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Homeowner Associations were originally created through groups of homeowners 

with similar ideas on what makes a perfect neighborhood. The policies were 

collaboratively made by these groups who had the same vision for their neighborhood. 

Over time, Homeowner Associations became more of an enforcement against the 

homeowners rather than working with the homeowners. The policies created tight 

restrictions against homeowners and these restrictions became costly. Communal areas

within the neighborhood were maintained by Homeowner Association (HOA) fees that 

can become extremely costly depending on the intensity of the maintenance. This paper

suggests solutions to adjusting the Homeowner’s Association policies in order to reduce

costs and allow sustainable implementations to homes that may currently be 

constrained due to strict rules under Homeowner Association policies.
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Introduction

Sustainability is often defined by the Bruntland Commission (1987) as, “meet[ing] the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their

own needs.” It can also be thought of as three pillars consisting of economic, social, and

environmental needs. Water and other resources which are scarce and needed within 

every home, fits within all three pillars: 

“Water is at the core of sustainable development and is critical for socio-

economic development, healthy ecosystems and for human survival itself.

It  is  vital  for  reducing the global  burden of  disease and improving the

health,  welfare  and  productivity  of  populations.  It  is  central  to  the

production and preservation of a host of benefits and services for people.

Water is also at the heart of adaptation to climate change, serving as the

crucial  link  between  the  climate  system,  human  society  and  the

environment.” – UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2015)

Water is often considered a renewable resource; however, it can only be considered 

such through better management at all levels of government (UNDESA, 2015; Loucks, 

2009). While we often think of water management at the state and national level, local 

level management, such as at the HOA scale, is important to consider too. Another idea 

to consider is that water is not the only concept of resource or material being wasted 

due to the management of HOA neighborhoods.

HOA neighborhoods have restrictions in exterior wall color of the residence under their 

policy. By being restricted to only a few colors to the exterior wall can create excess 

heat gain within a home if the wall color is dark enough to absorb direct sunlight, 
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therefore causing the homeowner to run the air conditioning excessively. This situation 

causes the homeowner to have increased cost for operating air conditioning excessively

and prevents the homeowner from having a control thermal comfort within their own 

home. This can be fixed simply by taking a stance to change the policy of the 

Homeowners association to provide exterior wall colors that are on a better scale of 

reaching sustainable solutions. The color restriction to homes under an HOA policy are 

also detrimental rules that create problematic issues in regards to heat absorption and 

human thermal comfort within homes. 

The direction of the HOA policies should be geared towards focusing on creating a 

strong community that can encourage one another to apply sustainable strategies to 

their property. There are rights to be earned, but they just have not been fought for:

“When  infrastructure  is  provided  through  the  regulatory  process,  these

assumptions may be little more than fond imaginings. Formerly public services

could be provided in an unconnected patchwork of service levels and prices, or

they could be integrated into a network of multiple providers. Public managers

may shed government responsibility for private community infrastructure, or they

may assume the lead in the governance of networks of service providers. These

are empirical questions that deserve answers” (McCabe, 2011).

Lit Review

HOAs: History and Formation
Homeowners Associations (HOAs) 
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“Over the last three decades, sweeping reforms in American local 

governance have gone largely unnoticed in the field of public affairs. 

Homeowners associations (HOA) now outnumber all local governments by more 

than three to one, but the implications of this change have yet to be considered 

[...] HOAs as well as the governments that underlie them largely are unexplored” 

(McCabe, 2011). HOAs have been around long enough to finally have the 

courage to take a stand and find a solution to their strict governance and rules.  

Water is a major resource that has been affected greatly by these associations. 

In the study by Kevin Lo who wrote, “Approaching Neighborhood 

Democracy from a Longitudinal Perspective: An Eighteen-Year Case Study of a 

Homeowner Association in Beijing” he discusses how HOAs have encouraged 

independence within each residential house rather than being so dependent on 

the maintenance provided by the HOA within their policies, this can be a way in 

which homeowners make a change in the regulations to favor the implementation

of sustainable design. “Major changes to the regulations at the national level 

were made in 2003, when the State Council released a policy entitled “Property 

Management Regulation.” This regulation changed the distribution of power as 

almost all power that was formally attributed to HOA committee was now 

transferred to the homeowner conferences (HOCs), which were annual meetings 

of all homeowners […] The purpose of this change was to prevent the abuse of 

power by a small group of homeowners or a puppet HOA controlled by the 
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developer. However, the regulation also made it difficult for homeowners to 

exercise their rights” (Lo, 2013).

HOAs: Control of Common Landscape and Resource Consumption
HOAs manage common spaces and depending on the policy of the 

individual HOA, there are different levels of control and sternness. Along with this

idea, HOAs also play a role in the concept that was discussed earlier of water 

consumption and resource management. Elizabeth Wentz talks about the 

significant connection between landscape design and water use within residential

buildings. In “Impact of Homeowner Association (HOA) landscaping guidelines on

residential water use” Wentz says, “Numerous studies have demonstrated a 

strong relationship between residential land cover and water use […] Given 

evidence of declining household water consumption associated with reduced 

irrigated outdoor vegetation there remains significant potential for reducing 

outdoor water use through municipal regulation and neighborhood governance of

landscaping” (Wentz, 2016). 

An idea of water reuse could be a solution to reducing water consumption 

within common areas of neighborhoods under an HOA policy. Graywater has 

been proven to be effective in maintaining landscape without the wasteful impact 

of using freshwater would be. Wentz’ research finds “Lot sizes of single-family 

detached homes in Goodyear range from 380 m^2 to greater than 1400 m^2 with

landscaping styles ranging from highly irrigated turf grass to low water-use desert

or xeric vegetation with drip irrigation. Residential water rates in 2015 were 

graduated into tiers or blocks, with usage levels ranging from $1.30 (lower 
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blocks) to $6.25 (higher blocks) per 1000 gallons. The average cost of about $15 

per month, including taxes but not including sewer charges” (Wentz, 2016).

Health Benefits

This case study will provide research for me to understand further 

how sustainable housing can promote health and well-being in a sense of 

providing a better quality of life. It also talks about how these strategies 

can hold a stronger value to homes and improve the life span of buildings. 

Maliene Prochorskaite discusses how the quality of life can be impacted in

her writing “Health, Well-being and Sustainable Housing.”

HOAs: Homeowner opinion and opposition to policies
Homeowner opinions can provide information on how they feel about their 

residential HOA and whether or not HOAs are overusing their power. This is 

where the issue became evident of how strict the HOAs actually are. The 

restriction for not allowing owners to implement sustainable upgrades to their 

homes was the appeared problem and there needs to be a source of solution. 

The study by Jeremy Groves discusses how a homeowner’s relationship is with 

their resident of the neighborhood can create an opinion or impact on how the 

residents feel about the rules that they are given to abide by. 

HOAs are also needed to be funded by the residents that reside within the

area and in order to successfully run a neighborhood under an HOA, there needs

to be a positive connection and communication because the residents are those 

who came together with the same opinion and belief on how they want their 

neighborhood to be operated. This concept relates to how HOAs originated 
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because it began with a group who had a way in which they wanted their 

neighborhood and space to be organized.

Homeowners and shifts towards sustainability
Throughout the years, homeowners have been shifting towards more 

sustainable housing options and it is shown through their neighborhoods. 

Especially with the techniques that have been created to function on a residential

house and not require extreme expenses or maintenance. These techniques 

include changing the exterior wall color of a home, upgrading window materials 

to a more effective material that reduces the amount of escaped air from the 

building.

A cost analysis will be important in showing how the benefits of the 

sustainable implementations to residential houses can outweigh the high cost at 

the beginning of the purchase of the implementation. Sustainable living has an 

immediate benefit that improves the well-being and health quality of a person. 

Traditional building of houses may include sustainable strategies 

depending on the style. These strategies include use of material, structural forms

such has over-extended shading structures, and also landscape that is native to 

climate or region to the area. The importance of this in relation to HOAs is due to 

the fact that HOAs are strict on the use of material and style of the home. The 

purpose of this case study is to find how to find a solution to allowing sustainable 

implementations to the home without being restricted by the HOA policy that the 

resident is under.

Constance Lehmann researched how HOAs were recognized in a 

negative way that may be due to their policies or way of managing the 
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neighborhood. HOAs were originally created by a group of neighbors, and now 

HOAs are using a source of power to be in charge of these neighbors when in 

fact they are not entitled to this power. Her paper called “A Case Study of Fraud 

Concerns at a Homeowners’ Association” and that is where the idea of fraud 

concerns is created.

Methodology

The purpose of creating this case study is to determine the set-backs that 

prevent homeowners under an HOA policy from being restricted from implementing 

sustainable strategies to their home and then finding the solution to being able to apply 

these strategies to a home. This report will be comprised of providing sources of 

previous projects that have attempted to apply sustainable features to a home or within 

the association, but had then been limited to what implementations were allowed. This 

report will also provide successful projects that were able to fight for a policy change 

within their association and apply strategies to a residence. The factors of being given 

the allowance to make these changes include saving money from avoiding wasted 

energy, reaching human thermal comfort within one’s own home, and protecting the 

environment by using resources cautiously rather than carelessly. This case study will 

provide solutions to making these sustainable changes.

Data
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The obstacle towards creating a solution for energy and cost savings would be 

going against the Homeowner’s Association policy. The solution to this would be finding 

a strategy to present to the HOA board in order to show the major benefits that this 

policy change would allow to happen. The data collecting process for finding solutions 

to the strict policies that are created by Homeowner’s Association begins with 

researching optional solutions to the existing issue. Then providing a cost analysis chart

in order to compare the energy and cost savings from the current homes to the homes 

with the strategies applied.

Strategy 1 – Implementing Solar Panels on Roofs of Homes under Homeowner 
Association
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Due to the Arizona’s Solar Rights Law, homes in Arizona can be installed with 

solar panels on their roof without being challenged by any neighborhood policies or 

restrictions. These policies and restrictions are typically made by Homeowner’s 

Associations. The Arizona’s Solar Rights Law states, “Arizona law bars Homeowners’ 

Associations (HOAs) from “effectively prohibiting” the installation or use of a solar 

energy device (SED) within their jurisdiction. Arizona is one of the 22 states with their 

solar rights laws. Arizona has a relatively stringent policy supporting homeowner’s solar 

rights, although some states are more stringent and much more explicit about the types 

of restrictions HOAs can impose on homeowners” (Arizona’s Solar Rights Law 2013).

Figure 1 Source: "Solar Panel Cost - Find Solar Energy Costs in Your Area." Modernize. Accessed January 02, 2018.
https://modernize.com/solar/panel-cost-calculator.

The suggested solution to having the other 28 states that do not have solar rights

laws is to implement these laws with evidence of energy savings and cost savings. Due 

to the world’s declining quantity of resources, all 50 states should be creating solar 

rights laws in order to override any barriers that homeowners may have that’s keeping 

13



them from installing solar panels to their homes. Considering the photovoltaic graph 

above, this can be evidence that the states that are exposed to direct sunlight the 

majority of the year, which are mostly in the southwest region, should be defended 

against Homeowners’ Association policies due to the positive savings that this would 

allow for these residents. Net metering is an incentive to encourage homeowners to 

install solar panels because not only would they be conserving energy, but the company

who installed the solar panels would credit these homeowners for the excess energy 

and electricity that their panels generated that wouldn’t be used on their home. 

Figure 2 Source: "Solar Panel Cost - Find Solar Energy Costs in Your Area." Modernize. Accessed January 02, 2018.
https://modernize.com/solar/panel-cost-calculator.

Strategy 2 – Challenge the Homeowner Association (HOA) Policy to Alter Exterior Wall 
Color

Almost every single Homeowner’s association within an exclusive residential 

neighborhood has a so-called color scheme in which every resident is under contract to 
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follow. Whether it be the color of shared areas such as sidewalks and pool areas, the 

color of street signs within the neighborhood, but most importantly the color of the walls 

of homes. There is evidence that the exterior wall color of a home can have both 

positive and negative results on a home. The positive being that those homes who were

placed within the color scheme that happened to be the lightest color will have lower 

utility bills due to energy savings. Whereas the homes which were selected to be the 

darkest color painted, it stuck with sky-rocketing utility bills due to a constant running air 

conditioning in order to keep the home cool inside. This is due to the fact that dark 

colors absorb heat from the sun’s exposure, creating an uncomfortable temperature 

inside the home during warm summer months. Especially in Arizona, this issue should 

be addressed and changed in order to save energy and also reduce the monthly bill 

cost.

An approach to this would be creating a color scheme of 2 or 3 colors that have 

been tested through a house energy audit and shown to provide less work on air 

conditioning units, therefore creating a more sustainable lifestyle and also reducing the 

cost of utility bills. 
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Figure 3 Color options for exterior walls in Country Club Terrace HOA in Tucson, Arizona. https://www.sherwin-
williams.com/homeowners/color/find-and-explore-colors/hoa/tucson/az/country-club-terrace/ 

The residents who are expected to choose the color “Messenger Bag” for their 

exterior home will be utilizing much more energy for running HVAC systems within their 

home in order to reach human thermal comfort. Whereas a resident who was able to 

choose the color “Natural Tan” will not need to operate their HVAC system as frequently 

due to the reflectivity of this color as opposed to a darker color.

Figure 4 Taken by Madalyn Welch on February 25, 2018.

This photo is an example of showing the dark paint color exposed to direct 

sunlight and contributing to heat gain within the interior space of the home. This is one 

of the 3 colors that are allowed at the Gainey Ranch Townhomes in Scottsdale, Arizona.

As it appears in the photo, this home and the neighbor’s home are the exact same color

scheme which implies that there is a strict color code for this neighborhood under HOA 
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and in the Arizona climate, they may be greatly affected by this code through their cost 

of utility bills.

Figure 5 Taken by Madalyn Welch on February 25, 2018

 This photo is another example of the dark tan color of the exterior of the homes 

in the Gainey Ranch Townhomes along with perfectly green grass and trees that are not

native to the desert climate. By changing this exterior wall color and replacing the grass 

with a native groundcover, this home would conserve energy and the HOA fees would 

potentially be lowered due to a reduced amount of maintenance. 

Figure 6  Sherwin-Williams color swatches for exterior wall color. https://www.sherwin-
williams.com/homeowners/color/find-and-explore-colors/paint-colors-by-collection/top-50-colors
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Figure 7 Photo taken by Madalyn Welch on February 25, 2018

This is a home in the same Gainey Ranch neighborhood as the homes shown 

above and this wall color is another one of the three colors that are allowed under this 

Homeowner’s Association policy. Considering that this color is much lighter, there is less

of an impact on this home with potential of heat gain within the home. A solution to this 

specific neighborhood would be to this color and adjust the exterior wall colors for the 

other homes that are not as fortunate to be chosen to have this light color.

This color scheme of light colored low-e paint may be a better option for those 

residents who live in a hot and dry climate such as Tucson, Arizona due to a reflective 

color to avoid absorbing direct heat from the sun. This option still allows for a variety of 

colors within a Homeowner’s Association, and it also allows for the residents to reach 

human thermal comfort within their homes without extreme utility bills. Therefore, this 
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would be a successful compromise to those Homeowner’s Associations that have a 

strict policy on exterior wall color.

Figure 8 Photo taken by Madalyn Welch on February 25, 2018

This image is showing a home that is conserving energy by using a bright white 

paint color on the facade, oriented so that the windows are not being exposed to direct 

sunlight in order to reduce energy bills, and using landscaping that follows the native 

landscaping type within this region of Phoenix, Arizona and this plants do not require a 

lot of water or maintenance.

Cost-Analysis chart:
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Figure 9 

The low-e paint being a suggested solution to lowering energy usage and cost of 

utilities for residents under an HOA policy can save a resident over $100 in utility bills 

each year.  Low-e paint allows for the radiation of heat to be reflected off of the exterior 

walls of a home rather than being absorbed, therefore increasing the heat inside of the 

building.

Strategy 3 – Implementing Drought Tolerant and Native Landscaping for Conservation 
of Water

Landscaping in a Homeowner’s Association is managed by the Homeowner’s 

Association, but is paid for by the homeowners in their monthly fees. These fees 

typically range within a couple hundred dollars and according to U.S. News & World 

Trade, about two-thirds of this cost goes towards watering and maintaining landscape. 

In order to lower these monthly costs and encourage a sustainable lifestyle, changing 

the landscape within common areas and on residential properties to a native and 

drought-tolerant plant would be beneficial to the homeowner. This concept would be 

mostly beneficial in areas with scarce water supplies and do their part in the 
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conservation of this limited resource. Most Homeowner’s Associations are strict on the 

types of landscape that can be allowed on properties and around common areas, 

however, they can also be challenged to encourage this change with a cost-analysis of 

the savings that would follow this implementation. Some suggestions that would over 

time generate a cost savings in monthly fees mentioned by Green Right Now.com about

a neighborhood’s Homeowner’s Association in Cedar Park, Texas say, “The Woods of 

Brushy Creek Homeowners Association passed new rules that would allow up to 75 

percent of a resident’s front yard to be given to xeriscaping, with only 25 percent 

devoted to turf grass” (2013). Xeriscaping, turf grass, drought-tolerant plants, and native

plants to the region are all great solutions to reducing the amount of wasted water and 

lower the cost of Homeowners’ Associations.

Figure 10 Taken by Madalyn Welch on February 25, 2018
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Figure 11 Taken by Madalyn Welch on February 25, 2018

Figure 10 and 11 are showing the communal areas within a Homeowner 

Association located in Scottsdale, Arizona. It is evident that there is an ample amount of

greenery within this area including non-native landscaping within this desert region. 

Palm trees and grass require ample maintenance and excessive watering because they

are native to areas that flourish with water and humid climates. 
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Figure 12 Taken by Madalyn Welch on March 11, 2018.

Figure 12 is showing an example of over watering a grass lawn in Orange 

County, California, which is a place that has been warned about conserving their use of 

water due to the major drought issue. However, if this home had chosen to implement 

landscape that is native to Orange County they would not be wasting as much water as 

they are.

Conclusion
As discussed, Homeowner’s Associations throughout the southwest have moved 

towards a more sustainable and environmental conscious policy when determining how 

the common space within the neighborhood will be designed and managed, along with 

the strategies that are allowed to be applied to the homes directly. These improvements 

that Homeowner Associations are making towards a more sustainable community is by 
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encouraging recycling, placing bike racks to encourage residents to commute in other 

ways other than by automobile. Also by the placement of landscape around homes to 

serve as a shading device. However, a suggestion would be to take landscape even 

further by implementing native landscaped that also serves as a shading device for 

homes in a region that as hot air. Another suggestion would be benefiting homeowners 

with lower costs due to the exterior paint color of the homes and these options are 

simply not allowed for HOA owners. Color schemes are a huge part of the majority of 

Homeowner’s Associations and should consider changing them to lighter colors and 

allowing for innovative paints that increase reflectivity. Homeowner’s Associations can 

be a driver for sustainable living with the right policies in place. Overall, with the 

suggestion of implementing solar panels on roofs of homes, each of these three 

suggestions would all conclude with presenting the data and facts to the board of the 

homeowner association and suggest a change within the policy to allow for these 

implementations.

Limitations

There were a few limitations for this research project. One limit was not having 

access to utility bills for exact homes under a Homeowner’s Association. Therefore, my 

suggestion for changing exterior wall colors to a light shade is from my studies, 

research, and tests through online software’s that have proven that light wall colors 

reduce the amount of heat absorption of the building. Another limit was…. 

Future research would benefit from obtaining energy bills from homeowners within 

HOAs to perform calculations on the savings resulting from changing the exterior paint 

and other features. Additionally, I could have found the amount of water and electricity 
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that the Homeowner’s Association uses on a monthly basis in order to determine what 

solutions would be best for each Association depending on climate and typical weather 

patterns within that area.
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