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Community Association Signs and Speech

Like all Americans, community association homeowners and volunteer leaders have deep and abiding reverence for their freedoms, among them the right of free speech in all of its forms. As important as it is, however, freedom of speech is neither universal nor unrestricted. “Hate” speech, even in the form of a sign or bumper sticker, can be outlawed if it incites violence. Employees cannot exercise unrestrained free speech in the workplace. The political activities—a form of speech—of government employees are also restricted.

Homeowners and residents have a contractual obligation to comply with rules and regulations when they move into an association-governed community. While some of these rules may conflict with unfettered expression, these rules are in place to preserve the character of a community, protect property values and meet the established expectations of residents. Some of these restrictions relate to aesthetic issues—paint colors, outside antennas, satellite dishes, clotheslines, fences, patios, signs, flags, banners and emblems, to name only a few.
Rules governing political signs vary from state to state. They also vary from community to community—as they should—to reflect the preferences of the homeowners in each neighborhood. 

Signs, flags, banners and emblems can depict virtually any individual interest, such as political preferences, religious beliefs, national heritage, holidays, seasons, universities and athletic teams. Rules limiting this form of speech are developed and enforced to preserve community aesthetics and to preclude unrestrained proliferation. Unrestricted, these visual statements can diminish community appearance. Serious proliferation has the potential to diminish property values. (Imagine trying to sell a home next to a neighbor with signs from one end of the front yard to the other.)
While the U.S. flag has profound meaning for many Americans, so do other symbols. One person’s free speech might be a neighbor’s eyesore. In all cases of disagreement, we encourage open dialogue, flexibility and, when possible, compromise. 

While CAI does not have a formal policy on the display of political signs, we do believe that community association rules should be adaptable and always in compliance with applicable laws. We encourage community associations to review their governing documents periodically to ensure they are reasonable and truly reflect the will of the community: A rule that may have made perfect sense 20 years ago may not be appropriate today. A rule that residents demanded 10 years ago might now be desired. 
Each association should determine what’s right for that community, and only after an open and constructive dialogue involving the residents of that community. Ultimately, decisions fall to homeowners who serve on a community association board— the homeowner volunteers who are elected by their neighbors to serve the best interests of the community as a whole.
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