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Abstract 

When dealing with environmental issues, most reports highlight global-scale solutions. 

However, as the problem is embedded in all levels of our society, we must also implement 

solutions on smaller levels. Ecovillages, for example, are intentional communities engaging 

in initiatives to address sustainability in practical matters. The purpose of my research is to 

study how EcoVillage at Ithaca New York, USA as a small-scale experiment in 

sustainability, has organized itself. Data collection took place from August 21st to October 

6th 2007 and involved multiple techniques: participant-observation, field notes, documents 

analysis, and in-depth interviews with 21 key informants. An analytical framework based on 

organization theory was developed in order to explore the case study. The results suggest 

that three major tensions are created within EcoVillage at Ithaca's organizational process. 

The strategies developed to adapt to these tensions are: shared leadership, enhanced 

communication among members and partnership with the surrounding social environment. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Many reports have studied the causes that are threatening our planet. These reports include 

The Club of Rome's The Limits to Growth (1972), the Declaration of the United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment, adopted in Stockholm on 16 June, 1972, followed in 

1987 by Our common Future (World Commission on Environment and Development), as 

well as the Living Planet Reports (WWF, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008). Each report 

has argued that the increasing human enterprise for urban expansion, non-renewable 

harvesting practices, and waste production is fragmenting and degrading ecosystem functions 

and services beyond levels that can sustain the well-being of human society. In 2008, the 

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment—a UN based report involving 1300 experts from 95 

countries—emphasized the relationship between ecological degradation and the 

corresponding loss of social, economic and ethical aspects of human well-being (Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment, 2008). Collectively, these and other reports served to focus the 

world's attention on sustainability. Yet, this increased focus on sustainable development in 

the political language of many countries has lead to little change among the objectives and 

practices of their decision makers (Villeneuve, 1998). 

Some of the above reports advocate 'stewardship of ecosystems' through changes in public 

policy and international treaties to cope with global environmental problems. Such global 

and national commitments toward sustainability are critical, but, as argued herein, these 

commitments are insufficient without radically changing people's attitudes at all levels, not 

just at the global level. As Wackernagel & Rees (1996) state, "sustainability requires that our 

emphasis shift from 'managing resources' to managing ourselves, that we learn to live as a 
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part of nature" (p. 4). In other words, people have to abandon the belief that nature is merely 

a machine that can be operated by governments or other high-level decision-making bodies 

and take responsibility for our impact on ecosystems. Wackernagel & Rees (1996), and 

programs like Agenda 21 ! (United Nations, 2005), call for a re-localization of activities at a 

smaller scale. Hence, it is important to find and implement solutions suitable for 

environmental awareness and concrete actions at smaller levels, because international and 

national initiatives are insufficient. These changes of attitude first occur at smaller levels, as 

we are all a part of the problem and a part of the solution. 

While the international reports on sustainable development focus on a large-scale perspective 

and actions, this research focuses on small-scaled, collective responses to what have been 

viewed as unsustainable patterns of Western society lifestyles. I explore the organization of 

everyday actions in an ecovillage experimenting with sustainability in a practical manner. 

1.1 Unit of analysis: ecovillages 

What are ecovillages? Ecovillages are part of the intentional community movement. They 

are planned residential communities whose members are intentionally united by shared 

common values (Fellowship for Intentional Communities, 2007). Since the inception of the 

term in the early 1990s, the number of ecovillages has swelled to hundreds worldwide. There 

are nearly 500 ecovillages in the world and about 150 in North America according to the 

Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) listing (2009). Ecovillages try to meet communal needs 

Agenda 21 is a framework of political recommendations developed by the United Nations that can be 
implemented by national and local governments to minimize the negative impacts that humans have on the 
environment. (UNCED, 2004) 
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while safeguarding natural resources for future generations and are often portrayed as 

prototypes for the sustainable community of the future. Recycling, gardening, composting, 

alternative power supply and non-toxic or natural building materials are part of ecovillage 

standards. For an example of what is possible to accomplish in an ecovillage, an ecological 

footprint2 analysis of the Findhorn ecovillage, Scotland, measured a 60 percent per capita 

reduction compared to the average footprint in the United Kingdom (Dawson, 2006). 

Ecovillages seek sustainability in human relationships as well. Frequently, members eat, 

socialize and celebrate together. Sharing work like cooking, cleaning and childcare as well 

as making decisions through a participatory democracy process are high priorities. Finally, 

most ecovillages encompass settings for demonstrating regenerative, human-scale systems 

through workshops, institutes, education centers located on site or through partnerships 

established with an educational institution (Bang, 2005; Dawson, 2006). Education programs 

consist of displaying and experimenting with alternative low-impact technologies like 

organic gardening, recycling, low consumption lifestyle and permaculture design, and other 

aspects related to the community life, such as conflict resolution and consensus decision

making (Dawson, 2006). 

Why choose ecovillages for this research? Two reasons motivate this choice. First, most 

inhabitants are engaged toward the common goal of working toward sustainability. Any 

solution implemented must include the participation and willingness of citizens affected. 

2 

The Ecological Footprint measures how much land and water area a human population—an individual, city, 
business, nation, or all of humanity—requires to produce the resources it consumes and to absorb its wastes, 
using prevailing technology (Global Footprint Network 2009). 
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Leaders of ecovillages agree on the goal of sustainable living unlike, for instance, a Local 

Agenda 21 initiative in which an important part of the process is actually to get citizens and 

local leaders engaged (Thullier, 2005). Thus, the recourse to ecovillages as study cases 

renders the public participation variable redundant and allows the researcher to focus on their 

functioning and activities. Second, ecovillages are 'living laboratories' trying to implement 

and promote sustainability on a day-to-day basis. Not only do ecovillages talk about 

sustainability, but they are also working out and implementing small-scale strategic, technical 

and practical solutions for some of the problems raised by the Brundtland report (WCED, 

1987). Ecovillages are positively and concretely addressing a situation that they see as 

problematic. Ecovillages represent a "necessary yes", a positive solution to mounting global 

problems. This stands in contrast to organizations that usually find themselves in 

confrontations, like Greenpeace, and that represent a "necessary no" (Village Design 

Institute, 2000). 

1.2 Rationale and purpose statement 

The purpose of my research is to explore how EcoVillage at Ithaca, as a small-scale 

experiment in sustainability, has organized itself. EcoVillage at Ithaca is committed to 

experiment with different types of actions, which I have categorized into four areas: location 

and land planning, cooperative life styles, sound use of natural resources and spreading the 

word through education. Using organization theory and a case study method, I describe 

EcoVillage at Ithaca as a model of a collective effort to live more sustainably. The term 

'model' is employed here as "a schematic description of a system, theory, or phenomenon 
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that accounts for its known or inferred properties and may be used for further study of its 

characteristics" (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 2007). 

Organization theory draws from a wide range of disciplines, including sociology, 

anthropology, linguistics, economics and psychology (Hatch, 1997). A basic definition of an 

organization is an assembly of people working together to achieve common objectives 

(Wright, 1977; Jones, 1996; Hall & Tolbert, 2005; Daft, 2007). An organization takes form 

through a vision statement outlining a shared mission, goals and objectives for change that 

amplifies individual strengths within the group to achieve more than can be accomplished by 

the aggregate efforts of group members working individually. 

This understanding of an organization leads to a three-part analytical framework. The first 

part of the analytical framework, called 'planning', encompasses the process of creating a 

mission statement, breaking the mission down into goals, which are broken into objectives. 

This process is the act by which future actions are decided upon; it is the step in which the 

intention takes form. The second part, called 'systems of activities', consists of translating 

goals and objectives into functions that interact within an iterative process to fulfill specific 

functions of the organization. Systems of activities examined in this research include: 

o Authority and decision-making 

o Leadership 

o Division of labour 

o Communications 

o Incentives 

o Controls 
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The third part of the analytical framework is called 'organizational context', and pertains to 

the influences coming from the organization's social environment that impact positively or 

negatively its systems of activities. The organizational context is divided into two categories: 

the local context; i.e. the organizations surrounding and impacting the organization in 

question, and the cultural context. Successful organizations recognize and attend to such 

external influence. A literature review of elements of organization theory is provided in 

chapter 3. 

This study focuses on the organization of a single case study site, EcoVillage at Ithaca (NY, 

USA). A case study approach was used to gather preliminary information, to define 

problems experienced by a community in action and to generate questions from which the 

research purpose is addressed. Data collection took place at EcoVillage at Ithaca from 

August 21st to October 6th 2007. Multiple techniques were employed. A participant-

observant technique allowed me to collect primary insights during the first three weeks using 

field notes and to identify key informants before conducting interviews. During the three 

final weeks, I conducted interviews with 21 key participants. Finally, I analyzed internal and 

public documents including previous studies, websites, newspaper articles, mission 

statements, strategic plans, and emails. A more detailed description of the design research 

and methods is given in chapter 4. 

Results of this study (chapter 5) are organized according to the elements of the analytical 

framework: planning, systems of activities, and the organizational context. Key insights are 

identified, summarized and addressed in the discussion (chapter 6), with a focus on the 
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revealed tensions inherent to EcoVillage at Ithaca. These tensions arise through a difficult 

reconciliation between the goals of EcoVillage at Ithaca, its systems of activities, and its 

external constraints. The capacity of EcoVillage at Ithaca to manage these tensions is 

essential to its success. In conclusion, I offer paths for improvement and future research. 
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Chapter 2: Background of the case study 

EcoVillage at Ithaca is located in the city of Ithaca (N.Y., USA). This chapter provides a 

brief portrait of this ecovillage in context of its social and natural environment. In addition, I 

depict the profile of the inhabitants as well as the physical aspect and the legal structure of 

EcoVillage at Ithaca. Finally, I review actions taken to establish the framework and vision for 

living in EcoVillage at Ithaca. These actions, presented into four categories represent the 

ideological choices that stem from the many schools of thought and techniques promoted in 

the ecovillage movement. The aim is not to evaluate or present results of Ecovillage at 

Ithaca's attempts to live more sustainably, but to provide some background information about 

the case study. 

2.1 The City of Ithaca 

The City of Ithaca is located in Central New York State, USA and is the administrative center 

of Tompkins County. In 2000, the city's population was 29,287, and the metropolitan area 

had a population of 100 135. The census for 2004 estimates a population increase of 2.3% 

with 29,952 residents (US Census Bureau, 2008). Ithaca is well known for being home to 

Cornell University and Ithaca College located just south of the city. Every year, 24,000 

students add to the population (Walker, 2005). 

Ithaca is at the southern end of Cayuga Lake, which is north-south oriented. The Ithaca-

Tompkins County Convention & Visitors Bureau (2008) describes the area as follows. The 
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valley flows to the southwest toward the base of the city, which is situated in a hilly and 

scenically rich landscape. The city spreads into adjacent hillsides that rise nearly one 

hundred meters above the central flats of East, South, and West Hill. The topography is 

steep, and a number of the streams that flow into the valley from east or west create a scenic 

view with over 150 waterfalls, all within a 15-kilometer radius of downtown. Ithaca 

experiences a moderate continental climate, with cold, snowy winters and sometimes hot and 

humid summers. The valley flatland has slightly milder weather in winter, and occasionally 

Ithacans experience simultaneous snow on the hills and rain in the valley. The month of July 

has an average temperature ranging between 14 °C and 27 °C and January an average 

temperature between - 1 °C and - 10 °C. 

The economy of Ithaca is supported primarily by the influx of students in post-secondary 

education followed in sequence by manufacturing outlets, technology, and tourism. The city 

has a progressive culture of artists, musicians, organic farmers and conservationists (Walker, 

2005). In 2007, Countryhome Magazine ranked Ithaca second best green city in America. 

This 'Best Places' study compiled 24 data metrics in six major categories — including air 

and watershed quality, mass transit usage, power usage, farmers markets, organic producers, 

and number of green-certified buildings — to determine which metro areas are the best 

places to live a green life. Ithaca was ranked highest on the list of greenest commuters with 

16.88% of residents biking or walking to work (Mahoney and Edmondson, 2008). Another 

important feature that demonstrates the progressive culture of Ithaca is the local currency 

system called Ithaca Hours. Founded in 1991, Ithaca Hours serve as an alternative currency 

managed by the board of director of a non-profit organization and honoured locally by over 

400 businesses (Ithaca Hours website, 2008). 
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2.2 EcoVillage at Ithaca: history and description 

EcoVillage at Ithaca is a 175-acre land parcel situated two miles (3.2 km) west of downtown 

Ithaca (see map appendix A). The land was originally a dairy farm with "beautiful views, 

pocket of rich agricultural soil, and open rolling meadows" which provided an area already 

cleared of forested land to build houses (Walker, 2005: 15-16). The land comprised included 

one pond and an intermittent stream (Jocelyn3, personal interview). 

The EcoVillage at Ithaca project officially took off in 1991 after an envisioning retreat with 

100 people in attendance (Walker, 2005). The mission of the project was to provide a 

socially sound community for approximately 500 residents who wish to live close to nature 

while providing an educational model of an alternative suburban development to the wider 

public (Walker, 2005; Chitewere, 2006). The land was bought in 1992. At present, 

EcoVillage at Ithaca is home to a little more than 160 inhabitants - 102 adults and 60 

children (Fellowship for Intentional Community, 2008). The inhabitants live in two 

cohousing neighbourhoods: 'First Resident Group' (FRoG) and 'Second Resident Group' 

(SoNG). FRoG was completed in 1996 comprising thirty dwellings (fifteen duplexes) and a 

common house. SoNG, also comprising thirty homes (fifteen duplexes), was completed in 

two stages: 14 houses in 2002 and 16 in 2003 (Walker, 2005). The common house was 

completed in 2007. A third neighbourhood, 'TREE,' is currently in the forming stages. Most 

of the ecovillage's land remains as fields and meadows, with a ten-acre (4 hectares) 

To maintain confidentiality of participants, all names used in this research are pseudonyms. See also chapter 3. 
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woodland to the north-east, which is used for recreation, teaching and learning. University 

and college students are developing a plan for sustainable harvesting. Courses on primitive 

skills for children are also held in the forest (Agnes, phone communication). 

2.2.1 The inhabitants 

Everyone is welcome to live at one of the cohousing communities of EcoVillage at Ithaca. 

There is no screening process, only a mandatory five-day immersion in the various 

involvements (e.g. attend to a decision-making meeting) and chores (e.g. dish crew) 

pertaining to the community life. Anybody who can afford to buy a house may move in after 

the immersion. After the immersion, people are required to meet with the membership 

coordinator who will discuss with them the particularities and non-written rules of the 

neighbourhoods. The turnover, according to the membership coordinator, is about one and a 

half houses per year for FRoG and slightly more for SoNG. Among the people interviewed 

during the data collection in summer 2007, most (13 out of 20 respondents) have been living 

in the ecovillage from either the beginning of FRoG (11 years) or the beginning of SoNG 

(five years). The average was of 6.6 years including two newcomers that had moved in 2 and 

6 months prior the interview. 

The overall population comprises a mix of ages, spiritual faiths, levels of education, incomes, 

sexual orientation, races and health conditions. Observations made in the field revealed that 

the inhabitants share various religious or spiritual paths. Jewish families had their rituals and 

celebrations, catholic had prayer evenings on Sundays and several meditation sessions were 

also available every week. Residents' ages range from infants to elders, but I noticed that the 
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age group of 20-30 was underrepresented. Most households were families and adults or 

retired couples or individuals. Several gays and lesbians lived on site, single or in couple 

with or without kids. According to Walker (2005), most inhabitants are "solidly middle 

class". I noticed that a strong proportion of the adult population has a high level of education 

(e.g. college or university degrees and several PhDs). 

The ethnic diversity of the EcoVillage at Ithaca population was compiled in 2002 through a 

survey (Walker, 2005). Table 1 illustrates the percentages for EcoVillage at Ithaca compared 

with the town of Ithaca and for the United States. 

Table 1. Ethnic diversity of EcoVillage at Ithaca, Ithaca, NY and the United States. 

Caucasian 

Black 

Asian 

Mixed Race 

Native American 

Others 

EcoVillage at Ithaca 

86% 

2% 

5% 

5% 

N/D 

N/D 

Ithaca, NY 

84% 

3% 

9% 

1% 

0% 

2% 

United States 

75% 

12% 

4% 

2% 

1% 

6% 

Sources: Walker, 2005 and US Census Bureau, 2000 

Some residents also have physical and mental disabilities, such as environmental illness, 

muscular dystrophy and Alzheimer's disease. Accessibility within the community for these 

people is an issue that members are actively working on. Their needs are taken into account 

during decision making meetings. 
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2.2.2 A multi-level organization 

EcoVillage at Ithaca is not a single legal entity but rather many interconnected and 

interrelated legal contracts (Kirby, 2004; see also organizational structure in Appendix B). 

The use of similar terms, such as 'EcoVillage at Ithaca' and 'EcoVillage at Ithaca Inc' (EVI 

Inc.), as well as the numerous acronyms of the various instances that compose this 

organization, may be sources of confusion. Thus, I will describe each level of the 

organization, including the name, acronym, nature and function of each. 

• EcoVillage at Ithaca: In this research, I use 'EcoVillage at Ithaca' as a general, 

overarching concept that encompasses everything. This concept represents both the 

physical elements of the setting and the ideal of an ecovillage containing residential 

entities, sharing and mutual aid among its inhabitants, cultural activities, businesses 

and the outreach structure directed toward the wider public. 

• Center for Transformative Action (CTA): In the beginning in 1991, the ecovillage 

was a project of the Center for Religion and Ethics & Social Policy Education 

(CRESP). CRESP is now called the Center for Transformative Action (CTA). 

Founded in 1970, CTA is an affiliate organization of Cornell University. Its mission is 

to help promote organizations that want to combine activism, work and religion, ethics 

and social policy, or any type of activism. There are many different organizations 

among CTA's projects, and EcoVillage at Ithaca is one of them. CTA today still 

connects EcoVillage at Ithaca to the academic world through Cornell University (CTA, 

n.d.). 

13 



• EcoVillage at Ithaca Inc. (EVI Inc.): When the time came to buy land in 1992, CTA 

did not want to own land. Instead, it created EcoVillage at Ithaca Inc. to buy the land 

on which the ecovillage is now located. EVI Inc. owns and manages the land and 

provides educational services to the wider public. EVI Inc. shares the same board of 

directors with CTA. To distinguish between the concept represented by EcoVillage at 

Ithaca and its legal structure, I refer to the latter by the name 'EVI Inc.' or the term 

'the non-profit'. Neighbourhood developments must buy land from EVI Inc. and 

private businesses must rent it from EVI Inc. EVI Inc. is also responsible for the 120 

acres set aside for agriculture and the 20-30 acres set aside as a natural area (Don, 

personal interview). 

• The neighbourhoods: EcoVillage at Ithaca has three neighbourhoods. The two 

existing neighbourhoods First Resident Group- FRoG (legally, EVCC Inc.) and 

Second Resident Group- SoNG (legally, EVSC Inc.) are both cohousing type of 

settlements created as Cooperative Corporations in which the user-members buy a 

share and receive a dividend: a house, access to the common house and other common 

facilities4. A third cohousing cooperative, Third Residential Entity (TREE), is 

currently in the forming stage. These neighbourhood communities are essential to the 

overall mission to promote an eco-friendly community lifestyle as an alternative to 

urban sprawl. 

Slight differences distinguish SoNG Cooperative Corporation from FRoG Cooperative Corporation. The 
facilities in SoNG comprise also offices whereas the offices at FRoG are privately owned, and the house 
maintenance is the responsibility of the user-members while they are the coop-corporation's responsibility in 
FRoG. 
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• The Village Association: All residents of the village are members of the Village 

Association, which is legally named EVIVA Inc. but also referred to by its casual 

acronym 'VA'. VA is a non-profit organization created to regulate and look after 

village-wide matters and facilities used by both neighbourhoods, such as the roads, 

water and sewer systems, the pond, and the portion of land bridging the two 

neighbourhoods (Walker, 2005). The term 'Village' is sometimes used to designate 

the entire residential aspect of the project, i.e., that includes both neighbourhoods and 

the Village Association. 

2.3 Small-scaled actions toward sustainability 

Consistent with its mission to live a more sustainable way, EcoVillage at Ithaca members 

have acted with the intention to prevent pollution, reduce impacts on the surrounding 

ecosystem and improve people's quality of life. These choices are classified in four 

categories: location and land planning, the cooperative life style, education and 

demonstration and efficient use of natural resources. These categories are based on emerging 

themes in my research and literature review (Hollick & Connelly, 1998; McCosch, 2001; 

Jackson & Svensson, 2002; Brown, 2004; Bang, 2005; Meltzer, 2005; Walker, 2005; GEN, 

2008). The choices described in this section were mainly observed on site or otherwise 

supported through analysis of EcoVillage at Ithaca documents. 
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2.3.1 Location and land planning 

The location of EcoVillage at Ithaca and its land planning are presented in this section. 

As Meltzer (2005) argues, land use decisions relate to "conveniences that significantly 

affect pro-environmental practices" (p. 115). 

Choice of location 

The initial choice of site is very important. In permaculture5, what are called 'type I 

errors' are crucial decisions that badly distort any other down stream decisions. A type I 

error may occur with the choice of the location of the land. Proximity to other cities, 

communities and public services, and the quality of the site are two criteria to have in 

mind in order to avoid such a mistake. Hollick and Connelly (1998) give a good example 

of the consequences of the choice of a site that does not take these criteria into account: 

Many communities were built on cheap land, which was all the founding members 
could afford. As a result, the communities are often far from centres of employment, 
shops and other essential services. Today, that translates into costly travel and 
environmentally unsound dependence on automobiles [...] Often communities opted 
for large areas of land rather than high quality. But cheap land also means poor land 
in most cases; land which is on the wrong side of the river when the rains come, land 
which is too steep for agriculture and whose slopes face the wrong way for solar 
energy; land with little fresh water and poor soils; land which is beautiful - a very 
important criterion - but unproductive and unsuitable for an independent community 
(p. 70). 

Having proximity to downtown and farming in mind, the group who formed EcoVillage at 

Ithaca deliberately chose to buy a 400,000 US$ (1991 's value) parcel of land located about 

3.2 km (two miles) from downtown Ithaca. They chose this site instead of selecting alternate 

5 "Permaculture, originally 'Permanent Agriculture', is often viewed as a set of gardening techniques, but it has 
in fact developed into a whole design philosophy and for some people a philosophy for life. Its central theme is 
the creation of human systems which provide for human needs, but using many natural elements and drawing 
inspiration from natural ecosystems. Its goals and priorities coincide with what many people see as the core 
requirements for sustainability." (Permaculture Magazine, 2007) 

16 



sites, including a free parcel of land that was approximately 15 kilometres (10 miles) away, 

and another smaller, less expensive site that was located in the downtown core (Walker, 

2005). Their choice for the actual site allows the possibility for farming, which was not 

possible on the downtown site but, compared to the free land site, allowed for a reduction of 

oil consumption during everyday car commuting. Moreover, the proximity to downtown 

decreases dependence on cars thanks to the availability of alternative transportation such as 

the town public transportation system (TCAT), the Ithaca Car Share program and the 

possibility for some downtown workers to commute by bike in a reasonable amount of time. 

In addition, proximity to a wider market reduces transportation needs for goods coming in 

and out of the community. The proximity of the city of Ithaca also ensures a better quality of 

life for inhabitants who can access services not provided by the community (such as airport, 

hospital, theatre and post-secondary institutions). Finally, the proximity facilitates 

connections with the public and partnerships with nearby organizations for public education, 

which is an important part of ecovillages' missions (Dawson, 2006). EVI Inc. also embraces 

this aspect as part of its mission. An interviewee who was particularly interested in 

education and demonstration mentioned that the proximity to town played a crucial role in 

the choice of the land since the original mission was to be closely linked to the local scene 

(Agnes, personal interview). 

Land planning 

Once the site is chosen, good land planning practices can reduce impacts on the environment 

(Sustainable Communities Network, 2008). An important aspect of land preservation at 

EcoVillage at Ithaca relates to agricultural areas and forested lands. This preservation 
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concept, also called the greenbelt, is often seen in ecovillages (Whitfield, 2001). Several 

interviewees pointed out the preservation of the land for farming and/or nature as one of the 

specific decisions made at EcoVillage at Ithaca to reduce their impact on the natural 

environment. One interviewee enumerated specific decisions: "setting aside a minimum of 

90% of our land as open space and having that land available for organic agriculture, wildlife 

and for recreation and for natural areas. I think that within that, having two organic farms on 

site is a really wonderful demonstration" (Jocelyn, personal interview). Furthermore, the 

EcoVillage at Ithaca project saved the original farm land from being converted into a 

suburban housing development. 

EVI Inc. made many land use planning decisions to preserve a significant portion of the land. 

To secure the preservation of the land from sprawl, the EVI Inc.'s Special Land Use District 

(SLUD), which is a special zoning designation by the Town of Ithaca, sets aside 90% of the 

175-acre land for agricultural land, woodlots, wetlands and leaves a maximum of 10% for 

development (Walker, 2005). Moreover, almost a third (55 acres) of the land was set aside 

for permanent protection in the form of a conservation easement managed by the Finger 

Lakes Land Trust (EcoVillage at Ithaca official website, 2008). The national average of 

terrestrial protected area in USA is 28% (UENP, 2008). In 1992, a Land Use Planning 

Forum (LUPF) was held with 60 participants, including several local experts. Divided into 

six groups, the participants studied various aspects of the land: agriculture, natural and 

recreational areas, neighbourhood sitting, village sitting, transportation, and water and waste 

management (Walker, 2005). The groups made several recommendations concerning the land 

planning. This forum and three subsequent ones lead to the 'Guidelines for Development'. 

This author describes a greenbelt as an area of agricultural land, pasture and woodlots surrounding clustered housing. 
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This eight-page document covers the specific goals of the future development of EcoVillage 

at Ithaca and expresses the shared vision of the project among future members (Walker, 

2005). 

Interview results show support within the community for land conservation measures. Some 

interviewees advocate that a permanent conservation easement is a long term land use 

decision that benefits the current generation while also protects the rights of future 

generations to access open space near a metropolitan area. Some interviewees suggest that 

their land planning is a step further than the mainstream American development in terms of 

sustainability. A single road, Rachel Carson Way, connects the village with the main road 

and the two neighbourhoods occupy only seven acres of the land. "Having a very high 

density," argues one interviewee, "makes a very big difference, particularly compared to the 

typical suburban subdivision which would have taken place on this land of about one house 

per acre. Instead, we have about ten houses per acre so it's ten times as efficient [in term of 

space use]" (Jocelyn, personal interview). 

Ecovillage at Ithaca's decision to use cohousing aligns well with their vision of clustering 

homes for land preservation. The two neighbourhoods, FRoG and SoNG, both chose a 

cohousing type of settlement. For Agnes, cohousing is a good model of dense clustered 

housings where vehicle traffic is set outside of the neighbourhood making a pedestrian and 

child friendly open space for the price of living in smaller homes. The community is also 

made dense by having a common building to share meals and to provide other amenities such 

as child care or guest rooms. For its members there is a balance between privacy and 

community, and between dense housing and open space. An ecovillage does not require 
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cohousing but it should have a very light footprint on the land, and not be spread out all over 

the place in order to help regenerate wildlife corridors for biodiversity (Agnes, personal 

interview). Interviewees mentioned that cohousing is more than a land management tool; it 

is also a way to promote sharing. 

2.3.2 The cooperative life style 

The choice for a cooperative life style, in contrast to a suburban lifestyle, impacts the 

ecological and social outcomes of EcoVillage at Ithaca in two distinctive ways. First, the 

inhabitants are more inclined to share, which reduces their consumption and therefore their 

impact on natural resources. Second, by being closer to each other, members support and 

influence each other, and exchange knowledge. Both aspects, respectively called 'sharing' 

and 'reciprocal learning and socialisation', are mutually supporting. The sharing through 

common infrastructure and services keeps members connected and the reciprocal learning 

and socialization enhances and sustains sharing. 

Sharing in order to reduce 

The residents of EcoVillage at Ithaca have achieved a considerably lower ecological footprint 

than a typical American household. The ecological footprint of EcoVillage at Ithaca equals 

14 acres (5.7 hectares) per person, while an American household averages 24 acres (9.7 

•7 

hectares) per person (Walker, 2005: 174). The sharing of facilities at EcoVillage at Ithaca 

reduces considerably the impact on natural resources. One interviewed participant noted that 

7 The 2004 Living Planet Project, using 2001 data, shows an ecological footprint of 9.5 global ha/person, the 
2006 report, using 2003 data, is of 9.6 global ha/person and the most recent report of 2008 using 2005 data is of 
9.4 global ha/person. 
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sharing makes life easier as single families invest less financial and time resources while 

trying to maintain luxury items, such as pools or home movie theatre (Arnold, personal 

interview). Several interviewees gave the example of the laundry facilities to support this 

point. The SoNG neighbourhood bought three water and energy efficient washing machines 

instead of a machine for each of the homes. "We don't have to build 30 of everything which 

saves a huge amount of resources" (Trevor, personal interview). EcoVillage at Ithaca's 

results are consistent with other intentional communities. Breton (2007) evaluated three 

intentional communities, two of which were ecovillages, using a sustainable development 

grid that was developed by Villeneuve (2006). Sharing infrastructure and pooling goods 

were the strongest aspects in measured sustainability performance. 

In certain cases, doing things communally means that new options become available. Shared 

heating systems, common meals, carpooling, equipment and facilities like the common 

house, are made possible, or at least facilitated, by the interactions between inhabitants. Not 

only is sharing significant in terms of reducing natural resource consumption, but interviews 

also show that it enhances inhabitants' quality of life. Sharing brings people together which 

helps to address problems of loneliness experienced in individualistic societies that reduces 

the quality of life (Diener & Suh, 1997). At EcoVillage at Ithaca, community meals, parties, 

various events and meetings all bring people together in a way that contrasts with typical 

American neighbourhoods. Sustainability goes hand in hand with a communal way of life: 

"Without the community this wouldn't be a really great place to live. Let's face it; if we are 

going to live more sustainably, we have to live close together. If that's going to feel good 

then you have to have a community. It'll be great if all these people around you are glad, not 

annoyed!" (Roger, personal interview) 
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Reciprocal learning and socialization 

When asked about the actions pertaining to their shared lifestyle many interviewees gave 

examples of how residents are encouraging, influencing and educating each other. This is 

consistent with the literature on ecovillages (Whitfield, 2001; Walker, 2005; Locker, 2007; 

GEN n.d.-b) but it appears to be a particular "focal point" at EcoVillage at Ithaca (Trevor, 

personal interview). The 'community' aspect fosters the sharing of knowledge and ideas 

that perpetuate and reinforce a common effort toward a more sustainable way of life. For 

many of the interviewed inhabitants, the social sustainability aspect is even more important 

than the ecological dimension of sustainability. It is not so much the activities that make 

the community more ecological but that people learn throughout the process of aiming for 

sustainable living. One interviewee argued that among the variety of initiatives 

implemented on site, some significantly reduce their impact on the environment while 

some others not much. Independent of the ecological savings through actions undertaken 

on site, such as the root cellar or the bus shelter, they keep the organizational members on 

the path of a more sustainable lifestyle. Through these actions, people become more 

conscientious which contributes to the mutual education that might lead to further actions 

in this direction (Ethel, personal interview). 

An important part of living sustainably and cooperatively is found in activities and 

infrastructures that strongly support interaction, mutual influence and socialization. An 

interviewee identified a list of activities and infrastructures that encourage random 

interaction, including: the common meals to connect with people on a weekly ongoing basis, 

the children's spaces located close to the houses that ends up being a social center for both 
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kids and adults, the simple proximity of the houses without roads dividing us and the sense 

that the land that members are walking on is shared land (Sunny, personal interview). 

2.3.3 Sound use of natural resources 

Although on-site activities and practices may vary from one project to another, the literature 

(Hollick & Connelly, 1998; McCosh, 2001; Whitfield, 2001; Jackson and Svensson, 2002; 

Bang, 2005; Meltzer, 2005; Walker, 2005; GEN, 2008) identifies several areas of overlap. In 

this research, the structures, systems and technologies observed on site or mentioned in 

interviews corroborate mostly with the following categories: water conservation and sewage, 

renewable and alternative energy, organic agriculture, local food, permaculture, green 

building, recycling, transportation, composting, earth restoration and local economy. As 

summarized in Table 2 (p.26), the ways of using natural resources more efficiently and 

carefully are numerous at EcoVillage at Ithaca and range from small day-to-day practices to 

village-wide infrastructures. 

Various sustainable initiatives at EcoVillage at Ithaca have been implemented to reduce the 

overall ecological footprint of the community. Whitfield (2001) compared the ecological 

footprint of EcoVillage at Ithaca to Rose Hill, which was the development project originally 

planned for the EcoVillage at Ithaca property. Whitfield found that "EVI residents had an 

ecological footprint about half that of what residents of Rose Hill would have had. Lot size, 

house size, energy consumption and food consumption were the main areas that EVI 

residents performed better than the average American would have living in Rose Hill" 
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(p. 133). Similar examples of ways to reduce one's ecological footprint were observed on site 

or mentioned during interviews: 

...using less energy, producing less pollution which might also mean greenhouse gas 
emissions or water pollution or waste product in general. Some of this you can do by 
being more self-sufficient by growing more food here or buying food locally, having 
more energy efficiency in your house; basically using natural resources more 
efficiently and producing less waste and pollution (Peter, personal interview). 

During the interviews I asked, 'What are the actions, or activities that EcoVillage at Ithaca is 

doing to reach its mission?' In response, most interviewees did not consider recycling and 

composting to be of primary importance. When I asked them to explain their reason for not 

including composting and recycling, the interviewees explained: 

.. .the recycling and reducing waste is the absolute minimum thing that we need to be 
doing: it's the kindergarten of sustainable living (Arnold, personal interview). 

Yeah but almost anybody can do that as an individual, you don't need a community to 
recycle or compost (Sunny, personal interview). 

Ecovillages try to adhere to high standards. Hence, at Ecovillage at Ithaca, some actions like 

recycling and composting are considered 'a regular thing that you just do' and that everybody 

in the ecovillage does. Even though composting and recycling may also be done in the 

mainstream society, these two actions appear to be optimized at Ecovillage at Ithaca. For 

instance, almost 100% of food waste is composted at Ecovillage at Ithaca, which contrasts 

sharply against the mainstream American life style which recovery rate for composting was 

8.5% in 20078 (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2008). The recycling 

program is mainly provided by the county. Ecovillagers only need to place their recyclables 

at the curb for pick up. However, as mentioned by an interviewee, "the recycling at 

ecovillage is a lot more thorough than I probably would do in my own house" (Sunny, 

8 Include food waste and yard trimmings. Does not include backyard composting. 

24 



personal interview). In the community recycling shed, inhabitants can also recycle items not 

normally recycled through the county service, including sneakers, techno trash like computer 

disks and VHS, bubble wrap, empty detergent jugs, bottle caps (used at the Science Center), 

batteries (mailed at their own expense to a dedicated recycling place) and scrap metal. 
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Table 2: Actions undertaken at EcoVillage at Ithaca to reduce impact on natural 
environment 

Areas of 
actions 
Energy 

Water 

Food 

Transportation 

Waste 
management 

Goals 

Green building 

Renewable energy system 

Reduce water consumption 

Increase water surface on site 

Increase aquatic biodiversity 

Organic agriculture 

Organic gardening 

Local food system 

Transportation alternatives 

Work on site 

Composting, reusing and 
extensive recycling 

Actions or equipments 

• Passive solar, super insulated and duplex 
constructions saving 35% energy per 
resident when compared to the North-east 
region (Brown, 2004) 

• Shared heating systems 
a Low cost energy efficient lighting 
a Hot water system (on some houses) 
D Solar panels (on some houses) 
D Wind energy bought through the grid 
• Rain barrels to water garden around houses 
• Composting toilets (in some houses) 
• The rain water is drained in the pond at 

FRoG and goes to 3 interconnected 1000-
gallon tanks in SoNG to water the 
community garden. It is recharged by 
rainwater from nearby roofs. 

• Pond 

• Pond 

• Bulk purchases through North-East 
Organics. 

• West Haven Farm: an 11 acre organic 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 
farm. Infrastructure belongs to EVI Inc. 

• Berry Farm: five 5 organic u-pick CSA farm 
• Edible landscaping 
• Community garden with allocated plots 
• Root cellar 
D Partnership with local farmers to stock the 

common house with local organic free range 
eggs and meat. 

• Mailing list facilitate carpooling and 
borrowing cars 

• City bus - bus shelter located at EVI's road 
entrance 

• Ithaca Car Share - one car on EVI's site 
• Unofficial car share program - subscribe 

through EcoVillage Wiki (Intranet) 
D Office spaces on site 

• Recycling center 
p Compost bins on site 
D Reuse room to find or give away 

shoes/clothes/books/toys 
• Mailing list: ask for object, and offer an 

object to give away 
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2.4 Spreading the word through education 

An important part of what the ecovillages movement aims to achieve is to spread the idea of 

sustainable living beyond the immediate residents to other neighbourhood projects. Bang 

(2005) emphasizes the importance for ecovillages to be outward-looking by sharing their 

experiments through education: 

If we only build ecovillages that are an escape from the problems of the larger society 
we will have achieved very little. Only by engaging the society around us, inviting 
people in to us, can we hope to achieve change in the larger society (p.36). 

The residential aspect of EcoVillage at Ithaca is aligned with this vision as it serves as a 

demonstration project that aims to be an example from which visitors can learn about, be 

inspired by or learn from their mistakes. One interviewee noted that there is something very 

powerful about putting into place a lot of the things related to sustainable living that people 

are talking about. "Creating that demonstration project has been really a key to our success 

in reaching many people around the country, but also around the world" (Jocelyn, personal 

interview). The education and demonstration aspects are seen as a way to perpetuate 

sustainability locally and globally. 

Several of my observations on site highlight the importance and the effort devoted to public 

demonstration and education. During my six-week stay, I took note of numerous visitors 

aiming to learn about EcoVillage at Ithaca such as three individual university students 

(including myself), a group of students from Ithaca College and one scholar aiming to write 

a book on the ecovillage movement. At least three articles were published during my 

research stay, such as "Green Acres" (Walsh, 2007). Group tours happened weekly. One of 
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the visiting groups included several families that were in the early stages of forming a 

cohousing group and looking for a model of inspiration. The ecovillage adult educational 

programs comprise day long, week-end and week-long workshops; they are held year round 

to encompass the entire aspects of ecovillage living. During the data collection period, I 

took part in a workshop called 'Ecovillage Experience Weekend' during the second week

end of September. Nineteen participants from various states and countries (Michigan and 

Virginia and internationally from Canada and the Philippines) came to find out more about 

community life in EcoVillage at Ithaca. Participants of the workshop enjoyed "personal 

renewal and hands-on learning, while being immersed in an environment with green 

building and renewable energy systems, consensus decision-making and deep ecology9" 

(Ecovillage at Ithaca, Educational Program, n.d., para. 4). This is a way for EVI Inc. to 

fulfill its goal of education to the broader population. 

Other events also take place on site. For example, during the 15th annual meeting of the 

non-profit corporation EVI Inc., it was mentioned that three national conferences had taken 

place on site in the past year. During such events, connections with local organizations are 

sometimes created. For example, one inhabitant of the village is part of Sustainable 

Tompkins,10 an organization that has held retreats on the site of Ecovillage at Ithaca. 

"Sustainable Tompkins has created a situation where people [members of Sustainable 

9 The phrase "deep ecology" was coined by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Na;ss in 1973. Naess criticized 
environmentalism for its utilitarian and anthropocentric attitude to nature. Deep ecology offers a philosophical 
basis for environmental advocacy which finds scientific underpinnings in the fields of ecology and system 
dynamics (source: Foundation for Deep Ecology). Deep ecology has a general influence on EcoVillage at Ithaca 
but does not accurately describe their daily practices. 

10 Sustainable Tompkins is a coalition of grass root organizations, businesses, government and academic 
organizations that focuses on top-down and bottom-up approaches in building regional sustainability through 
partnerships, projects, and education in Tompkins County. (Agnes, personal interview) 
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Tompkins] learn about the resources of EcoVillage at Ithaca and people here connect with 

leaders and influential people. People from different sectors learn about EcoVillage [at 

Ithaca] and became connected with the people here and so on and so forth..." (Agnes, 

personal interview). 

The education focus at EcoVillage at Ithaca is scheduled to expand through the Center for 

Sustainability Education that will be built on site. The center is to be used to host a 

sustainability high school, a center for sustainable agriculture as well as to develop and 

enhance existing programs for adults. The center is one of the steps that will bring the 

EcoVillage at Ithaca project closer to completion. The Center for Sustainability Education 

is a project of the non-profit EVI Inc. "They are sister projects and the relationship between 

the two is that the Center for Sustainability Education will draw on the experience of the 

residential project as a living laboratory of experience where people who come to the Center 

for Sustainability Education and the people who live in the residential project will find 

meaningful employment opportunities in the Center for Sustainability Education" (Janet, 

personal interview). 

Education and demonstration initiatives are common themes in the ecovillage movement 

(Kirby, 2003; Bang, 2005; Dawson, 2005; Walker, 2005; GEN, n.d.-b). This aspect was 

strongly reflected in the EcoVillage at Ithaca interviews, which suggests that education is of 

prime importance beyond the outcomes of the project itself and other "green" technologies. 

An interviewee explains that a big part of EcoVillage at Ithaca's contribution to the 

sustainability movement is creating an alternative to the hyper-individualism prevailing in the 
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American society that looks attractive to mainstream culture "...and then there is just nuts 

and bolts of being more efficient in using natural resources..." (Arnold, personal interview). 

Another interviewee argues that an ecovillage is insufficient as a solution by itself because 

many people are not ready for the required level of commitment and intentionality. Even if 

this small community of 162 inhabitants would successfully live sustainably, it would not 

measure up to the global environment challenge. Thus, it becomes important to aim for this 

kind of solution to be retrofitted in existing buildings, neighbourhoods and cities. 

Nevertheless, EcoVillage at Ithaca plays a role: "it's extremely important for people to have a 

comprehensive intentional lived-environment where all these systems are being modeled all 

together in a way that is just very compelling" (Agnes, personal interview). Through 

openness to visitors, the educational programs provide a pivotal place for experiencing, 

modeling and immersing participants in all the possibilities. 

2.5 Summary 

The actions undertaken at EcoVillage at Ithaca are classified in this research into four 

categories: location and land planning, the cooperative life style, efficient use of natural 

resources and education and demonstration. These categories are mutually dependent as 

every aspect influences or facilitates another one. For instance, the choice of the location is 

most important since it will eventually impact actions further down the road. Thus, the 

education and outreach currently underway at EcoVillage at Ithaca is facilitated by its 

proximity to Ithaca's public transportations and educational institutions. In order to achieve 
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this outreach, EcoVillage at Ithaca models an alternative to urban sprawl by densely 

clustering homes to preserve the natural environment and farmland. However, a cooperative 

way of life and social interaction is necessary. Finally, the various behaviour and 

technologies, such as carpooling and using solar panels, helps the inhabitants reduce their 

ecological footprint, but this reduction would be ineffective without inspiring a greater 

number of people. 
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Chapter 3: Literature review 

This literature review is divided into four main parts. The first part focuses on the concept of 

sustainable development, its origin, context, definition and some of its criticisms. The 

second part examines the scale of implementing sustainable development. The third part 

explores sustainability related to the ecovillage movement and positions this in relation to the 

intentional community movement and cohousing models. The fourth part describes 

organizational theories, its evolution and different schools of thought. Concepts in 

organizational theories constitute the analytical framework of this research. 

3.1 Sustainable development 

Global resource depletion and pollution have forced society to recognize that existing models 

of resource use, management and development cannot be employed indefinitely (Roseland, 

1998: 5). Sustainable development has become an important and politicized issue around the 

world. Authors of influential reports (Carson, 1962: Club of Rome, 1972; United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment, 1972; WCED, 1987) come from a wide range of 

backgrounds and interests and their level of concern varies from one report to the other. 

However, the consensus is that human activities impact ecosystems and that change is needed 

(Likens, 1991). This shared call for change falls within the context of the discourse on 

sustainability. 
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Sustainability appears in the English language circa 1290. The word is a chimera of the 

Latin terms sus or sub meaning below, and tenere or tenire meaning to hold, support, or 

endure (Marcuse, 1998; Redclift, 1993). As early as 1972, Blueprint for Survival used the 

term 'sustainable' almost interchangeably with the term 'stable' (Meltzer, 2005). The 

concept of sustainability was also embedded in Stockholm's conference proceedings in 1972 

and used as one of the three principles of the World Conservation Strategy in 1980 by the 

World Nature Conservation Union (also called the International Union for the Conservation 

of Nature). 

The term 'sustainable development' began to circulate through the Brundtland report, 

published in 1987. Through this report, combined with local and national environmental 

groups' activities, the term "gained both global momentum and international recognition" 

(Moffatt, 1996, p.25). The Brundtland report defines 'sustainable development' as 

development that "meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (p.43). Later, the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development modified the operational aspect to 

accommodate development: "In order to achieve sustainable development, environmental 

protection shall constitute an integral part of the development process and cannot be 

considered in isolation from it" (Principle 4 of the Rio Declaration, 1992). 

The concept of sustainable development stems from concerns about development where the 

quality of the environment is depleting, social inequity is egregious and local populations are 

neglected (Gendron, 2005; Di Castri in Villeneuve, 2005). Since the Brundtland report 

(1987), sustainable development has become an incontrovertible idea, largely used and 
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redefined for a noticeable range of definitions and models (Villeneuve, 2004). This concept 

is most often illustrated as a combination of three overlapping spheres: economic, social and 

ecological development. Some authors add further aspects, including equity, governance, 

and cultural. For Villeneuve (1998), the concept of equity is central to sustainability. Equity 

means that the needs of individuals and the population must be met with the respect of 

ecological, economical and social constraints and while offering equal potential to today's 

people and to future generations. 

Wahab (1997) argues that sustainable development "offers a wide range of opportunities at 

all levels and new institutions, policies and programmes" (p.43). Attempts have been made 

to concretize sustainability, such as the Localised Agenda 21 adopted in 2002 during the 

World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. This program acknowledges 

the necessity of practical implementation of development actions in new settlements and 

existing towns and cities. Moreover, the increased interests in sustainability spurred the 

recent emergence of assessment tools (e.g. Wackernagel & Rees, 1996; Sustainable Seattle, 

1998; Swiss Federal Statistical Office, 2003; Vision, 2020 Hamilton, 2004; South Australian 

Government Inter-Agency Group, 2005; Villeneuve, 2005; Global Ecovillage Network, n.d.-

b ). The tools focus on the assessment of sustainable development through its various 

dimensions and the achievement of predetermined plans. For Villeneuve (1998), 

sustainability is a hypothesis serving as a tool of analysis that expresses the capacity of 

society to adapt to change that is otherwise tempered by cultural and environmental 

limitations. 
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3.1.1 Critiques of Sustainable Development 

Many authors (Jacob, 1994; Bartlett, 1998; Haque, 2000; Boadi, 2002; Robinson, 2003; Di 

Castri, 2005; Hargroves & Smith, 2005; Rift, 2006) are critical of the term sustainable 

development. The first concern regards the wording itself. All of these authors are 

unanimous in critiquing the ambiguity of the term 'sustainable development'. Some authors 

argue that sustainable development is an oxymoron; i.e., a combination of contradictory 

concepts (Bartlett, 1997-98; Robinson, 2004; Rift, 2006). 'Sustainable development' is used 

just like if the adjective would make the substantive acceptable (Rift, 2006). This author 

proposes the term sustainable un-growth (in French: decroissance durable). DiCastri (2005) 

describes this contradiction best when affirming that 'development' refers to the creation of 

room for more freedom, the taste for change and risk, whereas the term 'sustainable' denotes 

an aspiration for security and identity, foresight and protection of the natural and cultural 

heritage. Haque (2000) and Boadi (2002) point out that the use of the term 'development' 

itself is a problem. For Haque (2000), it sends the message of "the possibility for a new era 

of economic growth" (p.l). 

The second critique affirms that sustainable development is sometimes associated with 

continued material development. For Hargroves and Smith (2005), the wide use of the 

concept can also be a symptom of misuse. The World Bank sees sustainable development as 

an indefinite development; or as reworded by Rift (2006): polluting less to pollute over a 

longer period of time. For Haques (2000), sustainable development supplies a western view 

of the belief in an infinite ongoing progress as stated in the following quotation: 
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Despite its environmental concern, the sustainable development model is constrained 

by its continuity with the agenda for economic growth (as found in the conservative 

tradition of development thinking) that often causes harm to the environment itself 

(Haque, 2000, p. 11). 

Jacob (1994) uses examples from the Brundtland Report to demonstrate that sustainable 

development, as described in the report, implies the idea that growth is needed to achieve 

sustainability. 

The third critique addresses the lack of a practical sense of sustainable development. "The 

definition of sustainable development gives no hints regarding the courses of action that 

could be followed to meet the needs of the present, but which would not limit the ability of 

generations, throughout the distant future, to meet their own needs [...]" (Bartlett 1997-98, 

p.9). For Rift (2006), there is a lack of conceptual rigor in the Brundtland's definition. 

Defining our needs is impossible; it is thus presumptuous and vain to try defining the ones of 

future generations. Brown et al. (1987) uphold that sustainability is an ambiguous concept 

with no time, space, ecological, technological, or managerial dimension. Moreover, Di 

Castri (2005) mentions that the ideology of sustainable development tends to be conclusive, 

over-simplified, a dichotomy between what is good and what is bad. 

Despite these concerns, the concept of sustainability grew out of a need for real change in the 

current situation of rapid resource depletion and environmental degradation. Using the term 

'sustainability' broadly, Kermath (2007) argues that the misinterpretations of what 

sustainability is should not imply maintaining the status quo or, as expressed by Huybens 

(2005), to inertia. Di Castri (2005) clarifies his critique by differentiating sustainable 
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development as an ideology and sustainable development as an operational process. Unlike 

the ideology, the operational process is "a concrete process, responsible and aiming to fulfill 

the needs and aspirations of populations and communities right now rather than for an 

uncertain future11" (p. 19). The ideology of sustainability is vague and complex but takes 

form when put into actions. 

Robinson (2004) notes that the term 'sustainability' is used more often than 'sustainable 

development' by Non-Governmental Organizations and academic environmentalists as it 

"focuses attention where it should be placed: on the ability of humans to continue to live 

within environmental constraints" (p.370). For the same reason, the term 'sustainability' 

will be used in this research rather than the term 'sustainable development'. The term 

'sustainable living' will be occasionally used since it is employed in some literature 

(Svensson, 2002; Chitewere, 2006; Wackernagel & Rees, 1996; Locker, 2007; Van Schyndel 

Kasper, 2008; GEN, n.d.-b). 

3.2 Small scale experiments in sustainability 

Although support at international and national levels plays a key role in putting sustainability 

into action, implementing sustainability at smaller scales is required (Schumacher, 1973; 

Estera and Prakash, 1994; Wackernagel & Rees, 1996; Irvine & Kaplan, 2001; Robinson, 

2004; Chopra, 2005). Schumacher (1973) states that 'when it comes to action, we obviously 

need small units, because action is a highly personal affair, and one cannot be in touch with 

more than a very limited number of persons at any one time" (p.69). Wackernagel & Rees 

1' Translation mine; from original version in French 
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(1996), who originally developed the ecological footprint, a measurement tool aimed at 

increasing our awareness of humanity's impact on the Earth in a global perspective, also 

advocate for local action as "no power on earth can manage globally" (p. 143). For Robinson 

(2004), to achieve sustainability, "the combination of government and business is 

insufficient. Without at least the tacit support of civil society, even government, industry and 

the NGO sector acting together cannot get us there" (p.378). 

Solutions to the global environmental crises must change our lifestyles (Metcalf cited in 

Bates, 2003). Such shifts in lifestyle involve actions and change in transport, housing, 

energy, and diet (Brown, 2006). In the context of industrial countries, we need to emphasize 

reducing our impact on the environment (WCED, 1987). Actions toward sustainability 

should be supportive of otherwise benign human activities, build a closer connection to the 

natural environment and aim for less consumption of land and resources (Merkel, 2003). As 

"a strategy for meeting the challenge of change," Irvine and Kaplan (2001) propose using 

small scale experiments. The authors refer to the necessary change of our unsustainable 

"pattern of living, planning, and resource utilization as practiced in Western countries" (p. 

713). Overall, the process of change within small experiments becomes less confusing and 

less overwhelming so that resistance to adopting environmentally appropriate patterns of 

living is minimized (Irvine & Kaplan, 2001). Once specific actions are integrated in people's 

daily routine, they become durable. 

Robinson (2004) describes public participation as "methods of deliberation and decision

making that actively engage the relevant interests and communities in thinking through and 

deciding upon the kind of future they want to try and create" (p. 380). When decisions made 
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are dictated and managed by the people who are living participants in the experiment, they 

become responsible for their decisions (Schumacher, 1973; Estera and Prakash, 1994; 

Villeneuve, 2004; Huybens, 2005; Gendron, 2005). Building consensus influences the 

willingness of citizens to participate in local affairs. If community members are interested in 

local issues, or express their concerns, then consensus is more likely to be established to 

implement sustainability initiatives. 

These principles can apply to ecovillages. Their small scale, their recourse to participatory-

democracy and their intention toward sustainability allow inhabitants to experiment with a 

more sustainable lifestyle through various actions and strategies. This study, therefore, 

examines sustainability issues through an analysis of small experimental ecovillage 

communities. 

3.3 Ecovillages as sustainability experiments 

In the following section, I present a brief summary of the history of the ecovillage movement. 

The last section of this literature review will position the ecovillage relative to intentional 

communities and cohousing developments, by identifying how they relate and where they 

differ. These terms are used throughout the literature that is relevant to this study and 

although related and similar in various aspects, they are not synonyms and their meaning 

needs to be clarified. 
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3.3.1 The ecovillage movement 

A Danish-based charitable association named 'Gaia Trust' was founded in 1987 by Ross and 

Hildur Jackson. This charitable organization played a catalytic role in the emergence of the 

ecovillage movement (Dawson, 2006). Ross Jackson had been a consultant in international 

investment and founded Gaiacorp, an organization managing a line of mutual funds based on 

the concept of currencies as an investment category. Gaiacorp had contributed over $20 

million to Gaia Trust up until 2000 (Gaia, n.d.). Ross' intention was to financially support the 

transition to a sustainable and more spiritual future society through grants and proactive 

initiatives. He concluded: "... more than anything else, the world needed good examples of 

what it means to live in harmony with nature in a sustainable and spiritually-satisfying way in 

a technologically-advanced society" (GEN, 2008-b). Gaia Trust commissioned Diane and 

Robert Gilman, the sustainability experts at Context Institute, to survey the field and produce 

a report identifying the world's best examples of ecovillage models. Ecovillages and 

sustainable communities appeared in May of 1991 in In Context magazine, which gave a 

voice to the growing sustainability movement and its multitudinous dimensions. 

Gaia Trust of Denmark organized a meeting in 1991 to discuss and formulate a strategy to 

develop and spread the ecovillage concept. Many participant communities did not begin to 

call themselves 'ecovillages' until after the conference called 'Ecovillages and Sustainable 

Communities', which was hosted in 1995 in Findhorn, Scotland (Bang 2005). During this 

conference, the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) was created as an international 

confederation of people and communities that advocate for a worldwide transformation 

toward sustainability (GEN, 2008). The ecovillage definition was left vague during the 
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conference rather than impose uniformity on diverse representatives (Bang, 2007). Instead, 

ecovillages were identified through participants' visions of sustainability. According to 

Jackson (1998), sustainability was viewed in the ecovillage movement as a combination of 

three interrelated dimensions: ecology, social community, and spirituality forming the 

'sustainability circle'. GEN promotes ecovillages as teaching centers, and as experimental 

examples of sustainable development coming out of the Agenda 21 (Bang, 2005, p.22): 

Ecovillages are living models of sustainability, and examples of how action can be taken 

immediately in our lifestyle (GEN, 2009). Hildur Jackson (1998) explains how the definition 

of ecovillage came to be: 

In 1991, Gaia Trust commissioned Diane and Robert Gilman to make a global survey 
of the best examples of ecovillages they and we could think of as a basis for our 
future strategy. In their report, 'Ecovillages and Sustainable Communities', they came 
up with a definition of an ecovillage as, 'a human scale, full-featured settlement, in 
which human activities are harmlessly integrated into the natural world, in a way that 
is supportive of healthy human development and can be successfully continued into 
the indefinite future.' This definition has being [sic] much quoted and is still being 
used, (p.2) 

While this definition is commonly used (e.g. Whitfield, 2001; Christian, 2003; Kirby, 2004; 

Bang, 2005; Locker, 2007; GEN, 2008), McCosh (2001) revised the definition after studying 

three ecovillages. He concludes that there is consistency between the literature on 

ecovillages and the ecovillages surveyed, except for the full-featured aspect. The Gilman 

report defined 'full-featuring' as "a human scale integration of functions, so that the 

ecovillage becomes a comprehensive microcosm of the society" (quoted in Dawson, 2006). 

For McCosh, the 'full-featured' aspect is subjective and is a complex goal to implement. 

What functions are necessary? How could a small intentional community afford a university, 

a hospital, or an airport on site? Several authors conclude that the 'Gilman ecovillage' is an 

ideal that can never be reached and that fully realized examples do not yet exist (Kozeny, 
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1996; Sirna, 2000; Jackson, 2004; Bang, 2005). Moreover, ecovillages vary a lot from one 

case to another. Ecovillages vary in age as some are just forming and some are 100 years 

old, and are calling themselves 'ecovillages' today. Ecovillages also vary in the number of 

inhabitants (up to 2000 people) and in emphasis, with some concentrating on local organic 

food production while others concentrate on energy self-sufficiency (FIC, n.d.). Given this 

diversity, the Gilman ecovillage is more of an ideal or vision of what is hoped to be achieved. 

An updated version of the sustainability circle that was recently developed by Gaia Education 

(2006), a project of GEN, includes four overarching themes of sustainability: economic, 

social, ecological and worldview (Appendix C). The worldview theme is a precept that 

captures aspects of spirit and culture, such as creativity, leisure, inner self-development 

(GEN, n.d.) and global interconnectedness and solidarity (Jackson, n.d.). The worldview key 

does not prescribe a spiritual path for people or groups but rather fosters "ideals of mutual-

respect, trust, cooperation, harmony, beauty, inter-connectedness and wholeness [that] are 

foundational and intrinsic to ecovillage living" (Gaia Education, 2006). Spirituality is 

controversial in the ecovillage movement (Dawson, 2006) but the worldview theme 

emphasizes that it is not necessary for an ecovillage to claim being spiritual per se as the 

concept can be manifested in diverse ways. 

Using five international case studies of varied ecovillage models in the US, Europe and 

Africa, Dawson (2006) identifies five common characteristics. He concludes that ecovillages: 

• demonstrate the primacy of community, i.e, the reconnection with others in 

meaningful human-scale societies; 

• are citizens' initiatives generated and self-directed by members; 

42 



• are a practical opposition to economic globalisation, to win back some control on their 

own resources by growing their own food, build their house, produce their energy, etc.; 

• are expressing a core of shared values, that some ecovillages refer to as 'spirituality'; 

and 

• act as centers for research, demonstration and training. 

The two first characteristics identify the intentional and conscious goal of cooperative living 

that can only be possible through social interaction. "Without this component [social 

interaction], you do not have the necessary 'glue' to create a common vision. [...] Without 

the 'glue', you get a bunch of buildings with no soul" (Jackson, n.d.). Ecovillages operate at 

a scale at which people are able to know each other and where each member of the 

community feels he or she is able to influence the community's direction. According to 

Jackson (2004), an ecovillage is, ideally speaking, "a microcosm of the macrocosm" (p.2) 

that represents a very small community — typically with 50-400 people. Unlike a developer-

led eco-settlement, an ecovillage includes members who affirm belonging to the community. 

Members make their own decisions regarding their future development and shared life. 

The third point emphasizes the alternative lifestyle and empowerment that ecovillagers put 

forward through practical and local solutions applied toward global problems. Most of the 

resistance toward the state of the political arena and environment depletion is driven by 

counter-movements that are more about ideology than grounded experience (Di Castri, 

2005). For ecovillages, however, "their resistance is not overtly political; rather they seek 

changes in everyday life in ways that do not conform to dominant cultural, political and 

economic narratives or theories of resistance" (Locker, 2007, p.76). Through grounded 
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experiments, "ecovillages are providing both an individual vessel and a cultural vehicle for 

rapid evolutionary transformation" (Bates, 2003, p.25). For Chitewere (2006), as the 

ecovillage movement expands, it increases the potential to address social and environmental 

degradation by focusing on the consumption of green technology and alternative life style 

rather than only on restoration and conservation. 

The fourth characteristic, the spirituality or 'worldview' of ecovillages, highlights the shared 

values of ecovillage members. A spirit of wholeness is not only seen within the community 

itself but also in the relation of the community with the rest of the world and universe (Gaia 

Education, 2006). Although many ecovillages make no reference to spirituality, Dawson 

argues that the movement's shared commitment for global justice, ecological restoration, 

rebuilding community, and service to others are all manifestations of spirituality, but using 

different words. The notion of connection with self, others and the rest of the world seems 

necessary to the process of diminishing natural resources consumption. Spirituality may be 

expressed as a spirit of wholeness, a common vision, shared cultural beliefs, a sense of joy 

and belonging fostered through rituals and celebrations, or through arts and leisure 

opportunities (GEN n.d.-b). 

The last characteristic is what distinguishes ecovillages from other types of intentional 

communities. Ecovillages are united through this characteristic in their effort of sharing 

experimentation with the wider world through education and demonstration. Dawson (2006) 

concludes that ecovillages act as centres of research, training and demonstration in their 

specific fields of exploration and expertise, be it in permaculture, appropriate technologies, 

sustainability education, low impact living, etc. Bang (2005) underlines that the purpose of 
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an ecovillage is not to escape from the problems of the larger society but rather to be an 

experiment for innovation and problem solving. Ecovillages act as open systems rather than 

isolated entities. While certain intentional communities aim for or tend toward sustainability 

within their community's boundaries, ecovillages express a desire to demonstrate to others 

the genuine possibility of an alternative lifestyle beyond their immediate environment to the 

world (Van Schyndel Kasper, 2008). 

Ecovillages are diverse but they nonetheless share common elements under the vision of 

sustainability: working from the local scale to achieve environment protection, social 

interaction, shared responsibility, openness, and ecological literacy education. Furthermore, 

ecovillages represent a form of intentional community. The next section reviews intentional 

communities. The cohousing intentional community has a particularly strong relation to 

ecovillages as it is what inspired the movement. 

3.3.2 Intentional communities and cohousing 

Far from being a new trend, intentional communities have for many centuries been 

opportunities for idealists to come together on a piece of land to create a better world (FIC, 

2008). Although intentional communities in North America are often associated with the 

communal movement of the sixties and seventies, they have a long tradition that goes back to 

the period of colonization (Love Brown, 2002). Intentional communities have been a vehicle 

for certain people to experiment and settle in an alternative lifestyle. When society fails in 

connecting people or meeting certain of their needs, some people turn away from society and 

turn toward intentional community hoping to create an alternative system in a more intimate 
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setting (Love Brown, 2002). Given today's increasing concern for environment in the 

Western society, it is not surprising to encounter in the intentional community movement a 

strong emergence of ecovillages. As observed by Locker (2007), "we are witnessing a new 

wave of sustainability-oriented intentional community building, one that is of increasing 

relevance to a world facing dire social and ecological challenges"(p.78). 

The Fellowship for Intentional Communities (FIC) is a non-profit organization aiming to 

increase public awareness of existing and newly forming intentional communities. Through 

publications, referrals, support services, and sharing opportunities, FIC fosters connections 

and cooperation among communitarians and people seeking a home in a community (FIC, 

2008). FIC publishes a directory grouping a wide diversity of intentional communities 

located all around the world, such as cohousing developments and ecovillages, but also 

includes residential land trusts, communes, student co-ops, urban housing cooperatives, and 

other projects where people strive together with a common vision (FIC, 2008). Intentional 

communities are defined as "a group of people who have deliberately and voluntarily chosen 

to live together in adjoining geographic proximity in order to achieve some common purpose 

or goal that arises in response to critical assessments of the dominant culture" (Locker, 2007, 

p.26). Not all ecovillages or cohousing communities are members of the FIC, which works 

on a voluntary basis; however, the term 'intentional community' encompasses both 

ecovillages and cohousing communities. 

The ecovillage and cohousing concepts found their roots in Denmark (McCamant & Durrett, 

1994; Ecovillage Network of Canada, 2005). Cohousing was born in the 1970s and spread to 

United States, Canada and Australia in the 1990s (Meltzer, 2005). Today, there are hundreds 
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of cohousing communities in various western countries. Part of what makes cohousing 

attractive is that it specifically attempts to create an alternative model of living, while 

retaining much of the mainstream culture (Cohousing Association 2008). Cohousing is most 

often defined in terms of six aspects (McCamant & Durrett, 1994): 

• Participatory process: residents design and develop the project. 

• Neighbourhood design: houses disposed on the land to facilitate interactions and 

vehicles are confined on the edge of the site. 

• Common facilities: such as laundry facility, children's playroom, kitchen usually 

concentrated in the common house. 

• Self-management: the residents are involved in the decision-making, activities and 

duties required for the community functioning. 

• Absence of hierarchy: democratic decision-making processes 

• Separated incomes: households do not pool their capital and financial resources. 

Ecovillages are similar to cohousing communities with regard to the means they choose to 

achieve certain goals. For example, while looking for a reduced ecological footprint, an 

ecovillage may cluster houses on the land, emphasize social interactions, and sharing of 

common facilities (e.g. Earthaven and Ecovillage at Ithaca, USA and Munksogard, 

Danemark). As well, cohousing communities might choose to integrate renewable energy 

systems and food production into their structure (e.g. Earthsong, NZ), a characteristic 

normally observed in ecovillages. In 1993, the ecovillage concept officially emerged from 

the model of cohousing with the first ecovillage network, also born in Denmark: The Danish 

Network of Ecovillages (LOS) (Ecovillage Network of Canada, 2005). 
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The distinction between ecovillages and cohousing communities is a matter of emphasis on 

the ecological context. Ecovillages are distinguished from cohousing communities in their 

primary focus toward reducing ecological degradation through their activities while 

simultaneously sharing a vision to form a network of a global sustainability. In contrast, the 

primary focus of cohousing is to address the problem of social alienation. 

3.4 Organization theory 

Organization theory is used for this research as a framework to look specifically at the 

internal organization of an ecovillage. An analytical framework describes the concepts, 

definitions and classifications used to collect and analyze data. Prior to presenting the 

analytical framework used herein, this section will start with a definition of organization, the 

differences between for-profit and non-profit organizations, and how ecovillages relate to 

these concepts. 

Definitions of organization emphasize the need for groups to accomplish tasks that require 

more than one person to manage the size or complexity of the problem (Wright, 1977; 

Jelinet, Litterer & Miles, 1986; Hall & Tolbert, 2005; Daft 2007). Daft (2007) adds that an 

organization is a social system that is based on the interaction of people working in 

coordinated activity systems. According to Henry Mintzberg, the amalgamation of the 

means used by an organization to break down the labour into tasks and to ensure the 

coordination of these tasks is called the structure (Plane, 2008). The structure of an 

organization is influenced by its general social context which is expressed in terms "of 

outcomes for organizational members, for the organization itself, and for the society" (Hall & 

Tolbert, 2005, p.5). An organization is distinct from other types of groups because there is a 
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purpose or intent to provide a service or to achieve a mutual set of goals (Jones, 1996). On 

this basis, ecovillages can be classified as organizations because they are intentional 

communities with missions and goals that they attempt to achieve. Ecovillages are 

organizations that often defined as a group of people sharing common values, interests, a 

sense of identity and a sense of local governance which take place in a given geographical 

location. 

Organizations can be subdivided as for-profit or non-profit (Wright, 1977; McLaughlin, 

1986; Daft, 2007). The primary difference is that for-profit organizations seek economic 

reward whereas non-profits endeavour to generate a social impact (Wright, 1977; Daft, 

2007). McLaughlin (1986) specifies that non-profits may sometimes make profit for 

themselves or their employees' salaries but profitability is not the primary goal. For Wright 

(1977), the basic purpose of all organizations is to fulfill a social need even if it is a social 

institution (non-profit) or a business (for-profit). Social organizations, e.g. religious, 

charitable, amateur athletics and cultural organizations, arise to fulfill societal wants. For-

profit organizations fulfill societal wants by creating goods and services. 

Non-profit organizations may qualify under different kinds of legal status, including a 

cooperative, a condominium association, a non-profit corporation, a charitable organization, 

a society, or a non-government organization (Jones, 1996; Christian, 2003). Ecovillages 

generally qualify as non-profit organizations since a non-profit is more likely to receive 

material donations and support from volunteers (Christian, 2003). There is no legal status 

that is created specifically for communities, leading the founders to choose the closest form 

possible to suit their mission and the inhabitants' needs. 
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Although several distinctions exist between profit and non-profit organizations, 

organizational theory applies to non-profit organizations such as foundations, charitable, 

governmental institutions and other voluntary-based organizations the same way it applies to 

for-profit businesses (Daft, 2007). 

3.4.1 Evolution of organization theory 

The emergence of organization theory coincided with the industrial revolution at the turn of 

the nineteenth century (Daft, 2007), and has evolved from a mechanical study of bureaucratic 

relations into an interdisciplinary body of knowledge with a broad focus on social relations 

and cultural context. The classical school was developed by many of the great social and 

economic theorists of the time, including Henry Fayol, Frederick Taylor, Max Weber and 

Chester Barnard (Hatch, 1997). For classical thinkers such as Ford and Taylor, organizations 

were seen as systematic, bureaucratic means to improve efficiency and production - much as 

one might think of a machine (Wright, 1977; Jones, 1996). H. Fayol and C. Barnard both 

brought principles of direction and decision-making processes to this mode of organization 

(Plane, 2008a). Classical templates, or patterns, for how organizations should be designed 

are still used in contemporary organization analysis to understand how organizations develop 

in response to functional needs (Jones, 1996). For classical thinkers, the work to be 

achieved is rationalized, specialized and standardized, and the conflict resolution must move 

along the authority line (Plane, 2008). Communication of goals and attention to worker 

motivations allowed organizations to develop into cooperative systems and thus increase 

organizational efficiency (Hatch, 1997). During its classical stage of development, 
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organization theory was focused on the formal authority of an organization. Authors 

described a successful enterprise through the capacity of the authority to divide the work to 

be done and its power on employees or members to obtain the desire results. However, this 

classical theory of organizations failed to properly consider the influence of the external 

environment and did not have the contemporary grasp of human behaviour or culture (Daft, 

2007). In reaction to the classic mechanical model, contemporary researchers developed and 

refined the human relation and social perspectives of organizations (Hatch, 1997). 

The human relation perspective grew in popularity during the twentieth century (Plane, 

2008a) and looked at the affective, emotional and relational aspects of the work situations in 

organizations. The authors K. Lewin, D. McGregor, Maslow and R. Likert, for example, 

looked at the behaviours and motivations of workers as a dimension of the organization 

(Plane, 2008b). It is also through analysis of organizational work groups that attention is put 

on leadership. Unlike the classical theorists, the human relation perspective sees leaders as 

more than people who are in charge of the organization. From a human relation perspective, 

top managers of an organization might be distinguished by hard work, ambition, luck, 

political skills but not necessarily by their leadership skills. The leaders are rather 

distinguished by their ability to persuade people to work in support of a common goal 

(Hogan and Kaiser, 2004). 

The social perspective of the organizational system added to the rational explanations of 

organizations during the 1950s. Analyses became oriented toward organizations' 

environmental context and its influence on their structure (Plane, 2008b). Within this 

perspective, organizations are not viewed as entities isolated from each other but rather as 

parts of a socio-economic environment. In the 1960s the open systems view widened the 
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context to include resources from the natural environment that are converted, transformed, 

and re-cycled into the system (Jones & Georges, 2003). This theory acknowledges that 

systems have interdependent and interrelated parts that influence the contextual development 

of the whole (Jones, 1996; Hatch, 1997). The boundary, integrity, and persistence of an 

organization depend on the capacity of members to manage the extent and relations of 

environmental resources (Jones, 1996). The social systems perspective builds on cultural 

themes that closely parallel developments in anthropological literature (Hatch, 1997). 

Organizational culture refers to the way of life in an organization that is shaped by norms, 

values and artifacts that are building a common sense of purpose and vision (Schein, 2004). 

The concern of contemporary authors pertains to the classification of the organization 

according to their goals, structure and functioning. For example, J. Woodward developed the 

theory of the impact of technologies, C.B. Perrow, the model on the degree of formalization 

and H. Mintzberg, the concept of organizational structure classification (Plane, 2008b). The 

idea carried through these various analyses is that every organization is unique and 

characterized by its goals, people, leaders and socio-economical context. The structure is no 

longer a pyramid or an inverted pyramid based on the power of one person or a group of 

people (board of directors). Now the power of action is also seen in the technostructure, the 

degree of professionalism of workers, the division of tasks, the decision-making mode, the 

division of work and the coordination of work (Daft, 2007). 

3.5 Analytical framework 

The analytical framework used in this study draws from various perspectives and concepts of 

contemporary organization theory. With a focus on the structure of the entity in question, I 
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will analyze various aspects of the structure, function, processes, and activities of 

ecovillages. Table 3 summarizes three broad components of the framework: planning, 

systems of activities and organizational context. Each component is described in terms of its 

primary concepts and function. Planning comprises the mission, which is broken down into 

goals and objectives; together, they form the strategy or plan of actions. The systems of 

activities serve as the means to operationalize the plan. These systems have the function of 

structuring, guiding and maintaining members' behaviours toward the organizational 

mission. Finally, the organizational context of an organization is the external influence 

exerted on its internal functioning. The influences can either support the organization's goals 

or activities, or be an obstacle to them. 
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Table 3: Analytical framework: components, concepts, and functions. 

Components 
Planning 

Systems of activities 

Organizational context 

Concepts 
Mission, goals, objectives 

Authority 

Decision-making method 

Leadership 

Division of labour 

Communications 

Incentives 

Controls 

Cultural context 

Local context 

Functions 
Translate the intention of the group 
into an organized plan, which gives 
direction to the actions. 
Direct members toward meeting 
organization goals efficiently. 
Design remaining systems of 
activities. 
Indicate how the decisions to meet 
goals set by the organization will be 
made by the authority centers. 
Proactive people whose self-
initiative within various key 
activities influence group decisions 
and the course of action. 
Authority passes responsibilities, 
and power, to sub-groups or 
members for the sake of reaching 
the goals of the organization. The 
division of labour allows members 
to join one of the major areas of 
activities so that each one can make 
a specific contribution to the overall 
effort. 
Means or tools put into place so as 
information exchange is facilitated. 
The purpose of communication 
ranges from completing tasks to 
creating and maintaining satisfying 
human relationships. 
Provide participants a symbol of 
personal achievement in exchange 
for their contribution and 
commitment to organizational goals. 
Behaviour standards or means of 
coercion that keep members 
oriented towards reaching the goals 
more efficiently and accurately. 
Various forces, such as economic, 
sociocultural, demographic, 
political, legal, global and 
technological, that the organization 
cannot impact or control. 
Other organizations close to the 
boundaries of the organization that 
have the most direct impact on it. 
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3.5.1 Planning: Mission, goals and objectives 

The mission, goals and objectives reveal an organization's intent, activities and processes 

(Wright, 1977). The mission represents the reason for being and common purpose so people 

can identify with the organization and choose to commit and contribute to the organization or 

not (Daft, 2007). Goals are the broken down mission or purpose of the organization. Goals 

are needed to further delineate what lesser objectives must be achieved to reach the 

overriding mission (Wright, 1977). The goals are systematic and represent "the shorter-term 

milestones we commit to" (Christian, 2003). They give precision to what needs to be done to 

achieve the purpose of the organization and as such represent the various pillars of the 

organization. 

Daft (2007) talks about operative goals and official goals. The official goals are described by 

this author as the value system that legitimizes the organization. Operative goals represent 

specific tasks that describe allocation of resources and activities for dealing with the external 

context. In this sense, what Daft (2007) identifies as 'operative goals' correspond to the 

'objectives' of the analytical framework of this research (Table 3). Once integrated in a 

strategic plan, the objectives define how the organization will attain its mission. 

A strategy is the plan of actions (Daft, 2007). According to Connell (2009), the specific 

function of planning is "to make the future a visible part of decision-making processes" (p.5). 

Walker (2005) illustrates how well strategic planning may help define the work to be done: 

"The EcoVillage 'Envisioning Plan' crystallized the intent of our vision and showed us what 

we were working toward" (p.29). Planning is the act by which we decide upon future 
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actions; it is the step in which the intention takes form. In other words, planning is the 

process to frame the intention. It is often completed prior to undertaking action (Kaufman, 

1992). 

Daft (2007) maintains that an organization's mission, goals and strategies are often written 

down and found in written documentation like the procedures, job descriptions, regulations 

and policy manuals of an organization or, according to Christian (2003), the vision 

documents. This documenting of action is called formalization (Daft, 2007). Formalization 

refers to the stable, rational and relatively permanent structural aspects of organizations. 

From this point of view, the day-to-day operational mode of the organization is similar to a 

machine obeying practical rules and processes to ensure the organization achieves its 

mission. The mission, goals and objectives give guidance and direction to the overall effort 

but are empty shells if not transformed into organizational functions. 

3.5.2 The systems of activities 

The different systems of activities act together in order to coordinate people, material and 

constraints while currently attempting to reach predetermined goals. The focus is on 

deciding who carries out what actions when and the application of knowledge, skills, tools 

and techniques in order to meet the requirements of the particular project. The systems of 

activities used for the current research are authority centers and decision-making, leadership, 

division of labour, communications, controls and incentives. 
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The design and management of systems of activities must be supportive of each other to 

serve as the means to goal attainment. The alignment of systems of activities with 

organizational goals is what Wright (1977) calls 'internal consistency', which is a theoretical 

ideal that long lasting organizations never really reach. Inconsistencies are often the results 

or symptoms of a conflict. Organizational conflict is defined by Hatch (1997) "as an overt 

struggle between two or more groups in an organization..." (p.301). Conflict is generally 

seen as unpleasant, counter-productive and time-consuming. While conflict is an inevitable 

element of any organization, it is not always destructive. As Wright (1977) points out, "the 

establishment of constructive points of confrontation may be entirely consistent in reaching 

certain goals" (p. 29). The functional view of conflict suggests that it provides people with 

feedback about how things are going. Thus, internal consistency must be seen as a dynamic 

equilibrium, or a moving balance (Wright, 1977) happening within the organization in 

general rather than an absence of conflicts and contradictions. In the remaining sections, I 

explore the relevant literature in order to support the choice of the systems of activities, i.e., 

authority centers and decision-making, leadership, division of labour, communications, 

controls and incentives. I will define them and demonstrate their respective roles in relation 

to an organization internal functioning. 

Authority Centers 

An organization needs a central authority for its overall guidance. The central authority 

allocates resources and keeps members headed toward the same goals (Wright, 1977). 

Authority refers to a claim of legitimacy, justification and right to exercise power; i.e., the 
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socially conferred ability to achieve certain ends. Authority is legitimized by the logical 

relationships between decisions and organizational objectives and has the force of law (Jones, 

1996). "Authority grants the position holder certain rights including the right to give 

direction to others and the right to punish and reward" (Hatch, 1997, p. 164). 

Power must be legitimized (or at least rationalized) to be perceived as 'accepted authority' by 

organization members. Members of the organization must willingly agree to give up certain 

aspects of freedom to the leader (or the authority figure) in a defined manner (Wright, 1977; 

Hall & Tolbert, 2005). Moreover, "each member also expects to reap the reward of the 

affiliation: physical well-being, security, order, social and psychological gratification" 

(Wright, 1977, p.40). 

A hierarchy of authority closely parallels the classical theory on organizational structure and 

is represented by the vertical lines on an organizational chart and outlines who reports to 

whom (Daft, 2007). This hierarchical model has had a strong influence on the study of 

organizations. Yet, organizational authority structures vary a great deal, from very 

hierarchical to highly participatory (Jones, 1996). McLaughlin (1986) argues that non-profit 

organizations also need an authority figure that will initiate the pace and keep the group 

focused: "it is critical that the chief executive officer or designated staff member keep things 

on track" (p.171). However, authority centers cannot exert random force on the organization 

or the individual members. A system of decision-making process is required to guide and 

delineate the decisions to be made. 
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Decision-making method 

A decision is a commitment to action (Drucker, 1990) and the way decisions are made 

impacts how the goals set by the organization will be met. "The origins of organizational 

decision-making theory appeared with March and Simon's book called 'Organizations', 

which was published in 1958" (Hatch, 1997, p. 271). Various styles of decision-making are 

commonly used within groups, and may include autocratic, consultative decisions, majority, 

unanimous vote, participative, or consensus (Resource International, 2008). According to 

Susskind and Cruikshank (2006), the majority rule prevailed in the nineteenth century, but 

they believe that the minority is also powerful because dissatisfaction in this marginalized 

group may result in instability. 

Consensus, on the other hand, is a creative practice seeking agreement in unity out of all the 

different concerns and understandings that are present in a meeting. In consensus, there is no 

voting but rather a group process which results in an agreement that everyone can support 

and live with (Didcoct & Delapa, 2000). Dressier (2006) advocates consensus as it favours 

participation: "when people are invited to come together to share their ideas, concerns, and 

needs, they become engaged. They move from being passive recipients of instructions to 

committed champions of decisions" (Chap. 1, para 3). Christian (2003) sees decision making 

as the main power point in an intentional community. For this author, a participatory 

decision-making method, like consensus, is fair; it spreads the power equally which prevents 

abuse of power. 

However, consensus does not guarantee participation of members. "The responsibility to 

participate might be onerous, taking time away from activities that may be more rewarding" 
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(Jones, 1996, p. 128). A large amount of time is often due to long discussions for one 

dissident member only. "In the consensus process theoretically one person can stop a group 

from moving forward on a proposal" (Christian, 2003, p. 56), which is also called blocking 

the decisions (Bressen, 2004). Dressier (2006) defines blocking as a way for any member to 

stop a proposal from moving forward if he or she believes it does not serve the best interests 

of the group. Christian (2003) advocates for flexibility in the choice for a decision-making 

process and that more than one form of decision-making might be adopted. "It's important 

[to] know when it's appropriate to be inclusive and when to be more directive in decision

making" (p.64). Briggs (2001) argues that five elements are essential for consensus to be 

successful: 

• Willingness to share power. Participant must be willing to give up hierarchy and share 

equal power and privilege. 

• Informed commitment to the consensus process. Consensus is a radically different 

approach that needs to be carefully explained and understood by members. 

• Common purpose. The group must have an overarching purpose to unify people and 

focus its efforts. 

• Strong agendas. To favour effectiveness and members' trust, the author recommends 

delegating a group or few people to prepare an agenda prior to meeting. 

• Effective facilitation. A facilitator is a neutral person that will help the group to make 

decisions. The facilitator asks questions in order to equalize members' participation. 

An organization that chooses a consensus process to make decisions has to delegate to 

individuals and some groups to avoid wasting energy on meetings rather than on 

implementation (Didcoct & Delapa, 2000). 
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Leadership 

Authority and leadership both have a certain amount of power that they use to attain 

organizational goals. However, authority and leadership are not synonyms: a leader can 

influence a decision but may not have the authority to make the decision. While authority is 

clearly defined and embedded in the formal structure of decision-making, leadership is a 

more implicit type of power. Unlike authority, which is formally legitimized, leadership 

grows out of the structure and might not be evenly accepted among members. For Bang 

(2005), leaders support authority, which consists of coordinating and caring; "the leader's 

task is to create participants, not necessarily to create agreement" (p.75). 

An organization develops a distinct, unique character through the influence of its leaders. 

Though two organizations may be designed to pursue the same goal and have like functions, 

over time each will acquire distinctive traits peculiar to itself which stems from hopes, 

aspirations, anxieties and attitude of people in sensitive positions, i.e., leaders (Wright, 1977). 

In addition, the professional backgrounds of people in positions of leadership have an impact 

on the behavioural atmosphere of an enterprise (Wright, 1977). Likewise, for sustainably 

oriented intentional communities, Locker (2007) argues that "each community is the outcome 

of the decisions, values and intentions of dozens of individual community members, both 

current and former, with varying backgrounds, motivations, aspirations and perspectives on 

their community building endeavour" (p.61). 

Leadership is recognized in proactive people whose self-initiative within various key 

activities influences the decisions. For Christian (2003) and Jones and Georges (2007), 
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leaders are people who exert influence over others by inspiring, motivating and directing 

their activities to achieve organizational goals or vision. The leader identifies the major goal 

of the group to further delineate what lesser objectives must be achieved to reach the 

overriding mission. Then the leader is able to cultivate the individual talents of the members 

for their further development (Wright, 1977). Leadership can be exercised by nearly anyone 

who sees the need for change (Heifetz, 1994). 

Division of labour 

Division of labour represents the organization's objectives translated into responsibilities. It 

arises when authority centers allow some of their power to be passed on to various other sub-

grouping for the sake of reaching the goals of the organization, For Wright (1977), 

"organizing people deal with assigning members to one of the [...] major areas of activities 

so that each one can make the greatest contribution to the overall effort" (p.41). For Hatch 

(1997), division of labour has to do with the differentiation of work tasks and the resulting 

specialization of labour. According to Christian (2003) and Bressen (2003), for an 

intentional community using consensus decision making, committees support the authority 

center as it "save[s] the meeting time for real dialogue and exploration" (Bressen, 2003, p. 

22). 

The division of labour is also a formalized way to delegate the required work into specialized 

activities. Typically in businesses, "the divisions can be organized according to products, 

services, product groups, major projects or programs, geographic division, businesses or 

profit centers" (Daft, 2007, p. 104). The responsibilities are therefore translated into 

departments (e.g. marketing) and a group of responsibilities into divisions (e.g. Western 
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region) (Hatch, 1997). The resulting division of labour is called 'span of management' 

(Wright, 1977) or 'span of control' (Jones & Georges, 2003). The structure can be tall 

(vertical), in that there are many levels of authority and narrow spans of management, or the 

structure can be flat (horizontal), in that there are fewer levels and wide spans of 

management. 

Literature on intentional communities and ecovillages shows that the division of labour in a 

community is based on the functions, i.e., service to members and major projects (Bressen, 

2003; Christian, 2003; Bang, 2005; Walker, 2005). Bressen (2003) describes the division of 

labour in an intentional community as the delegation of specific tasks or mandate to 

individuals or to committees, also called 'teams', 'crews', or 'working groups'. The 

committees, according to this author, are of two basic types: 

• standing committees, dealing with ongoing community needs and; 

• ad hoc committees, formed for a short-term particular item. 

Communications 

The purpose of communication may range from completing a simple task to creating and 

maintaining satisfying human relationships. Overall, communications in organizations are of 

central importance because they influence its structure, extensiveness and scope (Hall & 

Tolbert, 2005). As such, communication is seen everywhere in the organization; "power is 

exercised, leadership is attempted and decisions are made on the basis of communication" 

(Hall & Tolbert, 2005, p. 137). 
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Communication also relates to the effectiveness of an organization. Successful organizations 

facilitate information exchange using appropriate media. However, there is no one 'best' 

medium; for each message, an appropriate medium must be selected from the following: 

face-to-face, spoken communication (electronically transmitted), written personally 

addressed and written impersonal communication (Jones and George, 2003). According to 

GEN (n.d.-b), an ecovillage's system must provide members with opportunities to regularly 

share information. Some examples given are "announcing social events, announcing group 

work activities, encouraging discussion of important community decisions, making 

information about past community decisions and policies available, [etc.] " (p.23). Email 

lists are used in intentional communities for "posting and requesting information, 

disseminating drafts of proposals, making arrangements, etc." (Schaub, 2004, p.6). However, 

according to Schaub, once tension and conflict come into play, the communication should be 

given in person to avoid incorrect interpretations on email. 

When an organization is efficient, communication flows quickly and accurately. The 

authority structure is used to communicate who makes the final decisions and the direction in 

which communication should take place. Communication also plays a crucial role in support 

of the division of labour. The sub-groupings (e.g. committees and sub-committees, work 

teams or crews) created through the division of labour needs open and frequent 

communication to remain connected with the rest of the community (Bressen, 2003). 

Horizontal and vertical communications are two forms used by various authors to describe 

organizational communication (Hall & Tolbert, 2005; Hatch, 1997). Vertical 

communications flow up and down the hierarchy line. Horizontal communications flow 
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between employees or members of the same level. It takes form in committees, task forces 

and projects, and management teams (Hatch, 1997). According to Kirby (2004), an 

ecovillage needs considerable exchange between its residents in order to develop "a set of 

normative values and behaviors" (p.99) 

Communication in an organization also flows through formal and informal pathways 

(Wright, 1977). Formal communication consists of messages that move along prescribed and 

regulated pathways. The content of these messages concerns the work and other related 

activities of the organization. In general, all formal communications are recorded and filed 

and become a part of the organization's record. Informal communication consists of a large 

number of messages, bits of information, opinions, and expressions of feeling among people 

and groups over paths. The means are chosen for convenience and necessity rather than for 

conformity with formal communication patterns. 

Controls 

The classical theorists first drew attention to the importance of a control system for an 

organization to efficiently meet its goals (Jones, 1996). Given the assumption that different 

participants have different motivations for participating in a given organization, the control 

system provides the means for integration and continuity, giving rise to the standards for 

individual conduct and performance. The control system "...becomes the basis of the 

continuing use of authority for the self-maintenance and productivity of an organization" 

(Wright, 1977, p. 47). 
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Two types of control may be used: output and behavioural control. "Output control focuses 

on task activity and depends upon the measurement of these results" (Hatch, 1997, p. 331). 

Good examples of output control include financial measures, organizational goals measure, 

and operating budgets (Jones and George, 2003). In his research on ecovillages, Whitfield 

(2001) concludes that they offer an opportunity to test creative ways around the limitations of 

the current systems (political, economic, regulatory and social) but that they insufficiently 

examine the results of their experiment and would benefit from a "continuous monitoring, 

evaluation and adjustments [that] are required to progress and ensure success" (p. 134). 

Behavioural control is rather concerned with defining acceptable behaviour and reducing 

inappropriate behaviour (Wright, 1977). This type of control is used when results are harder 

to measure and tends to focus on the process rather than the results. Examples of behavioural 

control are formally prescribed policies, guidelines, rules, evaluation, etc. They are put in 

place by the authority with the intention to reach a desired level of organizational 

performance (Hatch, 1997). Intentional communities use agreements often called 'policies' 

or 'guidelines' (Christian, 2003). Christian recommends that intentional communities create 

as many and detailed agreements and policies as possible for membership, food, decision

making, visitors, finance, etc., because "good documents make good friends" (p.71). 

Christian also advocates a screening process for prospective members, which usually consists 

of a period of time visiting the community as an observer, answering questions, being 

interviewed by the group and being accepted through the consensus process. According to 

Christian, a community accepting members who do not adhere to its vision and values will 

potentially lead to undesirable time and energy spent on conflict resolution or worst, law

suits and community scission. 
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The organizational culture, also called 'clan control', is a third type of control in the social 

system perspective that comes into play (Jones & George, 2006). Whereas output and 

behavioural control mechanisms are both formal, the organizational culture mechanism is 

subtle and based on values and norms (Hatch, 2007; Jones & George, 2003). Values are 

beliefs and ideas about the kinds of goals members of an organization should pursue and 

about the kinds and modes of behaviours people should use to achieve these goals. Norms 

are unwritten, informal rules or guidelines that prescribe appropriate behaviour in particular 

situations (Jones and George, 2003). People accept norms and values as their own and then 

work within them. Norms and values help workers to focus on and enhance performance 

rather than on specific objectives (Jones and George, 2003). This type of control is often 

encountered in intentional communities. According to Locker (2007), intentional 

communities "are based on shared values and goals that arise from critical perspectives of 

predominant cultural values and institutions" (p. 41). 

In uncertain and ambiguous situations, organizational culture is more appropriate than the 

output control that lacks flexibility, or than behavioural control that needs constant 

surveillance (Hatch, 1997). "Over time, organizational members learn from each other which 

values are important in an organization and the norms that specify appropriate and 

inappropriate behaviours. Eventually, organizational members behave in accordance with 

the organization's values and norms - often without realizing they are doing so" (Jones & 

George, 2006, p. 99). However, to be efficient, it requires a high level of commitment on the 

part of members who sometimes have to sacrifice some or all of their self-interests to become 

socialized members of the organization (Jones & George, 2006). 

67 



Incentives 

Like organizational controls, incentives correspond to a combination of means used to 

achieve compliance. Participants need to believe that their contribution and commitment to 

organizational goals will bring them a symbol of personal achievement (Wright, 1977; Jones, 

1996). Understanding the 'why' of their activities enables workers to see their role and their 

contribution in the context of the broader organization. This understanding is illustrated in 

figure 1, which shows the motivation equation of Jones and George (2003). These authors 

affirm that if one of the values is low, motivation will be low, and thus: 

• Workers do not believe they can perform well. 

• Workers do not believe that performance and rewards are closely linked. 

• Workers do not value the rewards offered for performance. 

Figure 1: The motivation equation 

Time Contributes to 
Effort organizational 
Education efficiency, 
Experience organizational 
Skills effectiveness, 
Knowledge and the 
Work behaviors attainment of 

organizational goals 

Source: Jones and George (2003) 

Unlike private enterprises, non-profit organizations deal with volunteers and professionals 

with whom the implementation of the organization's strategy depends (McLaughlin, 1986). 

Although some positions might receive pay as staff, accountants or managers of non-profit 

affairs, most participants do not derive their livelihoods from the organizations' activities 
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(Hall & Tolbert, 2005). For the most part, incentives for participants of non-profit 

organizations, like ecovillages, are non-monetary. 

3.5.3 Organizational context 

The various systems seen above such as authority, division of labour, etc. are aspects 

common to all organizations and set up in order to serve the organization's goals and 

represent 'the machine's mechanisms'. Yet, whenever a change is introduced in response to 

external pressures, a new internal balance is needed, which adds perturbations to the 

organizational systems. Various authors in organizational theory (Silverman, 1974; Wright, 

1977; Czarniawska-Jeorges, 1991) stress the influence that external factors have on a group 

or an organization. Silverman states: "Any attempt to explain why organizations are as they 

are must [...] take into account the environment in which they are located" (p.32). The 

organizational context is a set of forces and conditions outside the organization's boundaries 

that have the potential to affect the way the organization operates (Hatch, 1997; Jones & 

George, 2006). Although the physical environment (e.g. climate or geography) can be 

important, the primary focus according to organization theory is on the social environment 

(Hall & Tollbert, 2005) and will be called 'organizational context' in this research in order to 

avoid confusion with the natural environment. 

The organizational context is divided into two levels by Jones and George (2003). Level one 

is called 'the general environment' and level two, 'the task environment'. The general 

environment, or "the culture conditions" (Hall & Tolbert, 2005), consists of various forces, 

such as economic, sociocultural, demographic, political, legal, global and technological, that 
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the organization can hardly impact or control (Jones & George, 2003). These forces 

interrelate in a very complex interaction pattern (Hall & Tolbert, 2005) constituting broad 

trends. According to Hatch (1997), "Every organization expresses aspects of the national, 

regional, industrial, occupational and professional cultures through which it operates" (p. 

200). Ecovillages are also inevitably influenced and constrained by the broader culture. 

Kirby (2003) points out that the American culture affects the internal functioning of his 

ecovillage study case, i.e., the decisions that are made, and the norms that develop. For 

present purposes, the general environment and the task environment are referred to as 'the 

cultural context' and 'local context', respectively. 

The local context of a business includes competitors, distributors, suppliers and costumers. It 

represents other organizations close to the boundaries of the organization which combine to 

form an 'interorganizational network' (Hatch, 1997). At this level, the organization may 

attempt to influence other organizations through "interorganizational relationships"; for 

example, through membership on boards of directors, strategic alliances or partnerships (Hall 

& Tolbert, 2005). For non-profits, financial resources are generated through grants, subsidies 

and donations coming from organizations found in the local context (Hall & Tolbert, 2005; 

Daft, 2007). In the case of ecovillages, Whitfield (2001) highlights the impacts of the town 

regulations on ecovillages' innovative projects: "regulations and laws created to protect the 

[natural] environment from the unscrupulous developer fail to accommodate innovation" 

(p.131). 

In summary, we have discovered through the literature that the practice of sustainability 

takes form through human enterprises of many kinds. This research specifically looks at 

small-scaled experiments, and uses the case of ecovillages. Being intentionally oriented 
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communities, ecovillages may be considered and studied as organizations. The organization 

theory, through its evolution and various schools of thought, provides concepts for an 

analytical framework capable of exploring the organizational processes and structures of 

ecovillages as they strive toward a more sustainable lifestyle. 
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Chapter 4: Research design and methods 

4.1 Type of approach and reasoning 

This study explores the internal organization of a case study site, Ecovillage at Ithaca, which 

aims to put sustainability into action on a day-to-day basis at a small-scale. The organization 

of ecovillages has rarely been addressed in academia generally. Thus, this topic addresses a 

knowledge gap and aligns well with exploratory research. An exploratory approach is useful 

when a concept is new and the researcher wishes to become more familiar with their topic 

(Babbie 2004). "The objective of exploratory research is to gather preliminary information 

that will help define problems and suggest hypotheses" (Kotler et al. 2006, p. 122). Being 

exploratory, the research is based on inductive reasoning (Schutt, 2006). The inductive 

method of constructing theory is carried out "...by observing aspects of social life, and then 

seeking to discover patterns that may point to more-or-less universal principles" (Babbie, 

2004, p. 55). The research aim to describe, develop concepts and generate hypotheses. 

4.2 Case study method 

4.2.1 Single case study 

A single case study method of EcoVillage at Ithaca was used. Creswell (1994) describes 

case studies as a single entity bounded by time and activity or process in which the researcher 

collects detailed information by using a variety of data collection procedures in a given 

period of time. "These entities are known as particular cases unique in their content and 

character. [Case studies] seek to answer focused questions by producing in-depth 
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descriptions and interpretations over a relatively short period of time, perhaps a few weeks to 

a year" (DeMarrais & Lapan 2004, p.218). The case study method encompasses both single 

case study as well as multiple case studies. Yin (2003) argues that the size of the sample 

(whether two, ten, or 100 cases) does not always lead to a richer and stronger meaning. 

Rather, the number of cases selected should be guided by the goal of the study. The goal of 

the current research is to improve our understanding of how an ecovillage is organized 

internally. EcoVillage at Ithaca was selected as a leading example worthy of study. The 

nature of the research is primarily exploratory and descriptive. In this way, it was 

appropriate to opt for a single study, provided it would lead to sufficient insights and meet 

the established objectives of the research. 

4.3 Selection of the study site 

The ecovillage study site, Ecovillage at Ithaca, was selected from existing databases. Two 

sources of information were consulted: the Global Ecovillage Network website (GEN, 2007) 

and the Fellowship for Intentional Community website (FIC, 2007). Both databases contain 

information regarding thousands of intentional communities such as ecovillages located 

around the world. Given the heterogeneous nature of the ecovillage movement (as discussed 

in chapter 3) and in the absence of official ecovillage appellation, ecovillages had to be in at 

least one of these three databases and either possess a website or be described in a book in 

order to be selected. Some of these books were Christian (2003), Bang (2005), and Dawson 

(2006). These books illustrate what ecovillages pertain to (Bang, 2005; Dawson, 2006) or 

describe how to establish one (Christian, 2003). Current case studies of ecovillages are 

provided in these books for the purpose of illustrating the above topics. This screening 
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process helped me to identify ecovillages offering enough information to evaluate if they 

correspond to the characteristics of an ecovillage as defined in the literature (see chapter 3). 

In order to select a study site, I transposed characteristics of ecovillages into various criteria. 

I also included certain factors external to my control but that needed to be taken into account 

(e.g. language spoken in the ecovillage). The criteria to select the study site took place in 

two steps. First, three essential conditions had to be fulfilled: 

• Located in industrialized countries of Western society. The proposed research 

concerns contemporary environmental problems related to non-sustainable patterns of 

consumption and production in industrialized countries of Western society. Western 

Society encompasses Western Europe, North and South America, Australia and New 

Zealand (Thompson & Hickey, 2005). The industrialized countries were the ones 

included in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 

2007). Ecovillages located elsewhere are more likely to encounter different issues and 

find different solutions. For this reason, ecovillages that are not located in 

industrialized countries of Western society were not investigated. As a result, only the 

ecovillages located in the Western Europe countries, North America, Australia and 

New Zealand were considered. 

• English or French language spoken on site. The researcher speaks English and 

French. The study sites using other languages were rejected as they could not allow 

the researcher to collect data. 

• Self-defined as ecovillage. Many intentional communities show similarities with 

ecovillages as they are planned residential communities whose members are 

intentionally united by shared common values (FIC, 2007). However, the values 
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shared by ecovillages' members differ from other intentional communities. While 

some intentional communities' members share a common religious path or an interest 

in affordable housing for instance, ecovillages' members share a concern about 

experimentation and promotion of a supportive social environment and a low-impact 

way of life. An overview of the mission statement found in each community's website 

and/or in literature was used to validate if these values were there. 

Following this first step, 14 possible study sites were identified (see study site selection 

table, Appendix D). In a second step, the following criteria were investigated and 

weighted in order to select among the 14 possible ecovillage study sites: 

• Number of years of existence. Sustainability is characterized by a strong notion of 

temporality and it is only possible to judge sustainability over a period of time 

(Villeneuve 2003). As such, the ecovillages were selected according to their duration; 

older ecovillages took precedent over newer ones. 

• Number of adult members living on site. The research examines ecovillages as 

public/private systems; thus, the group must comprise a minimum number of 

participants and must not be associated with a single family. Ecovillages count 

generally a maximum of 500 inhabitants aside of some exceptions (Jackson 2004 and 

Christian 2008). The minimum threshold of 15 members living on site was used while 

looking for study sites but ecovillages which comprise a greater number of members 

had precedence. 

• Development and demonstration of a range of intermediate technologies or forms 

of renewable energy. The environmental concerns of ecovillages can be ensured by 
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actual outcomes of previous or ongoing activities specifically trying to reduce their 

impact on the ecosystems. The Global Ecovillage Network stipulates that to achieve a 

low-impact way of life, ecovillages should integrate various aspects of ecological 

design, permaculture, ecological building, green production, alternative energy, 

community building practices, and much more (GEN, 2007). The wider the range of 

intermediate technologies and the more innovative, the higher the ecovillage study site 

scored. 

• Educational mission. A core function of ecovillages is to act as models of sustainable 

living (Bang, 2005; Dawson, 2006 and GEN, 2007). Ecovillages were assessed based 

on the quality and quantity of their education means, such as workshops, institutes, 

education centers located on site or partnerships established with an educational 

institution. For instance, an ecovillage that possesses its own educational center 

scored higher than an ecovillage which holds several workshops per year. 

These criteria were qualified and ranked as per their descriptive nature. Each criterion 

received an ordinal or ratio scale. See appendix D for the legend, and for the final evaluation 

and score of the eligible study sites. The six ecovillages with the highest scores were 

contacted by email in order to ensure their interest in being a study site for the current 

research. All study sites responded favourably. I then phoned the three ecovillages with the 

perfect score of 13 to further explore with at least one of their members the possibilities of 

my data collection visit. 

The phones calls allowed me to point out new elements contributing to the selection. For 

instance, the cost of the travel and accommodation were too pricey in the case of Findhorn 
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(Scotland). The lack of communality among inhabitants and the difficult accessibility to the 

site were issues for selecting Crystal Waters. On the other hand, EcoVillage at Ithaca had a 

rich communal life that would facilitate my data collection. Also, a significant amount of 

articles, books and various public documents were available for me to consult which 

provided material for cross referencing during the data analysis. Hence, albeit Findhorn and 

Crystal Waters scored as high as Ecovillage at Ithaca, phone contacts revealed the latter as 

being the most appropriate option. Overall, EcoVillage at Ithaca was affordable, well-known 

and the highly participative atmosphere of this community suited the research goal and the 

data collection methods. 

4.4 Data collection 

The actions and related internal organizational structure of the ecovillage study site, 

Ecovillage at Ithaca, were investigated over a six week period from August 22nd, 2007 to 

October 4th, 2007 using multiple methods of data collection. Babbie (2004) suggests that 

using more than one research method strengthens the study because the researcher is able to 

utilize the strengths of each method. The use of multiple methods is suitable as it tends to 

secure an in-depth understanding (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Jacobs (2005) adds: Collecting 

more data through multiple methods is preferable since "the social world as a multi-faceted 

and multi-layered reality that reveals itself only in part with any single method" (para. 11). 

For this research, four different methods were used for collecting data: participatory 

observation, field notes, semi-structured interviews and document analysis. Those methods 

were used at various periods of time during the six-week data collection journey (see Table 
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4). First, participatory observation along with field notes were collected in order to 

familiarize the researcher with the site and to identify key informants. A second round of 

data collection consisted of interviewing 21 key informants. Finally, document analysis was 

undertaken prior to, during, and after the data collection on site. 

4.4.1 Research Methods 

Participatory observation and field notes 

During the three first weeks on site, the researcher took part in the daily activity of the 

ecovillage visited. Participant observation allowed the researcher to experience some aspects 

of the subcultures being studied (Prus, 1997; Babbie, 2004). As an 'observer-as-participant' 

(Babbie, 2004), I attended activities of different kinds, e.g., the business and planning 

meetings, the community chores, the punctual events (happening only once or several times a 

year and aiming to accomplish a definite task) and the social events (happening on a daily 

basis and aiming gathering or entertainment). In terms of the business and planning meetings, 

I went to neighbourhood decision-making meetings of FRoG and SoNG including one 

Village-Association (VA) meeting. I also attended two planning meetings of the third 

neighbourhood group and one meeting of the Built Environment Committee. I also took part 

in various chores such as preparing common meals, washing dishes after a common meal, 

laundry of the SoNG common house, gardening, help with sound panel installation in the 

SoNG common house and worked at both farms (weeding and cropping). The formal events 

I attended included EVI Inc.'s 15f annual meeting, a workshop called 'Teaching 

Sustainability Facilitating Education', the Ecovillage Experience Weekend, a meeting with 

journalists from Time magazine, a guided tour, a special presentation on Alzheimer and 

dementia and a part of the Earth Mentoring day-workshop. The social events I attended were 
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numerous: common meals, movie nights, hiking and birthday celebrations, and music night, 

just to name a few. I attended all of those activities in order to establish a two-way rapport; 

that is, for me to get familiarized with the residents and the site, and for the residents to get to 

know me and feel comfortable. I also identified key informants and follow-up questions to 

be asked during interviews. I used the community chores as a way to experience an 

important piece of ecovillage life and as a way to meet people that I might not have met 

under other circumstances; such as in a community meeting, for instance. All in all, I went to 

a wide range of different common activities in order to get to know as many residents as 

possible as not everyone is taking part in every type of activities. 

As a part of the participatory observation, I organized two activities: a movie night and a 

presentation of my preliminary insights. Half-way into my data collection, I set up a movie 

night and presented the episode 30 days off-the-grid (Spurlock, 2005). The show is about 

two 30-year-old typical Americans—i.e., greedy consumers of fossil fuels— moving to an 

ecovillage (Dancing Rabbit, Missouri) to live according to this ecovillage's lifestyle for 30 

days. The discussion following the show helped me to learn more about people's perception 

of sustainability and how they perceive EcoVillage at Ithaca compared to Dancing Rabbit 

Ecovillage. At last, before leaving the site, I presented my observations and preliminary 

insights to EcoVillage at Ithaca residents. I used the opportunity to thank them for their 

hospitality and also to obtain their general feedback and some answers to specific questions 

that arose during the data collection process. 

Along with participatory-observation, I used field notes taken daily and gathered insights 

from more people than from the key informant interviews. Thus, the field notes provided me 

79 



with data I can compare to the views and opinions of those interviewed. My notes 

encompassed predetermined themes, including: decision-making method, ecological 

equipment (e.g. car-share program), inhabitants' values and perspectives, environmentally-

friendly actions (e.g.: composting) and others (Appendix E). 

Semi-structured interviews 

According to their potential to yield more in-depth information, interviews took place during 

the third week with the key informants identified during the participatory observation. 

Interviews were conducted with 21 key informants, i.e., "a member of the group who can talk 

for the group per se" (Babbie, 2004, p. 185). These interviewees were chosen based on their 

role as a founder, a member for a relatively long period of time and/or someone fulfilling a 

specific function in the community (e.g., co-developer of a neighbourhood, visitor-

coordinator, members of a specific committee, etc.). Some key informants were also 

identified through snowball sampling during interviews. Interview questions were prepared, 

grouped according to themes and were asked in different ways for different participants. 

Interview guides help researchers to tailor their questions to the interviewee's role or 

situation without constraining them to a particular format (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The 

interview questions aimed to cross reference elements to be found in the document analysis 

and explore some elements based on the participant-observation. The questions regarding 

specific activities were mainly rooted in the field notes. For example, a system of car-sharing 

was noted, I then asked how this is linked with their vision, how the decision to choose this 

option has been taken in the community, how it works, if it is successful and why, who is in 
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charge, etc. The questions were open-ended; that is, the respondents were asked to provide 

their own answer to the question (Babbie, 2004). 

Document analysis 

The information gathered through document analysis facilitated the data collection while 

interacting with people in the field and during the interviews. With background information 

in mind, the researcher is aware of factors which could either irritate the interlocutors or 

facilitate their collaboration (Lamoureux et al., 2002). The documents were used to verify or 

compare themes and/or meanings that emerged from participatory observation and 

interviews. They provided data concerning internal structure and process, such as their 

vision, mission, values, goals, past events, timeline, allocation of resources, assignment of 

tasks, level of supervision, coordination, evaluation, etc. Moreover, background information 

was mainly collected via document analysis. The history, vision, the territory, the socio

political context and the natural environment of EcoVillage at Ithaca were found through 

various documents. The documents studied consist of the community's website, the book 

'Ecovillage at Ithaca' (Walker, 2005), PhD dissertations (Kirby, 2004; Chitewere, 2006) and 

master theses (Whitfield 2001; Brown 2004) on EcoVillage at Ithaca, the township website, 

press review, community documents such as project reports, committees' reports, meeting 

minutes, bylaws and other miscellaneous internal documents (emails, organizational structure 

chart, consensus agreement form, etc.). 

81 



Table 4: Timeline of data collection 

Participant-
observer 

Interviews 
semi-structured 

Document 
analysis 

Details 

Before First week 

Arrival 
August 21" 

Second 
week Third week 

Movie night 
September 

17th 

Fourth 
week 

First 
interview 

Fifth week Sixth week 

Presentation 
October 4,h 

Thereafter 
(Oct. 4,h) 

Participants 
reviews and 
comments 

4.5 Data analysis 

The data from 21 interviews, participatory-observation, field notes and internal document 

analysis provide a descriptive understanding of the day-to-day organizational processes and 

activities of Ecovillage at Ithaca. All data recorded during interviews were transcribed and 

returned to participants for review and comment. These data were then analyzed using 

NVivo software, a data management system for qualitative data. 

The data were first broken down and classified as they belong to one of the concepts of the 

analytical framework (e.g., authority, communications) (see Chapter 3). According to 

Babbie (2004) this type of coding is called 'content analysis'. The codes were entered into 

the transcripts using NVivo™ qualitative data analysis software in order to assist the 

investigator in managing and retrieving data. Subsequently, open coding was used to obtain 

a comprehensive view of the information and point out patterns or themes for each concept of 

the analytical framework. In open coding, data are broken down into discrete parts, closely 

examined and compared (Strauss & Corbin, cited in Babbie, 2004, p.377). Patterns emerge 

following the step of gathering themes and sub-themes. The resulting themes were also 
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systematically compared for both similarities and differences against the other data sources 

(Neuman, 1994). 

4.6 Ethical consideration 

Data transcribed from the tape-recorded interviews were securely stored on the computer 

server in UNBC; only the researcher had access to the data files, which are protected by 

password. The tape-recorded interviews were burnt on a DVD and will be stored for five 

years after the thesis publication in a locked filing cabinet. After five years, all data will be 

destroyed. No names or identifying information appear on survey instruments. A coding 

system was used to track data. Each interviewee was assigned a pseudonym. No original 

names or identifying information has and will appear in reports or other public documents. A 

consent letter (see Appendix G) was read and signed by the 21 interviewees in two copies 

(one for the interviewee and one for the researcher). This letter provided the interviewee 

with contact details of my research supervisor and the Office of Research in case they had 

some concerns. 

4.6.1 Risks 

Given that this research is based on key informant interviews, it is important to maintain 

confidentiality of participants. It was not be possible to guarantee anonymity as other 

members of the study site may recognize them through my thesis and this despite the 

pseudonym. Similarly, a person from the outside of the community but knowing the 

community and the people who live there might be able to identify an interviewee by their 

unique role regarding the community (e.g. the founders). One interviewee specifically asked 
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not to be recognized. I used only statements from the interview that did not reveal any 

reference to personal or circumstantial information about this interviewee. 

There are also risks for the study site. The findings and results of the study site as published 

in the thesis may be perceived negatively. For instance, the research may reveal that the 

community does not possess a plan of their activities. Some people might see such element 

as a weakness. 

4.6.2 Benefits 

The ecovillage studied and their participant inhabitants have benefited from the research. 

During the six weeks on site, I took part in various activities providing help for chores but 

also help to make up a guide for interns. With the help of the visitor-coordinator, I co-wrote 

a 10-page document to be given to future interns visiting Ecovillage at Ithaca. The document 

displays information such as directions to the site, a description of the community's activities 

and facilities and some services and goods offered on site by some inhabitants. If kept up to 

date, the guide for interns is a tool that will still contribute to the community after my visit. 

The investigation of their activities and organization processes will provide the study site 

with a new perspective since these organizational processes are not always clearly 

articulated. Moreover, one of the missions of ecovillages is to promote and diffuse their way 

of life and experimentations. The electronic summary of my research that I will send to the 

community can also be used for their own purpose such as their website or newsletter. 

Finally, through the thesis publication, the proposed research will allow diffusion among 

scholars. 
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Chapter 5: Results 

Data from the in-depth interviews, field notes and document analysis are presented in this 

chapter. Using the analytical framework presented above (chapter 3), first, the overall 

planning of EcoVillage at Ithaca is presented through its mission, goals and objectives. 

Second, various systems of activities pertaining to the internal functioning of EcoVillage at 

Ithaca are identified and described. The systems of activities are: authority centers and 

decision-making processes, leadership, division of labour, communications, controls and 

incentives. Finally, the analytical framework includes the organizational context that 

encompasses the local context and the cultural context. 

5.1 The planning: mission, goals and objectives 

An organization is, in its most basic definition, a group of people united around a mutual 

intention (Wright 1979; Jelinet, Litterer and Miles 1986; Hall and Tolbert 2005; and Daft 

2007). In order to better understand one organization's intention, it is important to look at its 

planning, which includes its mission, goals and objectives. The mission serves as a 

representation of the intention that encourages people to join the organizational effort. The 

mission is then broken down into goals, which delineate what must be accomplished to 

achieve the mission. The goals are finally broken down into objectives, which delineate 

specific tasks that describe allocation of resources and activities. According to Daft (2007), 

the mission, goals and objectives are generally formalized in written documents like the 

procedures, job descriptions, regulations and policy manuals of an organization. 
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The mission of EcoVillage at Ithaca is described by Walker (2005) as an attempt at 

"redesigning human habitat [to demonstrate] that human needs can be meet while preserving 

natural ecosystem" (p.7). The original mission statement was: 

The ultimate goal of EcoVillage at Ithaca is nothing less than to redesign the human 
habitat. We are creating a model community of some five hundred residents that will 
exemplify sustainable systems of living - systems that are not only practical in 
themselves, but replicable by others. The completed project will demonstrate the 
feasibility of a design that meets basic human needs such as shelter, food production, 
energy, social interaction work and recreation while preserving natural ecosystems 
(Hollick and Connelly, 1998: 39). 

In 2008, a new mission statement was adopted: 

EcoVillage/CTA is an educational organization that provides innovative and 
empowering educational programs to a local, national and global audience about 
sustainable community and sustainable living. It is closely affiliated with EcoVillage 
at Ithaca, a densely clustered village-scale community that demonstrates sustainable 
living systems and a high quality of life; with its regional partners in building a local 
sustainability movement; and with a network of ecovillages and cohousing 
communities who provide hopeful models all around the world (EVI, 2008). 

As presented in chapter 2, EcoVillage at Ithaca is comprised of different legal entities that 

form two levels of the organization. The original mission did not emphasize this distinction 

between the non-profit educational organization and the village-scale community, but the 

more recent definition of EcoVillage at Ithaca distinguishes two levels of organization, with 

each fulfilling a different aspect of the overall mission. At one level, there is EVI Inc. 

(affiliated with Center for Transformative Action (CTA)), with a mission to be open to the 

outside, to search for connection with people and other organizations to create outputs 

(education to and demonstration of sustainable living) and to help collect inputs (support, 

grant, donations, etc.). At the second level are found the missions of the neighbourhoods 

forming the village, which are aiming to create a more sustainable lifestyle and life quality 

milieu for their members. For instance, SoNG is described as: 
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...a cohousing neighbourhood dedicated to cooperative, healthful, and ecologically 
sound living. Along with the other EcoVillage at Ithaca neighbourhoods, it is part of a 
village-scale experiment in sustainable living that works to enhance the lives of its 
members and the health of its surrounding ecosystems (Ecovillage at Ithaca, n.d.). 

The mission statement of TREE is divided in four goals that also emphasize a socially-

responsible, healthful, and ecological way of life: 

• "Create policies and procedures that foster group-centered, consensus decision

making; 

• Create a neighbourhood of inexpensive, efficient, small foot-print homes at EVI; 

• Provide an experimental example of socially-responsible, healthful, and ecologically 

sustainable living; and 

• Work with EVI [Inc.], VA, and neighbourhood committees to integrate our cluster into 

the larger community, vision and goals" (TREE, 2008, para. 3). 

On the whole, aspects such as education, reduced human impact on the natural environment, 

and quality of life, are reiterated in the various missions described above. Though already 

found in the original mission, the concepts of demonstration and education have become 

stronger and more precisely defined in the recent version of the mission. Moreover, the 

newest version of the mission bridges EcoVillage at Ithaca's attempt toward sustainability 

with the world wide movement. 

The 'Guidelines for Development' document is the overall plan for EcoVillage at Ithaca; it 

represents the directions in which the members of the organization will put their common 

efforts. Created in the late 1990s, the guidelines for development were reviewed and 
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improved in 2004. In the revised document, the guidelines are broken down into goals and 

objectives. The goals represent the anticipated outcomes whereas the objectives describe 

more concretely how to achieve the goals. The objectives describe the course of action. For 

example, under the goal "Demonstrate a continuing trend of reduction in generation of solid 

waste over time", one of the objectives is "Encourage the use of salvaged materials and 

Village-wide bulk-buying programs" (EVI, 2004, p.6). For each guideline, a list of proposed 

action steps is also presented. The guidelines are: 

• Health, Personal Growth and Spirituality (added in 2004); 

• Water, Wastewater, Materials and Energy; 

• Land Stewardship; 

• Built Environment; 

• Transportation/Circulation; 

• Relationship, Culture and Community Character (added in 2004) and; 

• Sustainable Economics (added in 2004). 

The Guidelines for Development document mentioned that more guidelines are needed such 

as Education, Community Process and Community Outreach/Public Relations. 

A Process Steering committee (PSC) is found in each neighbourhood and acts as coordinator 

between the mission, the member-residents and the decision-making process. One resident 

of SoNG explained how the Process Steering Committee helps to break down the 

neighbourhood mission into objectives and prioritize which actions should be undertaken: 

... it was mostly in January, February that year, they [PSC members] put quite a lot of 
work into prioritizing for the neighbourhood... and priorities were related to the 
mission in many cases... PSC didn't dictate the priorities; they just had the 
community list of what kind of things we'd like to accomplish and we narrowed it 
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down to the ones people are more excited about. Some of the priorities that came out 
of that process were to become more food self-sufficient, to increase our reliance on 
renewable energy resources so those were long term propositions. There were also 
things that were very focused and narrow like completing the common house. The 
priorities ran full gamut and some of them were directly tied to the broader mission 
(Peter, personal interview). 

The mission, goals and objectives are multidimensional and some interviewees emphasized 

that the spectrum of them is perhaps not accepted in its entirety by some members. Some 

people focus on only certain aspects, as the following quote illustrates: 

Well, it's [the mission statement] the stated bottom line but it's not truly the bottom 
line. I think people here agree on cooperative living and on a somewhat greener, 
somewhat lighter living and they accept the idea of being an educational 
demonstration model, but there's a lot of people who don't really want to be bothered 
with it and who don't have the time, energy or interest to invest into it. The majority 
agrees with the basic bottom line of being a demonstration model, reducing our 
ecological footprint and creating a rich social cooperative life here (Agnes, personal 
interview). 

Many activities are supportive of each other and contribute all together to attain various 

objectives. For example, the tours and workshops serve two purposes. First, they serve as a 

means to fulfill the objectives of demonstration and education. Second, they serve to recruit 

new members when a new neighbourhood is forming; TREE in this present case (Ann-Marie, 

personal interview). Another example is the Center for Sustainability Education that will 

provide education on what is experimented within the village and at the same time will 

provide onsite work for inhabitant members. The following interviewee explains: 

The Center for Sustainability Education is a project of the non-profit. EcoVillage at 
Ithaca [the village] is also a project of the non-profit so they are sister projects and the 
relationship between the two is that the Center for Sustainability Education will draw 
on the experience of the residential project as a living laboratory of experience where 
people who come to the Center for Sustainability Education and the people who live 
in the residential project will find meaningful employment opportunities in the Center 
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for Sustainability Education. Although they're separate, they're also connected in 
that perspective (Janet, personal interview). 

Exploring the mission and the goals and objectives of EcoVillage at Ithaca provides an 

outline to understand the organization. On the whole, the mission of EcoVillage at Ithaca 

and the neighbourhoods as well as the 'Guidelines for Development' and related goals and 

objectives tend to reflect a multidimensional view of sustainability as applied to the 

organizational actions and systems of activities. 

5.2 The systems of activities 

The various systems of activities are working all together to accomplish the purpose set for 

the organization, namely: authority centers, decision-making method, leadership, division of 

labour, communications, controls and incentives. These systems are interrelated and 

mutually support each other to move toward organizational goals. Inconsistencies, or 

conflicts, may however occur between the systems of activities and the means chosen to 

reach organizational goals and objectives. The following section will describe the systems of 

activities of EcoVillage at Ithaca that help achieve the goals and objectives and will highlight 

inconsistencies when appropriate. 

5.2.1 Authority centers and decision-making method 

For the ease of reporting results, the data collected about authority and decision making are 

organized in two ways. First, I will present authority and decision making together. 

Although identified as separate systems of activity in the analytical framework, authority and 

decision making are related. Authority centers are legitimized organizational entities. 

Members rationalized and recognized the authority and as such empowered it to make final 

91 



decisions. The decision-making method is the established process by which the authority 

may apply its power. Thus, the formal natures of authority and decision-making make it 

more suitable to present these systems of activities in tandem. Second, I will examine 

authority centers and decision-making with respect to each level of EcoVillage at Ithaca: the 

non-profit level (EcoVillage/CTA and EVI Inc.) and the village level (FRoG, SoNG and the 

Village Association). 

The non-profit level 

The authority center for the two non-profit organizations (CTA and EVI Inc.) is a shared 

board of directors. Most of the board members are non-residents. Residents must hold one-

third to two-thirds of the board positions. Since EVI Inc. will eventually become 

independent from CTA and the project and money normally transit through EVI Inc. (Don, 

Personal interview), the results presented here will only consider EVI Inc. 

EVI Inc. board meetings occur every month to conduct the organization's business and once 

a year an EVI Annual General Meeting is held. During the data collection, the Annual 

General Meeting occurred on August 15th 2007. An interviewee describes the EVI Inc. board 

of directors' composition: 

It's a small group now; it's been fairly small since I have been here. It's about five 
people from Ithaca. There are two residents, one SoNG resident and one FRoG 
resident. Most people are not residents here, they live in Ithaca (Don, personal 
interview) 

EVI Inc. board of directors has authority on the land, though not the parcels of land sold to 

VA or the neighbourhoods. EVI Inc. is responsible for the development of the remainder of 

the land and, thus, has authority over the future of the project as a whole. "The EVI [Inc.]'s 
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board makes the final decisions on development of new housing, other [new] buildings, 

agricultural and conservation projects. They consider the overall "sense of the village" -

feedback from village residents - when making those decisions, but they are not bound by 

individual opinions" (Big Picture Committee, 2007). An interviewee contrasts decision

making in the non-profit and in the neighbourhood: 

Well, there's the neighbourhood level, which is highly participatory, and then there's 
the non-profit level, which is less so. There's sort of a lip service to get input from 
residents but it's less... there's a message that goes out that ultimately the decisions 
are made by the board... (Agnes, personal interview) 

An interviewee illustrates how TREE, the forming neighbourhood group, finally decided to 

build in the North field. Members had originally included the option to build on a South-East 

piece of land that partially belongs to FRoG, but the resistance of FRoG members showed 

that the consensus could be difficult to reach. The EVI Inc. board of directors conversely, 

gave them the permission to build on its land, and more precisely in the North field. 

The authority that the EVI Inc.'s board of directors exerts on the land may clash with the 

consensus-decision making culture of the village. An interviewee explains the dynamics of 

the situation: 

Technically, the EVI [Inc.] board has the authority over the development because EVI 
[Inc.] owns the land. It's obviously an exception if you want to use a piece of land that 
is owned by the village or by the neighbourhood. The village [VA] on the other hand 
owns the infrastructure and there is an agreement which basically says 'the 
infrastructure will be made available to our development' but it's a difficult problem. 
[It would not be suitable for] future developments to go through a village consensus 
process because a couple people could hold the process up for a long time. On the 
other hand, if people in the village are feeling completely short circuited, this could lead 
to trouble and in fact, they talked about building in the South-East and they abandoned 
that because there was too much opposition from the residents. In that case, FRoG 
owns some of that land so we would have to have gone through a consensus process. 
I'm ok with that because I don't think it was the greatest of sites anyway but I hate to 
see something bad under the site design done to make something politically easier. 
That's something I really want us to avoid. (Roger, personal interview) 
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EVI Inc. is responsible for new housing, building, agricultural and conservation projects. In 

addition, both the organizational flow chart (EVI Inc., 2006) and the proposed agenda of the 

EVI Inc. September 26th 2007 meeting, suggest that EVI Inc. is also responsible for 

fundraising, strategic planning and everything that concerns the public education and 

outreach such as the tours and the newsletter. 

The village level 

The village comprised two neighbourhoods, FRoG and SoNG, and at the time of the data 

collection, there was one forming neighbourhood, TREE. The members of these 

neighbourhoods are also members of the Village-Association (VA). Recall that the VA looks 

after the common space and infrastructure shared by the neighbourhoods such as the road and 

the pond, to name just a few. VA has authority on shared infrastructure and on issues 

affecting both neighbourhoods. Some examples of issues on which VA decisions are made 

include: a pet policy that will regulate the number of outdoor cats allowed on the land, 

disturbance and noise (Rogers, personal interview); and managing the shared work 

participation (Ingrid, personal interview). 

Legally, the VA board of directors has full authority, but in practice, the authority is spread to 

the members through a monthly meeting that uses consensus decision-making. Once a 

month, a village-wide meeting is held that follows the second half of either a SoNg meeting 

or a FRoG meeting; every member of EcoVillage at Ithaca is invited (Roger, personal 

interview). During these meetings, all residents of the neighbourhoods, plus all prospective 

residents who have invested time and money into the construction of future neighbourhoods, 

gather for discussion and decisions (EcoVillage at Ithaca Village Meeting Process, 2001). 
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In sum, VA power is distributed among its members, i.e. the users of the facilities and the 

shared land. The members make most decisions by consensus but the board can make minor 

decisions following a careful and participative process. These minor decisions must be non-

controversial and the board must give notice to the VA members that a decision will be 

made. Thus, members concerns about a decision to be made can come to the board meeting 

and, if they deem it necessary, ask for the whole village to make the final decision (Don, 

personal interview). One interviewee, who was the executive chair of the VA, qualifies the 

power of the VA and the neighbourhood boards of director and how their power is used: 

[There is] not a lot of power for the board of directors of the neighbourhoods and the 
Village-Association, because we make decisions by consensus of the whole 
membership, [i.e.] everybody who's a member. The board of directors itself doesn't 
do a lot on its own ...In a typical corporation, the board of directors is responsible for 
everything [regarding] making decisions but in our type of organization the power is 
not concentrated in the board of directors (Don, personal interview). 

The neighbourhoods, FroG and SoNG, are legally bound through their bylaws. The bylaws 

stipulate, among other things, the purpose of the business, condition for subletting or renting, 

maintenance fees, house rules and the procedures of decision-making (annual meetings and 

election of the board of director). However, the legal procedures on decision-making are not 

followed; instead, decisions are made by consensus in a monthly (for FRoG) or bimonthly 

(for SoNG) community meeting. Unlike EVI Inc. and the VA, the neighbourhoods' boards 

of directors do not make any decisions. In the event that members are not able to reach a 

decision by consensus in the time available, a "fallback" process may be employed in which 

the decision can be made by a vote of 70 percent of the households (EVI Inc., 2001-b). 
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Consensus is seen as a way to make decisions "that benefits ALL of its members, if enough 

trust, accurate information, and careful listening occurs" (EcoVillage at Ithaca Village 

Meeting Process 2001: para. 11). According to Hollick and Connelly (1998), decision by 

consensus means different things to different groups. Definitions ranges from perfect 

unanimity to a certain percentage considered as a strong majority. At EVI, the consensus 

process does not require unanimity but group members should at least feel that their concerns 

were heard, that the decision made aims for the "highest good" of the community, and that it 

involved both a search for deeper understanding and respect toward an inclusive solution 

(EcoVillage at Ithaca Inc., 2001-a). The process to reach consensus is slightly different 

between the two neighbourhoods, FRoG and SoNG. In FRoG, individual members bring up 

community issues directly to the FRoG process steering committee. SoNG has developed a 

very structured process of four steps to reach consensus (see appendix H). 

Interviewees from both neighbourhoods agree that there is dissension among members on the 

choice for consensus as the decision-making method. On the one hand, consensus is a way to 

offer everyone listening and support. For example, the following interviewee talks about her 

confidence in consensus despite the complications that her neighbourhood is going through: 

I'm still very in favour of the consensus process... For me, the importance of 
consensus is... to have at least universal support if there is not a total agreement 
(Ingrid, personal interview). 

For the following interviewee, the communal decision-making allows a broader perspective, 

which consequently leads the community to make more ecological decisions: 

[Decision by consensus] is interesting because you make all your decisions in the 
community for the community; you have to think about all the aspects, a little bit of 
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everything making it by the way more environmentally sound because you realize 
how everything is interconnected. So [for] example, because you're planning the 
land, you realize that cars are bad for the environment, but also for the community 
(Roger, personal interview). 

Consensus also allows members to realize their fair share of power and, consequently, to be 

responsible for their decisions. 

...you can have a voting system and people can just make their little marks and they 
don't have to be knowledgeable about the system and they only have the 
responsibility to understand the issue; and so they vote... they don't have the 
responsibility that each individual has in consensus process (Peter, personal 
interview). 

However, consensus decision-making is limited by people resistance and its requirement for 

training to participants. Although considering consensus as essential, the following 

interviewee also admits the limitations of this decision-making method: 

I think it is absolutely fundamental to sustainability because it enhances participation. 
I think people in our culture don't understand the culture of participation and 
cooperation. They don't have enough training in participatory-democracy and 
consensus decision-making and they don't come here with dedications to those skills 
so it's a self-reinforcement for those people ... it reinforces their idea that it is an 
obstacle... (Agnes, personal interview). 

The following interviewee speaks about the prime importance of education and common 

goals for using consensus appropriately: 

I think it's a challenge to deal with [consensus decision-making] in a neighbourhood 
like this and we do periodically have workshops on the consensus process, but it's one 
of those things that just takes time and experience. It's not something you can just 
read a book about and learn. ...there's a difference in working in an activist or social 
change organization where you're using the consensus process because there's a 
strong idea of creating social change through in actually acting out the change and a 
neighbourhood like this where there's all different... there are some common values 
[among members] but there are also a lot of different perspectives... (Peter, personal 
interview) 
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The equity and participation coming out of consensus decision-making may work well from a 

theoretical point of view but, according to some interviewees, seems to lead to inaction in 

certain cases: 

.. .we were so entrepreneurial and sitting in a meeting discussing what to do with the 
farm was driving us insane. It just felt more efficient to just do it [start the farm 
project]. If we hadn't done it, I don't think there would be a farm because there 
would have been so much talking 'is it this way or this way'? (Ashley, personal 
interview). 

...there are certain factors that make [the decision making-process] difficult here. For 
example, people see that certain initiatives keep getting stopped and held up and 
taking a long time to implement because of certain factors and issues, especially in 
this neighbourhood... You know, it is obvious... There are certain factors that no 
matter what you do, there are certain people who say 'no, no, no, I don't want you to 
do this because this affects my health'. It's seen to be difficult (Agnes, personal 
interview). 

The chicken club is an example of a decision causing some turmoil within the SoNG 

neighbourhood. This club wants to put in a chicken coop that club members would manage 

and that would provide a local and organic source of eggs for the interested village members. 

When the proposal was brought to the decision-making meeting, some residents did not agree 

with the project for personal health concerns that proximity of chickens could potentially 

aggravate. A very polarized debate followed and took over a lot of the SoNG meeting time. 

An authority structure that emphasizes a means of participation, like consensus, aims to 

include the greatest number of participants in the decision-making process. However, 

consensus does not necessarily guarantee participation of members who may consider the 

time investment too much. An interviewee explains how time consuming the consensus 

decision-making might be: 

All of that time spent on one issue... is making living here unsustainable because it 
[takes up] time that I don't have to devote to myself, my family or my work. Whereas 

98 



if could just make that decision by voting then we would take a vote and be done 
(Don, personal interview). 

Despite the fact that consensus may be qualified as an obstacle, there are more efficient ways 

of using a consensual decision-making process. For example, a resident of SoNG describes 

the sauna success-story to illustrate how the consensus decision-making process may be used 

effectively in the neighbourhoods and the Village-Association: 

The person who wanted to build a sauna listened to many neighbours' thoughts 
informally first. As a result, he heard many concerns such as: the safety of wood-
fired saunas, public nudity, using village money for something that only a small 
percentage of residents will use, the visual impact of the building on people's views, 
the environmental impact of having yet another building... 

Therefore, by the time the proposal had reached a neighbourhood-wide business 
meeting, the proposal included features that mitigated these concerns: the sauna 
would be self-financed by the users; it would be heated with a propane furnace (safer 
than wood); it would be constructed just below the pond levy which helps to hide the 
sauna from the village (and also hide the nude people); the entrance faces away from 
the village (again the 'nudity' issue); the roof is a 'green' roof, thus decreasing the 
building's impact on the environment. 

As such, the discussions about the sauna at the meetings took less time, and were less 
constrained by conflicting concerns, because the proposal-writing process already 
incorporated a process of listening to individual neighbours informally and thinking 
of ways to resolve peoples' concerns (Sunny, personal email communication). 

The overall decision-making process is made of distinctive levels: EVI Inc., Village-

Association, FRoG, SoNG and TREE. EVI Inc. and Village-Association encounter the 

problem of members' participation, who are only committing a limited amount of time to 

take part in decision-making meetings. This situation does not impact the non-profit level 

because the board of directors makes the decisions within the context of conditional consent 

from those concerned. At the Village-Association level, the following quotation explains an 

attempt to reduce the load associated with the decision-making process: 
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Because the Village-Association is a bigger group made of everybody, it is harder to 
get everyone together to make decisions. We did decide that the board of directors of 
the Village-Association could make decisions in certain circumstances. Basically, it 
is when the issue is not controversial and that we give notice to everybody that we're 
going to make a decision about it so anybody who's interested in it can come to the 
meeting and then, if they want, say that they want the whole village to make the 
decision... at the village board it's been very hard to get people involved; so right 
now... not many people want to be involved (Don, personal interview). 

5.2.2 Leadership 

The following results focus on the leadership dynamic of Ecovillage at Ithaca. Like the 

authority centers, the leaders represent a type of power through their sensitive, influential and 

powerful positions (Wright, 1977; Hall & Tolbert, 2005). It is important to emphasize that a 

person can be a leader without being in a position of formal authority. Leaders are concerned 

with relationship-building and they use their professional or personal influence to move 

forward the goals of the organization. They promote the people who work with them, help 

them develop and ensure the ideas are transmitted into actions. Leaders are recognized as 

proactive people who inspire, motivate and direct their activities to achieve group or 

organizational goals. The leader delineates the objectives to be achieved in order to move 

toward the overriding mission. 

At EcoVillage at Ithaca, the leadership roots in the personal involvements of members. I 

asked the 21 interviewees -mostly leaders - to enumerate their involvements at EcoVillage at 

Ithaca and overall they are very engaged. For example, the following interviewee describes 

her current and past involvements: 

Currently, I am the co-coordinator of the partnership between Ithaca College and 
Ecovillage at Ithaca... From the beginning, soon after I came here, I've been [...] 
reporting the partnership work by working with groups of Ithaca College students as a 
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project guide and as a consultant for the development of [teacher's] courses... I'm 
also a consultant and will be paid a small amount to contribute toward the writing of a 
feasibility study for the Center of Sustainability Education. And my specific project 
within that is the sustainability high school... I'm currently an administrative intern... 
I'm learning to be a principal... and will have completed course work by the end of 
next summer to be certified as a school building leader or a principal in New York 
State so I'm currently doing an internship at the alternative community school that 
will allow me to do that... I'm also currently one of the co-chairs of the farm future 
committee [that is discussing] how we could create a sustainable model of agriculture 
and agriculture education at ecovillage... I've been on the support team for the Berry 
Farm as well so I try to be a community support person for agriculture. A big project 
that I did, a piece of that in addition of supporting the farm, is also supporting the shift 
in culture here towards a greater awareness of the importance of a local food diet and 
a greater access to local food and greater exposure to what the possibilities are of a 
year round diet in our climate. So, I've organized the root cellar project, which was 
also a collaboration with Ithaca College students, over a course of three semesters. 
They were also involved in that so I did community education and awareness rising 
and moving the community towards adapting the idea of the root cellar and then, my 
husband and I organized work parties to have the root cellar built... I did a few things 
like [organize] eggs that you can buy up there from the [FRoG common house's] 
cooler, that's something that I arranged and the same person will deliver local meat to 
people that call ahead and order. You can get local meat delivered (Janet, personal 
interview). 

The above quotation shows that throughout her involvements, this community leader engages 

in many actions that she considers necessary in order to reach certain objectives of the 

organization: education, organic agriculture on site and local food systems. The following 

quotations illustrate that passionate members take part in projects and make them happen: 

We probably have a stronger environmental intention than most co-housing, but that 
relies on specific individuals being passionate about things like gardening or 
permaculture and planting or ecologically-sound planting practices... I mean, I think 
that the organizations are set up with documents and layout, master plan and like 
developing guidelines and so on, but ultimately, it depends on specific individuals 
who push those [documents and layout, master plan and like developing guidelines] 
on the agendas (Arnold, personal interview). 

I think individuals have some influence on the community. There are definitely 
things that have been done that would have never been accomplished if one burning 
soul hadn't taken it on (Peter, personal interview). 
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The edible landscaping which is part of the organization original planning is a good example 

of leaders moving goals and objectives forward into actions. One of the leaders in charge of 

the project tells the story of the edible landscaping: 

.. .when we first proposed putting up edible landscaping on the East end here, there 
was a lot of neighbourhood resistance to that, a lot of questions... [These are the] 
reasons why we didn't feel we could move forward with it... But this last year, Kyla 
worked with the Ithaca College Students and came up with a proposal and, based on 
our conversations and the concerns of the prior year, we developed a system for 
making sure the plan that was intended, was carried. And so they passed and now we 
have edible landscaping (Janet, personal interview). 

Individual leaders use their knowledge and experience which give a particular colour to their 

involvements: 

I took the permaculture design course a couple years ago and now I know enough 
about site design to be dangerous (Roger, personal interview). 

I'm an educator so I'm always creating educational programs, whether it's walks, 
retreats or facilitation at meetings that open up possibilities for changing mindsets and 
changing culture (Agnes, personal interview). 

The following interviewee affirms that leaders contribute to the organization, shape the 

vision of the organization, and impact decisions: 

.. .there are some individuals who are further ahead, so those individuals are bringing 
their concerns to the whole organization and it affects the rest of us when making 
decisions (Don, personal interview). 

Visionary leaders identify critical sustainability-related issues that will be pertinent in the 

future: 

For example, as soon as you start talking about energy scarcity, peak oil and food 
scarcity... right now it's how we make our food; we convert cheap fossil fuel into 
food and that's going to start declining. There's a handful of 4 or 5 people living here 
who are seriously concerned about peak oil... (Nicole, personal interview). 
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For the leaders, the actions they undertake at EcoVillage at Ithaca are justified by the issues 

encountered in our society at large: 

Right now, part of our passion and desire to move forward [our local food system 
related projects] is that some of us are very interested and see very clearly the issues 
down the road in terms of peak oil and shift in energy supply. It's not just an abstract 
idea: 'wouldn't it be nice to have more local food'. It's that we are going to need to 
have more local food and food is going to be more expensive and a good investment 
would be to start investing now in our food infrastructure (Janet, personal interview). 

5.2.3 Division of labour 

As seen in previous sections, the authority centers and leaders both make decisions along the 

lines of the organizational values and mission. Responsibilities and some of their power are 

delegated to members or sub-groupings of members in order to put decisions into action 

(Wright, 1977; Hatch, 1997). This process is called in the literature 'division of labour' or 

'specialization of labour'. The literature on intentional communities and ecovillages 

(Bressen, 2003; Christian, 2003; Bang, 2005; Walker, 2005) shows that the division of labour 

in a community comprises committees, crews, teams, or working groups that provide basic 

services to members or focus on major community projects. This section aims to identify 

how responsibilities are divided, the nature of the division and how it contributes to 

Ecovillage at Ithaca's organizational functioning. I will describe the results pertaining to the 

division of labour for each level of EcoVillage at Ithaca; i.e., the EVI Inc. level and the 

village level. 

The non-profit level 

Ecovillage at Ithaca's adventure started with planning committees. After the envisioning 

retreat in June 1991, "eight committees met weekly or biweekly, harnessing the energy and 
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good ideas of many people" (Walker, 2005). One of the members talks about his 

involvement in some of the committees that were working on starting up the project of 

Ecovillage at Ithaca: 

I was on the first board; I was on the board that bought the land; I was on the board 
that created the by-laws, the board that started the meetings and the structure of the 
community (Eugene, personal interview). 

Some paid staff also took part in starting EcoVillage at Ithaca. Walker (2005), co-founder of 

EcoVillage at Ithaca, states: "Joan Bokaer and I would serve as co-directors of the 

EcoVillage at Ithaca organization, along with Tim Allen as staff associate." Nowadays, EVI 

Inc. is still paying an executive director who has a central role in the EVI Inc.'s mandate. For 

instance, the executive director supervises the visitor coordinator: 

I work for... the director of the Ecovillage... most decisions made were through [the 
executive-director of EVI Inc.] and they weren't community decisions (Ann Marie, 
personal interview). 

A staff person is also hired to assist the executive director and work on another EVI Inc.'s 

project. This staff person explains her role in the following quotation: 

It's a half-time job and half of the time of this half-time consists of working as an 
assistant for the director [the executive-director of EVI Inc.]; trying to help her with 
her overwhelming workload, doing a lot of the [administration] stuff. And the other 
half of [my time] is coordinating the feasibility study of the Center for Sustainability 
Education (CSE) that we're hoping to create; I am working with the team on that 
project (Ingrid, personal interview). 

Overall, few members are involved in projects at the EVI Inc. level. An interviewee 

explains: 

There are a few committees of some really hard working people who are working at 
the village level and at the non-profit level, and those people are working with the 
director [the executive-director of the non-profit EcoVillage at Ithaca Inc.] and with 
the board... it's like one step removed from most people's reality because of how 
busy their lives are (Agnes, personal interview). 
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Outreach and education is within EVI Inc.'s domain of activities, and the Center for 

Sustainability Education (CSE), mentioned above, is the next project to be developed under 

this banner. The CSE will substantially enhance the outreach of EcoVillage at Ithaca. It will 

host the already existing workshops for adults, a center for sustainable agriculture, and a 

sustainable high school. A committee of ecovillagers was working on moving the school 

project forward during the data collection. The projects stemming from the educational goal 

of EVI Inc. are also taken care of by staff as this respondent highlights: 

There is the publicity to the larger world which [the executive-director] is mostly 
doing. Agnes is very deeply involved in the collaboration with Ithaca College which 
is also an educational piece. And Janet has the high school thing that she's now very 
into (Duncan, personal interview). 

Land management is another one of EVI Inc. responsibilities. EVI Inc. delegates a portion of 

its tasks to advisory committees, such as the land partnership committee, the built 

environment committee, and the big picture committee. Despite their advisory role, they 

have a strong influence on the course of action, as illustrated in this resident's response: 

Technically, the built environment committee advises the EVI board along with the 
Land Partnership Committee, which are both part of what we call the Big Picture 
Committee... The fact is that, the board will probably accept what the committees 
come up with but with a few changes. The board is really looking to the committees 
for a lot of the leg work (Roger, personal interview). 

Another way for EVI Inc. to delegate part of its responsibilities, in terms of land 

management, is to allocate parcels of the land to groups of people or other organizations. 

EVI Inc. sold some of its land to the neighbourhoods and the VA and rented some acres to 

private businesses: two organic farms. The neighbourhoods and the private businesses 

manage their land in a way that is in line with EVI Inc.'s values and mission. 
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The village level 

In the neighbourhoods, work teams, clubs and various types of committees and, in some 

cases individuals, are all responsible for moving community decisions forward and as such, 

ensuring a smooth functioning of their daily life. Members' involvements in these teams, 

clubs, committees or special roles ensure the attainment of organizational goals. The quote 

below shows that the infrastructure put up by involved members is a way for other members 

to live more ecologically: 

...I don't need a community to recycle or compost. But again, the recycling at 
Ecovillage is a lot more thorough than I probably would do in my own house because 
I probably wouldn't take the time to figure out where old sneakers would go or take 
the time to figure out where all that bubble wrap would go.... Where I [lived before] I 
was recycling things that would get picked up on the curb, and here, because there 
have been individuals who have focused on providing that resource, they have helped 
set up a system for me to be able to recycle more than the things that they just put 
down on the curb for probable pick up. There's also the scrap metal, the tossed 
batteries... So that's good I think (Sunny, personal interview). 

A member of the forming third neighbourhood group, TREE, explains how committees are 

structuring the community organization in a way that members can learn and contribute 

according to their own abilities and interests: 

...there's so much that's involved in a project like this, there's so much footwork that 

... it can't be done by one or two people. So the load is spread out over a bunch of 
people and everyone's natural abilities. Where their strengths are is where I think 
they [the members] tend to gravitate because it's where they can be of the most help. 
We are all sort of learning bits and pieces of other things, but we have all certain 
kinds of focuses and we're all trying to get everything done (Jessica, personal 
interview). 

One way for members to take power of their life is through working in committees and on 

specific projects. However, it is arduous for most members to be involved at the EVI Inc. or 

at the village level because of their involvement at the neighbourhood level. 
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...I'd say people feel somewhat more empowered to shape their neighbourhood life. 
[...] They feel less empowered to shape the overall future development of EcoVillage 
[EVI Inc.] because their lives are so busy in their neighbourhood... they have so 
much to keep up with (Agnes, personal interview). 

The Village-Association and the neighbourhoods all have a process steering committee 

(PSC) that comes in to support decision-making meetings. A PSC member for the VA 

explains the role of the committee: 

The [VA] process steering committee is [comprised of] people who plan the meetings 
and try to think ahead and figure out what we are going to need to deal with. It's a 
planning function for the village as a whole (Roger, personal interview). 

The PSC therefore has some influence on what is going to be discussed during decision

making meetings. A member of the SoNG PSC, however, emphasizes that the role of this 

committee is more one of support that must be in line with the community members' 

priorities: 

We really operate with the approval of the community meetings. If you think in terms 
of a hierarchy, they [the members] are at the top and PSC is more like a traffic 
director or coordinator that is there [below the members]. Then, all the committees, 
in terms of request for time or proposals, are sort of found through PSC. It's our job 
[at PSC] to bring it [the proposals] to the community in a way that many people 
[members attending the meeting] can deal with. We don't make decisions about 'no 
we're not talking about this now' or 'yes, this is a priority' without checking in. 
(Peter, personal interview) 

Many ad hoc committees found in the village are trying to resolve some of the issues based 

on the community needs. These committees are created and disband as needed. The 

following quotations are good examples of committees that were created to resolve a conflict 

or study a specific question. The first quotation talks about a committee that formed to 

resolve part of a conflict involving disabled members in SoNG: 

The reason the committee started is because we're having so much conflict but we 
don't have a policy. We are also not well educated on legal requirements under the 
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law, so it seemed like a good idea to form a group to get educated on what we are 
required to do under the housing act: how we can implement that in this community 
and how can we set up an infrastructure to deal with accommodation requests. The 
idea is to probably have a committee... of people who are knowledgeable about the 
law and also accessibility... it's very difficult right now. We don't have a committee 
to deal with the accommodations... (Peter, personal interview) 

The second example of an ad hoc committee is about a pet policy. The pet policy was 

needed to clarify the polarized situation in which some members advocate to let dogs and 

cats outside while others advocate for keeping them inside in order to prevent their possible 

impact on the wildlife. 

.. .this [The pet policy committee] came about because of us looking at the process 
that [a member] set up. It was a way of looking at future development and 
prioritizing what people wanted to do for the coming year. There was a number of 
meetings about it and a really good process used and people rating [proposed 
priorities] like one, two, three on what they thought were important things. The pet 
policy was one thing that was right up there, that people wanted to see happen. 
(Ingrid, personal interview) 

Among committees found under the village, most have an advisory role. The advisory 

committees study a specific question and then bring its recommendations to the decision

making meeting for feedback, discussions and decision-making. After a committee has 

studied a topic and given advice on how to resolve a problem or how to move a project 

forward, this committee might receive the mandate of implementation. For instance, the 

'energy task force', which studied the energy consumption across the village, was disbanded 

and the 'consolidated renewable-energy committee' took over in order to get solar panels 

installed on the FRoG houses and the village pump house. The following interviewee 

explains: 

They [VA members] said: 'bring us back specific proposals on how to do this'. 
Generally, people thought it was a great idea to put solar panels near the common 
house and the pump house... Well, they [the energy task force committee] gave a 
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recommendation to the whole community and then the consolidated renewable energy 
committee is taking those recommendations and trying to implement them by 
bringing proposals back to the group. (Kacey, personal interview) 

While committees are created to study a specific question and may disband as issues are 

resolved, work teams tend to be more permanent and have specific and recurrent tasks. 

Members are volunteering on one or more work teams in order to fulfill their required 

community work share of two or three hours a week. In the cook teams for example, the 

head cooks follow a rotation schedule and rely on assistants who sign up every week. The 

task is straightforward: make neighbourhood or village-wide meals. 

As seen above, a wide range of committees and work teams are gravitating around each of 

the authority centers of EcoVillage at Ithaca. When a need is not fulfilled by a committee, it 

is sometimes looked after by individuals. For example, two residents volunteered to be in 

charge of the recycling shed. A mandate can also be given to a member who is paid and acts 

as an expert. For example, SoNG hired two members as development managers to oversee 

the construction of their neighbourhood: 

I was the co-development manager for SoNG and I did all of the presentations for the 
site plan, I worked with the engineer... I did a lot of the physical plan stuff and I was 
then design coordinator for the neighbourhood and did most of the schematic design 
and a lot of the structure design for this neighbourhood. (Trevor, personal interview) 

In both cases, for the non-profit EVI Inc. and for the village, responsibilities are mostly taken 

care of by residents of the village through committees, work teams and, to a lesser extent, 

special roles. The division of labour is used to distribute the power and responsibilities 

among members: 

I think the work teams are really critical in terms of having tasks to do which keep 
people meeting together and thinking together. So, it really depends on what you 
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want to get done who has the power. If you really want to, for instance, make sure 
that there will be photovoltaic panels on the common house, that's really through the 
energy task force and also the maintenance team. They have the power to move it 
forward. (Jocelyn, personal interview) 

Certain committees are also materializing the concern for environment protection as 

illustrated in the following quote: 

Usually projects that are sustainability related will have a particular individual or a 
small group of people that are interested in them and they will go through the 
organizational process of sort of shepherding it through the community meetings and 
figuring out where the money is going to come from and funding request, things like 
that... A lot of what's done is just built into the lifestyle and there are teams to 
manage the infrastructure and the background. (Duncan, personal interview) 

The members of committees educate themselves to become experts; examples lie in the self-

building processes of SoNG and TREE. The members' experience and abilities to self-

education are favoured: 

...the thought is to do as much of our own self-educating as possible in terms of what 
materials we want. We have some basic design and then bring in someone to help us 
evaluate how to proceed rather than hiring out when there is indeed a lot of personal 
experience here [and we are] making use of that as much as we can. (Trevor, personal 
interview) 

The people making decisions and the ones executing them are often the same people. The 

implementation of actions to meet organizational objectives expressly relies on members' 

participation. Throughout the process, members are becoming experts on various aspects 

related to the ongoing project of EcoVillage at Ithaca. Members are an important source of 

creativity and valuable information that benefits the whole organization. 
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5.2.4 Communication systems 

Communication is the transfer of meanings between persons and groups and it is found 

everywhere in the organization under different forms. Communication can travel vertically 

or horizontally, be informal or formal, transmitted verbally or by writing, and in person or 

electronically. Vertical communications flow up and down the hierarchy and horizontal 

communications move along the same line level of the hierarchy. The nature of 

communication may be formal or informal. Formal communications move along prescribed 

and regulated pathways and the messages are generally recorded and filed. Informal 

communication consists of a large number of messages, bits of information, opinions, and 

expressions of feeling among people and groups that are not transmitted in conformity with 

formal communication patterns. Finally, means or tools are put into place in order to 

facilitate communication. In this section, the exploration of the communication channels, 

nature of communication, tools and means used at EcoVillage at Ithaca gives additional 

insight into the community's organization. 

Communication channels 

The vertical communication is moving along a flat structure made of the decision making-

meeting at the top and the committees (or responsible persons) and the members at the 

bottom. Decision-making meetings are used for vertical communication both within the 

village and within the neighbourhoods. An extract of the SoNG meeting agenda of 

September 4th 2007, demonstrates how two committees, PCS and the chicken club, seek to 

communicate information and get feedback from the community: 

10:15 — Priorities Check-in: How are we doing so far? Appreciating successes, 
action steps to keep momentum going (PSC, 25 min) 
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9:15 — Chicken Proposal: further input and discussion. (Chicken club, 60 min) 

(SoNG, email group communication) 

The following quotation illustrates that the vertical communication travels both ways, i.e. 

from the committee to the members and from the members to the committee. The 

committees, for example the SoNG landscape committee, use the decision-making meetings 

to share their ideas, submit proposals and gather feedbacks: 

Whenever we come up with something big, like something to do with the eye [the 
portion of land located in the center of the SoNG neighbourhood], then those 
proposals go to a neighbourhood business meeting [the neighbourhood meeting 
occurring twice a month] and then if there is any contention or issue around this; like 
say, the chickens, we set up like a salon where people can discuss about it in a more 
relax setting. It happened for the SoNG landscaping as well. So it is always brought 
to the community meeting for consensus if it's something big or we just give them an 
update of what we're doing and sometimes people have good ideas to add to it. 
(Ingrid, personal interview) 

Inhabitants have many opportunities to share their ideas and concerns: through a casual talk 

with neighbours, through members involved in the committee in charge, or through the 

neighbourhood meeting. For instance, the following interviewee describes how she can 

communicate her concerns about the shared work in the village: 

The way I would do that is getting in touch with the conveyors and just say: 'these are 
my feelings'. Also the shared work committee will probably bring stuff to the 
neighbourhood meeting and that would be a chance for me to discuss it. So, there 
would be time, either in one to one with people directly and I can also bring it up at a 
neighbourhood meeting. (Ingrid, personal interview) 

The non-profit uses the committees as a way to bridge its mission and goals with the village. 

In the following quotation, the interviewee explains the role played by the big picture 

committee regarding the choice of a site for the third neighbourhood project: 
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For the North field land that is EVI Inc. land and so the final decision is made by the 
EVI Inc. board. The big picture committee makes recommendations to the board. 
When people who live here want to do projects that are on the village land or on 
neighbourhood land, we [the big picture committee] would work with them to help 
them do it in a way that is going to complement our larger picture plans and a lot of 
our decision before they go to the board... (Duncan, personal interview) 

There is not a significant amount of formal communication between neighbourhoods. Rather, 

the communication is primarily casual. For instance, the forming third neighbourhood 

receives information from the existing neighbourhoods through members involved in the new 

neighbourhood project. 

Interviewer: Would you say that you are working with the experience of the two other 
neighbourhoods? 

Interviewee: Yes, definitely. There are several members in our group that have been 
around for the building of one or the two other neighbourhoods and so have all that 
cumulated experience of what worked and what did not work. (Jessica, personal 
interview) 

An interviewee shares his concern about communication between neighbourhoods: 

I must say that we're doing a tiny fraction of what is possible. The obvious answer is 
that people from the first neighbourhood moved to the second neighbourhood and we 
were involved in the envisioning process of the second neighbourhood and [members 
of FRoG] were development manager so we all infused the process with our learning 
of the first neighbourhood. That's one level. Another level would be to occasionally 
have forums and we would join the neighbourhoods together and we would ask: what 
did you learn about food storage? What did you learn about transportation? E tc ' I 
think we did way too little mutual education between the neighbourhoods. (Agnes, 
personal interview) 

Within each neighbourhood, informal communication plays a very important role regarding 

the decision-making process. An interviewee illustrates this phenomenon: 

The person who wanted to build a sauna listened to many neighbour's thoughts 
informally first. As a result, he heard many concerns... Therefore, by the time the 
proposal had reached a neighbourhood-wide business meeting, the proposal included 
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features that mitigated these concerns... As such, the discussions about the sauna at 
the meetings took less time, and were less strained by conflicting concerns, because 
the proposal-writing process already incorporated a process of listening to individual 
neighbours informally and thinking of ways to resolve people's concerns. (Sunny, 
personal email communication) 

Means and tools of communication 

Email is a privileged means of communication at EcoVillage at Ithaca. A system of listings 

allows different uses and targets different users. Lists are set up for the various entities of 

EcoVillage at Ithaca. Some are exclusive to the neighbourhoods FRoG, SoNG and TREE; 

some are for the whole village only; and one is for the village and outside supporters of 

EcoVillage at Ithaca. These various lists are divided up according to their use, e.g., 

announcement or discussion. FRoG, SoNG, TREE and Village Association all have their 

own respective announcement list for their members. Formal communications such as 

meeting agendas and minutes from various meetings are sent out to members on these lists. 

Informal and general information may also be transmitted such as announcements about 

events, work parties, visits by a journalist or simply inquiring about carpooling or giving 

away some undesired piece of furniture. Discussion lists are also attributed to each 

neighbourhood as well as to the VA members, for discussions, debates or political 

information. According to their interests, members can subscribe or unsubscribe to whatever 

list they want. 

Some communication occurs through an intranet called EcoVillage Wiki. "A wiki is a page 

or collection of Web pages designed to enable anyone who accesses it to contribute or 

modify content, using a simplified mark up language. Wikis are often used to create 

collaborative websites and to power community websites..." (Wikipedia, 2009). SoNG 
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members can sign up on EcoVillage Wiki for various tasks: cook team, dish crew, outdoor 

team, etc. Various internal documents such as plans, guidelines, archives and contact info 

are made available to members through EcoVillage Wiki. Other internal documents like 

flow charts, minutes, bylaw guidelines, various procedures or legal documents are filed and 

kept by individual members or members of the committee in charge of each document. For 

example, an outline of the decision-making process in SoNG may be obtained through one of 

the members of the process steering committee. 

At EcoVillage at Ithaca, the verbal communication is primarily face-to-face. The cohousing 

design of the neighbourhoods naturally leads members to interact. An interviewee explains: 

It is just proximity. You know when you put your arms around houses and you 
squeeze them! When people are living that close together, they have to interact and 
that's part of the beauty of the cohousing model and that's one of the reasons why I 
think it works well for an ecovillage. (Jocelyn, personal interview) 

Social events such as the common meals allow informal interactions. There are four 

common meals per week: two of them are village wide, one is for SoNG only and one is for 

FRoG only. Additional social events are opportunities for information to circulate within the 

organization as illustrated in this interviewee's response: 

I think the Common meals are a huge part of being connected. Common meals are 
definitely a big thing and all the activities are good, definitely [like] baking pies, 
going fishing... what else... berry picking, movie night, potluck dinners in different 
houses, what else... and also social events in the community that are talked about like 
last night [memorial for an ex-inhabitant of the village] that support people who live 
here and have lived here, supporting those people in the community. (Amelie, 
personal interview) 
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5.2.5 Controls 

The literature review reveals three types of control used in organizations: the output control, 

the behavioural control and the organizational culture. Output control depends upon the 

measurement of the results; i.e. the achievement of organizational objectives. Participants 

have different perceptions of what should be their participation in a given organization; thus, 

the behavioural control system helps in defining acceptable behaviours and reducing 

inappropriate behaviours; i.e. through prescribed policies, guidelines and rules. While output 

and behavioural control mechanisms are both formal, the organizational culture is a subtle 

mechanism based on values and norms. In organizational culture, people accept norms and 

values as their own and then work within them. Over time, members learn through 

socialization which values and norms of their organization are important. Members integrate 

these values and norms and eventually behave accordingly without consciously realizing so. 

The shared vision and purpose of the community is reviewed and renewed as the 

organization evolves. The official mission and goals are periodically renewed. For example, 

the guidelines for development adopted in 1993 and the envisioning plan were both used to 

launch the EcoVillage at Ithaca project (Walker, 2005). Ten years later, a multi-faceted five-

month long process was undertaken to revisit the vision. This review was undertaken in part 

to update the guidelines for the community's development (Norman, personal interview; EVI 

Inc., 2004). 

At EcoVillage at Ithaca, overall output control is done on an irregular basis. Through the 

years, ecological footprint assessments were done by students or groups of students: 
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There was a master student from MIT [Massachusetts Institute of Technology] who 
did an ecological footprint study comparing EcoVillage at Ithaca to a Cambridge 
cohousing neighbourhood and I think he used a third typical American 
neighbourhood... From Cornell, there were engineering students spending a semester 
studying our ecological footprint and then the Ithaca College students did a 
comparison of the SoNG neighbourhood and a down town North side neighbourhood 
in Ithaca12 and the same thing showed up, 40% less resources used... (Jocelyn, 
personal interview) 

EcoVillage at Ithaca bases much of its functioning on its members. When new inhabitants 

want to join an existing neighbourhood, they have to go through a new membership process. 

There is however no screening process ensuring that the new members will share the values 

and the views of the organization. 

Now, there is no screening process, in other words, anyone can buy a house here, 
literally. It's not like we're going through a check list... So what I'm contributing by 
doing this process is making sure that people who want to live here have as much 
information about here as they possibly can and so can make a very informed 
decision. People have to come here for a week and do all of these activities. (Nicole, 
personal interview) 

The same interviewee explains later in the interview that members who do not join the 

community with a focus on sustainability may harm or slow down some sustainability related 

projects: 

The problem is that there is a significant number of people who are living here 
primarily because they like to live in a community, they like the intimacy, and there's 
another set of people who also have a strong concern about the environment and so... 
I'll give you a trivial example; one time we were doing some permaculture and they 
had put some gardening thing out here, where the tree is over there, it was a patch of 
grass, [interviewee describing an area in the middle of FRoG neighbourhood] 
someone got really upset about that, and my feeling was 'this is great, they are doing 
permaculture, this is what we need to do, edible landscaping' someone else saw it as 
being an eye sore. And sometimes it's frustrating because sometimes we make 
decisions about things and some people want to move forward more aggressively with 
things like putting solar panels on the house whereas some of us want to move 
forward more quickly with the alternative energy such as solar electricity and biomass 
heating, others don't see the urgency in these projects, [which is] making decisions in 
these areas difficult... (Nicole, personal interview). 

12 The first study is from Brown (2004) and the second study was unpublished and could not be located. 
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The absence of a screening process increases disparities of visions as illustrated in the 

quotation above. Consequently, the lack of a common vision among inhabitants impedes the 

decision-making process and therefore may hamper or slow down the implementation of 

some sustainability related projects. The following interviewee explains: 

As far as I've thought about it and read about consensus, I think consensus works 
better when you have a group of people that really know each other well and are clear 
about how they want to work together. In a place like this, where you have people 
moving from all around the country who've never known each other before, they are 
coming with very different pasts and values, it's very difficult to get them to a place 
where they can use consensus well... To me, in many ways, it is unsustainable 
because it requires so much time... (Don, personal interview). 

In October of 2005, the energy task force committee was created with approximately 20 

members of FRoG and SoNG to discuss long term energy prospects for Ecovillage. During 

18 months, the committee looked at the energy consumption for many aspects of the village's 

lifestyle (EVI Inc., 2007-b). A member of the committee explains: 

.. .what we did is use kind of a common average to estimate our total electricity use in 
a year for all the houses, and the common houses and the pump house. We used an 
average of about 350 KWh a month, which is probably about a third as much as a 
standard American house would use... and we had a rough estimate of how many 
miles people drive every year, based on estimates again. So we got a pretty good idea 
of how much we use. (Kacey, personal interview) 

The energy task force also looked at energy options that would control their long term costs, 

cut down on their pollution, achieve greater energy independence and reduce their 

dependence on fossil fuels (EVI Inc., 2007-b). Measuring energy consumption allowed the 

village to make decisions in order to better meet organizational objectives within the limits of 

the organization itself or opportunities coming from external organizations. 
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Guidelines are found at EcoVillage at Ithaca to guide members' behaviours. The term 

'guidelines' is used over the term 'rules' as the guidelines are seen as prescriptive rather than 

coercive. Guidelines suggest how to use shared services or equipment like the laundry room, 

the playroom, the teen room, the common kitchen, etc. The following interviewee explains 

how guidelines usually take form: 

We operate with lots of things without any sort of policy or guideline and that just 
worked fine because we are all on the same page, we're operating on the same 
assumptions and we're happy the way everything is working; when things start 
causing conflict or we can't decide or make decisions about how to move forward 
then it's where we realize we need some kind of guidelines so we have general 
agreements so we know where we all stand on these general points and that'll help to 
direct the specific decisions (Peter, personal interview). 

Some procedures or guidelines are under the responsibility of a committee. For example, 

when SoNG was being built, the Architecture Review Committee (ARC) was in charge of 

making sure that SoNG houses would be built as ecologically friendly as possible by 

choosing appropriate building material: 

In ARC, Architecture Review Committee, their [the members'] job was to present a 
list of materials and technologies which they had vetted to say 'these are pretty green' 
and 'these are pretty affordable' and 'here is your baseline, if you buy your house 
with these kinds of materials, you are going to have a pretty good green and 
affordable house'. That was including looking at the material right from the 
manufacture to what happens for recycling, and try to look at that whole spectrum. 
(Julius, personal interview) 

One interviewee explains that the formal behavioural control is purposively kept to a 

minimum and that the control is restrained to the essential, i.e.: general agreements for people 

to get along. 

...you can't control other people. You can sometimes but here, you can't. We 
succeeded in establishing a culture that says basically, 'if it's not essential, let it go'. 
If an issue is not essential, don't sweat it. 'Essential' means we have to decide on it 
together because it's the only way we can do it; or we benefit a lot from having an 
agreed way to do this; or it can be really a problem for some people so we'd better 
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have some agreements on what we do and what we don't do so people get along with 
each other better. (Roger, personal interview) 

The organizational culture is based on general agreements which correspond to values and 

norms. The mission itself becomes a norm embedded in everyday actions, in decisions to be 

made and in general direction to be taken. An interviewee explains the impact of the mission 

on community decisions: 

The whole EVI mission is around a more sustainable way of living so you have an 
important tenet of your whole process you have to be always thinking how this 
decision impacts the sustainable project. You know, the animals here, the people 
here, the trees... in addition to our own very immediate environment, the carbon 
dioxide emission from our cars and our heating system and... It's an important 
consideration for us in every decision pretty much. (Kacey, personal interview) 

An interviewee explains why choosing an ecovillage is a good way to work towards 

ecological problems. Through his explanation, the interviewee illustrates how socialization 

allows norms and values to be assimilated by members: 

Because we can help each other, we can encourage each other, we can motivate each 
other and learn from each other and then because this is the norm, then this is the 
norm we have to follow. (Eugene, personal interview) 

There are no policies, rules or guidelines for community cooks to know how to proceed and 

what to buy. However, the common sense shared by members of EcoVillage is telling, as 

revealed in the following quotation: 

Interviewee: You can't buy meat that is not organic, you must buy organic. With 
vegetables that's loose but everybody knows that organic is preferred. And with the 
farm here... the farmers market, it's where we're trying to get our vegetables from. 

Interviewer. So this is actually some sort of rule; is it written somewhere? 

Interviewee: I'm not sure, I don't think so but we all know this... if you cook non
organic chicken, some people will ask if it's organic and if you say 'no', they won't 
touch it. (Eugene, personal interview) 
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5.2.6 Incentives 

The incentive system aims to increase participants' motivation to contribute to the 

organization's mission and objectives. According to Jones and George (2003), three factors 

come into play to form an incentive system. First, members offer various input such as time, 

effort, experience, skill, knowledge, etc. The second factor is the performance of the 

organization, i.e. the actual attainment of organization goals. And the third factor is the 

outcomes received by the members. These outcomes are expressed as benefits and take 

various forms such as a salary, feeling of accomplishment, pleasure of doing interesting 

things, etc. 

Members have interests, skills and experiences that contribute to EcoVillage at Ithaca, 

whether it is for their neighbourhood, the village or the non-profit. The executants are also 

resource users, which is an important source of motivation. For instance, the quotations 

below show that members are dedicating time and energy according to their own interests: 

We have a very solid group of people... we're organizing ourselves for the first time 
now; we are meeting every week since the end of August. People have been taking a 
variety of roles... First of all, people that have been putting a lot of time and energy 
in that project are all parents that have kids approaching high school age or people 
interested in teaching. We are all people who have some interests in the idea of this 
project. It's not an abstraction; it's something that is important to us in terms of our 
lives and our children's lives (Janet, personal interview). 

I've been living here for two years without having a car for the first time in my life so 
I'm very pro car share. I was active in the unofficial car share and I started to help [a] 
student from Ithaca College involved in it and both him and [the executive director of 
EVI inc.] said, 'it'd be great if you could represent Ecovillage on the official board 
[of Ithaca Car Share program]'. It was a combination of an interest of mine, for 
selfish reasons, and also being approached by people asking me to represent 
Ecovillage (Ingrid, personal interview). 

121 



The projects that members join or put forward are in line with their personal values and 

EcoVillage at Ithaca provide the ground on which these projects might take form. An 

interviewee mentioned for example that he joined the project because the project was in line 

with the long-term perspective: 

"I felt that all the projects that I could envision for the rest of my life could actually 
happen on this piece of land" (Kacey, personal interview). 

The following quotation highlights that members of the village value the importance of the 

EcoVillage at Ithaca's vision as they freely participated in workshops set up in 2004 for 

revisiting the mission: 

Interviewer: So, the workshops to revisit EcoVillage at Ithaca's vision were proposed 
to them [members of EcoVillage at Ithaca], they didn't ask for that and they didn't 
agree to that? 

Interviewee: No, it was just put up there and everybody was invited, nobody was 
required to come and people really just wanted to do that though because it seems like 
it was an important thing. (Norman, personal interview) 

Considering all levels together, the majority of members of EcoVillage at Ithaca are 

volunteering to fulfill the organization's goals. The executive director and some project 

leaders are paid but only small amounts and often on an irregular basis. Thus, incentives for 

the members are generally not monetary. Incentives for members are from other sources 

listed below and illustrated by quotations: 

Being empowered over their lives: 

I think for both neighbourhoods, even though the construction process was different 
for each one, both of them involved the individual home owners coming into the 
process, and self-educating about sustainable or low-energy consumption homes and I 
think that in SoNG, because each home owner had the opportunity to choose sort of 
what they did with their house, that kind of put it in a homeowner's lap to think about 
'well then I need to educate myself on that', on how that's done but then also on a 
village or on the neighbourhood level... (Sunny, personal interview) 
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Feeling surrounded by people like self: 

.. .where I was living before I was way out on the fringe compared to most of the 
people that I knew and that limited what I was able to do because I felt enough as a 
weirdo already whereas here it's much easier to really push my own limits because I 
don't stand out so much. (Duncan, personal interview) 

Fulfilling the needs of support and encouragement: 

I got a lot of support and encouragement and the planting year, which was two years 
ago, it was really incredible. I was driving the tractor and people took turns sitting on 
the back of the water-wheel transplanter sticking plants on the ground. A big number 
of people turned out in this really nasty heat and helped. And we've had tremendous 
rock picking parties over the years, picking up tons and tons of rocks. (Ethel, personal 
interview) 

I like the idea of the tremendous consideration where we don't just say, 'look, you 
voted for it, tough luck,' but we're trying to be compassionate and considerate. 
(Eugene, personal interview) 

5.3 Organizational context 

Although two organizations may be designed to pursue the same goal and have like 

functions, over time each will acquire a distinct, unique character. This character comes 

from the organization's adaptation to internal or external pressures. Both the internal and 

external contexts influence the organizational systems of activities. To ensure its long-term 

effectiveness, an organization must be adaptable and maintain a consonance between its 

operation, its purposes, and its external environment (Wright, 1977). The organizational 

context comprises other organizations, communities, customers, governments, etc. external to 

the organization and imposing restrictions on or bringing opportunities to the organization. 

The literature review has shown two separate types of context that are impacting the 

organization differently: 
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• the cultural context: forces such as economic, sociocultural, political that the 

organization cannot or hardly impact or control); and, 

• the local context: elements and other organizations close to the boundary of the 

organization and that have a most direct impact on it. 

In this section, I will describe EcoVillage at Ithaca through its cultural context, followed by 

its local context. 

5.3.1 The cultural context 

Ecovillages are part of a wider movement inspiring citizens wanting to hear that another 

world is possible. EcoVillage at Ithaca is a member of FIC (Fellowship for Intentional 

Communities), ENA (EcoVillage Network of the Americas) and GEN (the Global 

EcoVillage Network), which is affiliated with the United Nations. An interviewee explains 

how they looked at the sustainability movement during a multi-month program to revisit 

EcoVillage at Ithaca's mission: 

...we explored other communities, other ecovillages around the world to see what 
they were doing and other people who are doing sustainability things. Just to try to 
get this patchwork of a network of other people. So we can see we're part of 
something big, that's not just us. How do we fit in this whole system of people who 
are trying to change the world. (Norman, personal interview) 

Conversely, the American culture and its wide availability of goods seem to be an obstacle to 

EcoVillage at Ithaca's mission. Several interviewees gave examples based on the American 

consumption patterns: 

The challenge even here in an ecovillage is that people who live here come from all 
kinds of background; from American families for the most part so people are very 
accustomed to having their lettuce salad in the winter time and some people maybe 
eat rice with a lot of meals or, they are accustomed to buying fruits they are seeing in 
the grocery stores and not having to think about in the winter that your choices 
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become more limited or, you have more frozen fruits or you have things that are 
canned or dried or... You may be accustomed to eat fresh things throughout the 
winter so it's a big shift. (Janet, personal interview) 

...It's hard. Somebody's microwave breaks. Nobody wants to fix it. Shops in town 
will tell you to buy a new one, so you get a new one and you get all this packaging 
and most of it is not recyclable and there it goes to dumpster filling in. (Arnold, 
personal interview) 

In the same vein, an interviewee explains that it is difficult to incorporate more farming at 

EcoVillage at Ithaca because of the members' ideas coming from the suburbia-based 

American culture: 

...because of residents' objections, it's very difficult to plan any large scale farming 
here. I'm afraid it's the usual suburban complaints about 'I don't want to listen to a 
tractor, I don't want to listen to a rooster, I don't want to see agriculture, I just want to 
have it over there somewhere'. So, it's been difficult for people to think about starting 
agriculture enterprises of our own (Ethel, personal interview). 

5.3.2 The local context 

By nature, EcoVillage at Ithaca's functioning relies on the involvement of its members. 

Other involvements or social activities members have outside of the community might 

conflict with their involvement in the community. An interviewee explains: 

I have a very full life. I already have a really strong community and circle of friends 
in Ithaca and from that comes also commitments to spend time with people, to help 
people out when they ask for help and also my fulltime job and I have found that there 
are times I need to kind of... just so that I can sleep at night... trim my activities 
down to the things that if I don't do it, it won't get done and I will not feel good about 
it and a lot of the village stuff if I personally don't do it, it will still get done or it won't 
get done and it doesn't really matter to me if it doesn't get done. Whereas, a lot of stuff 
in my life, if I don't do it, it won't get done and sometimes it will matter to me more. 
And that is a problem... essentially the ecovillage as it is set up is an additional social 
construct that's being added on to all of my pre-existing kind of community, from 
work and from Ithaca at large. Ecovillage is being added onto that and that to me is 
not very sustainable because I'm finding there's just too many commitments (Sunny, 
personal interview). 
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On the national level, EcoVillage at Ithaca benefits from subsidies coming from various 

programs. For example, subsidies from the federal government and New York State have an 

influence on the choice of the technology intended to improve the renewable energy 

generated at EcoVillage at Ithaca. The Energy Task Force chose the solar panels over the 

wind power or the geothermal, for example, principally because of the 60% subsidies offered 

through national programs. An interviewee explains: 

The way we divided the Energy Task Force report is that there were three categories. 
One was we clearly know what we want to do and there's a clear path to do it. For 
example, solar electricity panels there're a clear need and a clear path: all kinds of 
rebates from the States and the Federal. Another one was the middle option, we 
know we want to do it but we don't really know how to do it exactly; that's basically 
wind power. There's not a good situation in this state right now for a wind tower 
appropriate for this size for the costs and benefits to be divided up into thirty or sixty 
households. (Kacey, personal interview) 

A resident mentioned that government subsidies gave him $20,000 to help cover his house 

down payment. In total, one fourth of the SoNG houses benefited from this low-income 

buyers program. The prices of the houses at EcoVillage at Ithaca, although generally slightly 

cheaper, are very close to market prices in the town of Ithaca and the county (Group email 

communication, 11-09-2007). Owners, like other Ithaca citizens, have to pay property taxes: 

Our monthly fees are dominated by property taxes, not EcoVillage amenities and 
upkeep. Our "fee" is a little more than $100 per month. It also includes utilities that 
all homeowners pay (water and sewer). On top of that, our property taxes are lower 
than typical homeownership because of our coop structure. This saves us close to 
$40/month/house on average. (Group email communication, 11-09-2007) 

EcoVillage at Ithaca's members are constrained by various laws, policies and regulations. 

The majority of the constraints denoted by interviewees were those concerning the county 

and town's regulations. At the beginning of the project, a great deal of energy and financial 
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resources went into work and negotiations around various town regulations such as zoning 

and safety related issues: 

The zoning had to be changed in order to build here. Previously, it was actually 
zoned 'low density residential'. So, in order to have a lot of houses close together we 
had to change the zoning so here, in New York State and in the town of Ithaca, you 
can create your own special zoning for your own area so it's what we did... Many of 
the things that we had to negotiate were related to safety issues. For instance, the fire 
hydrant system, the town contracts with the city fire department to provide fire 
fighting up here so we had to deal with the city's fire department to put in the system 
that they wanted in terms of the fire hydrant they needed. Then, we had to work with 
the engineers for designing it and we worked with a contractor to build it. And other 
things we needed to deal with in terms of the town and the outside authorities... were 
making sure that there were enough parking spaces... they required a certain number 
of parking spaces. We got them to agree to let us putting fewer parking spaces than 
normally they would have. We were able to convince them that we didn't need so 
many in a place like this. (Don, personal interview) 

A form of culture shock occurs between the conservative view of the town building codes 

and the innovative culture of EcoVillage at Ithaca. An interviewee gives an example of the 

composting toilets to illustrate the cultural difference and how this can disturb some of their 

initiatives: 

For example, I think the biggest obstacle that we had with the town is that we had a 
composting toilet in our house, the town has no problem with the composting toilet 
but they said you have to have one working toilet that you have to connect to the 
sewer. The sewer connection is quite a lot, it's 5000$ per household so we pay for 
that and then we pay the same amount again for the whole composting toilet system. 
The trouble is, when you're in a community like this you have to work at a reasonable 
speed so everybody gets the community done together, it would be no good to have 
somebody still out there now with a house half built... it's part of the community 
spirit everybody gets done so we can start the living in the community and create the 
community life so we can't wait... so we can't fight with the town: 'we want our 
composting toilets - no you have to hook up to the sewer'. If you're living on your 
own somewhere you might be able to do that but not here. (Julius, personal interview) 

Some of the actions of EcoVillage at Ithaca depend on public infrastructure. For example, 

the common transit system service is offered through the Tompkins Consolidated Area 

Transit (TCAT) and the recycling is collected by Tompkins County. Consequently, the 
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material recycled at EcoVillage at Ithaca mostly depends on what is accepted for recycling 

by the county's facilities. An interviewee explains the constraints of the county service: 

Tompkins County really does the recycling and decides what you can recycle for the 
most part so mostly we just do what typical households do which is separating 
containers and paper products and county takes it away. [...] I called them a number 
of times to ask questions and especially to try to find out how to recycle things that 
they don't take, ask why they don't do it, so forth and so on but I haven't done a lot of 
political activism around it. They're very cost constrained, they have a certain budget; 
if taking yogurt containers would go past their budget they just don't do it. (Arnold, 
personal interview) 

Many foundations, organizations and institutions come in to provide support to various 

EcoVillage at Ithaca projects through technical and financial contributions. The 'Center for 

Transformative Action' (CTA) is one of the organizations contributing to EcoVillage at 

Ithaca. CTA helps to start activist projects by providing advice through their board of 

directors and by offering some administrative services such as accounting (Don, personal 

interview). The 'Fingerlakes and West Hill Area Land Trusts' also provides support by 

managing a 55 acre easement on EcoVillage at Ithaca's land. Among other foundations' 

support, the Park Foundation in 2006 allowed a $25,000 grant to be put forward to complete 

a feasibility study for the Center for Sustainability Education (EVI Inc. board meeting 

proposed agenda, email group communication 09-26-2007). The following quotation 

emphasizes the importance of local support for the Center for Sustainability Education 

project: 

There's some foundations that are local that we can draw on like there's one that gave 
us the ability to make the feasibility study. That's a good indication that there might 
be some interests locally supporting us. (Janet, personal interview) 
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A number of projects that are developed at EcoVillage at Ithaca require external sources of 

knowledge or information for their development. The following quotations describe these 

sources: 

Interviewer: Where were you finding your information? 

Interviewee: Mostly from the Internet and occasionally from other written sources 
some that I already had and sometimes from some handbooks I had or, we were 
having material sent but, mainly the Internet... sometimes we called people up. Like 
for the composting toilets, what I did is that I called up different vendors and press 
them on exactly where have you had this installed, how many, does it really work, 
what is your experience? (Julius, personal interview) 

There're been a lot of studies made in the past up here so we look at what other 
people have done in the past and studying the land, and thinking about the buildings. 
Some were residents from town... they have had various gatherings of people here 
over the years, especially when I got involved 15 years ago, they had a couple large 
meetings and they had people from town; people from universities come. There're a 
couple of different sources for that information... we have a lot of maps that people 
drew 10 years ago about where things should be so we consult those... We sometimes 
go to experts like an engineering company to figure out what we can do with the 
sewer line, because we have to provide a sewer connection to all the houses. We ask 
experts to get an idea of the costs of different things (Don, personal interview). 

For outreach and to attract visitors for tours or workshops, EcoVillage at Ithaca uses many 

external sources. 

Most of them [visitors] found out about us through our website or word of mouth or 
Communities Magazine or the Intentional Communities website which lists all the 
cohousing communities in the world so people found us through that as well but, 
mostly through our website (Ann Marie, personal interview). 

An important resource used to develop specific sustainability related projects comes from a 

partnership with Ithaca College and some collaboration with Cornell University courses. The 

following interviewee describes the benefits of such collaboration: 

One of the things that makes that place so wonderful, it's that we are so involved with 
local Colleges. We would like to be more involved with local high schools and 
elementary schools as well. It completely enriches the community. People here are 
busy so that root cellar and that bus shelter might not have happened for 5 or 10 years 
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if there wasn't a built-in educational process to have project-based learning. By 
engaging students we're bringing new energy. We got students doing volunteer days 
so volunteering student energy is integrally related to the development of the 
Ecovillage (Agnes, personal interview). 

Inhabitants of the village who are also teaching at Cornell University or Ithaca College 

engage their students in EcoVillage at Ithaca projects. The 'Partnership for sustainability' 

between EcoVillage at Ithaca and Ithaca College is a source of money and external volunteer 

work. The following interviewee explains: 

The partnership with Ithaca College, called 'Partnership for Sustainability' was 
created through a National Science Foundation (NSF) grant. The three year grant 
aims to do sustainability education. The mini-grant program was created through this 
partnership. EcoVillage at Ithaca members and Ithaca College faculties may obtain 
1000$ grants to create educational materials in a particular class or to do a project 
with the students that incorporates sustainability (Agnes, personal interview). 

An inhabitant who is also a lecturer for an engineering course at Cornell University shares his 

personal experience with the NSF grant and students involvement: 

I had the students do their mechanical engineering project on a feasibility study; they 
did the study for the Ecovillage. Then, we used that as a basis to get another NSF 
grant to make another study on what else needs to be done, what's the next step and 
they ended up with a report about that... One of them [projects] was to pay a 
Professor to supervise students designing a green bus shelter at the entrance of the 
community site (Julius, personal interview). 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 

The following discussion revisits each concept of the analytical framework (see Table 3, 

chapter 3) in relation to the purpose of this research, which is to explore the internal 

organization of Ecovillage at Ithaca. The discussion reveals particular tensions created 

among systems of activities, goals and organizational context and then explores how 

Ecovillage at Ithaca's organizational processes have been adapted to deal with these tensions. 

Finally, I present recommendations to enhance the organizational efficiency of EcoVillage at 

Ithaca in dealing with its tensions and paths for further research. 

6.1 Planning: mission, goals and objectives 

An examination of EcoVillage at Ithaca's mission reveals a changing organization. The 

mission of the whole project has been refined through the years. While the original mission 

presented EcoVillage at Ithaca as one single organization, the mission statement updated in 

2008 now reflects the two-level reality of the organization - the non-profit level (EVI Inc., 

EcoVillage/CTA) and the village level (the Village Association (VA) and the 

neighbourhoods). The updated mission specifies the role of each level within the mission. 

The non-profit EVI Inc. educates the wider public on what is experimented by the village, 

and the village's mission is about creating an alternative living for its members. What was 

simply 'demonstration' in the original mission has changed to 'educational programs 

targeting a large audience', and 'quality of life' was added to aspects of ecological systems 

and demonstration in the updated mission statement. Correspondingly, objectives 
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surrounding personal growth and spirituality were added to the latest version of the 

guidelines for development (EVI Inc., 2004). These changes show that the organization has 

moved the primary focus away from demonstrations about the land, the built environment 

and sound use of natural resources toward a more holistic view in which the inhabitants' 

well-being and public education at large are also taken into account. These additions to the 

mission, goals and objectives are an acknowledgement by the organization's members that 

sustainability requires fundamental change beyond reducing impact on the environment. 

While seeking to be more ecological, two essential components of the organization's long-

run efficiency need to be taken into account. First, members need to fulfill their needs on a 

personal level, and second, mutual exchanges between the environment and the organization 

must be acknowledged and favoured. 

6.2 Systems of activities 

6.2.1 Authority centers and decision-making 

According to the hierarchical chart of the organization (Appendix B), the authority centers 

are found in each of the different entities of the organization: EVI Inc., EcoVillage/CTA, 

VA, FRoG, SoNG and TREE. The central authority of the non-profit EVI Inc. resides in a 

board of directors shared with EcoVillage/CTA. The VA's authority centers rely on monthly 

community decision-making meetings and, to a lesser extent, through resolutions passed by 

the board of directors. Finally, central authorities of the FRoG neighbourhood, the SoNG 

neighbourhood and the forming neighbourhood TREE, are found in their respective monthly 

or bi-monthly community decision-making meetings. 
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The decision-making process at EcoVillage at Ithaca is not exclusively consensus based. 

EVI Inc., the owner of the land, makes final decisions for any land-based projects, such as 

farms, new neighbourhoods or any kinds of projects involving the use of the land. EVI Inc. 

makes decisions like a typical membership organization; that is, it convenes one annual 

general assembly and elects a board of directors that will make decisions for the remainder of 

the year (2 years in the case of EVI Inc.). The board's decisions are however often 

contingent upon the neighbourhood members' consensual agreement. Moreover, the village 

residents are invited to take part in the board meetings and two of the residents, one per 

existing neighbourhood, are currently on the board. 

Members of the VA make decisions by consensus through a monthly decision-making 

meeting. Minor non-controversial and transparent decisions are sometimes made by the 

board of directors. VA members hold power over the VA land (a portion of land between the 

neighbourhoods) and the infrastructure used by both neighbourhoods, such as the pond, the 

road and the pump house. Members also make decisions regarding village-wide issues like 

setting a pet policy or dealing with geese in the pond. 

The neighbourhoods also use consensus to make decisions in monthly (FRoG) or bimonthly 

(SoNG) decision-making meetings. The member-residents of each neighbourhood have the 

responsibility to make decisions by consensus concerning their land, common house, 

common infrastructure such as the laundry room, and activities such as the landscaping. 

SoNG has developed a very structured process to reach consensus including four main steps: 

1) a committee is first formed and raises the issue, 2) discussions during the community 

133 



meeting follow, 3) a proposal is developed and 4) the proposal is brought forward for 

adoption (Appendix G). 

Decision-making of EcoVillage at Ithaca as a whole, i.e. including all entities, may be 

qualified as highly participative. The focus is more about 'how' decisions are made than 

about 'who' has the power to make the decisions. The various organizational authority 

centers and the overall hybrid decision-making process (i.e. decisions by the board of 

directors and decisions made by consensus) create a hierarchy of decision-making adapted to 

each entity. Members' participation in decision-making varies from one entity to another. 

As the issues become closer to the day-to-day life of the residents, the decision-making tends 

to rely more on consensus. EVI Inc. makes final decisions through a board of directors with 

the indirect consensus approval of the VA or the neighbourhood in cause. The VA makes 

most decisions by consensus but allows the board of directors to make decisions regarding 

non-controversial items. The neighbourhood makes all decisions by consensus to encourage 

full participation and to nurture a sense of responsibility to the group. 

While interviewees remain optimistic and hold a positive outlook on the decision making 

process, they emphasize limitations of the consensus decision-method. They cite a lack of 

education or interests in consensus, the absence of a true common vision among members 

and the possibility for one or few members to delay a decision for a long time. Meetings can 

be time consuming and the delay may prevent sustainability-oriented actions to move 

forward. 
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6.2.2 Leadership 

The analysis of the leadership at EcoVillage at Ithaca shows a shared leadership context. 

According to interviewee responses and observations on site, a large number of inhabitants 

are actively involved in neighbourhood and village-wide projects. The organization depends 

on its leaders to bring forward actions and projects that will fulfill organizational goals in 

specific directions. The shared leadership also produces a diversity of decisions and 

directions; some leaders are more inclined to work toward transportation-related projects, 

others on local food systems or on land use, etc. By contributing to the organization with 

their personal skills and knowledge, the leaders are oftentimes successful individuals that 

coordinate many projects punctually that are giving EcoVillage at Ithaca its character. Some 

examples of these projects were highlighted in the results chapter: the sustainable high-

school, the energy task force committee, the root cellar and the edible landscaping. Leaders 

have a clear sense of the societal issues (e.g., peak oil) on which the mission of the 

organization is rooted and they act accordingly. The leaders seem to find, in the experiment 

of the ecovillage, opportunities to implement specific projects that align with the mission and 

address the issues. Leaders are even ahead of the mission and help the organization to react to 

changes and to further the mission. 

6.2.3 Division of labour 

The way that the responsibilities and tasks are divided varies slightly between the non-profit 

and the village level. EVI Inc. delegates and releases some of its responsibility toward the 

land to other land-based organizations such as the two organic farms and the 

neighbourhoods. EVI Inc. also hires local people such as an executive director, an assistant 
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and a visitor coordinator to look after the administration of surrounding partnerships, 

fundraising, outreach and other EVI Inc. related projects. The capacity to delegate to 

members is limited at the non-profit level; the center for sustainability education, the high-

school project and some land-based advisory committees are exceptions. Members are so 

highly involved in their neighbourhood that they are not available for more involvement at 

the non-profit level. 

The members that present their motions to the VA or in their neighbourhood's decision

making meetings take on the responsibility of the motion if it is passed. Decisions made 

during the community decision-making meetings will often translate into ad hoc committees 

as soon as a problem is identified. This process serves to enhance responsibility and self-

education. Some decisions are also taken care of by work teams that ensure the smooth 

functioning of the community members shared life (e.g., cook team). Finally, the process 

steering committees (PSC) act as a traffic director supporting the decision-making process. 

Sustainability experiments at EcoVillage at Ithaca are grounded through division of labour 

including many teams, committees or individual-members with special roles. Examples of 

environmental initiatives managed as such include composting handled by two individual 

members, the renewable energy committee, the big picture committee, the built environment 

committee and the Architecture Review Committee (ARC). Division of labour into work 

teams and committees gives members many opportunities to join where they feel they can 

contribute the most. Participative-observation and interviews with research participants 

show, however, that lack of formalization of the work sharing creates an imbalance among 

members' perceptions of work equality. 
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6.2.4 Communication 

Organization theory distinguishes horizontal and vertical organizational communication and 

formal and informal communication (Hatch, 1997; Hall & Tolbert, 2005). Horizontal or 

vertical lines of communication do not properly describe the modes of information exchange 

at EcoVillage at Ithaca. Communication follows multiple directions involving formal as well 

as informal types of information exchange among the entities at EcoVillage at Ithaca (EVI 

Inc., VA and neighbourhoods) and among committees. 

The main channels of formal communication within the VA and each neighbourhood are 

their respective community decision-making meetings. The work of committees and teams is 

supported by and flow through electronic media, including email lists and EcoVillage Wiki, 

an intranet. The flat decision-making structure of the neighbourhoods and the VA as well as 

the choice for consensus decision-making both lead to direct communication. Community 

decision-making meetings are the primary channel for committees and leaders to report on 

their work, for obtaining approval and for feedback. The decision-making meetings are also 

a way for members to rise and have their concerns addressed. Formal communication from 

decision-making meetings runs through email lists where agendas and minutes are 

distributed. 

Communication at EcoVillage at Ithaca, whether being between members, committees and 

neighbourhoods, operates primarily through proximity and interaction among members. 

Communication opportunities are created during village wide or neighbourhood events, 
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team-work, and casual neighbour conversations. The informal communication is important 

because it supports the formal decision-making process to a large extent. Casual 

consultations among neighbours generate feedback that might not occur in more formal 

settings and this helps to minimize opposition and reduces discussion time during decision

making meetings. 

6.2.5 Controls 

EcoVillage at Ithaca members are regulated or influenced by the organizational culture. 

Rules, guidelines and policies are kept to a minimum and substituted by general agreements 

among members that are translated into values and norms. The integration of the values and 

norms occurs over time through socialization. Members involved in community projects and 

taking part in discussions during informal gatherings or community events integrate values 

and norms and eventually behave accordingly. The functioning of the organization depends 

on member involvement and their level of dedication to the organizational mission and goals 

rather than on prescribed rules, regulations and sanctions. 

Some interviewees expressed that the vision and behaviour of certain members were not 

sufficiently aligned with the mission. This is a problem common to intentional communities 

and ecovillages that may be resolved by implementing a screening process for new members 

(Christian, 2003). The solution taken by EcoVillage at Ithaca was to establish a membership 

education program that integrates new buyers of a house into the community. This approach 

does not guarantee, however, that members' personal philosophy is in line with the 

organizational mission. 
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At EcoVillage at Ithaca, rather than controlling members' choices, some committees play a 

persuasion role. The Architecture Review Committee is in charge of building materials in 

SoNG houses and established recommendations to ensure that house owners would respect 

minimum low-impact building criteria that are consistent with the sustainable mission of the 

organization. One more example of 'soft control' is the use of guidelines. Guidelines are put 

in place in order to formalize use of the shared infrastructure such as the playroom 

guidelines. 

The measurement of EcoVillage at Ithaca's results in terms of reaching its goals toward 

sustainability (output control) is limited and done on an irregular basis. Some statistics come 

from more or less outdated research made by college or university students. The energy task 

force committee evaluated the household energy consumption and transportation for 2006. 

Their results helped the neighbourhoods to make decisions regarding their next action steps 

in terms of energy consumption. No evaluation, however, was done for the compost, 

garbage, recycling, or the consumption of local food. Furthermore, EcoVillage at Ithaca had 

only a loose idea of the species of various plants growing on the land. No specific 

monitoring process was in place to ensure year after year that the community was 

progressing in reducing its ecological footprint or in improving the land ecosystems. Thus, 

despite the perception that sustainability is strongly influenced by the ecological footprint 

principle, few mechanisms are in place to keep track of their own impact. 
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6.2.6 Incentives 

EcoVillage at Ithaca fulfills most of its organization's goals through community volunteers. 

Reward and incentive for members are generally not monetary exchange. Initiatives are 

driven by interactions that empower members in daily and meaningful aspects of their life as 

they share the feeling of being surrounded by people like themselves who are contributing to 

the mutual cause. For example, parents are uniting their efforts to move the sustainable high-

school project forward. The concrete realization of their dream-projects with the help and 

support of their peers is a strong incentive. The social context found at EcoVillage at Ithaca 

constitutes both a reward for members individually and a way to contribute to the 

organization's performance. This seems to be governed by a strong sense of morals. 

Interviews show that motivation is rooted in the opportunity for members to use their 

personal skills and knowledge, as well as those of their neighbours, to contribute to their 

collective cause of building a more sustainable world. 

6.3 Organizational context 

EcoVillage at Ithaca is an open system that exchanges information, people and goods with its 

surrounding environment. EcoVillage at Ithaca's mission, goals, and objectives are all 

impacted by its cultural context, which is a highly industrialized nation state. Interviewees 

expressed that members' behaviours are pressured by various trends coming from the 

dominant culture which often contradict EcoVillage at Ithaca's mission toward sustainability. 

In contrast, other sustainability-related movements are sources of inspiration and information 

for new initiatives, innovations, technologies, and low-impact sustainable projects at 

EcoVillage at Ithaca. 
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The local context of EcoVillage at Ithaca poses obstacles and opportunities on its daily 

operations. Some of the actions that the organization would have favoured with the intention 

of meeting its goals are constrained by the laws and regulations of the town, the county, the 

banking system, or other ordinances of jurisdictional influence. Many organizations 

surrounding EcoVillage at Ithaca, however, support their projects and facilitate the 

fulfillment of their objectives For example, the partnership with Ithaca College provides 

money to realize projects as well as volunteer work from the students, which in return helps 

the organization meet its goal of offering education through hands-on demonstration. Some 

information, energy, goods, technologies, etc. coming from other organizations that are 

presumably not sustainable are necessary for the ecovillage in trying to meet its goal toward 

sustainability. For example, EcoVillage at Ithaca benefits from subsidies coming from the 

federal government in order to purchase solar panels as well as to decrease the price of 

several houses by $20 000. 

6.4 Tensions 

The process of examining each of the analytical framework's concepts reveals tensions 

within the organization (Table 5). These tensions arise through a difficult reconciliation of 

some of the goals of EcoVillage at Ithaca with its systems of activities, and with the 

constraints coming from its environment. Recall that the systems of activities include 

authority centers and the decision-making process, leadership, the division of labour, 

communications, controls and incentives. The capacity of EcoVillage at Ithaca to adapt to 

these tensions is necessary for organizational goals to be attained in an efficient manner. The 
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following section systematically explores tensions introduced in chapter 5 and identifies how 

the organization adapts. I suggest some actions that could assist EcoVillage at Ithaca's 

responses, and raise questions that could guide future research. 

Table 5: Tensions and adaptation modes 

Tensions 

I. "What we are aiming 
for is not what we are 
conditioned to do ". 

II. "Everybody is free 
but everybody has to 
contribute ". 

III. "When inclusion 
undermines 
participation " 

Goals 

Creating healthier 
lifestyles through 
sustainable 
infrastructure and 
living practices 
Living laboratory -
putting up sustainable 
infrastructure and 
living practices in the 
areas of: housing, 
food, energy, 
transport, etc 
Creating an 
empowering, 
inclusive, 
intergenerational 
community using 
consensus decision
making 

Source of tension 

Cultural context: 
Influence of the 
American way of life 

Control: Few 
behavioural controls 

Incentive to keep 
community leaders 
motivated 

Adaptation modes 

Education of members 
through various projects 
related to sustainability and 
partnership with external 
organizations. 
Participation of members 
through diversified division 
of labour 

Communication through 
enhanced social interactions. 

Tension I. "What we are aiming for is not what we are conditioned to do ". 

EcoVillage at Ithaca is a small-scale social and cultural experiment attempting a more 

sustainable lifestyle. The intent is to move away from a societal model that does not 

otherwise include an explicit vision for sustainability, which requires consensus decision

making, communal chores, close relationship with neighbours and various alternative 

lifestyle choices. These lifestyle choices aim to reduce the consumption of natural resources 

by making use of local foods, using alternative transportation, sharing goods and 

infrastructure, using renewable energy, and implementing any other actions that are 
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consistent with the mission. EcoVillage at Ithaca is constantly interacting with its 

environment and finds tensions between the 'American way of life' based on the global 

economy, mass consumption and individualism and a more sustainable cooperative way of 

life. 

According to Hatch (1997), organizations are not isolated from their environment and 

therefore reflect culture aspects of the national, regional, industrial, occupational and 

professional cultures. Members of EcoVillage at Ithaca join the project with habits and 

consumption patterns rooted in the American way of life. As such, their behaviours do not 

always reflect the organization's mission that requires alternative living practice. Two 

interviewees cite farming and consuming local food as examples of the influence of the 

American culture on the Ecovillage's alternative living practices. The first interviewee 

argues that in the typical mainstream American culture, farming is normally out of sight and 

that people are not used to agriculture, thus they tend to be reluctant to coexist with it. This 

interviewee mentions the "usual suburban complaints" of not wanting to see a tractor and 

hear a rooster as one reason that makes it difficult to start a farm on the EcoVillage at Ithaca 

land. The second interviewee emphasizes that promoting local food is not always easy 

because members can go to the grocery store and buy fresh fruits and vegetables they want 

all year round for cheap. There are costs to producing ones food. It requires additional 

efforts from members to grow and maintain the gardens, to store crops for the cold season 

and to force themselves to limit their choice of food according to the season and its origin. 

This tension between the dominant culture and the nature of the experimentation process for 

a sustainable lifestyle is inevitable. The adaptation mode would therefore be a dynamic 
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equilibrium exercise rather than a problem that can eventually be solved. EcoVillage at 

Ithaca is adapting thanks to leaders' dedication as well as partnerships and affiliations with 

other organizations provide invaluable support in this respect. Leaders contribute to 

organizational efficiency by promoting the alternative culture and bringing forward 

organizational goals. Edible landscaping, for example, was part of the original planning of 

EcoVillage at Ithaca. Three community leaders shepherded the project and went through the 

different steps of its realization. With the help of students from Ithaca College, they 

developed a proposal and got the project accepted by the community despite initial resistance 

of some community members. 

Another way to adapt to this tension is to engage external partners in community projects. 

Many of the projects developed on site that contributed to meeting organizational goals were 

made possible through the involvement and volunteering of students. For example, the root 

cellar was made possible through a partnership with Ithaca College. According to an 

interviewee, the root cellar might not have happened for five or ten years without the built-in 

educational process of having project-based learning. Through partnerships, the process of 

working together on a land-based project educates both the students and the inhabitants on an 

alternative way of life (e.g., depending on local food). The collaboration with other 

institutions also helps to reduce the workload of community members. This way, the project-

experiment develops, but without putting the entire burden on members. 

EcoVillage at Ithaca makes good use of its local leaders and its partnerships with other 

organizations in order to fulfill its goals toward education, experimentation of sustainable 

144 



living projects and high quality of life for its inhabitants. This strategy creates a culture of 

resistance to the pressures of the dominant American culture. 

Tension II. "Everybody is free but everybody has to contribute " 

According to organization theory, control systems are essential in defining acceptable 

behaviours and reducing inappropriate behaviours of the organization's participants. In the 

expression 'living laboratory' used in EcoVillage at Ithaca's documents, the word 'living' 

seems to be closer to their reality than the word 'laboratory'. Unlike a laboratory, control 

systems such as rules, regulations and systematic evaluation are kept to a minimum. In order 

to preserve a liveable environment for members, values and norms shared and spread through 

socialization substitute more formal control systems. However, not all members share the 

same values equally or understand norms in the same way. Eco Village at Ithaca's goals of 

putting up sustainable infrastructure and living practices require members' work and efforts 

in the areas of: housing, food, energy, transport, etc. A tension is thus created between little 

controls exert over members' behaviours and the need for the organization to undertake 

actions in many different areas. 

Although there are no concrete rules, some guidelines are put up regarding shared 

infrastructure such as the playroom, the laundry room, and other shared communal areas. 

Policies are usually created in response to emerging conflicts. For example, a disabled policy 

committee was set up after a conflict involving disabled members in SoNG. Due to this 

conflict, community members ascertained that they needed to develop a policy that would 

indicate the appropriate actions to undertake in similar circumstances. Despite these policies 
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and guidelines, the organizational culture is the most principal way that influences members' 

behaviour. With time and involvement in community projects, gatherings and events, 

members learn from each other and integrate organizational values and norms and behave 

accordingly. This method of averting control creates an alternative culture in which 

organizational participants interact with others and think about their actions rather than 

sightlessly follow rules. 

Though it would be expected that people moving into EcoVillage at Ithaca would do so 

because they had an interest in sustainability, some interviewees mentioned that new 

members bring different values and visions, and exhibit behaviours that are not always 

aligned with the mission or culture. There is no screening process to ensure consistency 

between newcomers and the ecovillage's organizational mission. Since the functioning of 

the organization is based on a common understanding of the mission, goals and objectives, 

the absence of a selection process for new members may impede organizational efficiency. 

The lack of a shared vision of sustainability of members blurs and slows down the consensus 

decision-making process, which in turn delays the attainment of organizational goals and 

objectives. How, then, do members act to meet organizational goals and objectives without 

being constrained by prescribed behaviours? EcoVillage at Ithaca adapts to the tension 

through a diversified division of labour within the organization's structure. 

The division of labour is organized through multiple sub-groupings of people such as 

business committees, work teams, crews and clubs, which correspond to the tasks necessary 

to achieve organizational goals and objectives. The division of labour allows members of the 

organization to contribute where they feel they are the most capable, useful and motivated. 
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Even members who do not fully embrace the sustainability-oriented goals of the EcoVillage 

may also contribute to the overall functioning of the organization: 

Yeah, like I said, there is no screening process and it's not my job to make sure that 
people have that focus. There are certainly a couple of people who moved here in the 
last few years who are very lovely and they participate in the community, in the dish 
crew and stuff like that and they have no interests in environment... (Nicole, personal 
interview) 

The very flexible creation of ad hoc committees contributes to organizational efficiency. 

Solutions are sought as issues arise in context of the needs of the community and with what 

members are willing to do. Members joining ad hoc committee, like the example of ARC 

given above, did so because they believed that it was a way to enact one of the community 

objectives. Every member of the committee had, therefore, a part of the responsibility for 

contributing to the goal of "minimizing] the ecological footprint of the residential 

community by using green building techniques and materials, and minimizing energy use" 

(EVI, 2004, Guidelines for Development). 

The majority of members fundamentally want to fix the situation and are doing a different 

piece of the larger mission. EcoVillage at Ithaca's committees and work teams have separate 

mandates, and are thus empowered by responsibility and self-worth. Division of labour and 

the flexible creation of committees allow members to get involved in the organization where 

it really counts the most for them, which counterbalances the minimal usage of coercive rules 

and regulations. 
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Tension III: "When inclusion undermines participation" 

Consensus is chosen as the decision-making method so as to empower and include the views 

of all community members. Concerns were raised in interviews about the difficult 

coexistence of consensus and maintaining motivated members in order to put ideas into 

action, because they can be stopped by a minority. The incentives that motivate members are 

'having power over their life', 'feeling surrounded by people like themselves' and 

'contributing to their cause'. Members are motivated when they believe they are doing what 

they think is best, both for themselves at a personal level and for the organization, and thus, 

upon the approval and support of their peers. The third tension is created between the goal to 

create an empowering, inclusive organization by using consensus decision-making and the 

necessity to keep members motivated when rampant conflict and divergence occur during the 

decision-making process. 

In consensus decision-making, one person or a minority can stall a decision for a long time 

which may lead to very polarized debates (Christian, 2003). This type of confrontational 

situation contradicts the feeling of being surrounded and supported by people like oneself. 

The entrepreneurial, action-oriented members see their impulse being considerably slowed 

down within the decision-making process and might decide not to take part in it. A tension is 

therefore created between the goal of including the greater number to the decision-making 

process and the necessity to keep people motivated and involved in reaching the mission of 

EcoVillage at Ithaca. While consensus decision-making serves the purpose of inclusiveness, 

it sometimes fails to get all members involved in moving projects forward. 
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The organization adapts to the tension created between consensus decision-making and the 

motivation of its members/participants through the informal communication that exists in the 

community lifestyle. When a contentious decision generates conflict, the information sharing 

and discussions continue outside of the decision-making meetings. Residents collect 

information on the issue and share it through emails, casual conversation or more structured 

forums of discussion. For instance, the committee or club related to the controversial 

decision to be made may organize a thematic salon to give everyone the possibility to discuss 

and share information within a more relaxed setting. Acceptability is more easily gained this 

way, as community neighbours obtain feedback, engage detractors in the project ideas, and 

honour their opinions. Neighbours' concerns can therefore be addressed in the proposal prior 

to bringing it to the decision-making meeting. The consensus process goes beyond the 

decision-making meeting through informal communication with neighbours. 

6.5 Further discussions and future research 

This review and exploration of analytical concepts (Table 3, chapter 3) related to the 

organization of EcoVillage at Ithaca has highlighted several tensions. There may be 

considerable tensions created between the sustainability-oriented goals of the organization 

and its environment, as well as between the organization's sustainability goals and its 

systems of activities. This research identified contradictions and described how Eco Village 

at Ithaca adapts to them through a community organizational setting. Inevitably, tension is 

part of the process; it is a dynamic and a natural outcome of trying to live more sustainably. 

This dynamic tension lends insight for understanding the popular use of consensus as a 

decision-making method, the debated use of screening for new members, and the less 
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common use of evaluation methods to assess results. Upon reflection of this study, I offer 

suggestions that may be a source of inspiration for EcoVillage at Ithaca to improve its 

efficiency toward goal attainment. 

6.5.1 Consensus decision-making method 

The first point of discussion concerns the recourse to consensus as a decision-making 

method. The participation of the greater number of people in the decision-making process is 

a prerequisite for sustainability (Robinson, 2004; Gendron, 2005) and a fundamental 

characteristic for ecovillages (Christian, 2003; Dawson, 2006). According to Locker (2007), 

"Intentional communities, both individually and as a social movement, recognize that 

coincidence of values and norms and adherence to a collectively held vision are more likely 

to be achieved through participatory processes and other democratic institutional structures" 

(p.48). A certain form of participatory democracy must therefore be applied for the 

organization to be consistent with its mission and goals toward sustainability. Participatory 

decision-making methods, like consensus, are therefore favoured for spreading the power 

equally and preventing power abuse. 

In order to lead to the desired participation of all toward the best agreement for all, consensus 

calls for a common level of knowledge among participants. As suggested by Christian 

(2003), the education of members on making decision by consensus is essential for 

intentional communities. Unless everybody knows enough about decision-making by 

consensus, the system becomes time consuming, which consequently discourages 

participation and defeats the purpose of consensus decision-making. EcoVillage at Ithaca 
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already has periodic workshops on consensus and a process map is in place in SoNG. High 

levels of dissatisfaction expressed broadly throughout the interviews and observed on site 

suggest that more formalized and systematic education on consensus for all members would 

improve the consensus decision-making process. If consensus does allow sharing power 

equally among members, likewise, the capacity to properly use consensus should be spread 

equally among members. 

The participation of the greater number of people in the decision-making process necessarily 

contrasts with the Western culture's way of making decisions. As such, the tension in 

consensus decision-making stems from the external social influences that do not align with 

the organization's goal of experimenting a more sustainable way of life. This tension cannot 

be resolved in the short term. However, more education opportunities for members would 

increase efficiency during community decision-making meetings and reinforce the central 

importance of participatory democracy in EcoVillage at Ithaca's vision of sustainability. 

In addition, consensus may not be applicable or necessary for all decisions (Christian, 2003). 

Research could be done on the feasibility of hybrid models of consensus as already 

implemented at EcoVillage at Ithaca; i.e. using consensus for VA and the neighbourhoods 

but using a board of director at the non-profit level. The final decisions concerning the land 

and future development are made by the board of directors of the non-profit EVI Inc. but are 

contingent upon neighbourhood agreements. For the VA, controversial decisions are made 

by consensus through a monthly meeting, but emergency and non-controversial decisions are 

left to the board of directors. How could hybrid of consensus be applied while preserving the 

participation of all in the decision-making process? 
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6.5.2 Screening process 

The EcoVillage at Ithaca project started with the intention to create an alternative to human 

habitat and "is committed to reaching mainstream, middle-class Americans and others who 

are open to positive change" (Walker, 2005, p.3). Numerous meetings, consensus decision

making, limits on personal space and privacy, common property, regular community meals, 

volunteer requirements, and shifts in consumption patterns are part of the communal lifestyle 

that is appealing only to a certain segment of society. However, the vision of being the 

pioneer of a sustainable culture while working with mainstream society is an ambitious 

venture that necessarily creates a source of tensions. In order for EcoVillage at Ithaca to put 

forward its goal toward cultural change, the members, being also decision-makers, must align 

with the organizational mission and the related issues toward sustainability. 

Adopting a stricter process to accept new members is an avenue to explore that could avoid 

some fundamental conflicts and would facilitate the decision-making process. Christian 

(2003) suggests that intentional communities and ecovillages may benefit from a screening 

process for new members. EcoVillage at Ithaca is an experiment and relies on the 

willingness of inhabitants to attempt it. How can the organization experiment with 

sustainability if its 'workers' do not carry the mission through? A screening process would 

help determine the candidates suitability for the community and vice versa. Controlling at 

the forefront who may join EcoVillage at Ithaca would improve organizational efficiency by 

reducing conflicting values and consequently, facilitating the decision-making process. 
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6.5.3 Evaluation and monitoring 

The results reveal some difficulties for EcoVillage at Ithaca to coordinate its goals and 

objectives with measurable results. Although some data was collected on their energy 

consumption through the energy task force committee, their overall evaluation and 

monitoring system for ecological impacts was mostly qualitative, irregular and came mainly 

from research by college or university students. If they are experimenting toward 

sustainability, the dimensions ecology, social and economy should be examined. 

Some data are available to assess their performance in terms of sustainability. The energy 

task force committee came up with a report on household energy consumption and 

transportation. The Energy Task Force used a rough estimate based on a sample of 

households to assess electricity usage. They estimated fuel usage by sampling vehicle class 

(sedan, van, truck, etc) and estimating the miles driven per class, then measured carbon 

dioxide emissions by adding up results from electricity usage, natural gas burned, and vehicle 

usage over the next 10 years. They concluded that, on average, each household would spend 

$30 000 for gas, oil, and electricity bills over the next 10 years if nothing were to change. 

The results helped in pointing out areas of improvement and in setting priorities for the 

community. 

Outside studies have contributed to EcoVillage at Ithaca in evaluating its performance in 

terms of reducing its impact on the environment. Meltzer's (2005) study of cohousing 

projects helped EcoVillage at Ithaca to choose cohousing as their community planning model 

for achieving dense clustering. In his study of 12 cohousing communities in Australia, New 
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Zeeland, Japan and USA, Meltzer compared the Net Person Density (NPD), i.e., the number 

of people per hectare of developed land, of suburban cohousing communities with the 

conventional suburban developments. While the NPD of conventional suburban 

developments in Australia and US is about 30, Meltzer's sample shows a mean of NPD of 64 

"or more than twice that of conventional developments" (p.l 19). The same study also shows 

that the average dwelling size (100 m ) of the cohousing studied is half of the average 

American dwelling (202 m ). 

In an Ecological Footprint (EF) analysis comparing EVI Inc. to a more traditional suburban 

development, Rose Hill, Whitfield (2001) shows "that considerable gains can be made in 

reducing one's EF by reducing lot sizes and building smaller homes" (p. 128). Although 

smaller than conventional housing, the ecological footprint of EcoVillage at Ithaca shows 

that it is not yet globally sustainable. The ecological footprint of 5.7 hectares per person is 

still far from the 2.1 global hectares per person necessary to make a country's resource 

demands globally replicable (Global Footprint Network, 2009). 

In the absence of data, it is difficult to draw a conclusion from an experiment or even to 

assess if the means employed really have the impact expected. For example, in 1992, during 

the Land Use Planning Forum (LUPF), the committee in charge of the water on the land 

suggested to add ponds and marshes. This would serve to increase biodiversity and "slow 

down the water movement over the land thus helping to recharge the aquifer below" (Walker, 

2005: 26-27). A one acre (0.5 hectare), one meter vertical drop pond was dug next to the 

neighbourhood area sites (Walker, 2005). However, two problems arise. First, increasing the 

surface water on the land does not necessarily increase the level of water in the aquifer. A 
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pond would retain water on the surface and increase its exposure to evaporation. Second, 

increase biodiversity may be perceived as undesirable. For instance, a couple years ago a 

family of geese lived at the pond. The amount of geese and excrements became problematic 

as the water became contaminated and inhabitants could not use the pond to recreate. They 

made the decision to chase the geese away by oiling the eggs. 

For many of the interviewed inhabitants, the social sustainability aspect is even more 

important than the ecological dimension of sustainability. More attention should therefore be 

devoted to evaluation of the social impacts and inputs. The social dimension infers that each 

member has a healthy life and conditions that will allow them to attain a feeling of personal 

accomplishment with the capacity to take control of their future (Villeneuve, 2005a). In this 

light, many aspects could be assessed and monitored at EcoVillage at Ithaca. I offer some 

examples that were evident in the data collected through interview and internal document 

analysis: 

• Education: At EcoVillage at Ithaca it is possible to experience a "personal renewal and 

hands-on learning, while being immersed in an environment with green building and 

renewable energy systems, consensus decision-making and deep ecology13" 

(Ecovillage at Ithaca, Educational Program, n.d., para. 4). On site workshops, 

partnerships with Ithaca College and collaboration with Cornell University's teachers 

are all ways for EVI Inc. to fulfill its goal of education to the broader population. 

However, questions remains: How many people are reached every year? What is the 

degree of satisfaction of participants? How does it impact the participants' behaviours? 

13 
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• Quality of life: some interviewees mention that the ecovillage lifestyle brings the 

community aspect back to the lives of its inhabitants that enhance the quality of life 

through a supportive social environment and sharing. Where is the simple life that the 

community is supposed to create? Inhabitants share infrastructures, the land but still 

need to work full time to pay off high mortgages. Therefore, a very demanding 

community lifestyle may add a stress to the inhabitants' lives rather than a relief. A set 

of criteria could be developed to assess the level of quality of life of inhabitants and 

compare it with the regional and national situation. 

• Sense of belonging and integration: during interviews many aspects of the sense of 

community and integration of members were underlined but no data seems to support 

these objectives. Is the profile of the population representative of the surrounding or 

national population? How are inhabitants involved in the community? Is it always the 

same people or is it an actual fair shared work? No mechanism is in place to ensure 

that everyone is contributing. 

The evaluation of the economy dimension is clearly missing. To what extent does the project 

rely on subsidies and external input to ensure its viability? For example, partnerships mean 

that EcoVillage at Ithaca relies on external help, volunteering time to increase ecological 

infrastructure. Is it sustainable or is there simply a transfer of unsustainable patterns? Does 

EcoVillage at Ithaca use inputs from an unsustainable external world to increase its internal 

sustainability? It is believed that the American way of life is too individualistic and hectic 

which leads to an unsustainable way of life. According to this model, people work hard so 
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they buy fast food and drive everywhere: no time for cooking, even less to grow food they 

need to drive; waiting for the bus, riding a bike or walking would take too much time and 

would not allow bringing all the stuff bought at home! Are ecovillagers driving home from 

their full time work downtown while volunteers are building a root cellar? Another aspect to 

be evaluated is the proportion of subsidies necessary for the community to develop and 

maintain its activities. Does the community need these subsidies for its long-term run? 

To evaluate its effectiveness in meeting its ecological goals, EcoVillage at Ithaca needs to 

gather data on each of its objectives and, depending on the results of the analysis, readjust for 

improvement. A process similar to the energy task force committee could be applied to 

various ecological aspects of EcoVillage at Ithaca. They could use a range of indicators such 

as the amount of compost, the amount of garbage and recycling, their consumption of local 

food, water reuse and consumption, invasive plants management, the inventory of flora and 

fauna present on the land, and other initiatives that would serve to measure their ecological 

footprint. Another way is to look at how each participant ranked the organization in each 

category of activities and to do it consistently every year, as well as updating a socio-

economical profile of the community members. A comparison could also be done with the 

city, region and country in which the community is found to detect any change that could 

show a trend and other external factors. Moreover, the outreach of the demonstration project 

can be reinforced if they could estimate the extent of success of the theories, techniques and 

concepts with which they are experimenting. Concrete results would help to educate, 

influence and convince a wider public that sustainable living is worth the effort. 
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6.6 Conclusion 

The sustainability concept requires the simultaneous reconciliation of various spheres related 

to human activities: ecological, economy and social, and this in respect of equity for both 

today's people and future generations (WECD, 1987). The concept has gained both global 

momentum and international recognition that has led to a wide range of opportunities at all 

levels such as policies, programs and evaluation tools. An equally important dimension of 

sustainability is the procedural one, which EcoVillage at Ithaca is experimenting with at a 

small scale. 

EcoVillage at Ithaca models a transition from a presumably unsustainable resource rich 'oil-

based' economy to a more sustainable communal way of life without giving up the comfort. 

As such, it focuses on palatable, alternative activities and behaviours that people can adopt to 

try to reduce their ecological footprint. While aiming to rethink human habitats, EcoVillage 

at Ithaca started by choosing a land located close to downtown that would curb unnecessary 

transportation. Their homes are clustered to reduce their footprint, so that 90% of their 175 

acre site can be left as open space and agriculture, including more than 55 acres of permanent 

conservation land easement. Common facilities and social interactions favoured by the 

community lifestyle both encourage sharing of resources and lower vehicle use. Green 

construction techniques ensure that their buildings are more energy efficient and the recourse 

of various technologies (e.g. solar panels, root cellar, etc) and practices (e.g. composting, 

edible landscaping, etc.) reduce their consumption of energy and goods. Finally, 

experimentation and education play an important role in adopting sustainable practices into 
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the inhabitants' everyday lives, but also to visitors and partners from their local, regional and 

national environment. 

EcoVillage at Ithaca experiment demonstrates that sustainability is not just an environmental 

issue but also one that promotes a dignified standard of living for everyone. Adopting a 

mission toward sustainability does not only mean a gathering of means and technologies 

applied to the organization's area of activities, it also means a profound change in the social 

system. From this research, it was learned that the organization of EcoVillage at Ithaca, i.e., 

its planning, systems of activities and its relationship with its environment, all tend to create a 

culture of sustainable living rather than a prescribed system of sustainability. 

Sustainability is complex. If in theory sustainability is represented as the harmonious 

combination of various elements, its experimentation at EcoVillage at Ithaca teaches us that 

its actual implementation is not always harmonious and generates tensions. Some of the 

organization's goals are difficult to reconcile such as the influence of the American way of 

life versus the goal to experiment a sustainable lifestyle, the control system based on 

organizational culture versus the involvement of members toward the mission, and the 

consensus decision-making method versus encouraging the participation of members. 

However, EcoVillage at Ithaca succeeds in substantively coping with these tensions and tries 

to achieve its goals by establishing a culture based on collaboration with other organizations, 

a flexible and thorough division of labour and enhanced communication among 

organizational members. 
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The approach to sustainability experimented at EcoVillage at Ithaca is only one of many 

possible ways to respond to the issues our society is facing. In other words, no single 

approach will, or indeed should, be seen as the correct one. "The growing edge of 

sustainability may not be the task of the ecovillage movement alone, but a task increasingly 

shared by the Transition Towns, Bioregional, and Localization movements, and experts in 

Climate Change, Peak Oil, Permaculture design and food production" (Christian, 2008: para. 

15). The strength of ecovillages is that they can use their own experiences in order to inspire 

more people to engage a way of life that preserves our natural resources and ecosystems for 

future generations while fostering more intimate relations among neighbours. 
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Appendix A: Map of EcoVillage at Ithaca's land 
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Appendix C: Sustainability circle 

Source : Gaia Education (2006) 
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Appendix E: Field note grid 

Study Site: 
Themes 

Decision-making 
method 

Inhabitants' values 
and perspectives of 
sustainable living (In 
term of energy, 
capital, material, 
consumption goods, 
cultural goods, 
information and 
people.) 
Ecological 
equipment 

Environmentally-
friendly behaviours 

Other Observations 

Date of 
observation 

Location of 
observation 

Description of observation 
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Appendix F: Interview questions 

Questions regarding background information (Varied slightly during interviews according to 
data collected in the field notes or found through the document analysis) 

1. What was the triggering factor or the inspiration for starting an ecovillage? 
2. What are the problems you are working toward and at what scale? 
3. Why did you think an ecovillage would be a good solution? 
4. What do you think you are the limit of EVI's mandate? 
5. Have you been inspired by another ecovillage? 
6. What did you think would be the territory of influence of your ecovillage toward the problem 

identified? 
7. Who were the stakeholders (from outside of the community) involved at the beginning of the 

process? 
8. Who were the members (core group of the community) involved at the beginning of the 

process? 
9. What are the support and threat factors from outside the community (government, township, 

organisations, etc.)? 
10. What is your territory of influence from an educational and social perspective? 
11. What is your territory of influence from an ecological perspective? 

Questions regarding planning 

12. How would you describe Ecovillage at Ithaca's mission? 
13. What kinds of problems that are specific to Ecovillage at Ithaca's environment are you 

working toward? 
14. Overall, how would you qualify your strategy (consensual, confrontational or collaborative) 
15. Do you or have you ever had a plan? 
16. If so, what are your priorities? 
17. What are the activities which emerged from those priorities? 
18. What are the expected outcomes of your activities? 
19. Are goals and objectives achievement evaluated? 
20. If so, how? 
21. What are your anticipated activities? 
22. What is Ecovillage at Ithaca projected timeline? 

Questions regarding systems of activities (based on and pertaining to the elements collected in 
the field notes. Some questions may come back according to the number of different observations 
made under each theme). 

General questions 

1. What do you do each day to reach your goal? What are the concrete activities? 
2. How is communication ensured among the inhabitants of Ecovillage at Ithaca? 
3. How is communication ensured with the outside of Ecovillage at Ithaca? 
4. Do you have a conflict-resolution process? 
5. How are options to solve the problems identified? 
6. What are the criteria used to debate the options? 
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7. How are decisions made (e.g., voting, consensus)? 
8. In terms of ecological equipment, behavior or activity, what are Ecovillage at Ithaca's 

strengths? 
9. In terms of ecological equipment, behavior or activity, what are Ecovillage at Ithaca's 

weaknesses? 
10. Is there any tension between some of your social goals and ecological goals? 
11. If so what are they and how are you dealing with them? 

Questions related to a specific ecological equipment, behavior or activity 

12. I would like to talk more specifically about [name of the ecological equipment, behavior or 
activity]. What was the problem identified that led you to undertake [name of the ecological 
equipment, behavior or activity]? 

13. Where was the relevant information about [name of the ecological equipment, behavior or 
activity] found? 

14. What steps are taken to implement [name of the ecological equipment, behavior or activity]? 
15. Is there a person or a sub-committee in charge of it? 
16. What was the membership selection process? 
17. How many people are involved or have been involved in the implementation? 
18. Do these people have some sort of qualification or experience related to [name of the 

ecological equipment, behavior or activity]? 
19. Are these people remunerated? 
20. If not, what commits them to involvement? 
21. Are they evaluated for their work? 
22. If so, how? 
23. Where was the material from? 
24. What was the project timeline? When did it start and what were the deadlines for each step? 
25. Do you keep track of the actual outcomes or results of [name of the ecological equipment, 

behavior or activity] in resolving the problem? 
26. How do you make sure that the [name of the ecological equipment, behavior or activity] 

lasts? 
27. Do you have to adjust after an action has been implemented? 
28. If so, how? 

187 



Appendix G : Consent Form 

Dear Participant, 

I am conducting a study as a part of my Masters thesis in the Natural Resource and Environmental 

Studies program at the University of Northern British Columbia. The purpose of my research is to 

understand how human-scaled, i.e., a scale at which people are able to know each other at a personal 

level, examples of sustainable living organize and attempt to implement sustainability on a day-to

day basis. More specifically I am interested in how ecovillages organize, experiment and promote 

practical solutions to the social and environmental problems Western society faces. 

Your participation is requested because your name has surfaced during my observation of and 

participation in the activities of Ecovillage at Ithaca or during a previous interview. Your participation 

would involve one recorded interview of approximately one hour, with the possibility of a follow-up 

email exchange or phone call to review and verify my interpretation of the data if necessary. Your 

participation in this study will help me to examine actions undertaken by members of Ecovillage at 

Ithaca to minimize the negative effects of human activities on the natural environment and the 

planning and management processes related to these actions. 

Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary and you may withdraw your 

participation at any time during the project without penalty or risk of any kind. You may choose to 

answer only the questions you are comfortable with. Should you choose to withdraw your information 

will also be withdrawn. 

Your interview responses will be kept confidential and will be accessible only to the researcher. In all 

drafts of the thesis, no name will be used and in the instance that I would like to use one of your 

responses as a direct quote, I will use a number allocated to the interview. Details or circumstances 

that would easily lead to identifying the interviewee will not be quoted in the thesis. Despite the 

precautions taken, due to the small number of inhabitants of the community, it will not be possible for 

the researcher to guarantee anonymity. As other members of the study sites will see with whom I am 

speaking they may find out who I interviewed. Similarly, it might be possible to identify an 

interviewee through the thesis by their unique role regarding the community (e.g., the founders). The 
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records and the transcripts will be kept in a locked cabinet to which only the researcher has access and 

will be destroyed in five years following the thesis publication. 

For a copy of the final report, please fill out the form provided. If you have any questions or concerns, 

you can reach me by email at breton@unbc.ca or by telephone at 418-598-6667 from September to 

December. 

This research is under the supervision of David J. Connell, Ph.D., who can be contacted regarding any 

aspect of this study at (250) 960-5835 or connell@unbc.ca. In addition, the University of Northern 

British Columbia's Office of Research has granted ethics clearance to this study and can be contacted 

if you have any questions at (250) 960-5820 or by email at reb@unbc.ca. 

Do you understand that you have been asked to be in a research study? 

Do you understand that the research interviews will be recorded? 

Do you understand that even if many precautions are taken to ensure 
confidentiality, there is a risk that your anonymity may not be 
preserved? 

Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study? 

Do you understand that you are free to refuse to participate or to 
withdraw from the study at anv time? You do not have to give a reason. 

Has the issue of confidentiality been explained to you? 

Do you understand who will have access to the information you 
provide? 

• Yes 

• Yes 

• Yes 

• Yes 

• Yes 

• Yes 

• Yes 

• No 

• No 

• No 

• No 

n No 

• No 

n No 

Investigator Date 

I have read and understood the above, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I understand 

that I can ask questions and withdraw my participation at any time. 

Participant 
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Appendix H: SoNG Process Map: Steps to consensus 

1. Identify agenda topics and determine the extent of community involvement. 

Objectives: 
$ Ensure that the SoNG meetings are devoted to the issues of most importance to the 

community. 
$ Avoid community overload by taking on too many issues at once. 
$ Maintain flexibility so that the balance between community involvement and committee 

empowerment can reflect the will of the group for each particular issue. 

The SoNG meeting is the ultimate decision-making body. It prioritizes how the meeting time 
will be used and determines the expected level of community involvement. Issues are 
brought to the SoNG meeting through a variety of pathways, usually mediated by a 
committee that has already been established to deal with the subject area or by PSC if there is 
no committee. New topics or issues can be identified by individuals and brought to PSC for 
consideration by the SoNG meeting. If it is a large or complex topic, PSC checks in with the 
SoNG meeting to determine whether the group is ready to tackle the issue. Small, limited 
issues are given time based on the committee's assessment of need and priority or through 
informal polling of stakeholders. 

2. Information gathering/exchange of ideas. 

Objectives: 
$ To expand thinking and foster creativity in the early stages of decision-making. 
$ To give individuals an opportunity to develop ideas and opinions and to seek their own 

truth while also learning what is important to their neighbors. 
$ To provide an opportunity for the committee to gain insight on the needs of the 

community. 

The open discussion of the topic at this stage gives the committee the raw information it will 
need to develop proposals and move forward. This step is crucial for fundamental issues 
where values and ethics come into play (such as community policies) or where there are 
diverse, strongly-held opinions. Allowing for information exchange without the pressure of a 
proposal can foster a deeper level of sharing and understanding viewpoints of others. This is 
often the time when there is the greatest possibility for individuals to modify their ideas. For 
topics where there is less attachment or where the issue is simple this step may only require 
one 30-45 minute discussion. 

3. Dialog/prioritize/seek common ground 

Objectives: 
$ To identify areas of commonality as well as areas with divergent viewpoints and reflect 

this information back to the SoNG community. 
$ To provide opportunities for meaningful dialog and consensus-building in order to 
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develop and refine the "sense of the group" as a precursor to proposal development. 
$ To evaluate options that have been suggested in earlier discussions. 

During this stage, discussions in the SoNG meeting become more focused on the decision at 
hand as it directly pertains to the community. The pathway from divergence to common 
ground and proposal development varies tremendously. It is very important to identify all 
areas where there are differences of opinion and find out why people have these feelings and 
the level of intensity. It is not uncommon to find out that many differences of opinion are 
due to differences in underlying assumptions that have not been shared in the meetings. The 
committee's role at this stage is to collect, analyze and reflect back the development of ideas 
as concerns are addressed and alternative solutions are considered. The committee must be 
able to identify what it knows and what it still needs to find out from the community and 
from other sources (i.e. insurance regulations, county and city codes, tax laws, environmental 
regulations, costs etc.). It may also be possible to arrive at consensus on guiding principles 
that everyone agrees on that will shape the rest of the proposal. 

4. SoNG meeting empowers committee to develop proposals 

Objectives: 
$ To move to the final stage of decision-making! 

The SoNG meeting may ask the committee to develop a proposal and may give guidance on 
the specific content or desired outcomes of the proposal. Or many SoNGs may start waving 
their thumbs around. This is the best possible sign that the group is ready to MAKE A 
DECISION!! Alternatively, the committee may conclude that it has all the information 
necessary to shape a proposal or discussions may fail to raise any further concerns. If the 
process has been particularly arduous, the committee may check in with the SoNG meeting to 
confirm that they are on the right track: "We are preparing a proposal that will include A, B 
and C elements in order to XYZ." 

5. Adoption of proposals/consensus 

Objectives: 
$ To reach formal consensus. 
$ Move forward to implementation. 

If the earlier steps have been conducted so that all concerns were aired and addressed AND if 
individuals have participated and given their honest feedback then, this final stage often goes 
very quickly and can feel like a formality. Some proposals are developed with fairly minimal 
community-wide discussion and are brought to the proposal stage with very little SoNG 
meeting time (such as the rental agreement). Others, such as shared cost allocation policies 
and the design of the common house involve quite a bit of work in SoNG meetings. 
Proposals are brought to the SoNG meeting at least twice to allow for feedback on final 
wording and ensure that true consensus has been reached. 
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