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Realizing Utopia

Felix Wagner

Ecovillage Research Review

Research on ecovillages is still a relatively young phenomenon. This is not particularly
surprising, given the fact that the term “ecovillage” first came into use during the
1990s. Defining ecovillage research as a specific field that is distinct from research
into other forms of intentional communities is also a delicate task. These two factors
have probably contributed to the absence thus far of a comprehensive review of the
state of research on the subject. Most relevant academic papers offer insights into
prior studies, but [ am aware of none that offer a complete overview. This review is
meant to contribute to filling that gap.

For the review, extensive key word searches were carried out on the Internet, in library
catalogs, and in academic databases, the most important words being “intentional com-
munities” and “ecovillages.” Initially this search led to few results. Using bibliographies
from standard works in the field of community research was more productive. Based on
this information, copies of the referenced sources were acquired. In a few cases it was
not possible to access a copy; thus, these works were not included in the review. This
search process continued until no new works could be discovered. The list acquired
from that process was sent to leading academics in the field with the request that they
supplement it with any works that had been missed.

I can make no claim to the completeness of this review, as there are undoubtedly works
that were not found, particularly if they were not written in English or German.

Sifting Through the Literature

For the analysis, I incorporated only academic studies (a substantial number of popu-
lar and journalistic publications, as well as gray literature produced by the ecovillages
themselves, also exist). I only considered the content of works concerned specifically
with ecovillages or ecovillage-related aspects of other intentional communities. This

This essay was originally written in German and has been translated for RCC Perspectives by Brenda Black.
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means I did not include works concerned with communities in general (i.e., community
research), mostly older studies, in the analysis.

The explicit focus on ecological and social sustainability, which is a defining charac-
teristic of ecovillages, arose in the 1990s. In earlier communities, of course, there
had been efforts to live in ways that were ecological and in close contact with nature,
but the specific sustainability focus accompanied the emergence of ecovillages. Also,
some previously existing intentional communities have altered their focus over time
and, therefore, are now considered ecovillages (for example, Findhorn Foundation
and Twin Oaks). As already mentioned, it is not always easy to determine whether a
particular community is an ecovillage or “merely” an intentional community. Since
“ecovillage” is usually a self-designation, there is an increased likelihood of both false
positives and false negatives when categorizing such communities.

Therefore, for the review I established clear criteria for determining which studies were
to be included: studies specifically dedicated to ecovillages, which appeared in academ-
ic papers starting in the year 2000. Because of this decision, sometimes papers that
contain relevant information were not considered, because they were written before the
emergence of ecovillages. Among works published after 2000, some texts were included
that are more closely related to the traditional literature on community studies.

Research about intentional communities is usually concerned with the social aspects
of communities, how groups arise and remain together, what roles social bonds and
commitments play (Kanter 1972), and how identity is created (Abrams et al. 1976). Also
included in this area of research is the work of Zablocki (1980), who has investigated
how collective decisions are made and how individuals contribute to the group. Metcalf
(1986) focuses on recruitment, socialization, and commitment in communities. Green-
berg (1993) studied how children grow up and are educated in intentional communities.
All of these contributions to community research look at social themes relevant to eco-
villages, but they lack a clear connection to sustainability, which extends beyond the
concern with social matters. For this reason they were not included in this review.

A total of 59 studies were used. They were sorted according to date of publication, type
of study, academic discipline, content, research questions, results, the communities that
were studied, and their methodological implications.
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Tallying up the Results

The consulted works can be divided into var-
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Whether this trend will continue is difficult to predict at present. It remains to be seen
whether the drop in 2010 to only two studies represents the decline of this surge of
interest, or whether it is simply an outlier.! Furthermore, the count of seven studies
from 2011 doesn’t permit any definitive conclusions. It is possible that not all of the
research from these years has appeared on the scene.

Number of Communities Studied and Methodological Orientation

Most of the works are case studies, which look at an average of 2.7 communities per
study. More than half of these texts are case studies of one particular community. Of
the studies that investigated a large number of examples, Meltzer (2000) is well at the

1 I'know of at least ten studies that are currently still in progress, which suggests that the trend has not
taken an overall downward turn.
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Figure 3:
Geographic
distribution of
the communities
examined in the
case studies.
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fore with 18, followed by Diimmler (2007) and Meijering (2006) with nine each. While
the standard works of community research from before 2000 are generally quanti-
tative studies with a large sample size, ecovillage research is generally qualitative.
Exceptions are Meijering (2006), who analyzed a survey conducted among 496 com-
munities, and Grundmann et al. (2003) who surveyed 113 communities. Additional
quantitative studies have been concerned with energy consumption (Brown 2004) or
other issues of consumption related to the “ecological footprint” (Simon 2004; Tinsley
and George 20006), as well as evaluations of ecological sustainability (Bissolotti et al.
2006). There were also isolated quantitative studies of quality of life (Kiffmann 2009;
Mulder et al. 2006). Among the comparative studies, those that compared individual
communities were predominant. While direct comparisons with similar forms of hab-
itation from other areas of society have so far been scarce, such comparisons can be

found on the topics of energy use and consumption (Brown 2004; Simon 2004).

Geographic Distribution of the Ecovillages

Figures 3 and 4 show the geographic distribution of the ecovillages examined by the
reviewed works. The comparative studies with a large number of study objects are not
included on the maps. The maps demonstrate that ecovillages exist around the globe,
but appear mostly in industrialized nations strongly influenced by Western culture—



Realizing Utopia

namely, in Europe (34) and in North
America (19). Significant numbers are
also situated in Australia, New Zea-
land, and South Africa. The large num-
ber found in Europe is not necessarily
evidence of a particularly large amount
of ecovillages worthy of study or of a
particularly lively research community,
but may be the result of selection bias,
because the European research was
more accessible to me.

Academic Discipline and Primary Thematic Concerns

The attempt to categorize the studies based on academic disciplines is made more dif-
ficult by the increasing diversity of bachelor’s and master’s degrees. Therefore, they were
divided into broader thematic categories. The balance between the natural sciences, the
humanities, and the social sciences is, to date, heavily in favor of the social sciences. Of
the 59 studies, 49 took a social science or humanities approach. Only ten studies were
categorized in the natural sciences (Bissolotti et al. 2006; Brown 2004; Dowling 2007;
DePasqualin et al. 2008; Irrgang 2005; Mader 2009; Mayerhofer 2009; Tinsley and George
2006; Raberg 2007; Simon 2004).

1. Social Sciences and Humanities

The studies from the social sciences and the humanities realms can be divided into
three categories: a) examinations of the perspectives of individuals, b) sociological
investigations, and ¢) ethnological and cultural investigations. Most of the studies con-
sider a number of common themes. First and foremost is the construction of the vision
and mission—that is, the goals, intentions, and ideals being pursued—of each com-
munity (Bengis 2008; DePasqualin et al. 2008; Ergas 2010; Holmes 2006; Jones 2011;
Mulder et al. 2006; Tolle 2011; van Schyndel Kaspar 2008; Wagner 2007; Wight 2008).
Other recurring themes included the evaluation of how well these communities have
accomplished their goals and the potential for transferability to other social contexts
(i.e., model projects).

Figure 4:
Geographic
distribution
of the case
studies in
Europe.
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a) Perspectives of Individuals

Here, mostly psychological aspects came into play. Of primary interest were the moti-
vations to become part of a community (Hiibner 2009; Tolle 2011; Wagner 2007). Many
studies were devoted to the effects of living in an ecovillage on the individual, including
general considerations, such as their well-being or quality of life (Hiibner 2009; Kiff-
mann 2005; Mulder et al. 2006; Simon 2004), and more specific aspects, such as sense
of belonging (Kiffmann 2005; Sluiter 2007) and the relationship between humans and
nature (Kirby 2003; 2009; Moore and Wight 2007; Wight 2008). Related to this, the
construction of identity (Bohill 2010; Fischetti 2008; Kirby 2009; Sluiter 2007) and per-
sonality development (Wagner 2008) were also considered. In part, these studies also
looked at difficulties individuals in ecovillages face, a topic that is considered explicitly
in Dimmler (2007). The Internet survey conducted by Matthias Grundmann et al. (2011)
provided demographic information and individual views of the community, as well as the
experience of life in communal contexts.

b) Sociological Investigations

These texts included, first of all, research concerned with the sociological phenome-
non of “the community” (Grundmann et al. 2006). Among these are efforts to create a
typology and categorization of communities (Meijering 2006), as well as to generate
systematic descriptions (Dierschke 2003). Much attention was dedicated to the emer-
gence of communities, their transformation over time, and their dissolution (Dierschke
2003; Forster and Wilhelmus 2005; Moore and Jones 2011; Jones 2011; Kirby 2003;
Meijering 2006; Meijering et al. 2007).

In addition to investigations of the communities as a sociological category, there are
also theoretical approaches concerned with their organization. These studies looked at
the structure and functionality of their organization as a whole (Brenton 2009; Diersch-
ke 2003; Holmes 2008; Kunze 2003, 2009) and in relation to specific aspects such as
decision-making (Jonna et al. n.d.; Kiffmann 2009; Kunze 2003, 2009; Yilmaz et al. 2011)
or the admittance and integration of new members (Bengis 2008; Dierschke 2003; Kun-
ze 2003).

The use of technology was also investigated—the state of technology in general (Moo-
re and Wight 2007), as well as specific forms, such as communications technology
(Nathan 2009). Communication systems based on interpersonal contact were studied
at the community of Auroville (Schwarzin 2010).
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Many studies were concerned with the “classic” sociological theme of the balance be-
tween the individual and the collective (Forster and Wilhelmus 2005; Holleman 2011,
Jones 2011; Kunze 2009; Meltzer 2000). Other recurrent topics were the reconstruc-
tion of values and group norms (Nathan 2009; Wagner 2007; Wight 2008), as well as
attempts to explain underlying worldviews (van Schyndel Kaspar 2008; Wagner 2008).

In addition to descriptive treatments, there were also various attempts to evaluate how
well the ecovillages have accomplished their goals from a sociological perspective
(DePasqualin et al. 2008; Ergas 2010; Irrgang 2005; Kunze 2003; Kirby 2003; Mulder
et al. 2006). So far these have been largely interpretive; a structured and validated
form of evaluating ecovillages is yet to be developed.

Particularly relevant are questions about ecovillages as models or examples, and whe-
ther their characteristics can be transferred to other social contexts. Kunze (2009)
attempted to determine principles for social sustainability and came up with the fol-
lowing: implementation of sustainability goals, balance between the individual and
collective, flexible and responsive organizational principles, the ability to develop, and
social and ecological town planning.

Blouin (2007) investigated the question of whether the concept of the ecovillage can
be transferred to urban spaces, and if so, how. He concludes that ecovillages cannot
serve as models for transforming the entire paradigm of industrialized society, but
rather for sustainable solutions at a local level. Other studies concerned with this topic
include Centgraf 2009; Dierschke 2003; Fischetti 2008; Grizzuti 2009; Irrgang 2005;
Kunze 2003, 2009; Rummer 2005; Sizemore 2004; Simon 2004; and Stiiwe 2009.

In order to function as a model, a community must continue proven cultural traditions,?
while also exploring and testing new ways of living. In transferring knowledge to a broader
social context, academic research could help greatly by collecting applicable knowledge
from such “experimental places” (Kunze 2003, 2009; Wagner 2008) and guaranteeing
greater internal and external validity. So far, little research of this kind has happened, but
the amplifying calls for “trans-disciplinary approaches” and “transformation research,”

2 Cultural traditions in a wider sense, including also technological and organizational aspects.
3 Atleastin Germany.
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as well as citizen-driven projects that aim to collaborate with academia (e.g., Projekt Le-
bensdorf*), offer hope.

The impact of ecovillages and their interactions with the surrounding region was an-
other frequent topic of study (Centgraf 2009; Joukhi 2006; Meijering et al. 2007; Rum-
mer 2005; Sluiter 2007; Tolle 2011). Shaw (2009) examined a very specific aspect of
this: the emotions and conflicts behind the local opposition to the establishment of an
ecovillage project in southwest Wales.

Finally, economic studies are almost nonexistent, with Kunze (2003), who at least
considered the economic perspective, as an exception.

c¢) Ethnological and Cultural Investigations

Strictly speaking, all of the case studies took, at least methodologically, an ethnolog-
ical approach in the form of “participant observation,” in which the culture (in the
sense of the life world) and the everyday lives of the people in the groups examined
are described. Among these studies are attempts to describe these cultures and their
context in a structured manner, and to determine what form the interaction between
the individual and the group takes (Chitewere 2006; Dierschke 2003; Kiffmann 2009;
Kirby 2009; Meltzer 2000; Moore and Wight 2007; Sanguinetti 2012). Striinke (2000)
examined the supposed connection between autonomy and ecological behavior and
concluded that this correlation can be observed in communities.

Cultural studies approaches included examinations of the societal position of ecovil-
lages, similar to the sociological discussions, which considered whether they can be
regarded as models and experimental spaces. Concepts used here included ecovillages
as utopian places (Bohill 2010; Lockyar 2007) and as manifestations of “counterculture.”
The latter has turned into the concept of “space of resistance” in the most recent re-
search (Fischetti 2008; Lockar 2007; Meijering et al. 2007).

d) Architectural and City Planning

At the junction of the social and natural sciences are investigations of city planning
and architecture, as treated in the studies of Loezer (2011) and Tolle (2011), who were
interested in sustainable city planning processes.

4 See http://lebensdorf.net.
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2) Natural Sciences

Studies coming from the natural science perspective were concerned with areas of
ecological sustainability, such as energy consumption (Brown 2004), energy supply
(Mayrhofer 2009), additional aspects of production (e.g., DePasqualin et al. 2008 on
the degree of self-sufficiency), and ecological footprints (Bissolotti et al. 2006; Tinsley
and George 2006; Simon 2004). Dowling (2007) looked at sustainable methods of wa-
ter management in a South African ecovillage. Raberg (2007) examined biodiversity
in an ecovillage whose structure and practices are based on permaculture principles.
As a general rule, the evaluative studies credit ecovillages with good ecological perfor-
mance, but also point out areas where there is room for improvement.

For example, the study by Simon et al. (2004) showed that residents of the three
examined communities (Ecovillage Sieben Linden, Commune Niederkaufungen, and
LebensGut Pommritz) had significantly lower greenhouse gas emissions than the aver-
age German citizen. The levels of emissions of the residents of Ecovillage Sieben Lin-
den and Commune Niederkaufungen were also significantly less than those of mem-
bers of the average ecologically conscious family outside an ecovillage. The study also
pointed out that, despite the good performance of the investigated ecovillages, there
is still more to be done to make them really ecologically sustainable.

As already mentioned, there have so far been few studies conducted from the perspec-
tive of the natural sciences. This is probably due mostly to the fact that ecovillages are
viewed primarily as social communities (and this is also their main source of attraction).

Looking Ahead

Research about ecovillages is a growing field of interest. Various topics have already
been raised and relevant findings documented, but there is still a need to connect these
results and design further steps for structuring the research field. To address this
need, Research in Community (see the following essay) created a database, which is
now running in a beta version and welcomes new contributions and corrections (visit
www.researchincommunity.net). This is seen as a step to overcome the clear deficit in
the evaluation of ecovillages’ performance and their relevance to other social contexts.
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