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2 DATA AND METHODS 

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the methods of data collection and analysis that were used in this 
study. As the research methods are a direct result of the second and third research questions 
formulated in section 1.2, the links between them are explained in this introduction. To be 
able to answer the second research question, Which categories of rural intentional 
communities can be distinguished in the Western world?, data on a large number of 
intentional communities were needed. First, a database of intentional communities was 
created, using existing databases and examples of communities suggested by geographers. 
Subsequently, the communities in the database were approached and requested to 
participate in a survey. The creation of the database and the survey are the subjects of 
discussion in sections 2.2 and 2.3 respectively. To answer the research question. Which 
underlying mechanisms can help explain the life courses of different types of rural 
intentional communities in Northwest Europe?, detailed data on a small number of 
communities were required. Thus, a case study approach was adopted. The case study 
methodology, and the methods used in collecting and analysing the data from the cases are 
discussed in section 2.4. Section 2.5 offers some considerations on the validity and 
reliability of the research, while the summary provided by section 2.6 concludes the 
chapter.  

2.2 Locating intentional communities 
When I started this study, an overview of intentional communities in the Western world 
was non-existent. Following an exploratory approach, I created a comprehensive database 
of 1,023 intentional communities in Europe, North America and Oceania between May 
2002 and April 2003. I attempted to locate as many communities as possible, through 
combining a study of existing databases, and examples of intentional communities provided 
by geographers. The databases often originated from within the community movement, for 
example the Communities Directory (Downey & Morgan 2000), Ecotopia (Hagmaier et al. 
2000) and Diggers and Dreamers (Bunker et al. 2001). For a complete overview of the 
consulted sources, see Appendix I. I also approached geographers in the Western world, 
and asked them for examples of intentional communities. The geographers, who were 
provided with an operational definition of the concept, were chosen as a source of 
information as they are part of an accessible network of colleagues. They were contacted 
both through the personal connections of colleagues and through two databases listing 
websites of geographical institutes (Förster 2004; International Geographical Union 2000). 
In spite of attempts to locate as many intentional communities as possible, it is likely that 
the most secluded communities have not been included in the database, as a low profile is 
highly prized. When saturation was achieved, i.e. when no new examples were found, data 
collection ended. The resulting database is extensive, but not complete, which is due to the 
dynamic nature of the phenomenon and to the limitations imposed by data collection. 
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To assess the representativity of the database, the spatial distribution of the communities is 
briefly discussed here. In Figures 2.1-2.3, the geographical distribution of all communities 
in the database is presented. To facilitate a cross-continent comparison, I standardised for 
population numbers. In Table 2.1, the resulting concentration of communities per million is 
listed. The regional variation in the prevalence of communities in Oceania and North 
America is related to the distribution of the population, as most communities are mostly 
located in densely populated areas (see Figures 2.2 and 2.3 respectively). 
 
Figure 2.1: Distribution of intentional communities in Europe 
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Figure 2.2: Distribution of intentional communities in North America 

    
As it was not feasible to observe the distribution below country level, the discussion is 
restricted to the national context. When comparing the distribution of communities within 
Europe, the relation with the population concentration is less strong. The communities are 
highly concentrated in the Northwest, and relatively few communities were found in 
Southern and especially Eastern Europe, in relation to their population number (see Table 
2.1). In spite of the various methods that were used to locate intentional communities, it is 
possible that communities particularly in the South and East of Europe were neglected. This 
could be related to a linguistic barrier. The consulted databases were in Dutch, German, 
English and French. Furthermore, the geographers who were approached are from an 
English-speaking network. However, it is also possible that there are only a few 
communities in these parts of Europe, which could be related to the lower involvement in 
civic activity in general, as described by Lewicka (2005). Furthermore, in the former 
Eastern bloc countries, the low incidence can be attributed to the legacy of the prevalent 
political ideology, which did not allow intentional communities. As it takes time to develop 
an awareness of the possibility of creating intentional communities, their numbers may still 
be low. Additionally, in the former Yugoslavian countries, communities may have 
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disintegrated during the wars. Because of the limited numbers of communities, and 
indistinctness surrounding its causes, I decided to exclude the communities in Eastern and 
Southern Europe from section 3.3, in which the prevalence of different types of 
communities in the Western world is compared, as well as from the case study. 
  
Figure 2.3: Distribution of intentional communities in Oceania 

    
Table 2.1: Number of intentional communities per continent 

 Population* Number of 
intentional 
communities 

Intentional 
communities 
per million 

Europe 729.90 473 0.648 
    Northwest 275.07 395 1.436 
    East 304.30 14 0.046 
    South 150.53 64 0.425 
North America 328.70 477 1.451 
Oceania 24.50 73 2.980 
Total 1,083.10 1,023 0.945 

* in millions 
Source: Population Reference Bureau (2005) 
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To explore the phenomenon of intentional communities, I carried out a small-scale pilot 
study in an artist community on the German island of Usedom in June 2002. The study had 
an exploratory nature, and served to test the research design (Bernard 2000). Gaining 
insight into one case at a preliminary stage in the research contributed to shaping a more 
realistic perspective of what would be possible and feasible in the fieldwork as a whole 
(Yin 2003). Furthermore, the pilot study served to assess the applicability of several 
concepts that were identified in earlier research, such as ‘urban dropout’, identity and 
displacement. The community on Usedom was chosen because of its long history, enabling 
a detailed study of its life course. Practical reasons, related to the possibility to combine 
various research efforts, were decisive in selecting the community. Four in-depth 
interviews, and two telephone interviews were conducted with artists and intermediaries of 
the art scene on Usedom, in which the respondents were asked to tell their story of the 
community (for more information, see van Hoven & Meijering 2005). 

2.3 The survey 

2.3.1 Design and distribution 
Between May 2003 and January 2004, a survey was sent to the communities recorded in the 
database by e-mail or regular mail. First, the survey served to obtain basic information on 
the community and its members. The second, and most important, aim was to get insight 
into the locations, ideologies, and the extent of economic and social independence of the 
communities. For an overview of the questions that were asked, see Appendix IIA. 
Conducting a mail survey was the most suitable method to obtain relatively objective, 
uniform and consistent results - fast, and at low costs (Mangione 1998; Sarantakos 1998). 
To ensure that the questions were interpreted by the respondents as intended by the 
researcher, I drew on the literature for suggestions for formulating questions and piloting 
the survey. Furthermore, the survey was circulated in English, Dutch, German, French and 
Spanish, and the respondents were provided with an operational definition of the concept of 
intentional community, based on which they could decide whether the survey applied to 
them or not. Several measures were taken to increase response rates, such as including a 
dated cover letter with an official letterhead, an explanation of the study’s purpose and use, 
assurance of confidentiality, and contact information of the researcher (see Appendix IIB). 
In addition, a postage-free return envelope was included, and the initial mailing was 
followed by three reminders by e-mail, and two by regular mail. The first reminder was 
mailed shortly after the initial mailing, to encourage recipients to fill in the survey. The 
second reminder included a duplicate survey form and return envelope, and instructions for 
returning the forms if the addressees did not want to fill them out (see Appendix IIC).  
 
Of the surveys forms, 602 were distributed by e-mail and 421 by regular mail (see Table 
2.2). According to Dommeyer and Moriarty (2000), there are no significant differences 
among respondents to mail and e-mail surveys. I chose to send the survey by e-mail when 
possible, because that was faster and less expensive. E-mail surveys are a relatively new 
method of data collection. Response rates are generally reported to be between 15 and 30 
percent, which can be 5 to 15 percent lower than responses to mail surveys. Some e-mail 
surveys may never reach the respondents’ mailbox, due to spam filters or other mail-
blocking programs. Other respondents may immediately delete the e-mail from an unknown 
sender, while others may not know how to reply (Jackson & DeCormier 1999). In this 
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study, the response rates of the e-mail survey carried out in the context of this study turned 
out to be considerably lower than those of the postal survey, at 39.4% and 61.5% 
respectively (see Table 2.2), in spite of e-mailing an extra (third) reminder. A satisfactory 
overall response of 48.5 percent made it unnecessary to contact the non-responding e-
mailed cases by regular mail. 
 
Table 2.2: Response rates according to type of mail 

Response Mail % Email % Total % 
Yes 259 61.5 237 39.4 496 48.5 
No 162 38.5 365 60.6 527 51.5 
Total 421 100% 602 100% 1,023 100% 

  

2.3.2 Interpreting the survey feedback 
Of the 1,023 approached communities 496 filled out a survey, which is a response of 48.5 
percent. This is a satisfactory result for a mail survey (see, for example, Segers 1999). The 
number of user-missing values (missing values for variables because questions were not 
filled out by respondents) is an indicator of the accuracy of the data (Huigen 1986). Should 
a variable be consistently missing, because a question was hardly filled out, the use of that 
variable in further analysis would be questionable. Most variables from the survey have less 
than one percent user-missing values, and some had values between two and five percent. 
Two variables had relatively large user-missing values: the extent of withdrawal (7.9 
percent), and examples of withdrawal (16.3). This has probably to do with the 
comparatively complicated and extensive nature of the original question (see Appendix IIA, 
questions 29 and 30).  
 
In order to establish the representativity of the data, it is necessary to know what kind of 
communities refused to fill out the survey forms. Therefore, a non-response analysis was 
carried out. I asked representatives of the communities to return the blank survey form if 
they were not interested in filling it out, which was done by 118 communities. This 
encompasses 11.5 percent of the cases, 15.0 percent of the e-mail survey and 6.5 of the mail 
survey. Forty-nine percent of them indicated why they did not want to fill it out. Reasons 
ranged from the status of the community (dissolved, 15%; not existing yet, 13%), to “busy” 
(10%). Another 7% sent information, such as brochures, instead of filling out a survey. 
Other reasons were technical problems with the e-mail survey, no consensus within the 
community about filling out the survey, and communities questioning its use. Fifty-one 
percent did not indicate why they did not participate (see Figure 2.4).  
Appendix III shows comparable data from the non-response analysis and the undertaken 
surveys. It can be concluded that no groups are structurally under- or overrepresented in the 
collected data, but some differences between responding and non-responding communities 
can be observed. Although differences among the continents are small, it can be concluded 
that relatively many communities in North America did not respond, as opposed to Oceania 
and Europe. Within Europe, it is noticeable that responding communities are 
overrepresented in Germany and the Netherlands, possibly due to the geographical 
proximity of the base from which the research was conducted. Non-responding 
communities are somewhat overrepresented in Spain and the United Kingdom. In general, 
it can be concluded that there is no structural non-response in certain countries. When 
trying to establish whether communities do exist, it is striking that those communities that 
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were in the process of being formed often tend not to respond. The proportion of non-
responding communities that are not inhabited yet is 16.9 percent, compared with 5.1 
percent for responding communities. Many of these ‘communities’ may have felt that the 
survey did not apply to them (yet). Another possibility is that many communities have 
never been realised, and that the contacted person felt that it was no longer relevant to 
reply. The process of establishing an intentional community is complicated, and many 
initiatives never physically materialise. 
 
Figure 2.4: Reasons for not participating in survey 

   
Concerning the number of members, it was observed that the non-responding communities 
are predominantly the very small ones. This can be related to the fact that many small 
communities may be in the process of establishing themselves, and consider a survey not 
applicable yet. Finally, many of the non-respondent communities are located in remote 
areas. When comparing the cumulative percentages of the first two categories, a remote 
location and location in a village, the difference is less notable. Possibly, some difference is 
caused by the lack of matching categories between my database and the original databases. 
In that case, the first two categories, a remote and village location, could be merged into 
one combined category in other databases (e.g. rural). 
  

2.3.3 Clustering communities 
This section describes the way in which the typology of intentional communities was 
developed. In creating the typology of intentional communities, the focus was on four 
groups of characteristics: location, shared value system, economic withdrawal and social 
withdrawal. These characteristics were identified based on both literature on intentional 
communities and on the survey results, and were measured with the variables in the 
analysis. The spatial definition of the community is essential, as it serves as a condition for 
constituting an intentional community. The ideological component relates to aspects such 
as religion (Goodsell 2000; Hostetler 1993; Jackson 1992), and political association, for 
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example anarchism (Blunt & Wills 2000) or right-wing extremism (Junas 1995); the 
economic aspect refers to various economic activities employed in the communities, such 
as painting (Reden 1998), or services used outside the community. The social component is 
concerned with the social contacts that are maintained both inside and outside the 
community. The four groups of characteristics can be seen as different dimensions of 
withdrawal, as they all refer to an aspect of the exclusion of the communities. These 
dimensions are represented in Figure 2.5. In Appendix IV, the variables that were included 
in each dimension are listed.  
To enable a clustering of communities, first, a principal components analysis was 
conducted, to reduce the number of variables to a smaller number of components that 
account for most of the variance (Pallant 2001). A component analysis with all variables 
was attempted, but this did not result in meaningful components. Then, the variables were 
grouped according to the theoretically established dimensions of withdrawal, and separate 
analyses were carried out on the variables in each dimension. 
 
Figure 2.5: Four dimensions of withdrawal 

  
Table 2.3: Eigenvalues of and variance explained by the extracted components 

 Eigen 
value 

% of 
variance 

Cumu 
lative % 

Ideological  
1 2.788 16.398 16.398 
2 1.913 11.252 27.649 
3 1.427 8.392 36.041 
4 1.261 7.415 43.456 
Economic  
1 3.523 11.363 11.363 
2 3.439 11.092 22.456 
3 2.952 9.522 31.978 
4 1.802 5.814 37.792 
5 1.541 4.971 42.762 
Social  
1 4.477 19.467 19.467 
2 2.464 10.712 30.179 
3 1.612 7.007 37.186 
4 1.443 6.273 43.460 
5 1.322 5.748 49.207 
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The locational dimension could not be usefully reduced to meaningful components. The 
variables remote, village, town and urban dominated, and the natural location of the 
community provided a negligible contribution to the analysis (see Appendix IIA, questions 
3 and 4). To illustrate, the four dominating variables had a correlation with the first 
component of at least 0.994. For the three other dimensions, four or five components were 
identified, based on scree plot and Eigenvalues (Table 2.3). The interpretation of the 
components was mostly unambiguous, as most variables strongly correlated with only one 
of the components. For an overview of the interpretation of the components, see Table 2.4. 
Before continuing with the cluster analysis, it was necessary to asses the relations between 
the components, as cluster analysis requires that the components are independent. Although 
the components resulting from each of the three principal components analyses are 
orthogonal from each other, it was necessary to test whether the components from one 
analysis were independent from those from the other two analyses. Therefore, correlations 
between the 14 components were calculated and tested for significance. As the three 
analyses had resulted in four, five, and five components respectively, 65 correlations were 
computed. Out of these correlations, 53 were not significant (82%, with p≤0.05). Thus, it 
could be concluded that clustering the cases based on the component scores from the three 
principal component analyses would not provide a strong bias in the resulting typology.  
 
Table 2.4: Characterisation of the components within the three dimensions 

Dimension  Positive relation with: Negative relation with: 
Ideology     

1 Religion/spirituality Communal/ecology 
2 Ecology Religion/help others/other 

ideologies 
3 Alternative lifestyle/challenge 

mainstream 
  

Components 

4 Community No ideology 
Economic 
independence 

    

1 Work outside; use of services 
2 Facilities in the community 

  
  

3 Self-sufficiency: 
dairy/grain/meat/ vegetables; 
work full-time inside 

work full-time outside 

4 Self-sufficiency: construction 
materials/vegetables/water; 
work part-time 

Components 
  
  

5 facilities: dining/garden/kitchen 

  
  

Social independence    
1 Religious and spiritual 

communal activities 
 Contacts with other 

communities 
2 Media access; internet network 
3 Communal activities 
4 Social contacts; radio 

  
  
  
  
  

Components 
  
  
  

5 'Other' categories Religious services 
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A cluster analysis was done to assign similar cases (intentional communities) to a limited 
number of clusters (types). As K-means clustering is most suitable for samples of more 
than 200 cases (SPSS Inc. 1999), it was used in this study. This method requires that the 
final number of clusters is set at the beginning of the analysis, after which cases are 
iteratively assigned to the cluster to whose centre they are closest. Therefore, I carried out a 
hierarchical cluster analysis on the first 48 cases to determine the ideal number of clusters. 
This is a common procedure in cluster analysis (SPSS Inc. 1999). Based on the distances 
between the clusters in dendrogram and agglomeration schedule, a solution with four 
clusters was most suitable (Landau & Everitt 2004). Finally, a K-means clustering with 
four clusters was done. The features of the resulting types are discussed in section 3.2. 

2.4 The case study 

2.4.1 Case study methodology 
In order to complement the survey, and gain insight into the perspective of people living in 
intentional communities, a more in-depth approach was chosen. This approach was adopted 
in order to answer the research question, Which underlying mechanisms can help explain 
the life courses of different types of rural intentional communities in Northwest Europe?. 
Since I was interested in the detailed and personalised stories of the community members, a 
case study approach was appropriate. The methodology involves a study of one or a small 
number of cases, in their ‘natural’ environment, exemplifying a social phenomenon, using a 
variety of data sources, with attention for diverging perspectives (see, for example, 
Hammersley & Gomm 2000; Robson 1993; Swanborn 2003). Case study research always 
has an intensive nature; a few cases are studied in-depth, and mostly through qualitative 
methods of data collection. In this study, a multiple case study consisting of eight cases was 
carried out. Analysis and comparison of the cases will lead to a better understanding and 
theorising of the life course of intentional communities (Yin 2003). Therefore, the nature of 
the case study in this research is explanatory. 
In case study research, cases that are chosen are expected to provide much information 
(Stake 2003). To achieve this, substantial selection criteria were used (Swanborn 2003). I 
wanted to study a ‘typical’ and a long-standing case of every type. Because of the general 
lack of in-depth information on intentional communities, typical cases were chosen to gain 
insight into the life course of ‘common’ communities. I selected communities with 
‘average’ scores on the variables defining each type (see section 3.2). The long-standing 
communities, namely those that had the earliest foundation years, were chosen because they 
were expected to be most informative about the structures in the communities that secure 
their continuity. Within the case study area of Northwest Europe, I selected two cases each 
in the Netherlands, Germany, United Kingdom and Denmark. The selection of the cases 
was constrained by practical considerations, which is also called ‘convenience sampling’ 
(Swanborn 2003). Cases were chosen from those communities that had filled out a survey 
form. Furthermore, selection was done within the framework of available time, distance, 
money, and linguistic ability of the researcher (Dutch, English and German). The average 
ecological community that I selected, Tweed Valley Eco-Village, had not been built yet 
when initial contact was established in January 2005. I conducted five telephone interviews 
with people who were or had been involved in the procedure of creating Tweed Valley. 
Although the community cannot be considered a complete case, I use the data collected on 
it in chapter 5, as it provides useful insights in the problems involved in creating an 
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ecological community. As a replacement for Tweed Valley, Chickenshack Housing 
Cooperative was selected. I stayed at each of the eight final case communities for 
approximately a week. The data that were collected during these visits are the subject of the 
next section. 
 

2.4.2 Methods of data collection 
Data collection for the cases was achieved through semi-structured in-depth interviews with 
members of the selected communities, some of whom functioned as key informants. Key 
informants are “observant, reflective and articulate” in assisting the researcher in the 
collection of data (Bernard 2000, p.347). In this research, key informants were mostly 
community members who were associated with the foundation of the community, or who 
knew much about current affairs, and/or history of the community. To gain complementary 
perspectives on the cases, interviews were also conducted with civil servants, and former 
members of the communities, and brief, informal interviews with neighbours. 
The semi-structured interviews began with a short introduction, followed by some 
structured questions such as age and education level. Subsequently, a number of prepared 
topics were discussed (see Appendix V). Some issues were treated more elaborately when 
the respondent offered the information. New subjects that arose during the interview were 
also discussed (Berg 1998). Thus, the coherence, depth and denseness of information of 
every interview were high (Valentine 2005).  
In total, 129 in-depth interviews were conducted, which lasted for about 75 minutes on 
average. Most of the face-to-face interviews were recorded and transcribed. Furthermore, 
10 telephone interviews were conducted, of which notes were taken. In addition, 26 brief 
interviews were held with people living close to the communities under survey, such as 
neighbours and civil servants. One interview per respondent was conducted. However, in 
the case of uncertainties or missing data after an interview, the respondents were contacted 
for feedback and clarification by e-mail or telephone (see also Quinn Patton 2002). 
Archives and academic and popular literatures constituted additional sources of data. 
Furthermore, a research diary was kept, in which I recorded notes on informal 
conversations, my observations and thoughts about the research. The way in which the data 
were analysed is discussed in the following section.  
 

2.4.3 Data analysis using NVivo 
In the process of collecting and analysing the data, a grounded theory methodology was 
adopted. The key argument for grounded theory is that qualitative data can be used to verify 
and generate theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967). Generating a grounded theory cannot be the 
result of theoretical studies only, but always involves empirical research. The theory should 
be firmly grounded in the data, and systematically developed from it, through description 
and conceptual ordering. In this context, a theory can be defined as “a set of well-developed 
concepts related through statements of relationship, which together constitute an integrated 
framework that can be used to explain or predict phenomena” (Strauss & Corbin 1998, 
p.15). In this study, I attempted to create a grounded theory through extensive data analysis.  
Analysis of data is not a structured or static process, but a flowing and creative one. Writing 
memos was an important part of the process of data analysis. A memo is a record of the 
analysis, thoughts, interpretations, questions and directions for further research. Memos can 
help the researcher to withdraw temporarily from the data and to write down his/her ideas 
on it (Strauss & Corbin 1998). By writing down my thoughts in memos, I created a well-
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ordered and clear image of the data, shaped my own ideas, and recorded decisions I took 
during the research, thus creating an audit trail. Memos were helpful while coding the data. 
The coding process is the analytical process in which the data are fragmented, 
conceptualised and integrated to form a theory (Strauss & Corbin 1998). The key themes in 
the data are largely based on the topics that were discussed during the interviews which, in 
turn, were based on the research questions, and the literature discussed in sections 1.6 and 
1.7.  
Thus, as the data analysis was built on a loosely structured framework, it deviates from the 
ideal grounded theory approach, in which all concepts are allowed to ‘emerge’ from the 
data. Following the above procedure, I created categories (nodes) that were based on the 
central themes. The processes of creating categories and coding text along them took place 
simultaneously, which is called open coding (Strauss & Corbin 1998). The next step was to 
establish relations between the different categories. In discovering coherence and relations, 
ideas about what to write about the interviews increasingly gained shape. This phase is 
called axial coding. Selective coding is the third phase that Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
identified, in which - ideally - theoretical saturation is reached. Theoretical saturation 
occurs when no new categories can be created and no new qualities, dimensions, or 
relations can be derived from the categories. A theory can then be derived from the 
coherence and relations between the categories. Theoretical saturation could not be 
established due to the large amount of information in the interviews. Nevertheless, the 
results were integrated into a coherent theory through adopting a more practical approach 
(Pidgeon & Henwood 1997). 

Figure 2.6: Node tree in QSR NVivo 
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In analysing qualitative data, a large number of computer-assisted qualitative data analysis 
software (CAQDAS) with various capacities are available. A distinction can be made 
between programs for text retrieval/textbase management, programs for coding and text 
retrieval, and programs for theory building (for an overview, see, for example, Peace & van 
Hoven 2005; van Hoven 2003). As the intention was to build a theory, the last type of 
program was suitable for this study. QSR NVivo (by Qualitative Research Solutions) was 
used, which was particularly useful as it is developed for studies based on grounded theory. 
The data were coded at a system of nodes, which evolved during the coding process. In 
Figure 2.6, part of this node tree is presented. As various procedures in the research process 
took place at the same time, such as data collection, coding, categorising, memoing, and 
developing theory (Sarantakos 1998), the program was useful to create order in the 
substantial amount of data, and maintain an overview of what tasks had been done, and 
which ones still remained. Furthermore, with various search functions, relations between 
categories and cases could be discovered, through which the theory was built. Figure 2.7 
shows an example of a search. Through the searches, abstract concepts could be connected 
with their indicators within the data, which added to the grounding of the theory in the data. 
The analysis resulted in an explanation of the life courses of various types of intentional 
communities (see chapters 4-6). 
  
Figure 2.7: Example of intersection search in QSR NVivo 
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2.5 Validity and reliability 
Validity and reliability serve to maintain the quality of academic research. Validity is 
concerned with whether what is measured is what was intended to be measured, and can be 
differentiated into internal and external validity (Miles & Huberman 1994). Internal validity 
is related to the measuring instruments within a study. Through the use of a variety of 
methods of data collection, or triangulation, the internal validity of a study can be 
improved. That is, when various methods produce the same results, the internal validity of a 
study increases (Sarantakos 1998). In this study, I deliberately combined qualitative and 
quantitative methods of data collection: in-depth interviews and survey. The results 
confirmed rather than contradicted each other, which is an indicator that the study is 
internally valid. 
External validity concerns the generalisability of the conclusions of one study to a different 
context (Bickman et al. 1998). Three levels of generalisation are helpful for data analysis: 
statistical generalisation to a wider population; analytic or theoretical generalisation, which 
entails establishing a connection with theoretical networks; and case-to-case transfer (Miles 
& Huberman 1994). Statistical generalisation does only apply to the quantitative part of the 
study. Although some limitations were indicated in sections 2.2 and 2.3.2, the database is 
extensive, and the survey accurate. Thus, generalisations to a wider population of 
intentional communities in the Western world can be made. The case study results can be 
cautiously transferred to other communities, especially within a particular type. 
Furthermore, theoretical generalisation was possible, by relating the findings from both 
survey and case study to those in the Western literature. 
 
Research is reliable when it is repeatable and consistent, for example, when results obtained 
by a different researcher and with different methods are comparable to the results obtained 
from the research in question (Kitchin & Tate 2000). Reliability can be ensured by 
establishing an audit trail, which was effected by writing a research diary, field notes and 
memos (Denzin 1994). I also used a protocol, in which the procedures for data collection 
were recorded. Ethical issues were continuously observed during the study. I informed the 
respondents about the goals and background of the research and offered them the 
possibility to withdraw at any time. The information that they provided has been treated 
confidentially; no connection with their names can be made from the results as displayed in 
this thesis (see, for example, Gomm 2004; Quinn Patton 2002). All respondents were asked 
whether the name of their community could be mentioned in publications resulting from the 
study. Nobody objected to this, and therefore the nine cases are identified by name 
throughout the thesis. 

2.6 Summary 
In this chapter, I discussed the ways in which the study was carried out. A key feature of 
the study is the combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods. Through 
combining the two, both overview and depth were obtained. To gain preliminary insight 
into the functioning of intentional communities, a pilot study was carried out in an artist 
community on Usedom island, Germany. At the same time, a database was built up to 
identify existing intentional communities, and where they are located (section 2.2). The 
information in the database was complemented and extended through carrying out a survey 
(section 2.3). To gain an in-depth understanding of intentional communities, a case study 
was conducted, the methodology of which was discussed in section 2.4. In the case 
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communities, data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews in particular. 
NVivo, a software package for qualitative data analysis, was used in analysing the 
interview data. Through coding, coherent concepts arose from the data. The most relevant 
concepts were used to build a grounded theory, as far as practical constraints permitted. 
Validity and reliability were maintained through triangulation, following a protocol, 
keeping a research diary, and writing memos on important decisions taken and on ideas 
occurring during the research process. Research ethics were continuously observed. All 
respondents participated on a voluntary basis. The case communities can be identified by 
name in this thesis, which was agreed upon by all respondents. To ensure confidentiality, 
the names of the individual respondents were changed. After discussing the methods that 
were used, the results of the survey and case study are the subjects of chapter 3 and 
chapters 4-6 respectively. 



 

 

  




