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Abstract 
The development of new affordable housing can become a contentious topic for debate in 

a community. In the case of the proposed Kraewood Development in Northfield, Minnesota, 
where the proposed development will happen on a publicly used greenspace, the issue is even 
more polarizing. In this study, we analyze a set of public comments sent to the Northfield City 
Council by residents who are opposed to the development plan. We explore the questions: How 
do those opposed to the development of greenspace frame their opposition to the City Council? 
What do residents' objections reveal about the underlying ideologies and values that drive their 
opposition?  We perform a qualitative analysis on the comments, looking for common themes, 
and find that residents express a broad range of concerns about the development. Additionally, 
we identify several ideologies at the root of these concerns, namely NIMBYism, concerns over 
the protections of “innocents,” and concerns about property rights.  
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Introduction 

 

 Debate over where affordable housing should be built is common throughout cities in the 
U.S. In Minnesota, housing shortages due to population pressure and community objections to 
development have led to increased demand for housing which drives up housing prices (Norton 
2021). Local objections restrict new development projects because they create divisive (and 
expensive) conflicts between policymakers, constituents, and potential housing residents 
(Davison et al. 2015).  The patterns of local homeowners fighting against housing development 
are well documented in Molotch’s Growth Machine (1976), and its amendments (Lee 2009; 
Smith & Floyd 2013; Odeyemi et al. 2020). Unified groups with high stakes in a political 
outcome and access to resources tend to determine outcomes of local political debates 
(O'Donnell and Stokowski 2016). These groups are classified as growth vs anti-growth groups 
(Molech 1976). While Molotch's Growth Machine is a core theory in affordable housing debates, 
it is rarely paired with an environmental context of how greenspaces function within Growth 
Theory.  
 Often new developments are located on pre-existing greenspace. The destruction of 
greenspace for development purposes is contentious, in part, because Americans place value on 
access to greenspace, whether it be a public park or privately owned land (Wu et al. 2004). 
Furthermore, greenspace value increased due to the Covid-19 pandemic when many Americans 
turned to local parks for emotional and physical well-being (Wortzel et al. 2021). The protection 
of greenspace is a core ideal in the face of climate change, and residents value the ecosystem 
services that greenspaces provide. Ecosystem services provided by greenspace include carbon 
sequestration, clean air, and cooling properties (Wang et al. 2011, Tian et al. 2020).  
 Case studies that combine greenspace valuation and opposition to affordable housing are 
infrequent because conversations about development and greenspace often happen in separate 
academic spheres. While opposition to affordable housing has been addressed through case 
studies and theoretical analyses, it is rarely analyzed with a context of environmental objections. 
Conversely, greenspace valuation is also a popular research topic, but many studies lack 
application of environmentalist concerns to development pressures. Conflict over local housing 
development provides researchers with an opportunity to analyze community objections and 
evaluate how ideologies on affordable housing and greenspace combine to drive public opinion 
and impact local policy decisions.  

Analyzing the motivations behind objections to affordable housing development of 
greenspace allows us to understand how core American ideologies (individualism, private 
property, and environmental protection) may impact development projects. An analysis of 
environmental objections to affordable housing in greenspace will add a novel interdisciplinary 
approach to public opinion to both greenspace valuation and affordable development literature.  
It is our hope that our research will promote future interdisciplinary approaches to housing 
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development and encourage future researchers to consider environmentalist factors when 
examining housing debates.  

This comps project does not attempt to take a stance on the ethical and logistical debate 
of our case study, the Kraewood Development in Northfield, Minnesota. Instead, we use this 
housing conflict to enlighten social and academic narratives surrounding local environmental 
opposition to housing development. We ask: How do those opposed to the development of 
greenspace frame their opposition to the City Council? What do residents' objections reveal 
about the underlying ideologies and values that drive their opposition? We situate our analysis 
within a discussion of how Molotch's Growth Machine Theory explains the environmental 
arguments found in our case study.  

Through a content analysis of publicly available letters from Northfield residents to the 
City Council, we evaluate the arguments of those who vocally opposed the housing 
development. We find that objections presented in the comments were often the result of 
dominant American ideologies including the preservation of greenspace, the “not in my backyard 
sentiment,” a desire to protect “innocents” from the destruction of a housing project, and the 
protection of property value. We use the Kraewood Development as a case study that fills an 
important gap in previous public opinion and urban development literature: it combines the 
development of affordable housing and the value of greenspace into a single instance, rather than 
studying them as separate phenomena.  
 
 

Background  
 

Like other cities in Minnesota, Northfield needs housing. As a semi-rural town of about 
20,000 people, Northfield has virtually no movement in the housing market. The associated 0.1% 
vacancy rate is increasingly an issue because Northfield is projected to grow by 90 
households/year (Larson 2021). On top of demand for all housing types, there is a severe lack of 
affordable housing in Northfield. One in eight Northfield residents are living at or below the 
poverty line and 20% of homeowners spend more than 30% of their income on housing 
(Northfield Housing Study Final Report, 2021, p. 6). Only 0.3% of owner-occupied houses are 
considered affordable for those making half of Northfield’s median income (MI=$63,621) 
(Northfield Housing Study Final Report, 2021, p. 10).  

Northfield politicians are trying to encourage affordable housing development through 
the use of Tax Increment Financing (TIF). TIF funding is an up-front payment to developers to 
assist in the construction of affordable housing. Our case study, the Kraewood Development, was 
approved to receive $2.5 million in funding assistance for the assurance that 43 of the 106 units 
in the apartment building would be offered as affordable housing (Larson 2022). Proponents of 
the Kraewood Development believe that it could help alleviate housing pressure by offering a 
combination of apartments, low-income housing, and more expensive single-family homes. The 
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low-income housing should be affordable for residents making 60% of Northfield's median 
income (Northfield Housing Study Demographic Report, 2021).  

The Kraewood Development is a proposal by Rebound Real Estate to buy and develop a 
privately owned parcel of land that was previously the Paulson Christmas Tree Farm. Figures 1 
and 2 show the location and mock-up of the proposed development. While the plot is still 
privately owned by the Paulson family, it has long been publicly used as an informal greenspace.  

 

 
Figure 1: The proposed development situated within Northfield.  
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Figure 2: Mock-up of the various housing options. 

 

 As seen in Figure 1, though there are no developed paths in this forested area, the Paulson 
plot is used by community members for walking and other recreational purposes. There is also 
clear evidence of animal populations using the space including deer, birds, squirrels, and rabbits. 
Furthermore, the plot is directly across the street from Greenvale Elementary School (Image 2), 
and many children walk and bike to school from the surrounding houses.  
 

          
Image 1: An informal trail on the Paulson plot.     Image 2: Kraewood (left) and Greenvale elementary school (right)  

    
The debate over the Kraewood Development has been spearheaded by stakeholders such 

as local social justice groups, neighbors of the Paulson land, self-described environmentalists, 
and community groups such as Sustainable Housing, Environment, and Development (SHED). 
Northfield residents who argue against the development cite objections about the loss of 
greenspace (for recreational, aesthetic, and environmental reasons), increased traffic in the area 
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leading to greater safety risks for children attending the local elementary school, ethical concerns 
related to who is benefiting from the development, and fears about loss of neighborhood 
cohesion and identity.  

Many questions have been raised in this debate. Some residents ask if the development is 
affordable enough if it only provides 43 units for those making at least 60% of Northfield's 
median income; one still needs to be above median income to afford to live there. Affordability 
is a legitimate concern, but is this objection also a reason to say no to a development that 
residents do not want in their backyard? Others argue that this location is not the right location. 
The area is filled with mature trees and may contain habitat for the endangered Rusty Patched 
Bumblebee, so why not develop elsewhere to keep from further harming an endangered species? 
There are also no grocery stores in the area, making it a borderline food desert with a 30-minute 
walk to the nearest food source. Furthermore, is bringing hundreds more people and cars into a 
school area a smart idea for student safety? Or perhaps a positive aspect of the development is its 
proximity to Greenvale Elementary School? There are also voices absent from this public debate: 
what about the future homeowners? Whose interests should this development prioritize - the 
developer's, the current residents', the future residents', the Greenvale Elementary students', the 
environment’s, or the city's interest in growth? 

 
 

Literature Review 
 

A commonly cited argument against the Kraewood Development is the desire to preserve 
the Paulson Tree Farm as a public greenspace. Greenspaces are locations that pro-growth 
coalitions argue should be developed because they are considered currently undeveloped land. 
As decision-makers continue to use public opinion to gauge social acceptance for new policies 
and land-use proposals, it is essential to understand the various influences that drive public 
opinion. Henry Molotch’s Growth Machine provides a helpful framework for understanding 
public opposition to the Kraewood Development plan. Generally, people are in favor of 
development (Mullenbach et al. 2021). However, in the case of the Kraewood Development, a 
strong coalition has developed in opposition to the housing proposal by Rebound Real Estate.  

In his seminal paper, The City as a Growth Machine: Toward a Political Economy of 
Place (1976), Molotch analyzes the use of greenspace development by pro-growth factions. 
Molotch defines the city as a growth machine where city residents advocate for land-use 
decisions that maximize their individual benefit (Molotch 1976). He argues that businesses and 
wealthy elites often have the most financial stake in the economic outcome of land; so pro-
development community organization is a political act by the elite to benefit the elite (Molotch 
1976). However, elite units are also active in anti-growth movements which often are “rooted in 
the recent environmental movements and rely on a mixture of young activists, middle-class 
professionals, and workers, all of whom see their own tax rates as well as lifestyles in conflict 
with growth” (Molotch 1976, p. 328).  
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Modern applications of Molotch’s early work expand on his conclusions. Lee (2009) 
conducts an analysis of a community in North Carolina to find that groups traditionally thought 
of as anti-growth (in their example, environmentalists) often co-opt conservation agendas for 
growth-oriented goals (the protection of housing values). The co-option of conservation is an 
expansion on Molotch’s argument in which the paradigm of a growth machine takes a different 
form. Growth is a central force in urban politics, but it is not the only force; Conservation 
coalitions, or groups of power elites focused on environmental problems, have also become a 
strong force in local politics (Lee 2009). The preservation of greenspace may in fact be an 
alternate form of growth: it is in the interest of urban elites to promote the designation and 
maintenance of greenspaces because they attract mobile capital and increase property value 
(Smith & Floyd 2013). Hence, rather than being anti-growth, the coalition in favor of preserving 
the Paulson greenspace may simply be advocating for a less traditional type of growth than 
physical development. An environmental lens is key to the distinction of growth vs anti-growth 
and will be further explored in the discussion section.  

Molotch's Growth Machine guides us towards our research questions: to determine the 
growth orientation of the conservation coalition, it is necessary to understand the values driving 
their arguments. Hence, we must explore how different ideologies may influence public opinion 
on the Kraewood Development. 

 
Public Opinion Theory 

Public opinion is a prominent force behind the creation and maintenance of public policy 
(Tighe 2010). Without civic engagement from stakeholders and community members, 
policymakers cannot adequately address the concerns of their constituents. By identifying the 
assumptions and ideologies behind common concerns, policymakers can minimize divisive 
conflicts between housing proponents and host communities (Davison et al. 2015). Our research 
aims to dig into the personal values and ideologies that are revealed through public comments on 
the Kraewood Development. 

Public opinion is shaped by a variety of factors including the media, personal values, 
ideologies, and the ways in which stereotypes can influence perceptions (Tighe 2010). In the 
U.S., land-use decisions and housing policy are inevitably connected to politics of race and class 
(Pearson-Merkowitz & Lang 2019). Furthermore, perceptions of community beliefs influence 
individual public opinions. Citizens are more willing to speak out about an issue (regardless of 
their opinion) when they believe their opinions are widespread within the community (Cavazza 
& Rocatto 2021). Lastly, media response to community debates can also influence public 
opinion because the way that media sources frame issues often emphasize social divisions 
(Colvin et al. 2020). Therefore, media issue-framing may make public opinion conflicts more 
divisive and costly.  

Public opinion is developed from personal values as well as molded by social forces. Our 
research aims to understand how public opinion on the Kraewood Development has formed, and 
what underlying ideologies may be present. The Kraewood case study is important because it 
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addresses a gap in the literature: while there is ample research on public opinion of affordable 
housing and public opinion of greenspace individually (explored below), there is very little 
research on how public opinion is formed in a situation that involves both affordable housing and 
publicly used greenspace. Addressing this gap is critical as cities continue to grow in ways that 
promote both the value of greenspaces and justice-oriented development such as affordable 
housing because public opinion on one may affect opinion on the other: environmental concerns 
could increase opposition to affordable housing.  
 
Public Opinion on Affordable Housing 
 A main conflict in our case study is the presence of affordable housing. Conflict over 
where affordable housing should be is not new. Across the board, urban planners and public 
opinion theorists have established the complex role that public opinion plays in affordable 
housing development (Tighe 2010; Bobo & Zubrinsky 1996; Goetz 2008). The use of public 
opinion to prevent affordable housing can be a form of ‘Not in My Backyard’ or NIMBY 
opposition (Tighe 2011). NIMBY opposition is well-documented from survey responses and 
interviews with stakeholders as a negative response to planned development, often by neighbors 
in affluent, white areas (Iglesias 2002). NIMBY opposition is usually characterized by a 
recognition of the need for new housing in a city alongside a desire to not have it placed in the 
neighborhoods where wealthy people live (Tighe 2011). Past examples of housing-based 
NIMBYism include case-studies on white neighborhoods refusing to host post-Katrina 
temporary relief housing (Davis & Bali 2008), and neighbors refusing to allow the construction 
of a home for abused and neglected children (Iglesias 2002).  

Through case studies, comment evaluation, and public opinion theory, previous literature 
maintains that the main concerns found across NIMBY arguments include threats to property 
values, public safety concerns, and burdens on neighborhood facilities (Ding & Taylor 2021; 
Tighe 2011; Bobo & Zubrinsky 1996). In her literature review on multiple affordable housing 
case studies, Tighe determines that there is often a focus on protecting the health and safety of 
the neighborhood's residents while preserving the character of the neighborhood (Tighe 2011). 
NIMBY research has suggested that the perceived threat to communities from affordable housing 
development is heavily racialized (Bobo & Zubrinsky 1996). Opponents to affordable housing 
often believe that affordable housing is for a certain type of person, namely people of color, thus 
forming public opinion on affordable housing out of stereotypes and perceptions about race 
(Tighe 2011). By conflating assumptions with reality, public opinion on affordable housing shifts 
from being purely focused on logistics to being filled with racial stereotyping as residents 
attempt to decide who is “worthy” of housing.  
  
Public Opinion and Urban Greenspace  

Literature on public opinion suggests that urban residents highly value greenspace for 
many different reasons. Foundationally, urban greenspace is important for gathering, exercise, 
recreation, and other social and cultural practices (Day 2020; Dillen et al. 2011; Kaczynski 2008; 
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Qureshi et al. 2010; Wu et al. 2004). However, distribution of greenspace is inequitable among 
socioeconomic classes (Kaczynski 2008, Nesbitt et al. 2010), and households may pay more for 
parks and open spaces (Wu et al. 2004).  

Urban greenspaces also provide communities with ecosystem services. Urban 
greenspaces provide high levels of biodiversity, they regulate climate, and can remove air 
pollutants (Wang et al. 2011, Tian et al. 2020). Public opinion research indicates that residents 
recognize the contributions of these greenspaces and often define specific contributions as 
particularly important benefits (Wang et al. 2011, Riechers et al. 2016, Bonnes et al. 2011, 
Pietrzyk-Kaszyńska et al. 2016; Lo et al. 2017). Bonnes et al. (2011) found that visitors report 
positive interactions with greenspaces because of the physical connection to nature they received 
and the relaxed social interaction that they experienced there. Tian et al. (2020) studied the 
relationship between residents' perceptions of the ecosystem services that urban greenspaces 
provide and their willingness to pay for greenspace conservation via structural equation 
modeling to examine a range of hypothetical causal relationships among residents’ perceptions. 
They found that residents who valued ecosystem services were more willing to pay to conserve 
urban greenspaces (Tian et al. 2020).  

Pietrzyk-Kaszyńska et al. (2016) supplement urban greenspace valuation literature by 
looking at informal greenspaces in cities. The researchers defined informal greenspaces as 
“covered with vegetation, usually neither designated nor recognized by governing institutions or 
owners as spaces for inhabitants’ use." They found that much of the time urban residents spend 
in greenspaces is located outside of "formal" greenspaces, and that they value informal 
greenspaces differently. Residents use these informal spaces for recreation and value them for 
reasons such as the provision of views of the city, dog-friendly facilities, peace and quiet, and 
wilderness (Pietrzyk-Kaszyńska et al. 2016). Distinction between types of greenspace is useful 
for our research because the Paulson Christmas Tree Farm is an example of an informal 
greenspace, and hence may be perceived and valued in different ways than would a formal public 
park in Northfield, Minnesota.  
 The goal of our research is to enlighten some of the underlying assumptions behind 
public opinion on these two subjects: urban greenspace and housing development. As we explore 
how people's values inform their opinion on the Kraewood Development, our research addresses 
the limitations of current literature. Limitations that include the complexity of public opinion 
behind a development project which entails both the depletion of greenspace and an increase in 
affordable housing.  
 
Methods of Literature 
 Many of the public opinion papers that are reviewed above employ survey and 
questionnaire methodology to compile their data (Cavazza & Rocatto 2021; Colvin et al. 2020; 
Bobo & Zubrinsky 1996; Goetz 2008; Day 2020; Dillen et al. 2011; Qureshi et al. 2010; Hanauer 
& Reid 2017). Others utilize public survey data from preexisting data sources, such as the U.S. 
Census (Wu et al. 2004; Nesbitt et al. 2010). A few studies conduct content analyses of articles, 
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public comments, public meeting notes, etc. (Lee 2009; Tighe 2010; Davison et al. 2015). Only 
one study used interviews as a primary data source (Lee 2009).  

For the purposes of our study, we decided to conduct a discourse analysis of publicly 
available comments to answer our research questions. Interviews would not have provided us 
with enough widespread viewpoints within the timeframe that we had. Conducting a full survey 
to collect resident objections to the Kraewood Development was outside the scope of our comps 
project because it would have been difficult to design a comprehensive survey, collect data, and 
analyze it within the timeframe of this project. Employing content analysis methodology allowed 
us to use an easily available data source (public comments from residents to the city council) 
which directly informs our research questions (what are the arguments that residents make 
against the Kraewood Development and what values and ideologies drive them?). Furthermore, 
public comments offer potential for an in-depth analysis of letter-writers' values and motivations 
without their responses being prompted or guided by a specific question, as they would be in 
interviews and surveys. By analyzing letters that Northfield residents wrote and sent of their own 
volition, we focus on what people think, and explore their justifications for their positions to 
reveal underlying values. The process of our content analysis is articulated below, with 
limitations to our methods discussed in our Limitations section. 

 
Methodology 

This case study employs content analysis methodology by analyzing comments submitted 
to the Northfield City Council to determine public opinion on the Kraewood housing 
development. Our analysis mirrors the methodology of several studies we are drawing on, which 
similarly use public comments to evaluate ideologies surrounding greenspace or affordable 
housing development (Aitkenn et al. 2008; Proctor 2008; Nguyen 2020). The methodologies of 
these studies are discussed in-depth below.  
 
Approaches to Methodology 

The first methodological approach we considered was “Locating ‘Power’ In Wind Power 
Planning Process” (Aitken et al 2008). Aitken et al. researched public opinion on a new 
installation of wind turbines. To do this, they coded a set of public comments and then analyzed 
them to find patterns in language. The researchers identified 700 letters in total and began their 
analysis by reviewing a small set of letters and developing a preliminary set of codes, which was 
then grouped into larger areas of objection. Their preliminary coding system was then reviewed 
by other researchers, who consulted other letters. Eventually, a final set of codes was established. 
All letters were then analyzed and inserted in an excel database depending on the codes they 
contained. Finally, the researchers compared these results to the official inquiry report by 
measuring the length of discussion related to different topics as well as considering what 
language was used in discussion (Aitken et al. 2008). We chose to imitate some of the methods 
from this paper because the researchers used comments submitted to the local city council to 
understand the specific objections to an environmental development, similarly to our case study. 
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However, Aitken et al. (2008) go on to compare the content from the public comments to the 
official report on the wind turbine process. An analysis that is outside the scope of our project. 
Even though they perform an additional step, the methods up to this point served as a helpful 
guide because the researchers went into detail while explaining their coding process in their 
methodology section.  

Another paper where a qualitative analysis of public comments was performed is 
Proctor’s foundational 1998 case study of comments on the Clinton Forest Plan. Proctor first 
limited the sample by removing any form letters, and then took a representative sample of the 
letters to analyze, ending up with 161 letters total. The letters were then coded by different 
metrics; some focused-on content such as the respondents' views of forests, and others coded 
based on factors such as geographic range (Proctor 1998). Proctor’s narrow focus on public 
comments, and not of official documents like Aitken et al. (2008), mirrors our own goals with 
our comps, though he codes his comments differently, goes into the coding process with themes 
to look for, and does not develop his own codes. Additionally, Proctor does not detail his coding 
process carefully in the paper.  

Another paper where public comments were analyzed was Nguyen et al.'s 2020 study of 
public comments on the PolyNet mining project in Northern Minnesota. This was another helpful 
resource when considering methods. Researchers coded a set of 300 letters sent in to the DNR 
based on criteria developed by the Minnesota Environmental Quality Board which were used to 
decide if public comments were considered substantive. The researchers used NVivo, a 
qualitative data analysis software to code the letters. They first coded each letter as either from 
an expert, or from a layperson. They then coded each letter based on any organization the writer 
was affiliated with. Lastly, they coded them into “supporting", "neutral", or "opposed", and then 
examined which letter was labeled "substantive." They found that the agencies involved weighed 
letters from experts more heavily than others. 
 
Our Methodology 

We performed a qualitative thematic analysis followed by a discourse analysis of written 
public comments from the Northfield City Council website (Appendix A). The comments were 
taken from each supplemental memo of public planning commission meetings conducted from 
July 15, 2021, to September 21, 2021, in which the Kraewood Development project was 
discussed. Comments could be submitted through an ecomment forum, found on the city council 
website, or by sending an email or physical letter to the city clerk. In total, 94 public comments 
were identified from the eight supplemental memos. 

Of those public comments, the vast majority (84) did not support the development plan as 
it was presented. Ten of the comments argued in support of the development, but due to the 
small size and nature of our research question, these are not included in our analysis. We did not 
come across any pro-forma letters; all objections were individual and unique to the submitter. 
However, similar rhetoric and themes were used throughout the comments. We began our data 
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collection by synthesizing the comments into one document and typing up any comments that 
were written out by hand. After synthesis, we began coding our data. 
 Imitating the methods of Aitken et al. (2008), we created a preliminary set of "parent 
codes" and "subcodes" (Appendix B). Each parent code is a classification of a type of recurring 
objection to the proposed development plan of the Paulson Christmas Tree Farm: for example 
'Environmental Objections' or ‘Traffic Objections’ (Table 1). Each of these codes were further 
broken down into subcodes which represent specific categories of objection, such as ‘Loss of 
Greenspace’ or ‘Worried Development will Inhibit Hospital Access’. We developed our parent 
and subcodes through a norming process where each member of our group looked at the same set 
of ten letters and coded each instance of an objection with a parent code and subcodes. We then 
discussed our different codes and determined which coding system worked best, coming to an 
agreement on a preliminary set of codes. Next, we each looked at another set of 10 letters, and 
edited our list of codes again, ending up with a set of nine parent codes and 48 subcodes. This 
process allowed us to establish a system of intercoder reliability, and then work independently to 
manually identify when different codes were used in the letters.  
 

Parent Codes 

Environmental  

Affordability  

Infrastructure 

Emotional  

Ethical  

Speed of Project 

Development Size  

Neighborhood  

Traffic 

Table 1: Categories of Objection (Parent Codes) 
 
 We used the software MAXQDA22 to organize and store the coding system for all the 
objection letters. MAXQDA was not used by the researchers whose methods we replicated, but 
we found it to be very useful because it allowed us to collaborate and share the same sets of 
letters, keep the letters organized, and perform data analysis. All work was saved and shared 
amongst group members in the MAXQDA22 software. Using the built-in interface, we uploaded 
each letter as an individual document. Coding was done by hand, and each member of the group 
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was responsible for coding about 30 individual documents using the codes and methods we had 
already developed to ensure intercoder reliability. Each researcher selected sentences from their 
assigned documents that represented an objection and coded it with the appropriate category. An 
example of how objection coding looks in the MAXQDA software is provided in Figure 5. We 
were interested in objection patterns across letters, so we decided to only tag individual ideas for 
each objection letter. For example, if one letter mentioned the decline of deer multiple times as 
their main objection, we would code the overall concern as only one objection to the decline of 
deer. Our process allowed us to examine what codes were often used together and to determine 
the number of individuals with a specific objection. 

 
Figure 5: Example of a coded document. Name and date of submission removed.  
  

The MAXQDA22 software allowed each member of the group to use the same coding 
dictionary to code the documents they were responsible for. Throughout the coding process, 
more objection codes were added as they arose. For example, the objection "Concern that 
environmental assessment not done/done poorly" was added under the "Environmental 
Objections" parent code. We then were able to combine the three separate projects from each 
research member into a project with all of the coded documents. Once all the coded documents 
were combined, one researcher reviewed all of the documents to ensure that coded segments 
included full sentences, and to ensure that code use was consistent throughout the documents. 

To begin analyzing our data, our goal was to first understand how opponents to the 
proposed development shape their objections (i.e., What were common arguments? What themes 
were used multiple times). Secondly, we wanted to see how underlying ideologies and values 
drive arguments against the Kraewood Development (in our case, examine what themes were 
often used together, specific language choice of objections, mentions of Nimbyism etc.). 
Following examples from previous research (Proctor 1998; Lee 2009; Davison et al. 2015), we 
conducted a content analysis to explore residents' underlying values and ideologies. We focused 
on these questions throughout our analysis:  

 
1. Which arguments do letter-writers emphasize in their objections? 
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2. What ideas or preconceptions about greenspaces and affordable housing 
developments are revealed in the language that letter-writers employ? 

3. What is the ethical basis of their justification? 
4. How do residents combine different concerns and objections to make their case? 

 
To answer these questions, we established a list of the most common objections, then 

focused on the language used for environmental objections and examined common objections 
that were used together. We then found the most common co-occurrences of objections in order 
to establish patterns. We pulled quotes from the publicly available comments to provide 
examples of language used by objectors. We also compiled our objection data to determine if the 
objections and co-occurrences that we found were reflective of previously established ideologies. 
Finally, we addressed how our research can help facilitate future policy creation and local 
government operations in Northfield, Minnesota. 

 
Results 

Figure 3 provides an overview of the objections found in the public comments submitted 
to the Northfield City Council. Note that the total number of objections (n=435) is higher than 
the total number of documents (n=84) because almost all comments raised multiple concerns 
over the course of each letter. We found that on average, each letter contained five distinct 
objections.  

For parent codes, Environmental Objections were mentioned the greatest number of times 
representing 28.7% of total objections, followed by Traffic Objections which represented 27.6% 
of total objections. Neighborhood Objections contained 16.3% of objections, Ethical Objections 
contained 9.9% of objections, Development Size Objections contained 7.6% of objections, and 
Affordability Objections contained 7.6% of objections. Infrastructure Objections, Emotional 
Objections, and Speed of Project Objections all contained less than 2% of coded objections. A 
specific break down of sub-codes is in the appendix. 
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Figure 3: Frequency of parent codes from publicly available comments submitted to the 
Northfield City Council.  
 

Parent codes contained different numbers of subcodes, with the largest variety of 
subcodes falling under Environmental Objections (n=14) and Neighborhood Objections (n=11). 
The smallest number of subcodes were under the parent codes of Emotional Objections and 
Speed of Project Objections with one subcode each. The most common subcode objections 
mentioned in the public comments are listed below, in order of frequency with the associated 
percent of total objections in parentheses. 

 
1. Danger to students (36%) 
2. Increase in traffic (32%) 
3. Deforestation (32%) 
4. Loss of Greenspace (25%) 
5. Danger to cyclists and pedestrians (21%) 

 
Environmental Objections  
 Environmental concerns were the most expressed parent code in the public comments. Of 
the Environmental subcodes, “deforestation” and “loss of greenspace” were the most frequent 
with 27 mentions each. Community members who wrote about deforestation were particularly 
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concerned with the number of mature trees that would be torn down over the course of the 
development: 
 

Our specific concerns are the huge number of mature trees that will be removed (sapling 
replacements will not have the same beneficial effect on the environmental conditions).  

 
The third most common environmental concern was for the Rusty Patched Bumble Bee, 

with 15 mentions. Many residents mentioned the bee’s status as a federally endangered species 
and connected its presence to the presence of other insects and wildflowers. Residents were also 
concerned with the increase in impervious surfaces which was mentioned in 12 of the comments, 
with one resident writing that "the amount of trees that are being cut down and replaced with 
pavement/rooftops is obscene." 

 
Traffic Objections 

Traffic was the second most frequent parent code, with 120 mentions. The most found 
subcode was “danger to students” which was mentioned 30 times. Greenvale Elementary School 
is located across the street from the site of the proposed development and residents are concerned 
about how the increase in traffic might affect the students, especially those who are walking and 
biking to and from school.  

The second most common concern was the more general “increase in traffic” concern, 
mentioned 27 times, followed by “danger to cyclists and pedestrians” which was mentioned 21 
times. Residents reported that the intersection near the development was already dangerous and 
are concerned that any increase in traffic could cause more fatal accidents. Some residents 
recommended creating a path for foot and bike traffic: 

 
Add a condition requiring a bike and pedestrian trail between the west end of the Ivanhoe 
Drive cul-de-sac and Kraewood Drive. 

 
 The third most frequently mentioned traffic code was “concern that traffic study was not 
done/not done properly” with 18 mentions.  Residents were concerned that the previous traffic 
study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic but is being used to predict traffic 
conditions during "non-COVID" times. Lastly, both “increase in accidents” and “increased 
noise” had 10 mentions each.  
 
Neighborhood Objections  
 “Stress on neighborhood” was mentioned 71 times and was the third most common 
parent code. Of Neighborhood Objections, the most frequent sub-code was “this neighborhood is 
not the right place” with 16 mentions. Residents wrote in their comments that they were 
concerned that this development was not the right fit for their neighborhood, and often 
recommended building it in another part of town. Reasons why the development was not a good 



 
 

19 

fit varied, but many residents focused on the quiet nature of the neighborhood and recommended 
developing somewhere else where the multi-family units could be better accommodated.  
 The next most common code was “apartment complex doesn’t match the neighborhood” 
which was mentioned 15 times. Here, residents explicitly brought up the apartment building as a 
reason to question if the development was a good fit for their neighborhood. Residents also 
worried about the “increase in neighborhood noise” from the development (not from the traffic 
but from the development itself) with 10 mentions. Lastly, residents were concerned with “loss 
of neighborhood identity,” which was mentioned eight times.  
 
Ethical Objections  
 The parent code “ethics'' was coded 43 times throughout these public comments. Of 
Ethical Objections, the concern that the development benefited the developers and not the public 
was the most frequent objection and was mentioned 16 times. Many of these comments 
mentioned the developers by name, and cited their other large developments in the city: 
 

This is a huge development and while it will enrich the developer, Rebound, (who has 
already been given too many supports by the City for this 5th Street Lofts), it will do so at 
the cost of the community and the city. 100 units is not in line with the neighborhood. 
Please prioritize meeting the needs of Northfield's low income residents, not its high end 
developers in accordance with the city's priorities.  

 
The second most cited ethical concern was “inappropriate to rezone now” with 13 mentions, 
followed by “against Northfield’s climate action plan” with eight mentions and “does not align 
with Northfield’s values '' with six mentions.  
 
Development Size Objections 
 Objections relating to “development size” were mentioned 33 times. Neighbors felt that 
the development, in particular the inclusion of the apartment building, was out of scale with the 
rest of the neighborhood. Many stated that they would not have issues with the development if it 
only included single-family homes. Residents also argued that the neighborhood was already 
saturated with apartment buildings.  
 
Affordability Objections 
 Objections relating to the affordability of the development were mentioned 25 times in 
public comments. The most frequently coded objection was “concern that housing is not truly 
affordable," mentioned 17 times. Here, writers questioned whether the development could be 
considered affordable housing because it is only affordable for those making over 60% of 
Northfield's median income. They also wondered why there were not more affordable units 
proposed in the development and questioned the motives of the developers. Four comments 
focused on the improper use of TIF funding, again questioning if the development was 
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affordable. “Concern that all low-income housing is in one neighborhood” was also mentioned 
four times, which represented concern over concentrating affordable housing in one 
neighborhood rather than spreading it out throughout the city.  
 
Infrastructure Objections  
 Seven comments were sorted under the parent code “infrastructure objections.” Of these, 
six were tagged “poor water drainage and localized flooding” and one was tagged “concern for 
water infrastructure.” Residents were concerned that the construction could cause flooding 
because the increase in impervious surfaces may lead to high amounts of stormwater runoff. 
 
Emotional Objections  
 Five comments mentioned an emotional or familial attachment to place. Many of the 
comments were site-specific instances of purchasing Christmas trees at the site, while others are 
more general references to emotional attachment to the Paulson Christmas Tree Farm.  
 
Speed of Project Objections 
 Five letters commented on the speed of the project. All these comments recommended 
slowing the approval process down to allow for more debate before a decision is made. These 
objections did not include concerns about traffic or environmental studies.  
 
Combinations of Codes: 

As mentioned above, on average each letter contained 5 different objections. We found 
the most common co-occurrences of objections included concerns of deforestation/removal of a 
natural greenspace (used together 15 times), concerns about an increase in traffic/danger to 
cyclists and pedestrians (used together 13 times), and concerns of deforestation/danger to 
students due to increased traffic (used together 13 times). As we were specifically interested in 
the environmental arguments utilized in opposition to housing developments, we also analyzed 
the most common co-occurrence of objections with environmental concerns. In singular 
documents, environmental concerns were most commonly combined within the same document 
with the following objections: 

- Danger to students (n=46) 
- Increase in traffic (n=43) 
- Benefits developers not the public (n=34) 
- This neighborhood is not the right place (n=31) 
- Concern that housing is not truly affordable (n=30) 
- Danger to cyclists and pedestrians (n=28) 
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Discussion 
To address our research questions of how those opposed to the Kraewood Development 

frame their opposition, and what underlying values and ideologies drive their arguments, we 
identified the most common objections. Our results found a multitude of objections against the 
Kraewood Development. These objections include concerns over the loss of the ecosystem 
services that the Paulson Christmas Tree Farm has been providing for decades, traffic and safety 
concerns for students, cyclists and pedestrians, logistical and ethical concerns about the size and 
affordability of the proposal, and concerns about loss of neighborhood identity and cohesiveness.  

Some of these objections may seem straightforward: parents worry for the safety of their 
children with increased vehicle traffic, others worry about how the new development will impact 
climate change. However, other objections imply deeper assumptions being made: why do 
neighbors believe that this development will negatively impact the character of their 
neighborhood? What assumptions are residents making about the demographics of the people 
who will be moving in? In this discussion, we dig into the complex ways in which the concepts 
of affordable housing and greenspaces interact to form public opinion. We attempt to answer the 
second half of our research question, How do underlying ideologies shape the environmental 
arguments utilized in opposition to housing developments? by doing a content analysis of 
residents' arguments to reveal the values that are intrinsic to their arguments against the 
Kraewood Development. 

 
 

Framing of Opposition  
 
Environmental Objections: Loss of Ecosystem Services 
 Environmental Objections were the most common parent code we found, mentioned in 
52 documents. These objections revealed multiple ways in which residents value the Paulson 
Christmas Tree Farm. Residents tended to recognize two main facets of greenspace 
contributions: environmental or cultural.  
 Within the current context of climate change, residents cited many environmental 
concerns about the removal of mature trees for a housing development. They voiced 
apprehension about the loss of trees as a carbon sink for atmospheric CO2, an increase in 
impervious surfaces that will impact stormwater runoff, as well as fears about the negative 
impacts on wildlife, specifically the habitat loss that the endangered Rusty Patched Bumble Bee 
may face. These findings are not surprising, as previous literature has found that urban residents 
often acknowledge environmental ecosystem services when considering the value of urban 
greenspaces (Tian et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2011). These anxieties stem from deeper concerns 
about how human actions affect the natural world, and how these impacts may negatively and 
irreversibly influence the quality of life of future generations on Earth. Residents fear that this 
development will be another step in the wrong direction for sustainable living, especially because 
there has not yet been an adequate environmental assessment performed for the development 
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plan. These underlying motives are also expected, as research has found that urban greenspaces 
have the potential to mitigate climate change impacts (Byrne & Jinjun 2009; Reis & Lopes 2019) 
and that public who are more concerned climate change are likely to value urban greenspaces for 
environmental reasons (Lo et al. 2017). 
 Residents also value the greenspace for aesthetic and recreational purposes. Letter-writers 
wrote about the loss of wildflowers and wildlife sightings, increase in light pollution and 
restricted views of the sunrise, the devastation of cutting down mature woodland, and their own 
emotional attachment to the place as somewhere that they bring their families and friends 
(arguments coded 60 times). These values aligned with our expectations that urban residents 
value greenspaces as important locations for exercise, nature connection, social and cultural 
practices, and especially as outdoor gathering and recreation spaces during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Day 2020; Dillen et al. 2011; Kaczynski 2008; Qureshi et al. 2010; Wu et al. 2004). 

Understandably, residents do not wish to lose all of the ecosystem services that the 
Paulson Christmas Tree Farm has provided for their families for years. They question why the 
development should be placed there as opposed to in another location that does not currently 
hold forested land. These results support evidence in previous literature that people find both 
environmental and cultural value in greenspaces (Wang et al. 2011, Riechers et al. 2016, Bonnes 
et al. 2011, Pietrzyk-Kaszyńska et al. 2016). However, these arguments against the Kraewood 
Development for the sake of climate change and the value that urban greenspaces provide to 
surrounding neighborhoods do not exist in a vacuum. In the section, Complex Interrelations of 
Objections, we discuss how underlying ideologies and values intricately interact to form public 
opinion on the Kraewood Development. 
 
Traffic Concerns 
 The second-most cited parent code for objections to the Kraewood Development was 
"Traffic Objections": Residents are worried about public safety in relation to increased vehicle 
density causing more accidents, and parents fear for the safety of their children who walk to the 
local Greenvale Elementary School. Furthermore, comments note that increasing housing will 
bring many more families to the area, which means there will be even greater numbers of 
pedestrians and cyclists at risk, as well as more cars. Lastly, the increase in vehicles will simply 
increase traffic, which is inconvenient for everyone involved, especially around school drop-off 
and pick-up times. These are logical and predictable concerns for residents to have. They fear not 
only for the safety of themselves and their families, but also for the safety of the additional 
residents moving into the neighborhood. Underlying ideologies behind cited traffic concerns are 
explored more in the section, Not in My Backyard. 
 
Ethical and Logistical Concerns 
 A fundamental barrier to the acceptance of the Kraewood Development among 
community members is uncertainty about who is truly benefiting from the development. 
Northfield residents argue that the development should only occur if it benefits the public, even 
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though it is technically private land. 16% of letter-writers expressed the sentiment that this 
development is purely for the profit of the developers, and that it does not truly meet the needs of 
the people. These needs include the need for affordable housing, the need to keep students at the 
local elementary school safe, the need to retain a neighborhood greenspace, the need to make 
ethical decisions for the wellbeing of future generations, and the need for the public to feel heard 
and involved in city planning and decision-making. It may be the case that residents oppose 
development because they dislike developers, with one study finding that opposition to new 
development increases by 20% when respondents learn that a developer is likely to earn a large 
profit (Mokone & Manville 2019). 

Some citizens recognize the need for affordable housing and are open to the idea of 
developing the Paulson Christmas Tree Farm, but not in the way in which it is currently 
proposed. 20% of public comments addressed the size of the development, arguing that the scale 
of the project was inappropriate for the location and the needs of Northfield residents. Many of 
these comments argue that the apartment building specifically does not successfully help low-
income families in the long term and does not fit the character of the neighborhood. This 
argument will be further explored in the next section, Not in My Backyard.  

21% of letters mention confusion over whether the housing proposal is truly affordable 
housing (Northfield Housing Study Final Report, 2021). Households are considered lower 
income households if they make 60% of the median income, and housing is considered 
affordable if the rent is 30% of that median income. This means that an affordable rent in 
Northfield for a one-person household would be $954. The developers of the Kraewood project 
have agreed to make 43 units affordable for lower income individuals and families. When getting 
approved for TIF funding, the developers agreed that a studio apartment could be rented for 
$909, while a one bedroom could be rented for $973 (Thompson, 2022). In Northfield at large, 
the median amount spent per household on housing a month is $964, comparable to the 
affordable rent for a one-bedroom apartment in the Kraewood Development (Northfield Housing 
Study Demographic Inventory, 2021).  

Other concerns that residents have are that this development works against the goals 
outlined in the Northfield Climate Action Plan (CAP) and that it is not environmentally ethical. 
Hence, community members are raising important questions about the underlying messages that 
will be sent if this development proposal is approved: What does it say about who should benefit 
from housing developments: the current residents or the developers? What does it say about the 
city's environmental goals? What does it say about the city's goals to diversify and create more 
accessible housing options? What does it say about the city's decision-making process and how 
much public opinion is or should be considered? 
 
 
Ideologies  
 



 
 

24 

Not in My Backyard 
Previous literature has found that "not in my backyard" (NIMBY) opposition to 

affordable housing is likely to cite concerns about threats to property values, public safety, 
traffic, the environment, and burdens on neighborhood facilities (Bobo & Zubrinsky 1996; Scally 
& Tighe 2015; Tighe 2011). As revealed in our results, 29% of letters were coded with traffic 
concerns mostly focused on the safety of residents and others who walk in or near the 
neighborhood. However, cited traffic concerns may stand in for other reasons that current 
residents oppose the development (Ding & Taylor 2021). Furthermore, 12% of the letters were 
coded with the subcode "this neighborhood is not the right place," two letters were coded with 
the subcode "concern for increase in crime", and two letters were coded with the subcode "loss 
of neighborhood peace." These responses suggest that there may be underlying NIMBY 
motivations from neighbors of the Kraewood Development. 
 

If the city counsel approves this type of apartment building they are ruining our 
community and the west side, they are not helping anyone, they are creating eventual 
future ghettos. 
 
Vote NO to this project that will harm the charm, the beauty, and the character of this 
Northfield neighborhood. 
 
Northfield is a lovely place to live, work, and enjoy community with friends, neighbors, 
and family … The proposed development on Mr. Paulson's property … ignores … all the 
things that make our town the attractive place that it is. 
 
I feel terrible for the quiet, peaceful neighborhoods surrounding this area. They don't 
want their neighborhoods ruined with hundreds of more cars and people. 
 
Find another place to build - NOT HERE. You are not welcome here in this peaceful 
place, in which we reside!!  

 
As noted above, these comments are typical of NIMBY opposition to affordable housing 

found in previous literature. The question then becomes: how do underlying ideologies and 
stereotypes shape opposition to the Kraewood Housing Development? There are a couple of 
assumptions that people are making about potential impacts of the housing development. Two 
broad categories of concern are: 1) the type of people who will be moving in, and 2) the 
logistical changes that may occur such as increased noise and negative aesthetic changes to the 
neighborhood.  

One assumption that people are making, evidenced by their assertion that letting new 
people move in will change the character of the neighborhood, is that incoming residents will be 
of a different racial and socioeconomic demographic than those who have traditionally lived 
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there. Stereotypes about low-income housing residents may lead neighbors of the Kraewood 
Development to anticipate a disruption to their "peaceful" neighborhood: It has been found that 
attitudes toward affordable housing often include negative perceptions of minority populations, 
as well as concerns about criminal activity and family planning related to poverty (Tighe 2012). 
The literature suggests that comments about the increased danger and changing character of the 
neighborhood in Northfield may stem from underlying negative stereotypes about racial 
minorities and low-income families and individuals (Anderson 2012; Albright et al. 2013; 
Davison et al. 2015; Tighe 2010; Tighe 2012). However, a case study on an affordable housing 
project in the suburban Mount Laurel, NJ found that the opening of the affordable housing 
development was not associated with trends in crime, property values, or taxes (Albright et al. 
2013).  

Other concerns that residents cite as part of their NIMBY arguments relate to undesirable 
changes in their living conditions such as increased noise, vehicle density and traffic danger, and 
aesthetic changes for the neighborhood. These are legitimate objections and protesting 
development impacts that may negatively affect one's safety or quality of life is not wrong. But 
these objections become problematic when unfounded assumptions are being made about 
incoming residents because of their race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic standing. 
 
Protection of Innocents and Fears About "Ghettos" 
 It is important to recognize that all of the above objections to the Kraewood Development 
are intricately related. The value of this case study is that it provides a situation that engages both 
publicly used greenspace and affordable housing development within one instance. Hence, our 
research can enlighten some of the underlying assumptions behind public opinion on these 
subjects, and how residents' values interact with one another to drive their arguments for or 
against this development. 

As exemplified in our data, each letter cites objections from multiple parent codes; rarely 
did a person write with only one concern. One example of these multifaceted arguments is shown 
below. This letter-writer was one of the few to explicitly name NIMBYism, first asserting that 
they personally are not exhibiting NIMBYism, but later acknowledging that some "NIMBY 
sentiment" may exist among residents: 
 

This is not an example of NIMBY (not in my backyard), rather it is a plea for 
proportionality. We the citizens of Northfield and the Westside are good Minnesotans. We 
recognize the need to promote economic and ethnic diversity and the role of affordable 
housing in encouraging that. But the plan submitted by Rebound Real Estate is out of 
proportion and will not only harm our environment, it will likely fail to generate the 
hoped-for diversity … Concentrating 130 affordable living units - 100 of which are rentals 
- in one part of town will not promote diversity but will ghettoize our fellow citizens … 
Might there also be some plain old NIMBY sentiment involved among the neighbors? 
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Probably. Every neighborhood everywhere has some of that. All of you would have it too 
if you lived in our neighborhood. 
 

 This excerpt reveals multiple concerns that lie beneath the most explicit one named: fear 
of a "ghetto"-like living situation created by the high density of affordable living units placed in 
one location. This primary complaint is devised of other underlying assumptions and values.  

The writer's request to not add additional affordable living units into the area may come 
from a desire for fewer houses and less crowding of the neighborhood, but also demonstrates that 
assumptions are being made about the type of people moving in. The use of the term "ghetto" has 
an especially negative connotation. Within white communities, "ghettos" are colloquially defined 
as a place where black people live and are associated with violence, drugs, and crime (Anderson 
2012). This letter-writer's fear that the Kraewood Development will become a "ghetto" is a 
common fear for new affordable housing developments in affluent neighborhoods (Davison 
2015). However, the scholarly definition of the term "ghetto" is a concentration of members of a 
minority group (Oxford English Dictionary). In the U.S., minority communities may occur 
because of systemic barriers which keep a disproportionately large number of racial minority 
groups in poverty. There is nothing inherently wrong with a minority community, what makes 
this a negative occurrence are the unfair and often incorrect negative assumptions and 
stereotypes that are made about those people (Albright et al. 2013; Davison et al. 2015).  

Alongside the use of the term "ghetto" in this comment, the writer simultaneously labels 
themself and their neighbors as “good Minnesotans.” By combining images of a ghetto and the 
“good citizens” who will be subjected to said ghetto, the objector claims that this development is 
not only unacceptable ethically but also socially. This type of framing of using a narrative of 
"protecting the innocents" is typical for opponents of affordable housing: residents emphasize 
that the development will harm innocent bystanders, especially children, to make their own 
objection socially acceptable (Nguyen et al. 2012).  

Residents often use these combinations of concern as “heavy hitters” at the end of their 
objection letter. For example, there is a concern that the development was occurring at the cost of 
“our last urban forest, Rusty Patched Bumblebee habitat, and a kindergartner's independent walk 
to school.” Many co-occurrences of objections referenced the impact that the development will 
have on “innocents” such as children and animals. 55% of documents had some reference to 
children, and represent a wide range of concerns from traffic, lack of green space, and concerns 
about affordable housing itself.  

The author of this letter is also concerned about the Kraewood Development causing 
environmental harm. Environmental objections, as explored above, are concrete objections 
usually presented as concern for the wellbeing of future generations. However, there are also 
complex ethical questions that are raised here. Which matters more: the environment or 
providing housing to people who cannot currently afford options in the area? What should be 
prioritized: the earth or the people on it? Is it possible to choose both? 
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This excerpt reveals complex ways in which environmental arguments can be used in 
opposition to housing developments. Despite the initial assurance of this resident that "this is not 
an example of NIMBY," might environmental, traffic, ethical, and other objections hide deeper 
stereotypes? One Northfield resident who wrote to the City Council in support of the 
development thought so:  

 
… the objections to this project are straight out of the NIMBY playbook (concerns about 
traffic, the environment and "character of the neighborhood" concerns). 
 

 However, it is important to recognize that not all objections are NIMBY protests, and that 
residents do truly care about the environment, their safety, and the quality of life of those moving 
into the area. NIMBYism is a complex phenomenon, and it is not helpful or fair to simply 
classify all anti-development protests as NIMBYism (Pendall 1999). This would gloss over and 
simplify the multitude of underlying motivations that our comps project is striving to unearth. 
  
The Growth Machine and Property Rights 

Some ideologies driving objections to the new development relate to Molotch’s theory of 
the Growth Machine. It is unclear if the residents arguing against the development can be labeled 
definitively as anti-growth. Pro-growth units tend to be elites who often have the largest financial 
stake in the economic outcome of land such as developers and business owners like Rebound 
Real Estate; anti-growth units tend to be younger, poorer, and more concerned about 
environmental issues (Molotch 1976).  

While those opposed to the Kraewood Development use the environmental arguments 
often perpetuated by anti-growth groups, more recent literature suggests that conservation can be 
co-opted for explicitly growth-oriented goals such as protecting housing values (Lee 2009). We 
see this in the excerpt below from a community member objecting to the Kraewood 
Development due to decreased property value:  

 
… too many apartments and not enough single family homes causing home depreciation 
for the current residents living near the project … 

 
 The Growth Machine framework and Lee's 2009 amendment provide context for both 

the development coalition's orientation towards growth in Northfield and the idea that those who 
argue for the preservation of greenspace are still in fact working to preserve or increase their own 
wealth. One objector wrote that the development would cause their “taxes go up then value 
down,” demonstrating that neighbors are concerned with the development's impact on housing 
values. While a decrease in property value was only mentioned in 3 documents, many more 
residents maintain that their rights are being infringed upon by the new development: 
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The Paulsons have the right to sell the acreage, Rebound has the right to develop the 
parcel, BUT NOT at the expense of the full rights of neighboring taxpayers who built 
their single family, low density homes with the knowledge of the prior zoning 
 

This excerpt reveals the importance of property values in affordable housing debates and the 
challenge policy makers face in responding to threats on property value. In a study on framing 
effects and affordable housing, Goetz (2008) found that neighborhood groups were much more 
receptive to “lifecycle housing” than “affordable housing” because of perceived risks associated 
with affordable housing. In his study, “affordable housing” was found to be stigmatized by 
survey respondents and just a slight label change created a vision of acceptable development 
(Goetz 2008). Hence, residents may not necessarily be against all development, but their 
personal interests drive their opposition to the Kraewood Development. 
 
Limitations 

As discussed in the literature review and the methods section of our paper, the scope of 
our research was restricted to a narrow range – a set of less than 100 comments submitted to the 
Northfield City Council over the course of a few months. Because of this, we were limited to 
studying the opinions of politically engaged Northfield residents and those who had the capacity 
to navigate the process of submitting a public comment. In rural American towns, commentators 
are largely members of preexisting community groups, often drawing upon informal community 
leaders and long-term residents (Odeyemi and Skobba 2020). Hence, unless one was involved in 
a local organization or lives in this specific neighborhood, it is unlikely their opinion on housing 
would have been recorded. Therefore, our analysis does not include the opinions of many 
Northfield residents. We know that groups that are often absent from discussions about housing 
are those who speak English as a second language, those who have less formal education, those 
with low wages, and those who need housing (Odeyemi & Skobba 2020l; Galston 2007). 
Previous literature also highlights that those who participate in community meetings about 
affordable housing are mostly white, male, long-time-residents, homeowners, and voters, and 
overwhelmingly oppose new housing construction (Einstein et al. 2019).  

It is important to note as well that the coding system we used may have limitations. 
While we worked to develop a system of intercoder reliability, as described in the Methods 
section of this paper, human error may still be present in the results. We also recognize that we 
each may bring individual biases into our research, though we worked to identify and avoid it. In 
the literature review, we discussed the methods of related literature and found that researchers in 
the area often employ surveys and interviews instead of, or in supplement to, a content analysis 
such as ours. Employing these sorts of methods, as described in the future research sections, may 
provide a fuller analysis of our case study.  
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Conclusion 
While environmental literature supports that greenspace removal can have a negative 

impact on neighborhoods, development literature supports the idea that new housing is important 
for neighborhood economic growth (Wang et al. 2011, Riechers et al. 2016, Bonnes et al. 2011, 
Pietrzyk-Kaszyńska et al. 2016; Tighe 2011). These dissonant conclusions are reflective of the 
missing link between greenspace literature and housing development literature. Though scholars 
such as Lee et al. (2009) may focus on one aspect of private property, nimbyism, 
environmentalism, or greenspace, these factors are being considered synchronously in public 
debates. Scholars do not know how the ideologies associated with concerns about housing and 
greenspaces interact to determine public opinion on proposed developments.  

Opposition to affordable housing and objections to green space development have rarely 
been approached within the same case study. By analyzing public comments through a lens of 
both environmentalism and Growth theory, our findings suggest that Northfield residents 
objected to development for a broad range of social, environmental, and economic reasons. 
Concerns ranged from fears about traffic accidents to worries over aesthetic changes in the 
neighborhood. While the most common objections were straightforward environmental concerns, 
other objections were built on assumptions about affordable housing and the people who inhabit 
it. Many social objections utilized not in my backyard (NIMBY) language, claimed to be 
protecting innocents, and focused on protecting the “value” of the neighborhood.  

Additionally, we found that all of the objections raised were related to each other: no 
letters were coded with only one objection. Specifically, environmental objections were 
combined with references to children/innocents and NIMBYism. NIMBYism arose with 
environmental concerns as objectors strove to protect their local greenspace and argued to build 
housing at some other more suitable location. Those who wrote with concerns about 
neighborhood value and concerns about new neighbors were focused either on the changes that 
the new residents would bring to the neighborhood (such as increased traffic or noise) or 
concerns about the type of people who would be moving in. 
 
Policy Implications 

It is essential for politicians to understand the driving forces behind the evolution of 
public opinion as the public continues to play a role in city decision-making. Through our 
reading of public comments, a couple suggestions for policy makers emerged.  

Nearly 25% of letters complained that a traffic study had not been properly conducted for 
the area in peak non-COVID times. This would be a concrete step that can be taken to address 
citizen's safety concerns. The other concerns that residents cite as part of their NIMBY 
arguments relate to undesirable changes in their living conditions such as increased noise, 
vehicle density and traffic danger, and aesthetic changes for the neighborhood. While these are 
legitimate concerns, the city could help mitigate the number of false assumptions being made by 
publicizing true facts about the impacts of affordable housing units and sharing thoughtful plans 
about how the city will work to address the resident's concerns.  
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A skeptical public can halt or elongate the political process needed to develop affordable 
housing. Hence, managing public opposition is an essential aspect of development. Public 
opinion can shift wildly depending on the language used to frame an issue. In one study, 
residents were given a survey about a housing development where the development was 
described as either "affordable housing" or "lifecycle housing" (Goetz 2008). Changing the 
language to “lifecycle housing” increased community support of the development by more than 
30 percentage points (Goetz 2008). This change is reflective of the tendency of white, affluent 
communities to associate affordable housing with “negative images of race and class” (Goetz 
2008; Tighe 2012; Albright et al. 2013).  

An important implication of issue-framing is that policymakers can use research on how 
language influences public opinion to combat phenomena such as NIMBYism. For example, it 
has been found that residents are more likely to accept incremental increases in residential 
densification if development proposals are framed with public benefits for residents (Doberstien 
et al. 2016). While framing effects may not overcome core values or preferences, framing can 
"introduce new considerations into an individual's conceptual map of an issue" (Doberstein et al. 
2016, 284). Policymakers and affordable housing advocates can use issue-framing to help the 
public consider the complexity of an issue and encourage them to evaluate their own 
preconceptions and assumptions. 
 

 
Future Research Directions 
 Our review of the literature suggested that there is a gap in research about public opinion 
at the intersection of affordable housing and greenspaces. The Kraewood Development is a 
valuable case study to address this gap. Public opinion research of the Kraewood Development 
could be expanded by examining more sources of public opinion. Different Facebook groups 
have been created where Northfield residents discuss the development project and compare 
resources. There are many posts and comments that could be analyzed. This may be a fertile 
place to study the opinion of those less engaged in local politics, but still knowledgeable about 
the project. Interviews could also be used in further research. Interviews would allow researchers 
to get a deeper understanding of why residents hold the opinions they do about the development 
project. Semi-structured interviews enable residents to explain their opinions, helping researchers 
to garner an understanding of residents' deeper motivations and beliefs. A survey could also be 
used to explore public opinions.  

Furthermore, studying comments of those who were in favor of development could be an 
interesting supplement to our research. Though this was outside the scope of our comps, it would 
give us more insight into different perspectives on the development. Our research could also be 
enhanced by studying patterns of use and behavior at Kraewood. Residents who advocated for 
conservation often point to their frequent use of the greenspace as justification for why it should 
be preserved. Questions such as “How is this informal park utilized by residents?" and “Who 
visits it the most?" could be answered in future research. Those against development also often 
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point to the presence of wildlife in the area slated for development. A wildlife survey could be 
conducted to track the different species present in the area and track the validity of the claim that 
it serves as a habitat for the endangered Rusty Patched Bumble Bee.  
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Appendix A: Data 
 

The supplemental memos that we used to access public comments were retrieved from the 
Northfield City webpage on The Kraewood Development: 
https://www.ci.northfield.mn.us/1471/Kraewood-Proposed-Development 
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Appendix B: Parent Codes and Subcodes 
 

 
Code System 

  Environmental Objections 

    Loss of Wildflowers 

    Increase in Light Pollution 

    Loss of Air Cleaners (i.e., Trees) 

    Loss of Carbon Sinks and Stores 

    Damage to Wetlands 

    Lose View of Sunset 

    Increase in Impervious Surfaces 

    Concern about Wildlife 

    Damage to the Rusty Patch Bumble Bee 

    Loss of Greenspace 

    Deforestation 

    Loss of Aesthetic Beauty 

    Concern that Environmental Assessment Not Done/Done Poorly 

    Will Increase Climate Change 

  Affordability Objections 

    Concern that all Affordable Housing is in Same Neighborhood 

    Concern that Housing is not Truly Affordable 

    Inappropriate Use of TIF Funding 

  Infrastructure Objections 

    Poor Water Drainage and Localized Flooding 
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    Concern for Water Infrastructure 

  Emotional Objections 

    Loss of Family Connection to Place 

  Ethical Objections 

    Does Not Align with Northfield’s Values 

    Inappropriate to Rezone Now 

    Benefits Developers not the Public 

    Against Northfield's Climate Action Plan 

  Speed of Project Objections 

    Concern That Project is Moving too Fast 

  Development Size Objections 

    Neighborhood has Apartments Already 

    Scale of Project Inappropriate  

    Neighbors Want Houses Not Apartment Buildings 

  Neighborhood Objections 

    Neighborhood Will Turn Into Ghetto 

    This Neighborhood Is Not the Right Place 

    Concern for Increase in Crime 

    Loss of Sidewalks/Connectivity 

    Worried for Decrease in Housing Prices 

    Loss of Neighborhood Peace  

    Apartment Complex Doesn't Match Neighborhood 

    Too Much High-Density Housing 

    Worried About Increase in Taxes 
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    Increase in Neighborhood Noise 

    Loss of Neighborhood Identity 

  Traffic Objections 

    Need More Stop Signs and Traffic Lights 

    Danger to Cyclists and Pedestrians 

    Increase in Vehicle Density 

    Concern Road Will Become Shortcut 

    Concern that Traffic Study Not Done/Done Poorly 

    Worried Development will Inhibit Hospital Access 

    Increase in Traffic 

    Danger to Students 

    Increase of Accidents 

 


