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Abstract

While there has been substantial growth in scholarly attention to negative emotional
responses to environmental issues such as climate change, limited research has been conducted
on the converse, such as how environmentally sustainable lifestyles might influence and impact
individual happiness. Happiness is commonly considered a subjective and situational emotion;
however, research has shown that individuals who practice a number of mindful exercises are
capable of improving and increasing their overall sense of well-being. Drawing on the emergent
field of “sustainable happiness,” this ethnographic case study examined the lived experiences of
individuals who lead environmentally sustainable lifestyles, specifically focusing on their
understandings and perceptions of happiness. Twelve interviews were conducted with an
environmentally focused intentional community in British Columbia, Canada. Data analysis
revealed that although happiness exercises were not explicitly practiced, participants nonetheless
engaged in authentic daily activities that enabled them to explore how gratitude, the pursuit of
money, the influence of media and news, and sense of community impacted their health and
happiness. Further, the longer participants had lived in this intentional community and increased
their knowledge of sustainable living, the more able they were to recognize the negative impacts
current mainstream lifestyles had on their health and happiness. Given these findings and
increased awareness of the importance of attending to mental health in formal educational
settings, it is recommended that curricula grounded in sustainable happiness research be
developed to offer students opportunities to explicitly learn about well-being and the potential

impacts different practices and lifestyles have on their happiness.
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Chapter One: Introduction

When I reflect about the happiest, most lively people who have ever come into my life, I
have come to realize that they are often environmental educators or people who share a deep love
for nature. I have often found these people to be authentically welcoming individuals who almost
always spend time on their days off work outside engaging in activities that they enjoy, and often
appear to exude a joie de vivre. Ironically enough, and as highlighted by Elin Kelsey and
Catherine O’Brien (2011), these are also often the people who educate others about some of the
most depressing subjects. From global climate change, environmental degradation, species
extinction, and polluted spaces, it is surprising to me that more of them do not show signs of
overwhelming despair.

Although I too have felt a deep love for nature all of my life, it is only since 2010 when I
began my post-secondary education that I really started to learn about the discouraging reality of
humanity’s negative impacts on the environment, including the role of capitalism and
consumerism. My personal experiences on this learning journey have felt very different than
what I have perceived others have had as I frequently feel overwhelmed or upset when thinking
about current societal practices and how they will impact the future, and often struggle to see
where my passions and values will fit into this world. That is not to say that I am not a person
who experiences joy or feelings of happiness, but I do not feel genuinely happy as I habitually
return to feelings of perplexity and despair. These upsetting feelings shock me and lead me to an
internal struggle as I know I have so much to be grateful for, especially since in comparison to
many people in this world, I do not suffer from significant personal hardships and am not living
with clinical depression. Why, then, do I find genuine happiness such a struggle in my life that is

privileged in so many ways?



When I contemplate why my lived experience differs from other environmental
educators, the only dissimilarity that I have noticed thus far is that my lifestyle is considerably
less sustainable than others. Although I too have desires to make changes in my life so that I can
live more sustainably, I find it hard to regularly maintain any significant change due both to
limited access to resources and mainstream society’s normative expectations. These personal
struggles and observations that I noted in others sparked my interest in the possible correlation
between environmentally sustainable living and individual happiness. Excited by what little
writing I could find on the topic, I realized that there remains much to be researched.

The intent of my thesis research was to explore how individuals who live
environmentally sustainable lifestyles perceive and integrate happiness into their own lives.
While the importance of living sustainably is becoming more widely known through media
coverage of the topic, in my experience, people often hesitate to engage in this lifestyle due to
the perception that they will need to make substantial personal sacrifices that might hinder their
happiness. Indeed, to live a sustainable lifestyle does require considerable shifts away from
common social practices (Capra, 2005; Shapiro, 1995) like rampant consumption, excessive
fossil fuel use, and prevalent resource waste. In addition, although happiness is complicated,
contextual, and dependent on certain individual values, there are practices and beliefs that have
been documented as having a significant impact on individual happiness (Angel, 2014;
Lyubomirksy, 2007), which I will discuss in detail in the literature review. My assumption,
which is supported by the small but growing field of “sustainable happiness,” is that
environmentally friendly lifestyles embody some of the practices identified in the general

happiness research literature.



I am intrigued by people who have chosen to reside in environmentally focused
intentional communities such as ecovillages, and given their demonstrated commitment to
sustainable living, they were an ideal site to conduct my thesis research. Since I was focusing on
the lived experiences of people at one such site, [ used a qualitative case study method that draws
on ethnographic concepts. Through semi-structured interviews and observations recorded in field
notes, I investigated how individuals who lived in one ecovillage comprehended happiness, how
they perceived their lifestyle impacted their overall happiness, and how, if at all, happiness
exercises were explicitly being practiced in this community. My hope is that this research will
help enrich the small field of sustainable happiness given there has been a paucity of empirical
research conducted thus far. In the conclusion, I identify areas ripe for future research and offer
insight into how environmentally sustainable living might impact well-being.'

Personal Background and Relational Context

In my “Introduction to Qualitative Research” class during the first semester of graduate
studies, we learned about the role that a researcher plays in qualitative inquiries and the
importance of reflecting on researcher positionality. The personal background of a researcher,
their culture, and their past experiences can influence the type of phenomenon that is selected for
study and how this phenomenon is being studied (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Researchers act as
the key instrument for data collection and analysis, thus it is important for researchers to reflect
on how their position can shape the interpretations, themes, and meanings that they ascribe to the
data (Creswell, 2014). For this reason, the following section relays some of who I am and how I

situate myself within this research.

' The terms “happiness” and “well-being” are used interchangeably in this thesis since “happiness” is understood as
a state of mind that impacts all areas of one’s life, which is similar to well-being.



I identify myself as a white cis-woman and a third-generation Canadian; I grew up just
outside a small town in southern Ontario called Lakefield. Although I spent all of my childhood
and youth in this rural area with my parents and three brothers, I have been living in Thunder
Bay for the last seven years and am starting to feel as if Northwestern Ontario is my second
home. My mother works in the medical field as a nurse, and has taken on many different roles
over the course of her career (e.g., emergency RN, Northern Ontario fly-in nurse, first aid
instructor, Personal Support Worker instructor at the local college, volunteer health care
coordinator at a local summer camp, and more), and my father was a postal worker, although his
true calling is photography which he has been able to focus on more since his recent retirement.
Although neither of my parents had careers in the outdoors, they both have held an affinity for
nature, and early on established the natural environment as a playground for my brothers and me.
When I was five years old, my mother started volunteering as a summer camp nurse at Camp
Kawartha in the Kawartha Lakes region of southern Ontario. As a result of my mother’s
volunteer work, my brothers and I were able to attend that summer camp; had we not been given
this opportunity, we would not have been able to do so as this was not financially feasible for my
family.

Summers at Camp Kawartha were instrumental in my life as they not only provided many
amazing outdoor and recreation opportunities that deepened my connection to nature, but also
helped me develop an interest in education. At camp, I was also exposed to what I would
characterize as my first authentically positive friendships. In total I spent 17 summers at Camp
Kawartha, moving from camper to a variety of staff positions (i.e., day camp counselor,

overnight counselor, canoe tripper, wilderness leadership program director, and trip director),



and with each new role, my engagement in environmental and sustainability education
strengthened.

Although my summer camp experiences focused heavily on group dynamics, self-
actualization, leadership, and skill acquisition and development, I realize upon reflection that
environmentally sustainable lessons also were being taught implicitly at every stage. As a
camper and a new counselor, I started to learn about various approaches to sustainable living
such as reducing energy and water consumption, growing plants and vegetables, and straw bale
construction. As a canoe tripper I developed a deeper, more spiritual, more respectful connection
to nature because the majority of my time during those summers was spent surviving in the
natural environment. As a wilderness leadership program director and trip director, I learned
about the important role of education and how knowledge can influence the type of relationships
we have with each other and with the rest of the world. Summer camp experiences had a
monumental impact on my worldview and helped me establish a deep, positive personal
connection to the environment.

It was through one of my experiences at summer camp that I was first introduced to
Lakehead University and its Outdoor Recreation program. I chose to come to Thunder Bay and
enroll in the Honours Bachelor of Outdoor Recreation program (HBOR) concurrently with a
Bachelor of Education (BEd). While the majority of my post-secondary studies were spent
outdoors enjoying the natural environment as well as developing interpersonal and skill-based
proficiencies that would allow me to be an effective outdoor leader, it was also during this time
that I was introduced to the realities and complexities of the world. The more I learned about
how destructive human-made systems have been on the natural environment, the more distressed

I became. However, experiencing these emotions with support of family, friends, and professors



helped me to maintain a generally positive outlook about the world. It was at that time that I
began to understand how education occurred well beyond schooling and grew from simply being
an interest into a true passion of mine. I had genuinely inspirational educators throughout my
studies who exposed me to, and modeled for me, the profound impacts that education can have
on individuals. Through their lessons and words I have been inspired.

In the professional year of my education degree, a student in one of my classes briefly
mentioned in conversation how happiness relates to sustainability. This was the first time I had
even considered a link between the two concepts. As an outdoor educator who had been working
in the industry for just under 10 years at that time, I found that much of my experience, both as a
learner and an educator, had mostly been focused on the scientific “facts” of sustainability. I had
never really taken emotional considerations into account and my classmate’s ofthand comment
opened me to new ways of exploring and thinking about education and the world. It was an
“aha” moment that led directly to this thesis.

Research Questions

The purpose of my study was to explore and describe the lived experiences of individuals
who live environmentally sustainable lifestyles in intentional communities, specifically focusing
on their understanding of happiness. In particular, I wanted to investigate:

1. What can be learned about perceptions of happiness from people who seek to live
environmentally sustainable lifestyles in intentional communities?
2. How might environmentally sustainable lifestyles influence and impact individual

happiness?



Chapter Two: Literature Review

The concepts of “happiness” and “sustainability” are complex as is their potential
relationship to one another. In the following sections, I unpack each concept, investigate how
they have been researched in the past, and note how researchers posit these concepts might
intersect. The final section of this chapter will explore current scholarship on the role of
sustainable actions in the “pursuit of happiness.” This latter section is greatly influenced by the
work of Catherine O’Brien (2008, 2012, 2013, 2016), who has both written and taught about
sustainable happiness.

Happiness

In this section, I explore the concept of happiness to offer a deeper understanding of this
complex phenomenon. Although happiness, in one form or another, has been researched since at
least the 1990s (Dolan, Peasgood, & White, 2008), it is challenging to investigate without
considering a number of variables. Happiness is broadly understood as an individual feeling or
perhaps, for some, a state of mind, but it is clear that it is more complex and dependent on a wide
variety of personal, economic, and social factors (Dolan et al., 2008). It is also framed as an
attainable goal for any individual, particularly through specific practices (Angel, 2014;
Lyubomirsky, 2007).

Why measure happiness? Beyond the simple concept of feeling good, research about
happiness provides important information for individuals as well as policy makers and
governments. Although economic indicators have become the most common measure of a
nation’s well-being, research suggests that measuring happiness could be a better indicator
(Diener & Seligman, 2004). After the industrial revolution, governments focused on measuring

economic development because greater wealth was perceived to signify greater freedom of



choice for citizens. It was believed that people with a wide variety of choices had more
opportunities to select courses of action that maximized their overall well-being (Diener &
Seligman, 2004). While economic security can contribute to quality of life by enabling one to
meet basic needs, analysis of income and life satisfaction indicate that one does not contribute to
the other (Diener & Seligman, 2004). In fact, Helen Norberg-Hodge (Local Futures, 2014)
strongly suggests that the emphasis on economic development has actually hindered quality of
life. She argues that “distorted economic priorities” have led to the commercialization of every
aspect of the world, creating intense competition and centralized power, concluding that the
economic system “thrives on separation, on cutting us off from one another and from nature” and
reaches “deep into the psyches of young children, perverting a universal need for love and
acceptance into a need to consume” (Local Futures, 2014, p. 2). In addition, Ed Diener and
Martin Seligman (2004) argue that actually measuring well-being would be a better indicator of
nation’s growth: “after all, if economic and other policies are important because they will in the
end increase well-being, why not assess well-being more directly?” (p. 2).

Another argument that some give for the importance of measuring happiness is in
developing a better understanding of personal choice. According to Daniel Kahneman and Alan
Krueger (2006), it has become clear that the choices individuals make do not always represent
their actual preferences nor contribute to their overall life satisfaction. Research in the fields of
behavioural economics and psychology have found that “people often make inconsistent choices,
fail to learn from experiences, exhibit reluctance to trade, [and] base their own satisfaction on
how their situation compares with the satisfaction of others” (p.3). That is to say, people do not

always make decisions based on what they think will make them happy, and more research into



the concept of happiness could help individuals make choices that positively affect their life
satisfaction.

Finally, some suggest that happiness should become an explicit goal of formal education,
a notion that resonates well with my personal beliefs. The suggestion grew out of teachers’
observations of an increase in student anxiety, and that many students are appearing to care little
for anything - not themselves, not their studies, not their school, not their home communities,
and most certainly not the environment (O’Brien, 2013b). Nel Noddings (2003), for one, argues
that, “Happiness should be an aim of education, and a good education should contribute
significantly to personal and collective happiness” (p. 1) as she believes that the way we feel has
a direct impact on the way that we learn. More research into the notion of happiness can help
offer deeper understandings of this concept, providing further opportunities for educational
practices.

Positive psychology. The concept of happiness has interested researchers for a long time.
In 2000, an issue of American Psychologist focused on the growing area of what came to be
called positive psychology and it remains an active field of research (Seligman, Steen, Park, &
Peterson, 2005). Positive psychology is “an umbrella term for the study of positive emotions,
positive character traits, and enabling institutions” (Seligman, et al., 2005, p. 410). In other
words, this field examines mental health in relation to the many variables that have an impact on
well-being. There are a number of different approaches within the field of positive psychology,
many of which relate to the study of happiness, which I will briefly describe in the following
sections.

Subjective well-being. A widely used term within the field of positive psychology is

subjective well-being (SWB), which focuses on how people give value to their lives, their lived
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experiences, their bodies and minds, and the circumstances in which they live (Diener, 2006).
SWB is often measured through a “contemplative cognitive assessment” of: 1) life satisfaction;
2) work satisfaction, interests, and engagement; and 3) and affective reactions to life events,
which can be interpreted as positive affect (i.e., pleasant moods and emotions) or negative affect
(i.e., unpleasant moods and emotions) (Diener, 2006; Dolan et al., 2008). Influences on SWB
include: 1) income (until basic needs are met); 2) personal characteristics (i.e., who we are and
our genetic makeup); 3) socially developed characteristics (e.g., education, health, type of
work/unemployment); 4) how time is spent; 5) attitudes and beliefs towards self/others/life; 6)
relationships; and 7) broader economic, social, and political environments (Dolan et al., 2008, p.
97). While SWB is a widely used and accepted term within the field of positive psychology, my
own research uses a concept of happiness that can be understood more as a mindset and practice
of consciousness.

Authentic happiness. According to Diener (2006), due to the many different meanings of
happiness — it can be used to describe a positive mood, a large-scale assessment of life
satisfaction, a source of happiness, or how someone lives a “good” life — many researchers and
scholars tend to avoid the term altogether. When it is carefully defined for the purposes of
research, however, there is room for significant insights into the phenomenon and self-identity.

Take, for example, a study by Micha¢l Dambrun et al. (2012) in which the researchers
examined how specific acts based on certain values impact two types of happiness: “fluctuating”
and “authentic-durable.” They describe fluctuating happiness as repeated phases of pleasure and
displeasure, where one is seeking gratification while avoiding disagreeable things for self-
preservation. By taking this approach, feelings of joy and fulfillment become solely dependent

on the arrival or loss of certain stimuli. They argue that fluctuating happiness is mostly attributed
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to self-centered acts based on self-enhancement values and leads to a false sense of happiness
since it is solely dependent on situations. They even go as far to say that, “fluctuating happiness,
despite the experience of phases of pleasure, seems to be more linked to emotional negativity
than emotional positivity” (Dambrun et al., 2012, p. 9).

Authentic-durable happiness, on the other hand, is “an optimal way of being, state of
durable contentment and plenitude or inner-peace” (p. 2). That is to say that when an individual
experiences authentic-durable happiness, the resulting emotional stability and harmonious state
(i.e., inner peace) work together to generate a quality of consciousness that permeates through
each experience, emotion, or behaviour, and allows the individual to accept and embrace both
joy and pain. Dambrun et al. (2012) found that authentic-durable happiness could be achieved
through selfless acts based on self-transcendence values. They also suggest that mindfulness is
strongly related to the practice of authentic-durable happiness.

Happiness, then, can be understood as a resilient, positive emotional state of durable
contentment and inner peace attained through a meaningful and engaged life (Dambrun et al.,
2012, Diener, 2006; Dolan et al., 2008; Seligman et al., 2005). This approach to understanding
happiness is the primary lens used in my thesis. First, however, as mindfulness is a key
component to this understanding of happiness, I need to somewhat unpack this concept.

Mindfulness. As mentioned, Dambrum et al. (2012) found that the practice of
mindfulness can contribute greatly to the ability of achieving authentic-durable happiness.
Torgeir Ericson, Bjern Gunaketu Kjonstad, and Anders Barstad (2014) define mindfulness as
“being aware, taking note of what is going on within ourselves and outside in the world, without
shying away from information or feelings that we do not like or do not wish to be true” (p. 74).

In its very basic understanding, the practice of mindfulness, then, can be understood as attending
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to thought and self-reflection. Mindfulness has also been described as “the awareness that arises
from paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, nonjudgmentally” (Paulson, Davidson,
Jha, & Kabat-Zinn, 2013, p. 91), although “nonjudgmentally” is commonly misconstrued and
might be better understood as suspending judgment rather than not having any (Paulson et al.,
2013). To take this concept further, being nonjudgmental refers to the notion of holding onto
thoughts without compartmentalizing them into cognitive bins or prescribing them with an
immediate reaction, which relates to the concept of accepting all emotions found in authentic-
durable happiness.

Many scholars view happiness as a skill that can be improved through practice, and the
process of mindfulness allows individuals to engage in a form of mental training (e.g., Angel,
2010; Lyubomirsky, 2007; Paulson et al., 2013). For example, Amishi Jha states within a
collaborative article:

If I asked how many of you think that engaging in certain kinds of physical activity will

change the way the body works, most of you would agree that certain types of activity

can alter the body in noticeable ways...I hope that we’ll get to the point where - as a

society, as a culture across the globe - we’ll start to understand that the mind is really no

different than the body, that engaging in very specific mental exercises can promote
health and, indeed, that engaging in regular mental activity of certain kinds will promote
health. (Paulson et al., 2013, p. 88)°
The growing knowledge of mind/body connections has contributed to the study of happiness, and
has led to both the investigation and development of mental exercises that can help foster
individual happiness.
Happiness activities. As mentioned in the previous section, there is evidence that

suggests that through engagement in specific mental activities, happiness can be improved. Sonja

Lyubomirsky (2007), who is a professor in the Department of Psychology at the University of

* To ease readability, particularly when it comes to sharing excerpts of interviews with participants in the Findings
chapter, I have diverted from standard APA practices by single spacing block quotations.
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California and who’s work is evidence based, heavily discusses in detail these types of activities
in her book, The How of Happiness. She also explores three main influences that determine and
impact happiness (see Figure 1). First, she suggests that individual “set points” impact about half
of everyone’s happiness based on research that was conducted on twins who were separated at
birth. While identical twins showed the same levels of happiness regardless of how they were

raised, fraternal twins differed greatly, indicating that gene structure plays a role in happiness.

What Determines Happiness?

M Set Point 50%

M Qutside Circumstances
10%

H]ntentional Activity
40%

Figure 1: What determines happiness? (Lyubomirsky, 2007, p. 39)

She asserts, however, that “just because your happiness set point cannot be changed doesn’t
mean that your happiness level cannot be changed” (p. 57), comparing this to similar research on
set points for weight and cholesterol levels, where clearly other factors are also at play. Second,
Lyubomirsky states that only 10% of individual happiness is impacted by outside circumstances
(i.e., relationship status, job, income, living situation, etc.). While it is often believed that outside
circumstances are the core of happiness, she explains that life’s situations only impact a small
percentage of individual happiness due to a concept called “hedonic adaptation” (p. 48). She
indicates that, “human beings are remarkably adept at becoming rapidly accustomed to sensory

or physiologic changes” (p. 48) and that while both material possessions and life’s events can
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cause temporary increases in positive emotions, eventually individuals adapt to the circumstance
(i.e., it feels “normal” in their life) and it will no longer bring heightened sensations.

Lastly, both Lyubomirsky (2007) and Jen Angel (2014) have suggested that the following
intentional activities can contribute to happiness: 1) practicing gratitude and cultivating positive
thinking; 2) living in the present and savouring life’s joys; 3) developing and committing to
meaningful goals; 4) taking care of the body and soul through physical activity and mindfulness;
5) nurturing healthy relationships; and 6) managing stress, hardship, and trauma. While all these
activities may contribute to happiness, Lyubomirsky (2007) emphasizes that it is important to
determine the activity that will be most effective for each individual based on their values, goals,
and needs. As will be discussed in the next chapter, I drew from the essence of these activities in
constructing some of my interview questions to investigate how, if at all, my participants
incorporated these strategies into their own lives.

As has been illustrated in this section, the idea of happiness has been extensively
researched, especially in the field of positive psychology. Nonetheless, very little research has
been completed on the possible relationships between happiness and environmental
sustainability. Prior to looking at these potential connections, in the following section I first set
the stage by providing an overview of environmental sustainability and environmental and
sustainability education (ESE) before turning to how and why research on sustainable happiness,
including my own thesis research, could help enrich both happiness research and ESE research.
Environmental Sustainability

Environmental sustainability has been a widespread public concern since at least the
1970s, although there have been people worried about environmental degradation for a very long

time before that. Both the Brundtland Commission report, Our Common Future (1987) and
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reports from the United Nations Rio World Conference on the Environment in Rio de Janeiro
(1992) note the deep concern many have for all life on earth, including the lives of those not born
yet. These documents explored how the globalized trajectory for development and expansion
would continue to degrade life on earth through expansive resource use and destruction, soil and
ocean acidification, intense greenhouse gas effect by fossil fuel burning, as well as many other
concerns (UN, 1987). In response, some argued that sustainable development “that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs” (UN, 1987, paragraph 26) should be pursued; however this notion has been critiqued and
contested as globalized development is itself the cause of many current environmental issues
(Jickling & Wals, 2008). Thus some have chosen to talk about sustainability, which they see as a
more inclusive and holistic term than sustainable development. In the next section, I discuss this
further as well as how education has taken up these ideas.

Defining environmental sustainability. The term “environmental sustainability”
became prominent in popular discourse as a result of the astounding knowledge that the survival
of all living things on the planet is being jeopardized due to human activity. In Naomi Klein’s
book, This Changes Everything (2015), she states that as long as detrimental human activity
continues at the same intensity, the unsafe abundance of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and
the persistent increase in global temperatures will lead to “extreme heat waves, declining global
food stocks, loss of ecosystems and biodiversity, and life-threatening sea level rises” (p. 13).
Although individual behaviours like recycling or walking instead of driving are becoming more
common and can play a vital role in reducing personal impacts on the environment, these actions
alone will not be able to prevent or mitigate the intense environmental crises that we are facing.

Klein (2015) argues that to alleviate the impending transformation of the world due to climate
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change, it is necessary that environmentally sustainable actions oppose dominant capitalist and
neoliberal worldviews, extractivist undertakings, and overconsumption motivated by corporate
power.

Looking through a similar lens but from a different angle, Elan Shapiro (1995) believes
that environmental sustainability can be understood as the act of mimicking life-sustaining
patterns that are fundamental in a place. Fritjof Capra (2005) helps to develop this notion by
describing specific principals of sustainability that are directly correlated to nature’s ecosystems,
or more specifically, living systems. He argues that the essence of a healthy ecosystem is non-
linear and is established through relationships, connectedness, and context. In order to act in
accordance with this way of thinking, several substantial shifts in perception would be necessary
as currently the most common Western understanding of success is that it is achieved through
independent, linear pursuits (i.e. the success of one individual or institution). Capra suggests that
the approaches need to shift emphasis from: 1) the parts to the whole; 2) objects to relationships;
3) objective knowledge to contextual knowledge; 4) quantity to quality; 5) structure to process;
and 6) contents to patterns. Although these changes are substantial, they could act as a
foundation that could promote environmentally sustainable behaviours, a healthier relationship
with the earth, and an ecological consciousness.

Aldo Leopold (1948/1968) described one such practice of ecological consciousness
known as the land ethic, which complements this approach to environmental sustainability. In
short, this ethic considers the land to be a vital member of the community. Leopold stated that
the implementation of a land ethic “changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the
land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It implies respect for his [sic] fellow-

members, and also respect for the community as such” (p. 204). Similar to Capra’s (2005)
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proposition, a land ethic could alter how we view our relationship to the environment, and could
promote a healthier approach to living on the earth. In the following section, one current example
of authentically sustainable lifestyles removed from dominant neoliberal and capitalist
ideologies, and the one wherein my thesis research was situated, is explored.

Ecovillages. Although the desire to live simply can be associated with historical figures
such as Socrates or even Jesus (Krznaric, 2014), the term “ecovillage” became popular in the late
1980’s when more attention was being turned to our global ecological footprint, that is, our
impact, at either the community or individual level, on the environment as illustrated by the
amount of land needed to sustain current resource use (Dawson, 2006). While Socrates sought to
live a simpler life because he believed that money corrupted minds and morals (Krznaric, 2014),
the modern escape from dominant society was a response to weak governmental approaches to
addressing environmental issues (Dawson, 2006).

Although the concept of co-housing (i.e., communal sharing of resources) was already
well established, a Danish activist named Hildur Jackson and her Canadian husband Ross
Jackson sought to develop more welcoming human settlements that took a more radical approach
than co-housing (Dawson, 2006). At a similar time, the joint owners and editors of In Context
magazine, Robert and Dianne Gilman were seeking opportunities to explore and write about
groundbreaking and innovative experiments in sustainable communities. In 1990, Hildur Jackson
convinced the Gilmans to write a feature piece about their community, the Gaia Trust, and an
article, “Ecovillages and Sustainable Communities” was published (Dawson, 2006). This piece
highlighted international best practices in environmentally focused intentional communities and
provided recommendations on how to create communities with small impacts on the earth. In

this report, an ecovillage was defined as:
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Human scale full-features 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. (Dawson, 2006, p. 15)

The intentions of ecovillages was never to return to an idealized past, but rather to create
coalescence between “human expertise in treading lightly on the Earth, community-level
governance and the application of modern, energy-efficient technologies” (Dawson, 2006, p.16).

Some, like Johnathan Dawson (2006), argue that the ecovillage model reflects ideas in
complexity theory and systems thinking while stressing the importance of connections and
relationships amongst activities, processes, and structure. Grace Walsh (2015) argues that the
ideology of ecovillages helps to move away from “ego-systems” that focus on anthropocentric
needs and towards ecosystems that take a more holistic approach. Kazuhiko Takeuchi, Yutaka
Namiki, and Hiroyasu Tanaka (1998) explain that in the ecovillage model, ecosystems not only
refer to the natural environment, but also to the interactions (e.g., sharing, co-existing, or
circulation) between all elements, living or not, within a community. Richard Wilkinson, a
British epidemiologist who has spent much of his career studying why certain nations are
healthier than others, found that the healthiest societies wherein its members work best together,
did not have more income, education, or wealth, but did have more equitable sharing (Jarvis &
Wilkinson, 2014).

While ecovillages are generally founded on the premise of sharing resources, Jocelyn
Burkhart (personal communication, February 11, 2016), who has lived experience in a number of
these communities, highlights another important consideration that she argues contributes to the
longevity and health of an ecovillage. Through discussions with ecovillage members, and based
on her own observations, she states that 90% of the intentional communities of which she had

experience failed because they did not possess shared ideologies. In her experience, the
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communities most able to overcome adversity were the ones that had at least one of the
following components: 1) family ties; 2) a very strong charismatic leader; or 3) a shared spiritual
foundation or belief. Of the communities she knew, she found that a land focus alone did not
enable communities to survive challenges unless community members also shared a commitment
to, for example, holistic approaches or Indigenous practices.

Although ecovillages are often established by a group of individuals seeking to lessen
their individual ecological footprints, the ecovillage model has also been suggested as a
mitigation strategy for the harmful impacts of rapidly expanding populations. Takeuchi, Namiki,
and Tanaka (1998) investigated this idea in Japan, and suggest that the establishment of
ecovillages within close proximity to urban centres could help reduce problems of
overconcentration of people in large cities and promote healthy settlements in rural areas. They
also could help diminish overall impacts on the environment through sharing. As Roman
Krznaric (2014) writes, the ecovillage model highlights the notion that “simple living is not
about abandoning luxury, but discovering it in new places” (p.23).

I turn now to the educational dimensions of my work to situate my research within
environmental and sustainability education (ESE). I will provide a brief history of ESE and
highlight how my research could help address gaps in ESE research and practice.
Environmental and Sustainability Education

William Stapp (1969) argues that increasing urbanization from the 1920s onward was one
of the primary motivators for establishing ESE. As “independent rural-oriented living”
diminished as a way of life for the majority of the population so too did “intimate association and
interaction with natural resources” (p. 33) and with it a consciousness of human dependency on

the environment. In an effort to regain such lost knowledge, formal environmental education was
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recommended as one way to educate citizens about the natural world and the important role it
plays in humans’ lives. While the initial intent of ESE was to explore and restore humans’
relationship with the natural world, the field has expanded and developed as more complex
understandings of human/nature relationships and the interconnections of social and
environmental justice were recognized (Russell, Bell, & Fawcett, 2000; Fawcett, 2013;
Stevenson, Brody, Dillon, & Wals, 2013).

As mentioned earlier, the Rio World Conference on the Environment in Rio de Janeiro in
1992 was an important forum for conveying the importance of environmental sustainability. At
this conference, a document entitled The Treaty on Environmental Education for Sustainable
Societies and Global Responsibility was produced in four different languages by non-
governmental organizations and educators; it offers a comprehensive, democratic, and inclusive
definition of environmental education (Russell, Bell & Fawcett, 2000). While 16 guiding
principles were established, three in particular highlight why there are multiple approaches to
ESE:

Principle 4: Environmental education is not neutral but is value-based. It is an act for
social transformation.

Principle 11: Environmental education values all different forms of knowledge.
Knowledge is diverse, cumulative and socially produced and should not be
patented or monopolized.

Principle 16: Education must help develop an ethical awareness of all forms of life with
which humans share this planet, respect all life cycles and impose limits on
humans’ exploitation of other forms of life. (Anon, 1992)

To help understand the different approaches to ESE, Lucie Sauvé (2005) conducted an in-

depth analysis that led her to identify 15 different “currents” in the field, each a “general way of
envisioning and practicing environmental education” (p. 12). She makes clear that these are not

monolithic categories and that many of the currents overlap in practice, but nonetheless that they

can be used to illustrate the diversity within the field. The seven currents she asserts have had the
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longest standing in the field are: 1) naturalist; 2) conservationist/resourcist; 3) problem-solving;
4) systemic; 5) scientific; 6) humanist/mesological; and 7) value-centered, with the remaining
eight currents more recent in emergence: 8) holistic; 9) bioregionalist; 10) praxic; 11) socially
critical; 12) feminist; 13) ethnographic; 14) eco-education; and 15) sustainable
development/sustainability. While this diversity has provided many opportunities for
contextually appropriate theories and practices to develop, Sauvé does note that the lack of
coherence has deterred the development of unified goals in the field. Whether that is actually a
problem is debated (Russell, Bell, & Fawcett, 2000; Russell & Fawcett, 2013).

Barriers to environmental and sustainability education. A considerable challenge in
ESE is the differing opinions about what constitutes “healthy”” human-environment relationships
(Russell, Bell & Fawcett, 2000). While some ESE approaches appear to reinforce the
anthropocentric belief that nature is inferior to humanity and the environment is simply a
resource to be utilized by humankind, other approaches emphasize that humans are animals
themselves who are part of ecosystems that they must relearn to exist within (Sauvé, 2005).

Personally, in my past experiences, the notion that “real” nature is pristine wilderness
void of human activity, meant to be appreciated for its beauty through recreation, was dominant.
Although wilderness experiences can help to create transformational and respectful connections
to the natural environment, Shapiro (1995) highlights that when participants return to their

“normal life,”

they are often faced with feelings of helplessness or depression as they may not
know how to apply the lessons they learned in the wild to their urban lives. A substantial

challenge after one of these experiences, then, is to “move beyond raising individual awareness

and towards fostering sustainable behavior” (O’Brien, 2012, p. 1198). Although individuals may

? In this context, “normal life” refers to a way of living that is congruent with dominant societal norms.
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be engaged in sustainable actions when participating in wilderness experiences, these practices
are hard to maintain once people return to a sociocultural context rife with neoliberal ideologies.
It is also important to note that these wilderness experiences are often only accessible to the
economically privileged given their significant costs.

Turning from ESE in wilderness settings, which is the context with which I have the most
personal and professional experience, to ESE in schools, there are issues and constraints present
as well. For example, the top-down approach to mandatory curriculum tends to reinforce one
standard, anthropocentric approach to human-nature relationships where the more-than-human
world is a mere backdrop to human activity (Russell & Bell, 1996). School ESE often fosters
weak connections between pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours (Breunig, Murtell,
Russell, & Howard, 2014) and often is predicated on simplistic understandings of the ways in
which attitudes, knowledge, and behaviour relate (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002).

The hidden curriculum of formal schooling can also be a large barrier to ESE. From
learning primarily being conducted indoors to anti-environmental messages in textbooks
(Chambers, 2008; Orr, 1996), schools have been argued to be profoundly unecological (Steen,
2003). As noted by Joan Chambers (2008), textbooks play a vital role in constructing and
imposing specific views of reality that are “embedded in discourses through what is said or not
said and /#ow it is said or not said” (p.11); much of this discourse is not environmentally friendly.
Further, when organizations such as the World Bank, who have been known to propagate
capitalist and neoliberal agendas, and influence educational policies, and when corporations like
McDonalds attempt to help “solve” educational problems such as lack of funding by donating
material teaching aids that are often congested with industrial propaganda, these can encourage

consumerist ideologies and environmentally destructive behaviours (Jickling & Wals 2008).
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Finally, as David Hursh, Joseph Henderson, and David Greenwood (2015) state, current
educational discourse in schools in the United States, and arguably to some extent in Canada, is
limited to “prescribed curriculum, and learning, evaluated through standardized tests” (p. 306),
which limits opportunities for praxis, that is, putting theory into practice, an important aspect of
critical approaches to ESE.

Greenwood (2010) also argues that ESE, both within and beyond school settings, is
currently missing opportunities to advance environmentally sustainable behaviours due to a
reluctance to include critical discourse about dominant societal practices. Indeed, much of
current ESE habitually disregards opportunities to address and challenge “empire” (i.e.,
capitalism and globalization) yet Greenwood (2010) argues “environmental education research
must hold together the tension between nature and empire or risk its own irrelevance while
empire grows and nature recedes” (p.16). Constance Russell, Anne Bell, and Leesa Fawcett
(2000) would agree and argue that all education, and especially ESE, must “involve far more
than the mere transmission of facts” (p. 205). Increasingly, scholars working in ESE are also
asserting that attention to the emotional dimensions of ESE is vital (e.g., Kelsey & Armstrong,
2012; Martusewicz, 2014; O’Brien, 2012; Ojala, 2015; Russell & Bell, 1996; Russell, Cameron,
Socha, & McNinch, 2013; Russell & Oakley, 2016).

Much of this critical research resonates with my own thesis research in that [ am
interested in not only increasing knowledge of sustainable lifestyles in ecovillages, but am
interested in one emotional dimension in particular, happiness, which has not been demonstrated
to be achieved through emphasis on money or independent pursuits. Indeed, at the outset of my
research, I imagined that critical discussions of dominant neoliberal and capitalist ideologies

would arise given participants have chosen to disrupt the “normal” by living in an ecovillage.
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Connecting Psychological and Ecological Well-Being

In 1992, when George W. Bush, alluding to the findings at the Rio World Conference on
the Environment, stated that “ the American way of life is not up for negotiation,” he reinforced
a popular belief that altering lifestyles in order to meet the needs of the planet would require
personal sacrifices that would diminish individual well-being (Brown & Kasser, 2005). While it
is clear that sustainable living will require substantial shifts in current societal practices, it is
increasingly imperative that this focus on the potential negative impacts on well-being be
challenged. In a world plagued with severe social and environmental crises (Klein, 2015), surely
actions that address the needs of the earth while still providing opportunities for human
happiness ought to be considered.

There has been increased scholarly attention focused on people’s emotional responses to
climate change and global warming (Norgaard, 2011) as well as growing concerns expressed
about how children might respond to “doom and gloom” messages (Kelsey & Armstrong, 2012).
Topics such as the impending “perfect storm” of severe climate change, deforestation,
desertification, species loss, and acidification of oceans (Orr, 2012) can be overwhelming and
environmental educators are witnessing emotional responses ranging from anger, fear,
discouragement, hopelessness, and despair (Kelsey & Armstrong, 2012; Russell ez a/, 2013). No
wonder there is now the term “ecophobia” that describes fear of ecological problems and the
natural world. The term was coined by David Sobel (1995) who worries educators carelessly
asking children to deal with such heavy issues “will end up distancing children from, rather than
connecting them with, the natural world” (p. 17). I turn now to a more positive, hopeful,
response in ESE that focuses on educators enabling environmentally sustainable actions and

working to foster sustainable happiness.
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Sustainable happiness. In 1995, Mitchell Thomashow wrote about how happiness is
associated with the lived experiences of environmentalism. He highlighted that the Dalai Lama
once suggested that the development of both love and compassion in one’s life fosters an inner
peace that is crucial to happiness (which is comparable to some practices found in mindfulness).
Thomashow further observed, “environmentalists find this happiness when they participate in
nature, when they feel integrated with their environment, when they are filled with gratitude and
wonder” and concluded that “if ecological identity enables people to identify with the earth, then
to love the earth is to love oneself” (p. 168). He later expanded on these ideas in his discussion of
ecopsychology, arguing that there is a compelling conceptual connection between those who are
in tune with their psyche and those who observe ecosystems and he asserted that a lack of
consideration of how local and global actions are interconnected is at the heart of both
psychologically and ecologically damaging behaviours (Thomashow, 1998).

Building on these ideas, Kirk Warren Brown and Tim Kasser (2005) found in a large-
scale assessment that happier people were living in more environmentally sustainable ways,
attributing this to their mindful consideration of their inner state and behaviours based on
intrinsic values described as broad psychological constructs aligned with personal growth,
relationships, and communities that are not dependent on material goods for fulfillment. Those
who focus their energy on intrinsic pursuits are more likely to have reduced consumption rates
and engage in more environmentally friendly behaviours (Brown & Kasser, 2005). This brings
us to the idea of “sustainable happiness.”

O’Brien (2012) characterizes sustainable happiness as “happiness that contributes to
individual, community, and/or global well-being without exploiting other people, the

environment, or future generations” (p. 1198). To illustrate the concept, she provides an example
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about a change in family relationships when environmentally friendly transportation is adopted;
parents and children who commute to school by walking report positive emotions such as being
“happy” and “relaxed” and state that this time improves their relationships through extended
conversations and more social time together. Ultimately, these families are increasing their
overall well-being while lessening their environmental footprint. This is one example of a
practice that illustrates how a particular approach to the pursuit of happiness can have a positive
impact on the surrounding environment.

Analyzing the social, environmental, and economic indicators of well-being can be a
useful avenue to cultivating happiness that is authentic, durable, and viable into the future
(Kelsey & O’Brien, 2011). In this way, sustainable happiness can be used as a guidepost to
influence daily actions and individual decision-making (O’Brien, 2008). O’Brien (2012) argues
that in a world where drastic changes need to be made to achieve both environmental flourishing
and social justice, the combination of positive psychology and sustainability could be a boon for
finding new approaches to sustainability and well-being.

While cultivating sustainable happiness seems promising, there are still limitations and
barriers to its widespread implementation. As mentioned earlier, many academics and
policymakers are critical of the concept of happiness and approach the subject with much
skepticism (Diener, 2006). Until happiness becomes more a widely accepted topic of research
and aim of policy in multiple arenas, the willingness to incorporate sustainable happiness into
education likely will continue to be a struggle. Another barrier is that some communities are still
limited in their ability to even make choices that are more conducive to sustainable lifestyles. For
example, most areas are still very dependent on automobiles, and even when individuals would

prefer to walk, cycle, or take public transit, these options may not be available. Another example
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is related to the manufacture of goods overseas for substantially lower costs, making buying
locally not always an option. This is where Klein’s (2015) call to fight capitalism and
neoliberalism on a much grander scale becomes of greater importance. Addressing such systemic
issues are challenging but worth it and there are examples of these ideas being put into praxis,
including in educational contexts (O’Brien, 2013b)

Sustainable happiness in education. If education were to pursue cultivating both
happiness and environmental sustainability together, students and educators could begin to
recognize how individual and group well-being is interdependent, and that daily choices can
either contribute or detract from life satisfaction. In addition, students could develop a deeper
understanding about how to live and work while respecting themselves, others, the environment,
other species, and future generations (O’Brien, 2008). Such an idea is not unheard of in Canada.
In 2002, influenced by the Treaty on Environmental Education for Sustainable Societies and
Global Responsibility (Anon, 1992), the Government of Canada released a guiding framework
for ESE. Although the core of this policy document is focused on different implementation
strategies, a closer examination of the values touted in the document point to an interesting
intersection between the pursuit of happiness and ESE. While the following statements were
meant to inform ESE practices, they also represent important ideas that resonate with happiness:

1) Having authentic, personal experiences of “sense of place”, beginning with one’s own

home and community is one of the many ways in which citizens can learn

environmentally.

2) Environmental learning and sustainability can take place at all levels in our education

systems and institutions. It can also take place where we live and work, where we

recreate and move about our daily lives as consumers, as volunteers and through other
forms of participating in society...

3) Learning can call on many modes of knowing that respect individual capacities,

interests, abilities, and levels of engagements and commitment. (Government of Canada,
2002, p. 8)
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There is room in these statements to encourage educators to include cultivating sustainable
happiness as part of their mandate.

There now are also examples of educating for sustainable happiness in education in
Canada. For example, in Nova Scotia, O’Brien has developed and taught a course at Cape Breton
University focused on sustainable happiness and describes her students’ improvement in
subjective well-being after engaging in specific assignments. At the end of her course, O’Brien
(2013Db) assigns a final project that asks her students to examine their own lives through both a
sustainability and a well-being lens. One of her students wrote about a decision to follow a “Buy
Nothing Week” challenge that reunited her family in unexpected ways. Instead of going out for
food, which was the common practice in her family, they decided to make dinner together, and in
doing so, the student observed that her family relationships grew stronger through increased
communication and spending time together again. Due to the significant impact that this decision
had on her and her family’s well-being, the student decided to continue this lifestyle even after
the project. Not only did this action reduce the student’s ecological footprint, but it also
contributed positively to her family’s relationships and happiness. This anecdote provides some
evidence that sustainable actions can lead to a more authentically happy lifestyle, but clearly
more research on the topic is needed to substantiate this, which is where my research comes in.

Sustainable happiness in my research. Limited empirical research in the field of
sustainable happiness has been conducted. Thus far most writing on the topic is descriptive and
most findings simply state that individuals who are happy may engage in environmentally
sustainable lifestyles (e.g., Ericson, Kjonstad, & Barstad, 2014), but rarely is it suggested that it
is through environmentally sustainable lifestyles that life satisfaction could be increased. In a

brief article, Tim Kasser (2009) asserts, “substantially more research on basic processes involved
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in supporting both well-being and ecological sustainability” (p. 179) is needed. As well, Walsh
(2015) suggests that more research also needs to be conducted on ecovillages, not only because
such research might inspire others to replicate such living arrangements, but also because it
could allow “exploration of models, solutions, and shifts in thinking that can be applied to other
communities in their contexts” (p. 132). My own research thus brings these two areas together,
investigating potential connections between authentic happiness and environmentally sustainable

lifestyles practiced on a well-established ecovillage.
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods

To reiterate, my research focused on investigating and describing the perception of
happiness of individuals who live environmentally sustainable lifestyles. Specifically, I wanted
to know:

1. What can be learned about perceptions of happiness from people who seek to live
environmentally sustainable lifestyles in intentional communities?
2. How might environmentally sustainable lifestyles influence and impact individual

happiness?
Methodology

To help me answer these questions, I chose to conduct a qualitative case study that drew
on ethnographic concepts. Qualitative research seeks to uncover and explore meaning,
particularly “how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what
meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 6). Qualitative
research is grounded in the belief that reality is socially constructed; as such, this interpretive
form of research does not seek to “find” truths, but rather to illuminate meanings ascribed to
phenomena (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A qualitative, ethnographic case study allowed me to
explore the diverse understandings of how sustainable living influences individual happiness.

Case Study. Sharan Merriam and Elisabeth Tisdell (2016) define a case study as “an in-
depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 37). In other words, it is a pragmatic
investigation of a phenomenon, examined within its real-world context. John Creswell (2013)
states that a case study is:

a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a case) or

multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in depth data collection
involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audio-visual
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material, and documents and reports), and reports a case description and case-based
themes. (p. 97)

According to Merriam (2009), a case study can be defined as particularistic, descriptive, and
heuristic. Case studies possess one defining characteristic that distinguishes them from other
forms of qualitative research: a focus on the unit of analysis. The unit of analysis can be
understood as the intrinsically bounded system that is being studied. As suggested by Merriam
and Tisdell (2016), a technique used to determine whether a case is intrinsically bounded or not
is to ask whether data collection is finite, that is to say, is there a limit to the number of people
who could participate in the research? In my research, the unit of analysis was the ecovillage,
which was physically bound by its geographical location, and there was a limit to the number of
individuals who had either chosen to live there or were staying there for a period of time to
explore environmentally friendly and sustainable lifestyles.

Case studies have been described as falling into one of three main categories: intrinsic,
instrumental, and collective (Crowe et al., 2011). An intrinsic case study explores a unique case
that is distinguishable from others, an instrumental case study considers the specific bounded
system as secondary to providing insight into an issue, and a collective case study examines
multiple cases simultaneously or sequentially to provide insight into a particular issue (Crowe et
al., 2011). In this categorization, my case study is best described as instrumental in that the
ecovillage is the setting that allowed me to explore the impacts of environmentally sustainable
lifestyles on individual well-being.

As is often the criticism of qualitative research, a case study approach limits the
generalizability of findings due to the specificity of the study, but as Robert Yin (2014) notes,
even in quantitative research, generalizations are rarely formed from a single analysis due to the

inherent inability to escape limitations. When quantitative studies focus on investigating large-
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scale phenomena amongst people, the emotional explanations that clarify cause-and-effect and
meaning are often lacking, which is a limitation too (J. Chambers, personal communication,
January 13, 2016). Yin (2014) emphasizes that the goal of case study research is to develop and
advance theories (i.e., analytic generalization), not to come to conclusions (i.e., statistical
generalizations). My research contributes to the growing field of sustainable happiness. While
the choice to use a bounded system (i.e., an ecovillage) may limit generalizability, my research
nonetheless provides what I hope is a rich and holistic glimpse into the lives of those pursuing
sustainable living at odds with dominant Eurocentric society in Canada.

Ethnography. The central defining characteristic of an ethnographic investigation is the
cultural analysis of human societies (Merriam, 2009). Culture can be defined as the values,
attitudes, perceptions, and social interactions that form the behaviours and beliefs of a particular
group of people (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Reeves, Kuper, & Hodges, 2008). The fundamental
objectives of ethnographic inquiries are to provide thick descriptions, holistic insights, and
interpretations into the nature of a particular social phenomenon (Reeves, Kuper, & Hodges,
2008). A key component to conducting an ethnographic study is that researchers physically
immerse themselves in the location that the group inhabits for a significant length of time
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). They also use a variety of data collection techniques to help
triangulate the data (Reeves, Kuper, & Hodges, 2008).

Although I did not conduct a full ethnography, as this research was for an MEd thesis
with time constraints in play, I still drew from ethnographic approaches to conduct my case
study. In the summer of 2016, I traveled to an ecovillage in British Columbia for a period of 2
weeks to investigate the culture of sustainable living and possible impacts on individual

happiness, using multiple data collection techniques (i.e., interviews and observations recorded
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in field notes) to generate thick descriptions of the lived experiences of individuals in this
ecovillage.
Methods

There are many different methods that could be used in an ethnographic case study. I
chose to use both interviewing and observation to gain insight into the lived experiences of
individuals who live in one particular intentional community. Before turning to a description of
these methods, I will first describe the case study site and participants.

Site. I sought to conduct my research at an ecovillage that had a demonstrated
commitment to sustainability. I began with a simple Google search for intentional communities
to see what information could be found on the Internet, and to my surprise, a worldwide
directory was one of the first links that popped up. In this directory, “Fellowship of Intentional

%I was able to set specific desired characteristics to refine and limit the number of

Community,
communities that would appear in a search. The requirements that I set were: 1) Canadian; 2)
open to visitors; 3) an ecovillage; and 4) did not share/practice a single religion or spiritual
belief. Regarding the latter, although I have no problem with communities that emphasize
religion and/or particular spiritual beliefs, I did not want this to be the sole or primary founding
principle of the community as that could have confounded my data. With these limitations, 39
communities were identified, and I began to read through each description. Very quickly, I
realized that many of the listed communities were still in the planning stage or only newly

created. I thus readjusted my search requirements and added “established” as a necessary

condition. This limited the results to six communities in locations all over Canada. Each

* Available at WWW.ic.org
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ecovillage held different desirable features and while any number of these communities looked
like promising possibilities, I needed to find a way to further narrow my search.

I chose to do so through personal communication. Jocelyn Burkhart is a local resident of
Thunder Bay who owns a company that offers consulting, coaching, and spiritual guidance. She
is also a PhD student in the Faculty of Education at Lakehead University who conducted MEd
research on an intentional community dedicated to permaculture (Burkhart, 2009). My
supervisor suggested that Jocelyn would be a knowledgeable individual to consult given she had
spent some time living in and working on a number of intentional communities worldwide, and
could possibly provide more insight into what was an unfamiliar world to me. I met with her and
spoke about her many experiences and she generously offered me insights into the communities
on my list with which she was familiar, and provided me with a number of other possible
communities to contact.

After some consideration, I was able to narrow the list down to three possible
communities, all in British Columbia. I contacted each ecovillage by email (Appendix A). A
small community located