

% 

36 
28 
20 
08 
08 

Absent (58%) % 

1. No time or money 
2. House under construction 
3. Other 

65 
29 
05 
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Table 8 — Continued 

HOUSEFRONT 

Modified (43%) % 

1. Improves house appearance 53 
2. Protection 23 
3* Different appearance 16 
4* Other 08 

Not Modified (53%) % 

1. No time or money 50 
2. House under construction 14 
3• Likes present appearance 12 
4* House is new 07 
5. Don't know/ Undecided 15 
6. Other 12 
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liking plants, improved appearance to the house and enjoying having a 

garden. Those who did not have a garden mentioned that lack of time 

and money and/or planning to build In the frontyard area prevented them 

for having one. Those who had a fence mentioned concern for protection 

of the house, of plants and garden, and of children and pets as their 

reasons for having one. Those who did not have a fence mentioned the 

same reasons for not adding a garden. Reasons for modifying the 

housefront were to improve its appearance and to make it different from 

previous appearance or from others houses' appearance. Reasons 

mentioned for not modifying the housefront were the same mentioned 

previously, although some respondents indicated that they liked the 

house's original appearance or that they were uncertain about modifying 

it. This pattern of responses indicate a concern for frontyard 

appearance as it Is relevant for the housewife herself and indicates 

the need to regulate potential access by intruders to the frontyard 

area. 

Results from the open-ended questions differ from the previous 

results in two main respects: the first set of variables used In the 

multiple regression analysis produced an overall assessment of the 

phenomenon under study, while the content analysis of the open-ended 

questions attempted to identify reasons for adding specific items to 

the frontyard. The first data set indicates that territorial 

personalization is correlated to concern for frontyard appearance and 



while the second analysis confirms this finding, it also reveals the 

control of access as originally hypothesized. 



CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the present study was to assess degree to which 

concern for frontyard appearance and control of access relate to 

variation in amount of territorial personalization found in the 

frontyards of public housing dwellings. The influence of both sets of 

predictors was determined by entering them separately or combined into 

a single set of predictors. A content analysis of open-ended questions 

aimed at assessing reasons for specific modifications of the frontyard. 

Results of the data analysis indicate that territorial 

personalization is related to a high rating to the appearance of the 

frontyard when compared to others along the street, accompanied by a 

decrease in importance of neighbors' frontyard appearance and a longer 

residence in the dwelling. The pattern of responses given by the 

housewives reveal that this phenomenon is related to self-centered 

interests more than to group-centered interests. The content analysis 

indicates the same trend, in reasons mentioned for having a garden or a 

modified housefront: respondents felt their frontyards appearance 

improved with the modifications from a previous homogeneous, monotonous 
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appearance. A sense of "house pride" emerges as a distinctive theme 

from the data analysis. 

In terms of Goffman's conception of impression management, the 

frontyard's appearance is indeed manipulated to convey an appearance of 

things, but it is less a symbolic performance staged for the benefit of 

outsiders, than it is a performance staged for the housewife herself. 

In this study, modifications were not a product of the family*s team 

performance, but the product of the housewife's own efforts: other 

family members were Involved in the use, maintenance and decision

making process associated with the frontyard, but responsibility for 

its fate rested primarily on herself. As many authors have suggested, 

territorial personalization is an ecology of signs whose primary 

function is to convey messages to those who control it, as is the case 

of the housewife, and then to to others (Laumann and House, 1970; 

Sadalla, Burroughs and Quaid, 1980; Vershure, Magel and Sadalla, 1977). 

The importance of length of residence indicated by the data reinforces 

the notion that this phenomenon is not a finished product, but a 

process that evolves through time: those residents who had been the 

longest in the housing project, had also the highest amount of 

modification to the frontyard. 

The hypthesized control of access did not significantly account 

for variation in amount of territorial personalization. In addition, 

there were problems in the operationalization and measurement of key 

variables that had to be excluded from any analysis. Therefore, no 
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meaningful conclusions can be drawn about the effect of this set of 

predictors on territorial personalization. However, the content 

analysis reveals that housewives were concerned with the protection of 

the frontyard area, a concern that appears to be linked to the presence 

of individual items in the frontyard. This potential influence on 

territorial personalization then, should not be discarded but rather, 

it should be explored further. 

In Colonia Miravalle the families share a fairly homogeneous 

socio-economic background, a fact that may indicate that the need to 

differentiate and be distinguishable from other members takes priority 

over the need to reafirm membership to the group. Decoration of the 

frontyards is one of the symbolic means by which the residents can 

establish their identity and distinguish from one another. Mexican 

culture has been traditionally regarded as being collectivistic and 

oriented to group achievement of goals and values, but in Colonia 

Miravalle housewives perceived their own dwellings as looking better 

than the rest, a fact that suggests a tendency to differentiate and to 

compete for social status in the residential community. Even though 

this behavior occurs in the context of their own social group, the 

concern for asserting Individual status should not be overlooked. 

This study conducted in a residential community located in 

northwestern Mexico, indicates that the behavior of public housing 

dwellers is comparable to the behavior of house owners in other 

cultures depicted in the previously described literature. Namely, 
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their using house decoration as a symbolic means to convey social 

identity is comparable across oultures. 

Psychological research that illustrates the nature of social 

life in public housing projects might contribute to better planning and 

design of residential communities, by indicating the factors that 

foster communication and a sense of pride and well-being among the 

residents. Planners who provide flexible, "unfinished" residential 

designs may allow each family to symbolically imprint their dwelling 

with their sense of identity and by allowing them to engage in 

territorial personalization. 
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COLONIA MIRAVALLE DWELLING UNIT TYPES 

Dwelling Number of Percentage Lot Size 
Type Dwellings (Sq.Mts.) 

A 175 8.75 64 

A1 543 27.14 55 

A2 226 11.30 ** 

B 114 5.69 74 

B1 335 16.76 65 

B2 230 11.49 75 

C 66 3.24 85 

C2 313 15.64 ** 

Note: ** Information not available. 
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INSTRUCTIONS TO THE PARTICIPANTS OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this interview is to find out your opinion 
regarding the place where you live. You will be asked to give brief 
answers to a questionnaire and to give a "grade" to some of the 
questions. The "grade" that you will be asked to give is similar to the 
ones that teachers give at school. For example, a grade of "0" means 
the absence or the negation of something and "10" means that something 
happens all the time, that something is very good, or that you like 
something very much. 

The following questions will help you understand this idea. 
They are similar to the questions that will be given to you during the 
interview. 

On a scale from "0" to "10", please give a "grade" to the 
following questions: 

How much do you like watching TV ? 

0 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

How much do you like living in Ciudad Obregon ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

The interview that is to follow will require answering 
questions from a questionnaire that are very similar to the ones you 
have just answered, but it also requires that you also answer other 
types of questions. The answers that you will give me will be written 
down, but your name .will not. This information is confidential and your 
name will not be revealed to anybody. 
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PERSONALIZATION INVENTORY CHECKLIST 

A. Block Number: 
B. House Number: 
C. Pair Member: 

D. House Type : A B C D 

1. Number of floors: 1. One 2. Two 
2. Housefront: 1. Repainted 2. Not repainted 
3. Fence: 1. Present 2. Absent 
4. Garden: 1. Present 2. Absent 
5. Construction in the frontyard area: 

1. Present 2. Absent 

Construction Type: a. porch 
b. car port 
c. extra room 
d. store 

6. Furniture: 1. Present 2. Absent 
7. Doors: 1. Remodeled 2. Not remodeled 
8. Windows: 1. Remodeled 2. Not remodeled 
9. Territorial Signs: 1. Present 2. Absent 

Types of Signs : a. family name plate 
b. house number plate 
c. commercial signs 
d. other: 

10. Number of gardens on both sides of the street: 
11. Number of fences on both signs of the street : 
12 Number of repainted housefronts on both sides 

of the street: _________ 
13. Frontyard area dimensions: _______ 
14. Comments: 

Interviewer: 
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HOUSEWIFE1S QUESTIONNAIRE 

a. Block number: _____ 
b. House number: _____ Interviewer: 
c. Pair member: _____ 

1. How long have you been living in this house ? 

2. How much longer do you expect to live in this house ? 

3. How many people live in this house ? 

4. Who is the owner of this house ? 

5. How many years did you attend school ? 

6. Do you think that there are few, enough or too many people 
living in this neighborhood ? 

7. How many people living on this side and the other side of the 
street do you know by name ? 

8. If you had a chance to move to another neighborhood, one that you 
could choose, how willing would you be to move ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  

9. How much do you like living in this house ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  
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10. How important is for you the exterior appearance of your house ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  
11. Compared to other houses located along this side and the other 

side of the street( how attractive do you think the outside of 
your house looks ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  

12. How attractive do the exterior of your front-door neighbors' 
house looks ? 

0 1  2 3 4 5 6 7  . 8 9  1 0  

13. How important is for you the exterior appearance of your 
front-door neighbors' house ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  

14. How important do you think is the exterior appearance of your 
own house to your front-door neighbors ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  

15. Which part of the exterior of your house is for you the most 
important ? 

a. fence b. garden c. house facade d. other 

16. Who decided to fix/add it ? 

a. wife b. husband c. children d. other 

17. Who takes care of it ? 

a. wife b. husband c. children d. other 

18. Why did (didn't) you add a garden ? 

19. Why did (didn't) you add a fence ? 

20. Why did (didn't) you fix the house facade ? 
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21. Which family member spends the most time in the frontyard ? 

a. wife b. husband c. children d. other 

22. How dangerous is it to walk in this neighborhood at night ? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  

23. How dangerous is it to walk along this street at night ? 

0 1  2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9  1 0  
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