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3 A TYPOLOGY OF INTENTIONAL 
COMMUNITIES  

3.1 Introduction 
This chapter examines the second research question which was posed in section 1.2, Which 
categories of rural intentional communities can be distinguished in the Western world?. 
The four types of communities that were categorised yield a typology of intentional 
communities as a phenomenon, as well as insight into their diversity. Methodological issues 
concerning the typology were addressed in section 2.3.3. In section 3.2 each type of 
community is presented in turn. Processes of stabilisation and change differ between the 
communities, which provide interesting insights on the life courses of the various types. 
After introducing the types, the variations in communities within the Western world are 
discussed, by comparing Northwest Europe, North America, and to a lesser extent, Oceania. 
Such an endeavour may throw more light on how the results of the case study in Northwest 
Europe can be generalised to apply to the other areas. In the conclusions, section 3.4, the 
results of the survey are briefly summarised and related to the case study which is the 
subject of discussion in chapters 4-6. 

3.2 Four types of intentional communities 
A cluster analysis resulted in four types of communities: religious, ecological, communal, 
and practical communities (see section 2.3.3). The labels of the clusters resemble the 
answer categories to question 9 from the survey (community ideology, ecological 
considerations, religion, and other, see Appendix IIA). Although the relations between 
ideologies and cluster membership are significant (see Appendix VI), the links between the 
two are not exclusive. For instance, not all communities with a religious ideology were 
classified as religious communities (see also Appendix VI). Thus, the typology provides 
new insights into intentional communities as a phenomenon, as is most clearly illustrated 
with the identification of practical communities as a distinctive type. 
The clusters were based on the communities’ scores on key characteristics, which were 
operationalised as components within four dimensions of withdrawal. To enable an 
interpretation of the types, four key characteristics of the typology were measured, and 
these are discussed here. First, a one-way ANOVA was used to determine which 
components were most important in the entire clustering process. Religious ideology and 
working part-time contributed most substantially. Furthermore, ecological ideology, 
alternative ideology, self-sufficiency, facilities in the community, the use of services 
outside the community, social contacts, contacts with other communities and access to 
media were instrumental (see the ANOVA-table in Appendix VIIA). Second, the 
homogeneity of the clusters was calculated, and reflected by the F-ratios in Appendix VIIB. 
Cluster two, with ecological communities, is the most homogenous, closely followed by 
practical and communal communities. The first cluster, consisting of religious 
communities, is the least homogenous (with the highest sum of F-ratios of 19.8, see 
Appendix VIIB). 
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The following sections describe the distinguishing characteristics of each of the four types 
in turn. These descriptions are based on the scores of the types on two categories of 
features: (1) the distinguishing characteristics, which were operationalised as the 
components in the four dimensions of withdrawal, and (2) the other variables. A third 
characteristic of the typology is the most important components within each type, which are 
indicated by the t-values in Appendix VIIIA. Fourth, in Appendix VIIIB, the scores of the 
remaining variables for each of the types are represented in comparison with the other three 
types. This was done to provide a clear indication of the distinctive features of each type. 
Cramer’s V was used as an association measure, and tested its significance for every 
variable (p≤ 0.05). Cramer’s V has values between 0 and 1, and indicates the strength of a 
relationship between two variables or groups; the higher the value, the stronger the 
relationship (SPSS Inc. 1999). To create a coherent description of every type, all relevant 
characteristics are included in the descriptions, which thus contain both the scores on the 
components in the dimensions, and those on the other variables. Table 3.1 provides an 
overview of the key characteristics of each type. They are discussed in more detail in the 
following section, where each type is compared with the combined scores of the other three 
types. This description is based on Meijering et al. (forthcoming 2007). As the 
characterisations serve to provide an overview, there is some loss of information on the 
diversity of communities inherent within each of the types. 
 
Table 3.1: Key characteristics of the four types of communities 

Type 1 Religious 2 Ecological 3 Communal 4 Practical 
N 89 115 131 161 
Foundation year 1973 1986 1984 1984 
Location Various Rural-remote Rural-village Suburban 
Ideology Religious Ecology Communal 

sharing 
None 

Number of 
members 

49 23 46 50 

Surface area (ha) 69 498 84 39 
Members Single; 65+ Families; 

working class 
Families; 
international 

Families; 
(upper) middle 
class 

Organisation Centralised Consensus Consensus Consensus/ 
democracy 

Economic matters Basic facilities & 
work in 
community 

Self-sufficiency Facilities in 
community 

Services & 
work outside 

Social relations Communal 
activities; 
community 
contacts 

Social contacts 
outside 

Communal 
meeting places; 
community & 
outside contacts 

Outside 
oriented; media 

Finances Shared income Independent; 
private houses 

Independent; 
private houses 

Independent; 
private 
apartments 

Life course Continuing Fluctuation in 
membership 

Changes in 
membership and 
ideology 

Stable 
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3.2.1 Religious communities  
A key characteristic of religious communities, compiled in cluster 1 (n=89), is that they 
were founded relatively early, on average in 1973 compared with 1984 for the other three 
types. This is an indication that religious communities are the most stable type of 
community, at least where continuity is concerned. First, their long life course can be 
related to the long history of religion, which has resulted in recorded histories of religious 
communities as early as 800 BC. Furthermore, the commitment of the members to the 
ideology increases their propensity to stay, thus enhancing the stability of the communities 
(Kanter 1972; Sosis 2000). Religious communities are not specifically concentrated in 
urban or rural areas. They are characterised and unified by strong ideological values, based 
on religious or spiritual beliefs. A focus on these norms and values results in a rejection and 
consequent withdrawal from mainstream society into the communities, where an alternative 
lifestyle is practised. However, in some cases, contacts develop because members’ 
commitment to helping ‘outsiders’, such as the poor, homeless, disabled or elderly. Within 
the community, a sense of home is created among the members through communal 
‘rituals’, such as celebrations, religious services, spiritual gatherings, as well as shared 
meals and work. Contacts with other like-minded communities are also actively sought. 
Through these contacts, networks are created.  
Relatively many members of religious communities are single and/or aged over 65. Often, 
their private space is restricted to their own rooms, as they share a communal living space. 
Many religious communities are centrally organised. New members are admitted if they 
satisfy particular, fixed, criteria, such as taking an oath to their faith. Members are expected 
to share property and personal capital, to forego extravagance, and to live soberly. In most 
cases, only basic facilities such as a common kitchen, dining and living rooms and garden 
are provided. Many communities require that the members contribute their entire income to 
the community. For their (shared) incomes, many members also depend on the community, 
since they are employed inside the community. When intending to withdraw from the 
mainstream, more than 70 percent of religious communities succeed in establishing this 
voluntary exclusion. Successful withdrawal probably enhances the stability of the 
communities. 
  

3.2.2 Ecological communities 
Ecological communities (cluster 2, n=115) withdraw to remote locations, where they 
attempt to live up to their ecological ideals through low-impact lifestyles. These 
communities build on the heritage of the ecologically oriented countercultural communes of 
the 1960s and 70s (see also section 1.4). People in the countercultural movement left 
suburbia, and retreated to small, primitive intentional communities in rural areas, 
advocating social, political and economic change (Berger 2004; Melville 1972). Ecological 
communities are relatively small in number, on average fewer than 25, and occupy a 
relatively extensive surface area. An explanatory factor can be their goal of economic self-
sufficiency, chiefly by producing food, energy and construction materials. The 
communities need a relatively large surface area per person to realise this. Many members 
work in agriculture, or were involved in building the community houses. Building 
alternative housing structures can be an expression of wanting to be ‘different’, and a mark 
of the community as a home. The members further reduce the necessity of economic 
relations with society, for example by reducing the use of consumer goods, and by limiting 
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work in paid jobs outside the community. Through being partly self-sufficient in economic 
respect, ecological communities realise their desired withdrawal from the mainstream. 
In the social dimension, members interact with outsiders, both in and outside the 
community. They do this by sustaining social contacts with family and friends, and by 
running courses for outsiders, for example on organic farming. Some communities display 
project identities, as they contribute to changes in society through participating in 
environmental social movements, such as Friends of the Earth. Ecological communities 
sometimes (re)create rural traditions, such as a holistic consciousness (Sargisson 2001), and 
celebration of summer and winter solstices. Through practising these alternative customs, 
the community members create places of resistance and exclusion. This can be illustrated 
by the reaction of local inhabitants of rural areas, who mostly do not associate the practised 
traditions with their own rural customs, but rather see them as ‘strange’. This can be 
because the community practices are drawn from other geographical areas, or from times 
long gone. 
Ecological communities consist predominantly of families with children. Socially, people 
with a working class background comprise more than 25 percent of the communities, and 
many members have completed a vocational education. Most ecological communities value 
both the independence of their members, and member participation in their community 
affairs. The first is evidenced by the prevalence of private houses, possession of individual 
property, and financial independence, whereas participation is ensured by decision making 
through consensus, and acceptance of new members by all current members. When looking 
at the life course of ecological communities, the number of members is often subject to 
fluctuation. Periods of strong growth or decline are particularly due to phases in the 
development, such as births, deaths, members joining and resigning. 
  

3.2.3 Communal communities 
The third type (n=131) was labelled ‘communal’, because of its communal ideology, 
implying that the main ideological focus is on interpersonal contacts between the members. 
Some members relate this aim to their experience of people in society as shallow and self-
centred. Through their rejection of such people and relations, they create places of 
resistance. A number of communal groups also originate from the hippy communes of the 
countercultural movement in the 1960s and 70s. The communes developed informally, as 
social experiments without a defined organisation (Melville 1972; Miller 1999). Communal 
groups often withdraw from urban areas to rural areas or villages to realise a lifestyle 
evolving around communal sharing. An important part of the communal ideology is that 
decisions are made by consensus, as is the case in ecological communities. On average, 
communal groups have between four and 25 members, mostly relatively highly educated 
families with children. With regard to the origin of their members, communal groups are 
often international, which can be related to their intensive contacts with other communities 
at both the national and international levels.  
Most communal groups have a common house, or other communal meeting place, a 
common garden, a dining room and kitchen, pub, playground, and sports facilities. These 
facilities function as meeting places, and stimulate interaction among the members. 
Simultaneously, the members’ privacy and independence are recognised, with most 
members living with their families in private houses, and contributing little to the 
community in financial terms. Considering the strong social ties within the community, it is 
noticeable that most members remain relatively outward-oriented with respect to their 
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social lives as well, for example through close contacts with friends and family outside the 
community. Some members are also interested in developing contacts with like-minded 
communities, through (cyber) networks.  
The number of members in communal groups fluctuates sharply. Periods of strong growth 
and decline are caused by phases in the development of the community, such as births, 
deaths, members joining and resigning. Growth in membership is also caused by the 
activities of committed members. Remarkably, the communal ideology is often subject to 
change, with changes demanded by the members, a less intensive ideology, or a change in 
focus being the most frequent. This aspect combined with the substantial membership 
fluctuations affect the stability of communal groups, which seem to display the least stable 
life course.  
  

3.2.4 Practical communities 
The members of practical communities (n=161) live together for utilitarian reasons: life is 
cheap in a community, since facilities and goods are shared. Examples are sharing a house, 
common use of a kitchen, maintaining a vegetable garden, sharing household appliances, 
and car-pooling. According to their members, practical communities are not unified by a 
common ‘ideology’, defined as a common set of norms and values shared by the 
community members. Rather, practical considerations serve as the unifying ‘ideology’ of 
these communities. As they are often located in suburban areas, the physical closeness to 
urban areas enables the community members to participate in it, but they can also withdraw 
from it whenever they want to. The members generally live with a large number of people 
on a small surface area, as their suburban locations provide only limited affordable space 
due to competition with other land uses. The living space in practical communities often 
consists of one large house, which is subdivided in private apartments.  
Most communities consist of families with children, from (upper) middle class 
backgrounds. The independence of the individual families is explicitly underlined. The 
apartments or houses are privately owned, and members are mostly financially independent. 
Organisation is relatively often carried out through democracy, which implies a pragmatic 
approach to organisation. Members make frequent use of services outside the community, 
and often work outside the community. Furthermore, they make more use of media and 
telecommunication facilities, especially television, mobile phones and the internet, as 
compared to the other communities. Socially, members of practical communities are also 
outward-oriented, which is manifested through contacts with friends, family and 
neighbours. Transpiring from the preceding, the majority of practical communities do not 
attempt to withdraw from the mainstream, which can be related to the absence of defining 
norms and values. At the same time, the membership of practical communities is relatively 
stable. This can be due to their practical approach, with no uprooting conflicts about the 
defining ideology. 
 
One additional comment on the typology is necessary here. The communities were 
classified to a certain type based on the survey data, which referred to the communities’ 
situation at the time of the survey. Their situation at other points in time was most likely 
different, as intentional communities change in order to secure their continuity. When the 
changes are fundamental enough, the type to which an intentional community is classified 
can change over time. Whiteway Colony is an example of this, and will be discussed in 
chapter 6. 
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3.3 Analysing the distribution of intentional communities 
After discussing the distinguishing features of each of the type of communities, I now turn 
to their location. The occurrence of different types of communities on the three continents 
is compared, to see how the prevalence of communities in the case study area of Northwest 
Europe could be compared with those on the other continents. This is relevant for 
establishing the extent to which the results from the case study can be generalised to apply 
to North America and Oceania. First, the number of communities that filled out a survey on 
each continent is compared, and related to population numbers, densities and surface areas. 
Subsequently, the distribution of the different types of intentional communities is compared 
across continents so as to determine and explain the frequency of occurrence. 
  

3.3.1 Intentional communities in the Western world 
In Table 3.2, the distribution of the communities that filled out a survey is presented. To 
gain insight into the relative occurrence of intentional communities, the number of 
communities per continent was related to population numbers (column five), and surface 
area (column six). Furthermore, the number of people living in intentional communities 
was related to the population per continent (column nine). The concentration of 
communities, in relation to the population, both in number of communities and members, is 
highest in Oceania. Per square kilometre, Northwest Europe has the highest score, which 
can be attributed to its high population densities. To find out what this means, it is 
necessary to refer to the maps in Figures 2.1-2.3 (pp.28-30). It can be observed that most 
intentional communities are located close to densely populated areas. In Northwest Europe, 
many communities are for example found in the vicinity of London, Berlin, the Ruhr area, 
Copenhagen and Stockholm. 
 
Table 3.2: Clustered communities per million and per square kilometre 

  ICs % Pop* ICs/ 
pop 

ICs/km2 Pop. 
dens.** 

IC_ 
mem 

IC_mem/ 
pop 

Northwest 
Europe 

210 45.3 275.07 0.763 7.83*10-5 102.53 8932 32.47 

North 
America 

206 44.4 328.70 0.627 1.03*10-5 16.48 8663 26.36 

Oceania 48 10.3 24.50 1.959 5.99*10-6 3.06 1735 70.82 
Total 464 100 628.27 0.739 1.51*10-5 20.51 19330 30.77 

* Population in millions 
** Population density per square kilometre 
Source: Based on Population Reference Bureau (2005) 
  
Furthermore, intentional communities are concentrated on the North American East and 
West coasts, and the Australian East coast. Apparently, members of intentional 
communities, while attempting to ‘escape’ from mainstream urban society, do not want to 
move too far away from the core regions. Intentional communities appear to occur on the 
fringes of highly urbanised areas. Following this argumentation, it can be assumed that the 
concentration of intentional communities increases with urbanisation rates. This was 
confirmed by this study. Oceania, Northwest Europe and North America have urbanisation 
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rates of 91, 81 and 79 percent respectively (Population Reference Bureau 2005), and the 
highest concentration of communities was found in Oceania (see Table 3.2). As was 
discussed in section 1.1, certain aspects of urbanity appear to function as incentives to 
move into intentional communities. In the following, this is discussed for each of the types 
in turn. The focus is on Europe and North America, as almost 90 percent of the 
communities are located there. However, the findings reported suggest that intentional 
communities in Oceania are an interesting topic for further research.  
  

3.3.2 Distribution of the four types of communities 
In the following, the occurrence of each type of community for Northwest Europe and 
North America is discussed. The comparisons of the continents are based on the data from 
both Table 3.3 and Appendix IX. Religious communities are relatively often located in 
Europe, and not in North America. Of the communities in Northwest Europe 21.4 percent 
are religious, compared with 14.6 percent in North America, while 18.0 percent of all 
communities are classified as religious (see Table 3.3). The number of religious 
communities per million inhabitants is also higher in Northwest Europe than in North 
America (0.164 against 0.091; see Appendix IX). At first sight, this is surprising. I expected 
that there would be relatively many religious communities in North America because of the 
substantial immigration of Protestant groups from Europe between the 16th and 18th 
centuries (see section 1.4 and Table 1.1). As a result of this migration, North America has a 
rich tradition in religious groups (Zablocki 1980), and large sectarian creativity (Gilbert 
2000). However, although many religious groups do exist in North America, such as the 
Mormons, Amish, Mennonites, Hutterites, Quakers and Shakers, these often do not live in 
bounded communities. In other words, they do not necessarily withdraw spatially (Zablocki 
1980). As a consequence, they do not belong to intentional communities as defined in this 
study, and are therefore not included in the database. 
 
Table 3.3: Distribution of the four types across continents 

 Religious Ecological Communal Practical Total 
Northwest Europe 45 38 42 85 210 
 21.4% 18.1% 20.0% 40.5% 100% 
North America 30 43 65 68 206 
 14.6% 20.9% 31.6% 33.0% 100% 
Total 75 81 107 153 416 
 18.0% 19.5% 25.7% 36.8% 100% 

  
The religious groups in Northwest Europe are probably represented by various monasteries, 
which trace their roots to the monastic communities of the 12th and 13th centuries that were 
common in Europe (see section 1.4 and Table 1.1). In Europe, spatially defined 
communities, or monasteries, of various religious groups, such as Benedictines, Anglicans 
and Lutherans prevail. Because of their spatial definition and separation from the 
mainstream, they can be seen as intentional communities. There are also religious groups 
based on religions other than Christianity, often inspired by spiritual practices from 
Buddhism and Hinduism. They are based on a personal experience of spirituality, and are 
an alternative to more traditional religious communities. Possibly, this can be related to the 
cultural globalisation of traditionally ‘Eastern’ spiritualities. An example is the 
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON). This is a spiritual tradition 
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based on Hinduism, which was brought from India to the United States in 1965. From 
there, the so-called Hare Krishna movement spread over the world (Bryant & Ekstrand 
2004) (see chapter 4).  
 
Comparatively, ecological communities are almost evenly distributed over Northwest 
Europe and North America. When comparing the percentages in Table 3.3, North America 
scores slightly above the average of 19.4 percent with 20.9 percent, and Northwest Europe 
somewhat below, with 18.1 percent. When relating the number of communities to the 
population numbers, Northwest Europe has a marginally higher record, 0.138 against 0.131 
(see Appendix IX). In Northwest Europe, the mainstream interest in environmental 
protection is relatively broad (Rowntree et al. 2000), for example separating garbage, using 
green energy and limiting consumption, with the goal of limiting pollution of air, water and 
soil. This is reinforced by public policy, such as the Kyoto protocol which is supported by 
the European Union (European Union 2005). In general, the need to restrict consumer 
materialism is felt less in North America (Ellwood 2000). There, environmental protection 
tends to focus on nature conservation, through protecting the natural environment. An 
originally American organisation which aims to realise this is Earth First! (Earth First! 
2006). Although the number of intentional communities is about the same, the styles of 
these communities differ slightly, and can be related to the differences in environmental 
interest. In Europe, ecological communities are relatively often politically engaged, striving 
for an environmentally ‘sound’ society (Pepper 1991), evident in their production of 
organic food and green energy, and sometimes attempts to convince others to do the same. 
In North America, ecological communities are more related to trends such as going back-
to-the-land. Back-to-the-landers move to nature areas, where they practise values such as 
self-reliance and voluntary simplicity in a household setting (Jacob 1997). Similar values 
are also adopted by members of ecological communities members, who attempt to live in 
harmony with nature in rural intentional communities.  
 
Communal groups are often located in North America, 31.6 percent compared with an 
average of 25.7 percent. In Europe, only 20.0 percent of communities are communal (see 
Table 3.3). With a figure of 0.153, the concentration of communal groups per million is 
also lower than in North America (0.198; see Appendix IX). As was described in sections 
1.4 and 3.2.3, communal groups are, at least in part, remains of the countercultural 
communes of the 1960s and 1970s. As this movement was largest in North America 
(Melville 1972), it is not surprising that the highest incidence of such communities is found 
there. Furthermore, the development of ‘new’ communal groups in North America may 
have been facilitated by the existing tradition.  
 
Practical communities are the most commonly occurring type of community, with 36.8 
percent of the communities in Northwest Europe and North America. They are most 
prominent in Northwest Europe, with 40.5 percent, against 33.0 percent in North America 
(see Table 3.3). Many practical communities are cohousing communities. As was described 
in section 1.4, cohousing is a functional approach to communal living, which developed in 
the Netherlands and Denmark in the 1970s. The results from this study suggest that 
although cohousing remains prominent in Northwest Europe, it has also spread to North 
America (see also McCamant et al. 1994). 
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3.4 Conclusions 
In answer to the research question Which categories of rural intentional communities can 
be distinguished in the Western world?, characteristics and location of four types of 
intentional communities were discussed. Common religious or spiritual ideology of 
religious communities serves to unify the members, to motivate withdrawal from society, 
and to justify its collectivist nature. Religious communities are relatively old and stable. 
Their members are provided with security, but have little personal independence. 
Communities of this first type are often found in Northwest Europe, which can be related to 
the strong monastic tradition there. A monastery in the Netherlands, Carmel DCJ, was 
selected as a case for further research. Religious communities also encompass communities 
that practise religions other than Christianity. Representing this category are for example 
ISKCON communities, of which Goloka Dhama in Germany was studied in greater depth. 
The locations of both communities are provided in Figure 3.1. The results from the 
religious communities are discussed in chapter 4. 
 
Figure 3.1: Locations of the nine case communities 

  
Ecological communities can be distinguished by their pursuit of self-sufficiency. Financial 
and social and independence of the members and member participation in community 
affairs exist side by side. Ecological communities are more or less evenly distributed over 
Northwest Europe and North America, but based on different values. Chickenshack and 
Tweed Valley in the United Kingdom, and Toustrup Mark in Denmark were selected for in-
depth study (see Figure 3.1). They are subject of chapter 5. 
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Communal groups are recognisable through their focus on interpersonal contacts. This 
focus is realised through the presence of a common house, organisation of communal 
activities, and decision making through consensus. Simultaneously, there are provisions for 
privacy, with private houses for every family, and the maintenance of social contacts in 
mainstream society. Although communal groups were most often located in North 
America, a large number of examples were also found in Northwest Europe. Eden in 
Germany, and the Hobbitstee in the Netherlands were studied as examples (see Figure 3.1). 
The communal groups are also part of chapter 5. 
The most characteristic feature of practical communities is that they attempt to economise. 
As a consequence of their ‘lack of ideology’, they remain largely integrated in mainstream 
society. Practical communities are predominantly found in Northwest Europe, which is 
probably related to the origin of the cohousing movement in Denmark and the Netherlands. 
Because of this, Trudeslund in Denmark was chosen as an example of a cohousing 
community. In addition, Whiteway in the United Kingdom was selected, which gradually 
transformed its originally anarchistic ideology into a practical approach towards communal 
living (see Figure 3.1). These practical communities are discussed in chapter 6.  
 
Clustering similar intentional communities based on survey results served to create order in 
a multi-faceted phenomenon. It has become possible to classify intentional communities. At 
the same time, the typology provides insight into the inherent variation in communities, as 
specific and well-defined groups of intentional communities can be identified. It should be 
noted that the classification of the communities to a certain type was based on the survey 
data, which were applicable to the situation at one moment. This classification is never 
fixed. Intentional communities change over time, and can thus develop into a different type.  
The typology served as a basis for more detailed case study, through which the specificities 
of each type of community were studied in-depth. The focus was on how the communities 
secured their continuity, to identify the essential factors in determining their life courses. 
The results from the case study are discussed in chapters 4-6. 




