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Abstract 
Formation of voluntary collective action provides a synergy whereby 

communities can accomplish environmental management improvement. To study this 

formative process, I asked four research questions: 

� How does group learning happen and how is it distributed among 

individuals in a collective? 

� How does voluntary collective action form, particularly around 

environmental issues? 

� What is the relationship between these first two questions? 

� What themes emerge that might inform communities or environmental 

managers who wish to promote voluntary collective action in 

communities? 

To answer these questions, I conducted a five-year case study of one community 

during which I observed the teaching and learning process and the formation of 

voluntary collective action arrangements. Data include over 5000 emails, minutes from 

135 community meetings, observations of meetings and community gatherings, 

documents (bylaws, policies, guidelines, covenants), and 46 personal interviews with 

community members.  

I describe the community learning process through four characteristics: a setting 

in everyday life; a shared and constructed perspective among learners; a context where 

process is more important than product; and roles that are non-hierarchal and flexible. I 
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propose the term co-facilitated community learning for this learning process, and provide 

evidence that it played a critical role in the development of voluntary collective 

agreements.  

I describe the typical chronology whereby voluntary collective action 

arrangements were formed in the case study community, and list the major 

environmental collective action arrangements developed. Many arrangements 

negotiated and approved by the case study community address significant 

environmental problems that have proven intransigent to other forms of management 

such as regulation and financial markets. 

I name collective action competence as the link between collective awareness and 

collective behavior change, and define it as the readiness of a group of people to behave 

towards a common goal based on a collective awareness, and a collective set of skills 

and experiences. 

Four themes emerge that might inform those who wish to promote voluntary 

collective action in communities to improve environmental management: (1) use of 

consensus-type governance, (2) reducing costs of cooperation, (3) use of normative 

pressures, and (4) good information communication and reinforcement.  



 vi

Dedication 
My family was incredibly 

supportive throughout this process – 

thanks Jeff, Tory, and Banks! In tribute to 

my parents, the picture honors my father, 

John Thomas Reeves, who died mid-way 

through my doctoral process. He showed 

this 10-year old child the world of the tidal 

pool in 1968 on the island of Sark, 

introducing me both to the wonder of the world beyond the shore and to the synergy of 

communal life in the context of a changing and fragile natural environment – a theme 

that resounds in my research. 

Tidal Pool, Sark, England 



 vii 

Acknowledgments 
Grateful appreciation goes to my Committee: Norm Christensen (Chair), Randy 

Kramer, Margaret McKean, and Bob Serow for the generous times they advised, and the 

times they let me fly solo. I also owe high thanks to those I consider my unofficial 

committee who granted me significant time over the life of this dissertation: Nicole 

Ardoin, MJ Barrett, Justin Dillon, Paul Hart, Joe Heimlich, and George Noblit. Advice 

from many others was requested, and freely and warmly given, and I specifically want 

to thank Brian Day, Lucie Sauve, Ron Meyers, Connie Russell, Bill Scott, Martha 

Monroe, Alan Reid, Arjen Wals, and Karsten Schnack. A fellowship from the National 

Network of Environment Management Studies through the US EPA Office of 

Environmental Education provided significant support for the developmental stages of 

this project. 



 viii 

Table of Contents 
List of Tables................................................................................................................................xii 

List of Figures ............................................................................................................................ xiii 

1. The Synergy of the Commons................................................................................................. 1 

2. Background................................................................................................................................ 8 

2.1. Learning ..................................................................................................................... 8 

2.1.1. Learning settings ............................................................................................. 8 

2.1.2. Environmental education............................................................................... 9 

2.1.3. Collective and everyday learning ............................................................... 12 

2.2. Behavior and action ................................................................................................ 17 

2.2.1. Collective action............................................................................................. 17 

2.2.2. Voluntary measures as an environmental management tool ................. 24 

2.2.3. Environmentally responsible behavior and issue consequence ............. 28 

2.3. Linking learning to action...................................................................................... 33 

2.3.1. The Theory of Planned Behavior................................................................. 33 

2.3.2. Social marketing ............................................................................................ 38 

2.3.3. Environmental education............................................................................. 41 

2.4. Community and social capital .............................................................................. 45 

3. Study Description ................................................................................................................... 47 

3.1. Theoretical framework of the research ................................................................ 47 

3.2 Case study selection and description.................................................................... 49 

3.2.1. Case study site ............................................................................................... 50 

3.2.2. Members of West Branch Cohousing ......................................................... 56 



 ix 

3.2.3. Community member interaction................................................................. 61 

3.3. Data collection ......................................................................................................... 63 

3.4. Data analysis............................................................................................................ 68 

4. Co-facilitated Community Learning at West Branch......................................................... 73 

4.1. Why a new term? .................................................................................................... 73 

4.2. Setting: everyday life .............................................................................................. 74 

4.3. Perspective: shared and constructed.................................................................... 84 

4.4. Context: process over product .............................................................................. 91 

4.5. Roles: non-hierarchical and flexible ..................................................................... 93 

4.5.1. Non-hierarchical roles................................................................................... 93 

4.5.2 Flexible roles.................................................................................................... 95 

5. Collective Action at West Branch ......................................................................................... 98 

5.1. Voluntary collective action arrangements at West Branch ............................... 98 

5.2. Chronology of collective action arrangements at West Branch...................... 102 

5.2.1. Topic introduction....................................................................................... 110 

5.2.2 Initial group discussion ............................................................................... 110 

5.2.3. Action taken ................................................................................................. 115 

5.2.4. Research and negotiation teams................................................................ 116 

5.2.4. Additional community discussion............................................................ 120 

5.2.5. Decision point – consensus check ............................................................. 122 

5.2.6. Iterative cycles of discussion, research, and negotiation ....................... 124 

5.3. Summary of environmental collective action agreements at West Branch ..138 

5.4. Issue consequence................................................................................................. 143 



 x 

6. Linking Co-facilitated Community Learning and Voluntary Collective Action ......... 154 

6.1. Individual learning ............................................................................................... 155 

6.2. Collective action competence .............................................................................. 158 

6.3. Complexity and anomaly..................................................................................... 161 

6.4. The evidence yet to come..................................................................................... 167 

7. Themes of Voluntary Collective Action Formation at West Branch.............................. 171 

7.1. Consensus-type governance................................................................................ 174 

7.1.1. Process and product matter ....................................................................... 176 

7.1.2. Participation is promoted........................................................................... 183 

7.1.3. Majority and minority views teach........................................................... 200 

7.1.4. Consensus formation supports development of collective action 

competence............................................................................................................. 206 

7.1.5. Reciprocity and trust correlate with consensus ...................................... 211 

7.1.6. Conflict is beneficial .................................................................................... 216 

7.2. Reducing the costs of cooperation...................................................................... 227 

7.2.1. Active cooperation cost reduction ............................................................ 230 

7.2.2. Latent cooperation cost reduction............................................................. 231 

7.3. Normative pressures and behavior .................................................................... 250 

7.4. Information communication and reinforcement .............................................. 257 

7.4.1. Documentation and access......................................................................... 258 

7.4.2. Renewal or refreshment ............................................................................. 264 

7.4.3. Orientation.................................................................................................... 269 

8. On-going Work and Limitations......................................................................................... 277 

9. Conclusions............................................................................................................................ 280 



 xi 

Appendix A: Schematic Diagram of a typical cohousing community .............................. 283 

Appendix B: Choosing and Using a Decision-making Process.......................................... 284 

Appendix C: West Branch Decision-Making Guidelines .................................................... 358 

Appendix D: Chronology of An Issue -- Cats and Native Wildlife ................................... 381 

Initial discussion .......................................................................................................... 382 

Action taken: formation of a pets team..................................................................... 385 

Research, negotiation, and additional community discussion.............................. 385 

Collective agreement approved................................................................................. 392 

community response to approved pet collective agreement................................. 394 

Subsequent topics: orientation, reinforcement, revision........................................ 397 

References .................................................................................................................................. 401 

Biography................................................................................................................................... 410 



 xii

 List of Tables  

Table 1: Terms Describing Collective and/or Everyday Learning ....................................... 14 

Table 2: Critical Enabling Conditions for Sustainability on the Commons........................ 21 

Table 3: Leading Consumption-Related Environmental Problems ..................................... 31 

Table 4: High Consequence Environmental Issues for Consumers and Related Consumer 

Actions............................................................................................................................. 32 

Table 5: Background Factors to the Theory of Planned Behavior ........................................ 36 

Table 6: Demographic data comparison for West Branch, the local municipality, and the 

State.................................................................................................................................. 60 

Table 7: Characteristics of Co-facilitated Community Learning.......................................... 73 

Table 8: Four Collective Action Arrangements Seen at West Branch.................................. 99 

Table 9: Community Interest Topics Discussed at West Branch During the Study Period

........................................................................................................................................ 105 

Table 10: Environmental Collective Action Arrangements at West Branch Cohousing, 

sorted by Type.............................................................................................................. 139 

Table 11: West Branch Collective Action Arrangements Compared to Brower and Leon 

Leading Environmental Problems............................................................................. 145 

Table 12: Voluntary Collective Actions with High Environmental Issue Consequence 

Approved by West Branch ......................................................................................... 150 

Table 13: Actionable nodes, sorted by frequency of coded references.............................. 172 

Table 14: Primary Themes Present in West Branch Collective Action Arrangements.... 173 

Table 15: Reasons that Consensus-type Governance Was Key to Learning and Collective 

Action............................................................................................................................. 174 

Table 16: Gradients of Agreement for Consensus Decision-Making................................. 203 

 



 xiii 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Type of good discussed in collective action (McKean 2000) ................................ 19 

Figure 2: The Theory of Planned Behavior with definitions of components (Ajzen 

2005)(Ajzen 2006) ........................................................................................................... 34 

Figure 3: Alignment of the Theory of Planned Behavior with the Tbilisi Characteristics of 

Environmental Education............................................................................................. 42 

Figure 4: Longevity of Individual Participating in West Branch by Membership Status.58 

Figure 5: Data Collection Timeline ........................................................................................... 64 

Figure 6: Estimated Particiation by Eligible Members at West Branch via Email and 

Meeting Attendance for 6 Selected Months over the Study Period........................ 68 

Figure 7: Number of Emails Sent per Day at West Branch Over Time ............................... 76 

Figure 8: Chronology of Collective Arrangement Formation at West Branch................. 104 

Figure 9: Comparison of Number of Coded References for Environmental and Non-

Environmental Community Interests ....................................................................... 107 

Figure 10: Chronology of Selected Environmental Issue Discussions at West Branch, 

Compared by Number of Coded References and Number of Coded 

Words………………………………………………………………………………..…109 

Figure 11: Chronology of Decision Not to Install Geothermal Heat pump System at West 

Branch............................................................................................................................ 136 

Figure 12: Geothermal Heat Pump Discussion at West Branch Over Time ..................... 137 

Figure 13: Email Frequency in Decision to Name West Branch......................................... 180 

Figure 14: Parking Discussion at West Branch Seen as Percent of Discourse Over Time

........................................................................................................................................ 224 



 1 

1. The Synergy of the Commons 

This research aims to increase understanding of the formative process of 

voluntary collective actions within a community, and thereby to encourage their 

deliberate use to manage environmental resources. I conducted a longitudinal case 

study following one geographic community of 46 households over a five-year period 

from April 2001 to June 2006, as the individuals progressed from being strangers to 

neighbors, through purchase of land, design and construction of their community, and 

finally to the onset of residency on site. The study addresses the following research 

questions.  

� How did group `, and how was it distributed among community 

members? 

� How did voluntary collective action form, particularly around 

environmental issues? 

� What was the relationship between these first two questions? 

� What themes emerge from my work that might inform communities or 

environmental managers who wish to promote voluntary collective 

action in communities? 

Taken together, I hope that the juxtaposition of learning and action described in 

this dissertation provides valuable insights into formation and use of voluntary 

collective action by communities to achieve environmental management improvements 

in areas that have proven recalcitrant when using other management tools. 
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In its simplest form, collective action is action by a group. The actions by any (or 

at least some) of the individual actors are taken for the (potential) future good of the 

group, notwithstanding the fact that the individual must pay a present cost, typically in 

time or financial resources or both, for which they are not immediately (and may never 

be) repaid.  

The phrase voluntary collective action draws on the collective action literature, 

inspired in large part by Hardin’s famous article “The Tragedy of the Commons” (1968). 

Hardin’s premise is that citizens of the world cannot manage their natural resources 

communally (population being his primary exemplar), but rather must manage them 

through regulation and private rights, such as (in the case of overpopulation) limits on 

the “freedom to breed” (p. 113). Earlier, Olson argued that collective action would not be 

successful except under special circumstances. 

Unless the number of individuals in a group is quite small, or unless there is 

coercion or some other special device to make individuals act in their common 

interest, rational, self-interested individuals will not act to achieve their common or 

group interests. In other words, even if all the individuals in a large group are 

rational and self-interested, and would gain if, as a group, they acted to achieve 

their common interest or objective, they will still not voluntarily act to achieve 

that common or group interest. (1965, p. 2) 

Since then, many writers in the fields of political science and economics have 

challenged this supposition through case studies where communal, or collective, action 

by communities has lead to successful management of public goods and common 

property. This literature also suggests the circumstances most (and least) favorable for 

this occurrence (Ostrom 1990; Bromley 1992; McKean 1992; McCay and Acheson 1996; 

Ostrom, Dietz et al. 2002), and that, rather than yielding a tragic result, collective 
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management of environmental resources can yield more optimal results than that 

provided through individual property rights or regulatory mandate. Such collective 

results comprise a “synergy of the commons,” rather than a tragedy, and such action 

may be an effective, and perhaps underutilized, tool by which to manage natural 

resources. This synergy of the commons was the overall focus of this research study. 

I use the word voluntary preceding the term collective action to emphasize the 

discretionary nature of compliance by individuals with the types of collective action in 

which I am interested. Margaret Levi names three ways that the cost of compliance can 

be reduced (implying that compliance would be increased): coercion, ideological 

compliance, and quasi-voluntary compliance (1988, p. 49-50). Coercion can certainly 

increase the likelihood that collective actions will be taken, but often is not consider this 

voluntary. Ideological compliance is when individuals act “out of a strongly held 

normative or ideological conviction” and is voluntary compliance. Quasi-voluntary 

compliance, according to Levi is when actors comply with a rule voluntarily, but know 

that sanctions exist if they are caught. The distinction between quasi-voluntary 

compliance and coercion for Levi seems to be that the “rulers” must work to maximize 

participant compliance through non-coercive means, because the costs to use universal 

coercion are too high. This quasi-voluntary compliance borrows from coercion that 

coercive strategies exist, and from ideological compliance that actors wish to promote 

the collective social good, but adds to these components the “rational calculation” that 

other actors are likely to do their part, resulting in a successful outcome (Levi 1988, p. 
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54)). My use of the word voluntary preceding the term collective action is to specify that I 

am interested in the types of collective actions undertaken by a group without the 

presence of the coercion form of compliance named by Levi. 

The literature in collective action provides implicit evidence of the role of 

learning in collective management schemes (Ostrom 1990; Bromley 1992; McCay and 

Acheson 1996; Agrawal and Gibson 2001; Ostrom, Dietz et al. 2002). In case studies 

reported by these authors, the individuals in the community must come to an 

understanding of the resource to be managed and must distribute this understanding to 

others involved in the management scheme. Although the structure of the management 

process is often well-described in the literature (rules, monitoring provisions, sanctions 

for noncompliance, challenges to successful implementation, results to the managed 

resource), the educational underpinning is often not explicitly described. Therefore it is 

under-studied, and poorly understood (Gardner and Stern 1996, p. 149-151). Gaining a 

deeper understanding of the educational underpinning of collective environmental 

management will lead to more effective use of this tool in accomplishing environmental 

management goals.  

Voluntary collective actions are of interest to me for several reasons. First, 

voluntary measures and education may be an effective management tool in situations 

where more traditional methods, such as regulatory mandate and market incentives, are 

not cost-effective, are politically infeasible, or are insufficient used alone (Gardner and 

Stern 1996, p. 31; Dietz and Stern 2002, p. 5). Therefore, this technique should be in the 
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toolkit of environmental managers. Second, my data indicated that voluntary collective 

action can impact some of the world’s most pressing environmental problems such as 

climate change or water pollution (a conclusion in disagreement with other findings 

(Gardner and Stern 1996, p. 150)). Third, voluntary collective action forms around local 

needs based in communities, which can sometimes lead to more effective solutions than 

actions formed around “top-down” perceived needs of managers or policy makers not 

in the community. I agree with Scott who states that “all environments…are intractably 

local” (1988, p. 296) and that “an institution, social form, or enterprise that takes much of 

its shape from the evolving metis of the people engaged in it will thereby enhance their 

range of experience and skills” (p. 356).1 

Finally, the literature on collective action formation in local communities around 

environmental issues seems to be thin at best, and it is this formative process, with its 

underlayment of teaching and learning that fascinated me. Elinor Ostrom analyzed 

common property resource institutions that are long-enduring, and self-organized in her 

landmark book Governing the Commons: The evolution of institutions for collective action 

(1990, Chapter 3). She stated “I do not know what the structures of the situations were 

like before some appropriators in the mists of time began to experiment with various 

rules to allocate resource units and provisioning responsibilities” (p. 56), and noted a 

few pages later that “The youngest set of institutions to be analyzed in this chapter is 

                                                      

1 Scott defines the term metis as "… the knowledge that can come only from practical experience..." [p. 6] 
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already more than 100 years old. The history of the oldest system to be examined 

exceeds 1,000 years.”  

Not only is information lacking about the educational underpinning of voluntary 

collective action formation, but little writing has been done about the linkage between 

the two.  

We have not yet developed a behavioral theory of collective action based on models 

of the individual consistent with empirical evidence about how individuals make 

decisions in social dilemma situations. A behavioral commitment of theory 

grounded in empirical inquiry is essential if we are to understand such basic 

questions as to why face-to-face communication so consistently enhances 

cooperation in social dilemma settings or how structural variables facilitate or 

impede effective collective action. (Ostrom 1998, p. 3) 

Without this sort of information, discussion of the merit or methods of promoting 

voluntary collective action as a management tool is severely hampered.  

This dissertation is organized in somewhat traditional sections that describe the 

literature background for the study, the design and analysis of the study, and the 

findings of the study. The data narratives on which the findings are based are best 

presented in a chronological style, which can be very lengthy. Therefore, I have 

excerpted quotations in the dissertation body, and have included two chronological data 

narratives as appendices. The first (Appendix B) is the story of community choice of 

decision-making method, because choice of governance is so key; and the second 

(Appendix D) is a story of one issue from introduction through approval, to illustrate 

the complexity of use of that governance method. 

Direct quotations from the community, whether email, transcribed interview, or other 

written document, are formatted in italics and in boxes such as this one to highlight the 

fact that the words are original data. To that end, any misspellings or typos that are 
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original are not corrected in this dissertation (nor did I choose to disrupt the text with 

edits such as “sic” to indicate that the word is misspelled).  

I have chosen to provide references to original data through a classification 

system that varies based on data source. For emails, the system states the date, and then 

provides either with an A or B (denoting which of two email listservs is being quoted) 

and the email number (e.g., 2005 06 23, Email A1411). Thus, chronological order can be 

determined. For meeting minutes and other documents, the date and type of source is 

provided (e.g., 2003 04 05, Community Meeting Minutes). 
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2. Background 

In order to answer questions about learning, collective action, and the interaction 

between the two, this section reviews the literature on and defines these terms and 

concepts. 

2.1. Learning  

John Falk states “defining learning is a tricky business…. So slippery is learning 

as a concept that even the social scientists that study learning for a living…have 

difficulty agreeing on a single definition”(Falk and Dierking 2000, p. 9). The same holds 

true for the term education. The New Oxford American Dictionary defines learning as “the 

acquisition of knowledge or skills through experience, practice, or study, or by being 

taught” and education as “the process of receiving or giving systematic instruction, esp. 

at a school or university.” Although one could argue based on these definitions that 

education reflects a subset of learning that is systematic, the prevalent use of the terms 

does not support this distinction. Therefore, I will use the definition for learning above, 

and will use the terms learning and education interchangeably. 

2.1.1. Learning settings 

Learning takes place through one of four primary settings. Formal education 

occurs in the structured educational system, where specific experts (teachers, educators, 

or masters) use a deliberate curricular plan to educate designated learners (or students, 

novices, or apprentices); the setting is normally a classroom. Nonformal education is 
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also relatively systematic and has a curricular goal, but its venue is typically outside the 

formal education system, such as in museums, aquariums, zoos, or education centers 

(Falk 2005). Social marketing uses media messaging and other broadcast strategies to 

promote a social cause or a change in the behavior of the general citizenry (Kotler and 

Roberto 1989, p. 24), (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999, p. 15). Finally, informal learning 

happens in the cracks and crevices of the other three venues: among and between 

individuals and groups, in family settings, among peers, and in a self-taught manner.  

2.1.2. Environmental education 

The term environmental education may have first been used in a paper or at a 

conference around 1948 or 1957 (opinions vary), but its deeper historical roots lie 

broadly with disciplines such as nature study, conservation education, and outdoor 

education (Disinger 1998, p. 18). As the environmental movement took root in the latter 

part of the 20th century, the term environmental education began to take on a more 

concrete form. "Environmental education is aimed at producing a citizenry that is 

knowledgeable concerning the biophysical environment and its associated problems, 

aware of how to help solve these problems, and motivated to work toward their 

solution" (Stapp 1969, p. 31). 

In 1977, UNESCO held an Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental 

Education in Tbilisi USSR, resulting in the adoption of the following five characteristics 

of environmental education (UNESCO 1977):  
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� Awareness – to help individuals and social groups acquire an awareness of 

and sensitivity to the total environment and its allied problems; 

� Knowledge – to help individuals and social groups gain a variety of 

experiences with the total environment and to acquire a basic 

understanding of the environment, its associated problems and 

humanity’s critical responsible presence and role in it; 

� Attitudes – to help individuals and social groups acquire social values, 

strong feelings of concern for the environment and the motivation for 

actively participating in its protection and improvement; 

� Skills – to help individuals and social groups acquire the skills for 

working toward the solution of environmental problems and to foster a 

dialogue between these groups; and  

� Participation – to help individuals and social groups develop a sense of 

responsibility and urgency regarding environmental problems to ensure 

appropriate action to help solve these problems and avoid future 

problems. 

So much of the current literature in environmental education is based on this definition 

that it has become virtual environmental education bedrock. The five characteristics of 

environmental education have both been accepted and challenged since their inception. 

Their acceptance results from the fact that the Tbilisi Conference provided a credible 

forum where multiple stakeholders agreed on language to define a difficult concept.  
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A primary challenge to the five characteristics stems from the fifth– participation. 

Educators and textbooks are criticized (particularly in the U.S.) for advocating particular 

points of view or actions, rather than providing multiple views and options for action on 

an issue . Michael Sanera, a writer and activist, has suggested that encouraging action of 

any kind, and even promoting discussion on controversial issues, should not occur in 

education, particularly in the realm of public K-12 education (the State of Arizona ended 

mandatory environmental education in K-12 education as a result of such advocacy 

efforts) (Sanera 1998). In response, some environmental educators contend that 

environmental education must include specific issues, problems, or challenges, but 

should do so in a factual and balanced way. “An environmental educator…is any world 

citizen who uses information and educational processes to help people analyze the 

merits of the many and varied points of view usually present on a given environmental 

issue” (Hug 1998).  

Such a contention is helpful in distinguishing environmental education from 

environmental advocacy or environmentalism, but does not clear up the murkiness 

around instruction and experience that is about the environment, but is independent of 

specific issues or problems. Some use the phrase “environmental science” to denote 

instruction about the environment that is not problem or issue based as distinct from 

“environmental education.” “Environmental education should not be confused with 

environmental science, but materials that are not based on the best available science do 

not promote environmental literacy” (Independent Commission on Environmental 
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Education 1997). Perhaps the term “environmental citizenship” is a better descriptor for 

instruction where evaluation of problems or issues is essential. However, for the 

purposes of this study, the term “environmental education” will be defined to include 

all instruction about the environment, whether or not it covers specific issues, problems 

or challenges. In any case, good environmental education must not shy away from 

controversial topics, instruction in practical skills, or the essential need to motivate 

learners to act in a manner that benefits the environment. 

A second challenge to the definition of environmental education juxtaposes three 

arguments: (a) that environmental education should be taught in the formal classroom 

in a deliberate and planned manner throughout all grade levels as a separate curricular 

theme by which one attains environmental literacy (Hungerford and Volk 1990, p. 14) 

(Simmons 1998), (b) that the topic should be infused throughout the primary disciplines 

such as reading and writing (Lieberman 1998), and (c) that it should not be taught at all 

because of its biased and advocacy basis (Sanera and Shaw 1999). This challenge applies 

primarily to environmental education occurring in formal classroom settings. 

2.1.3. Collective and everyday learning 

My specific interest is learning by and within a group, and learning that happens 

in everyday life with no explicit curricular goal whatsoever. What does the literature 

have to say about collective and everyday learning?  
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Group or “collective” learning is more than the simple sum of the knowledge 

possessed by the individuals in a collective. In discussing a study of informal learning 

networks by Tough, Brookfield talks about pooled knowledge within a group:  

The human resources of accumulated knowledge and experience contained 

within these clubs and societies were identified repeatedly as the most important 

sources of information to the independent learners, assuming far greater 

significance than the use of libraries or instructional magazines and pamphlets. 

(1984, p. 54) 

The “accumulated knowledge and experience” describes a synergy of information, or 

pooled knowledge, that in this context is stated to have been significant. 

Brookfield goes on to integrate the concept of serendipitous learning in everyday 

settings.  

The learning encounters between individual members were latent rather than 

manifest societal functions; that is, they took place in addition to, and separate 

from, the official business of the club or society. Despite their serendipitous 

nature, however, such apparently casual encounters and conversations were 

much more important than formal society lectures for the development of 

individual expertise. (1984) 

These two aspects of learning – a collective context and a setting in everyday life, 

describe the subset of learning which this study addresses. 

Terms and phrases from many fields exist in the literature to describe either 

collective learning, learning in everyday settings, or both. Table 1 lists and briefly 

defines over 20 such words and phrases that were found in the literature during this 

study. Section 4.1 will evaluate these terms in light of the semantic needs of this research 

project.  
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Table 1: Terms Describing Collective and/or Everyday Learning 

Term Field(s) of 
origin 

Definition Reference 

Terms for “collective” learning 

Education Collaborative learning by groups (Merriam and 
Caffarella 1999, p. 
357) 

Collective 
learning 

Organizational 
behavior 

“…the capacity of a particular ‘innovative milieu’ to generate 
or facilitate innovative behaviour by the firms which are 
members of that milieu.” 

(Longhi 1999, p. 
334) 
Also (Capello 1999, 
p. 356) 

community 
education 

Adult learning Self-help study groups established outside formal educational 
institutions 

(Brookfield 1984, p. 
7-8) 

community 
learning 

Adult learning Groups established for “…social, political and economic 
objectives.” 

(Brookfield 1984, p. 
99) 

Mediated 
learning 

Social 
psychology 

The social aspects of culture can not be separated from the 
learning process. In fact, social interaction precedes learning. 
Includes the concept of the “zone of proximal development” 

Vygotsky, as 
described in (Cole, 
John-Steiner et al. 
1978) 

Relational 
learning 

Technical and 
artificial 
intelligence 

The process whereby a person or machine learns in relation to 
other beliefs or concepts 

Field of statistical 
relational learning 

Situated learning Social 
psychology 

Learning that juxtaposes learning and community, because 
“…participation in the cultural practice in which any 
knowledge exists is an epistemological principle of learning.” 
Includes the term “legitimate peripheral participation.” 

(Lave and Wenger 
1991, p. 98) 

Social 
psychology 

Emphasizes the part played by social relationship in 
prompting or incenting action. A theory of behavior rather 
than learning. 

(Bandura 1977; 
Bandura 1986) 

Social learning 

Environmental “…for some, social learning means by individuals that takes (Glasser 2007, p. 
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education place in social settings and/or is socially conditioned; for 
others it means learning by social aggregates.”  

48) quoting Parson 
and Clark 

Terms for learning in everyday settings 

Autonomous 
learning 

Education  That where the learner is the primary agent in identifying 
their learning needs, goals, objectives, and evaluation criteria 

(Brookfield 1984, p. 
29) 

Everyday 
cognition 

Educational 
psychology 

How children learn about everyday tasks that are not typically 
taught in formal settings, or and may not be explicitly taught 
at all.  

(Rogoff and Lave 
2002) 

Free-choice 
learning 

Education Learning that is non-sequential, self-paced, and voluntary, 
with considerable learner discretion as to setting, time, and 
content. 

(Falk and Dierking 
2000) 

Incidental 
learning 

Education A subset of informal learning where learning is taken for 
granted, is tacit, or even is unconscious. 

(Marsick and 
Watkins 2001, p. 
25-26) 

Independent 
learning 

Education Learning where the learner is completely in charge of the 
process and evaluation, and where no institutional tie exists. 

(Brookfield 1984, p. 
27) 

Informal 
learning 

Education  Learning that is “…usually intentional, but not highly 
structured.” 

(Marsick and 
Watkins 2001, p. 
25-26) 
Also (Skanavis, 
Sakellari et al. 
2005, p. 323) 

Interpretive 
learning 

Natural and 
cultural 
interpretation 

“…a mission-based communication process that forges 
emotional and intellectual connections between the interests 
of the audience and the meanings inherent in the resource.” 

(National 
Association for 
Interpretation 
2007) 

Learning on 
demand 

Education Experiences that are more than shallow background 
experiences, but less in-depth than deep learning experiences. 

(Falk 2005, p. 275) 

Lifelong or 
lifespan learning 

Adult learning “… concerned primarily with the promotion of skills and 
competences necessary for … activities and tasks that relate 
primarily, or in some cases entirely, to economic development 

(Aspin, Chapman et 
al. 2001, p. xix) 
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and performance” 

Nonformal 
learning 

Education, 
museum studies  

Education that is organized and curricular, but outside the 
traditional formal educational system. 

(Falk 2005, p. 271) 

Quotidian 
pedagogy 

Education “…education grounded at the nexus of hermeneutics and 
phenomenology.” 

(Feng 2005) 

Self-directed 
learning 

Adult learning Learning where “…learners [are] responsible owners and 
managers of their own learning process.” 

(Abdullah 2001) 
Also (Knowles 
1975, p. 18) 

Self-teaching Adult learning Occasions when an adult takes primary responsibility for the 
learning process, and spends 8 or more hours over a 12-
month period pursuing a specific knowledge or skill 

(Tough 1966) 

Slow knowledge Environmental 
education 

“…knowledge shaped and calibrated to fit a particular 
ecological and cultural context.” 

(Orr 1996, p. 700) 

Tacit knowledge Educational 
psychology 

Knowledge owned by an individual, or encapsulated in a 
culture, that can only be “learned” by personal experience. 

Polanyi 1966 
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2.2. Behavior and action 

This study focused on environmentally-related voluntary collective actions and 

was informed by three areas of literature that discuss environmentally responsible 

behavior. First, the deep case study literature on collective action suggests characteristics 

of communities that successfully manage natural resources, both for environmental and 

economic purposes. Second, the literature on voluntary measures in the environmental 

field considers their merit relative to other tools such as regulation and market incentive. 

Third, a discussion of environmentally responsible behavior requires not only a 

definition of the term, but also some consideration of which voluntary collective actions 

are likely to have a significant impact on important environmental problems.  

2.2.1. Collective action 

I use the term collective action in the sense of actions taken by a group to achieve 

collective benefit, even at a cost to individuals that may not match the individual gain in 

the future. An example from the collective action literature will illustrate the dynamic of 

individual action and group benefit (Berkes 1992). The setting is a small Turkish fishing 

village, Tasucu, where the fishermen catch bottom-living species in open-coastal waters. 

As with many fisheries, the fish are not privately owned, or even communally held. So, 

no incentive exists for an individual fisherman to reduce his own catch in order to 

maintain the overall fishery. “Whatever I don’t catch today, my neighbor may catch 

tomorrow,” – the quintessential “Tragedy of the Commons” plotline. However, starting 
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in 1968, this particular village developed a sophisticated voluntary cooperative that 

effectively maintained the overall population of marketable fish. The cooperative 

established rules that members had to follow, such as a ban on dynamite fishing, and 

organized to fight against other aspiring user groups, such as a pulp and paper mill. In 

short, individual fishermen in the Tasucu community changed their fishing behaviors 

collectively, even though the end result was likely be lower catch volume for each 

individual, in order to achieve the (potential) future good of a healthier fishery, and one 

that was regulated exclusively by members of the collective. 

Case studies like that in Tasucu beg a number of questions about the voluntary 

collective actions taken. Did the community as a whole approve each decision (e.g., 

“Starting on this date, we all agree to ban dynamite fishing.”)? Did all the fishermen 

participate in the decision (or even all the community members whether or not they 

were fishermen)? If only some fishermen actually participated in political action against 

other aspiring user groups, is this considered collective action? My results indicate that 

the answers are actually quite complex, and that a multi-level and more nuanced sense 

of voluntary collective action is needed. I shall develop such a definition in Section 6.3. 

What types of resources, or goods, are under discussion here? Figure 1 (from 

(McKean 2000)) distinguishes between the four types of goods discussed regularly in the 

collective action literature (Ostrom 1990; Taylor 1997, p. 5-7). Subtractability refers to 

whether or not a good is “consumed” when appropriated or extracted, or rather remains 

still completely (or substantially) available no matter how many people use it. For 
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example, my listening to a radio broadcast does not mean that the ability of others to 

hear it just as clearly is decreased. Excludability refers to whether someone can be 

prevented from using or consuming a resource. 

 

Figure 1: Type of good discussed in collective action (McKean 2000) 

The issues that are of interest to me, particularly with regard to environmental resource 

and management issues, all are common-pool resources or goods. Relevant to this study 

is the fact that a group can choose to collectively work towards management of 

common-pool resources that have different types of property rights associated with 

them. For example, if a group collectively manages vegetables grown in a garden that is 

jointly owned by the users, that would be collectively management of private property 

(albeit jointly owned private property). However, if a group chooses to use no chemicals 
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to keep this garden fertilized and pest-free, they are also collectively working to manage 

the water quality of their surrounding area, a common-pool resource that might be 

open-access (to which all have “rights), might be public property (owned by the state, 

but access allowed), or might be private property (such as water rights in many parts of 

the Western U.S.) (McKean 1992, p. 250-1). 

What are the characteristics of successful collective action? Despite the fears of 

both Hardin and Olson, the literature in collective action speaks to its efficacy, both 

through descriptions of case studies of improved resource management, and through 

meta-analyses that summarize design principles and features that seem to characterize 

communities who use it successfully and with long duration. As a form of summary and 

basis for further discussion, Table 2, repeated from Agrawal, synthesizes the work of 

five authors – Ostrom, Wade, Baland and Platteau, and Agrawal – and suggests 

conditions that are critical for enabling sustainability on a commons (2002, p. 62-63).1 

This table (and the literature in general) outlines what appears to sustain extant systems 

and to protect the resource (using measurable or at least anecdotal improvements in 

management of the resource as one outcome variable). The focus of my research is on 

factors central to the formation of negotiated agreements and collective actions. 

Nonetheless, the table provides a useful basis for discussion later in this dissertation of 

aspects that are consistent with my findings and aspects that vary from them.  

                                                      

1 Agrawals original table included initials to indicate who had added each sub condition: RW = Wade; EO = 

Ostrom, B&P = Baland and Platteau. I have modified the table to add the initial (A) to reflect Agrawals 

additions. 
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Table 2: Critical Enabling Conditions for Sustainability on the Commons 

Facilitating 
Condition 

Facilitating Sub condition 

1. Resource system 
characteristics 

(i) Small size (RW) 
(ii) Well-defined boundaries (RW, EO) 
(iii) Low levels of mobility (A) 
(iv) Possibilities of storage of benefits from the resource (A) 
(v) Predictability (A) 

2. Group characteristics (i) Small size (RW, B&P) 
(ii) Clearly defined boundaries (RW, EO) 
(iii) Shared norms (B&P) 
(iv) Past successful experiences – social capital (RW, B&P) 
(v) Appropriate leadership – young, familiar with changing 
external environments, connected to local traditional elite 
(B&P) 
(vi) Interdependence among group members (RW, B&P) 
(vii) Heterogeneity of endowments, homogeneity of identifies 
and interests (B&P) 
(vii) low levels of poverty (A) 

1 & 2. Relationship 
between resource 
system characteristics 
and group 
characteristics 

(i) Overlap between user group residential location and 
resource location (RW, B&P) 
(ii) High levels of dependence by group members on resource 
system (RW) 
(iii) Fairness in allocation of benefits from common resources 
(B&P) 
(iv) Low levels of user demand (A) 

3. Institutional 
arrangements 

(i) Rules are simple and easy to understand (B&P) 
(ii) Locally devised access and management rules (RW, EO, 
B&P) 
(iii) Ease in enforcement of rules (RW, EO, B&P) 
(iv) Graduated sanction s(RW, EO) 
(v) Availability of low-cost adjudication (EO) 
(vi) Accountability of monitors and other officials to users 
(EO, B&P) 

1 & 3. Relationship 
between resource 
system and institutional 
arrangements 

(i) Match restrictions on harvests to regeneration of resources 
(RW, EO) 

4. External environment (i) Technology:  
Low-cost exclusion technology (RW) 
Time for adaptation to new technologies related to the 
commons (A) 
(ii) Low levels of articulation with external markets (A) 
(iii) Gradual change in articulation with external markets (A) 
(iv) State:  
Central governments should not undermine local authority 
(RW, EO) 
Supportive external sanctioning institutions (B&P) 
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Facilitating 
Condition 

Facilitating Sub condition 

Appropriate levels of external aid to compensate local users 
for conservation activities (B&P) 
Nested levels of appropriation, provision, enforcement, 
governance (EO) 

 

The governance process (or institutional arrangements from Table 2) used by 

communities acting collectively is a critical piece of information. Often the collective 

action literature describes case studies that are extant snapshots of places whose 

decision-making processes have been in place for some time. “At the operational level of 

analysis, one assumes that…the rules of the game…are given and will not change 

during the time frame of analysis” (Ostrom 1990, p. 50). However, one of Elinor 

Ostrom’s principles of design for institutions that have managed common-pool 

resources for long periods has to do with the collective-choice arrangements of the 

institution: “Most individuals affected by the operational rules can participate in 

modifying the operational rules” which allows the individuals to “modify the rules over 

time so as to better fit them to the specific characteristics of their setting” (Ostrom 1990, 

p. 93). Of course, this does not directly address how the rules were established in the 

first place, or (the chicken-and-egg dilemma) how the decision was made to choose the 

process by which rules would be established. Ostrom terms constitutional-choice rules 

as those that determine “who is eligible and determining the specific rules to be used in 

crafting the set of collective-choice rules that in turn affect the set of operational rules” 

(p. 52). (Interestingly, constitutional-choice rules were not present in the list of 
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appropriation rules in her later work (Ostrom 1999).) Agrawal’s work (summarized in 

Table 2) does not delineate how constitutional rules are chosen  (2002). Ostrom sums up 

the situation:  

These cases clearly demonstrate the feasibility (but obviously not the likelihood) 

of robust, self-governing institutions for managing complex CPR situations, but 

the origins of these systems are lost in time. It is not possible to reconstruct how 

earlier users of Swiss alpine meadows, Japanese mountain commons, the Spanish 

huertas, or the Philippine zanjeras devised rules that have survived such long 

periods. We do not know who originated or opposed various proposals, or 

anything about the process of change itself. (1990, p. 103) 

Here I fill this specific hole in the academic literature by describing in detail how 

constitutional choice decisions were made in one case.  

By comparison, the cohousing literature is rich with process, suggestion, and 

anecdote recommending institutional process. Participatory decision-making process is 

promoted as a critical component of successful cohousing. “Choose a fair, participatory 

decision-making process appropriate for your group…. Decision-making is the most 

obvious point of power, and the more it is shared and participatory, the less [conflict 

based on power imbalance] will come up” (Christian 2003, p. 7). “Consensus decision 

making…has become well developed in social change groups and is being adopted by 

all kinds of groups and organizations that seek community…” (Shaffer and Anundsen 

2005, p. 281). “Most cohousing groups try to use consensus as much as possible, but fall 

back on a majority or two-thirds vote when time pressures require a prompt decision” 

(McCamant, Durrett et al. 1994). 
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The benefits of consensus are even specifically recommended to environmental 

concerns. 

Consensus decision-making, if properly functioning, allows an individual’s 

aspirations to at least be heard, if not met. At best, each member of the group will 

identify with choices made and feel that they represent their personal 

aspirations. At worst, some will feel that although particular decisions are less 

than ideal, they can at least live with or abide by them. This may be limiting or 

frustrating for some, but for the less assertive majority the process can be 

empowering, leading to increased self-efficacy and greater opportunity to 

manifest environmental concern than would be possible in more conventional 

circumstances.” (Meltzer 2005, p. 150-151) 

2.2.2. Voluntary measures as an environmental management tool  

Many environmental management challenges are addressed through command 

and control means of regulation and enforcement. For example, the Clean Air Act 

includes New Source Performance Standards (NSPS) and National Emissions Standards 

for Hazardous Air Pollutants (NESHAPs), which use very specific rules, monitoring 

provisions, and enforcement sanctions to control air quality from many types of 

stationary sources of air pollution. Such mandates, which detail which behaviors can 

and cannot be taken by extractors, are particularly successful where a clear plan of 

action can be widely applied at a reasonable expense to the subset of individuals or 

organizations who are exploiting the resource in question. The Clean Air Act has been 

very successful in regulating “smokestack-level” emissions of both criteria and 

hazardous air pollutants in the United States, based on sets of regulatory mandates that 

are industry (and often sub-sector) specific. In fact, taken at a per-facility level, 

“smokestack services” have a high environmental impact (Rejeski and Salzman 2002, p. 

23).  
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The question of managing issues in ways other than regulatory mandate was 

presented as a national research priority in the 2000 report to Congress by the National 

Environmental Education Advisory Council. 

National Research Priority #6 (of 6): Examine the Effectiveness of Environmental 

Education in Meeting Environmental Protection Goals. Although regulation and 

enforcement are effective management tools for large groups of collective 

behaviors, many interactions between humans and the environment are 

individually determined and unregulated. Environmental education can enhance 

critical-thinking and problem-solving skills that enable individuals to access and 

evaluate information and to weigh various perspectives on issues in order to 

make informed and responsible decisions related to the environment. Thus the 

Council calls for research to examine the link between environmental education 

efforts and citizen participation with respect to the environment. 2  

Other environmental management challenges are addressed through use of 

market-based approaches, yielding a result that may be more voluntary and self-

regulated. For example, in emissions trading programs, such as for carbon dioxide 

emissions , sources of pollutants own permits that allow them to either keep the permit 

and release the emissions or to sell the permits (to someone else who can then choose to 

release the pollutant) and reduce their emissions. Thus the permit provides an 

alternative to command and control regulation that is based in financial markets. These 

incentives are well suited to situations where those exploiting the resource in question 

may be offered an attractive substitute – typically but not necessarily financial – to 

reduce or cease the extraction. However, it may be unlikely to impossible to achieve 

success on problems where action must be taken by large numbers of individuals, but 

                                                      

2 National Environmental Education Advisory Council. (2000). Report to Congress II, unpublished draft. 

Washington, DC. 
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financial gains (or fees) can not be accrued to those taking the action (or fees to those 

who do not). Of course, many regulatory strategies combine command-and-control and 

market-based approaches, and all market-based approaches assume a regulatory “cap” 

or consequence. 

However, regulatory and/or economic incentive approaches can be insufficient to 

accomplish the desired level of resource management (Rejeski and Salzman 2002, p. 37), 

(Prakash 2002, p. 304), (Randall 1991, p. 311-312). “What one can observe in the world… 

is that neither the state nor the market is uniformly successful in enabling individuals to 

sustain long-term, productive use of natural resource systems” (Ostrom 1990, p. 1). 

“Efforts that have concentrated on pointing out the financial advantages of a sustainable 

activity, such as installing a low-flow shower head or adding insulation, have …been 

largely unsuccessful” (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999, p. 12). Mobile source air 

pollution provides one such example. The Clean Air Act contains regulations for mobile 

sources that have provided some effective management of pollution at refueling 

stations, through tailpipe emissions testing programs, and in other ways. Gasoline taxes, 

or taxes on high-fuel use vehicles do provide some market-based management. 

However, these measures have proven insufficient to address the problem, and policy-

makers are actively engaged in looking for further advances to address poor air quality 

in many urban areas. 

Further, some environmental management challenges are not well suited to 

either of these management approaches, because a regulation may not be feasible or 
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possible, and because no economic incentive or disincentive can be reasonably 

accomplished. For example, food production is a highly significant cause of 

environmental problems, both in terms of habitat alteration and of health risks due to 

pesticides on food (Brower and Leon 1999, p. 212-213). However, society is unlikely to 

address this problem through a mandate causing decreased consumption of beef and 

pork, nor are the prices of such foods likely to increase to a point that an economic 

incentive or disincentive occurs. Likewise, although organic foods that are grown with 

little to no use of pesticides are available on the market, this production process is 

unlikely to be mandated, and the price of organic foods currently is higher than foods 

grown more traditionally, resulting in a marketplace disincentive to purchase them 

(although this may be offset by perceptions that they are a higher quality and/or more 

healthy product). Such problems are what Carlson (2000) calls “large-number, small-

payoff” problems, meaning problems whose solutions are characterized by ”large, 

heterogeneous groups of individuals with no real connection to one another, and where 

the behavioral change necessary to solve the collective action problem has little 

individual economic payoff.”  

Other approaches exist to address “large-number, small-payoff” environmental 

management problems. Ostrom notes that “communities of individuals have relied on 

institutions resembling neither the state nor the market to govern some resource systems 

with reasonable degrees of success over long periods of time” (1990, p. 1). Her work and 

that of many other scholars verifies the value of collective action as a natural resource 
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management tool. Dietz and Stern (2002, p. 4) suggest that three other approaches merit 

careful attention – education, provision of information, and voluntary measures. They 

define education as “the provision of information in a systematic and structured way,” 

provision of information as “just the facts” (acknowledging the fuzzy line between this 

and education), and voluntary measures as “agreements between regulatory agencies 

and private firms, agreements among firms in an industry, and voluntary actions across 

industries” (p. 5).  

Most strategies are a hybrid of these tools. “Individual and organizational 

response is normally a function of prices, the lure of economic opportunities, the threat 

of sanctions, the availability of useful information, concern with reputation, and various 

intrinsic motivations” (Dietz and Stern 2002, p. 5). Voluntary collective actions are a 

means to get people to use what is known.  

Getting people to use what is known has become a critical concern across the 

different knowledge sectors of society. A major specialty in medicine 

(compliance research) is dedicated to understanding why so many people don’t 

follow their doctor’s orders. Common problems of information use underlie 

trying to get people to use seat belts, quit smoking, begin exercising, eat 

properly, and pay attention to evaluation findings. In the fields of nutrition, 

energy conservation, education, criminal justice, financial investment, human 

services, corporate management, international development – the list could go on 

and on – a central problem, often the central problem, is getting people to apply 

what is already known. (Patton 1997, p. 6) 

2.2.3. Environmentally responsible behavior and issue consequence 

The contention that collective action is an important and underused 

environmental management tool begs two other important questions: how to define 

environmentally responsible behavior, and how to know whether the issues where 
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collective action is successful are consequential for ecological or human health.  If such 

success can only be attributed to issues of minor importance to environmental 

management, then broader interest in promotion and development of voluntary 

collective action on these environmental issues may not be warranted.  

The terms “environmentally responsible behavior” and “pro-environmental 

behavior” are often used interchangeably. Definitions of the terms vary from as simple 

as using resources wisely (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999, p. 150) to more complicated 

phrases – “behavior that consciously seeks to minimize the negative impact of one’s 

actions on the natural and built world (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, p. 240). Some 

wonder who gets to name the behaviors considered environmentally responsible.  

The existence of a wide range of possible meanings for ‘pro-environmental’ 

means that a wide range of very different behaviours can reasonably be claimed 

to be pro-environmental. Those who believe that ‘negative’ impacts can best be 

reduced through the use of market incentives, for example, or through the more 

rapid development of ameliorative technologies, are likely to share little common 

ground in their definitions of what is ‘pro-environmental behaviour’, and 

therefore what counts as conscious effort to promote it, with others for whom the 

key is, say greater social and biospheric equality. (Gough 2002, p. 275) 

For this study, I used the metrics of Patrick Brower and Warren Leon (1999) both 

to define what behaviors are considered environmentally responsible, and to suggest 

relative merit of these behaviors with regard to environmental health.3 This book 

                                                      

3 Because the book was published in 1999, I contacted Warren Leon to ask if any work had been done (or 

was planned) to update the findings. He responded via email: “Although the data that underlies the 

analysis in the book is now quite old, no one has done an update of our study and I do not know of anyone 

who plans on doing an update. It would be a time-consuming and costly endeavor. Moreover, because of 

the decline in US manufacturing and the fact that an increasing quantity of resource-intensive products are 

imported, it would be harder to do a new analysis. One would need to look carefully at environmental 

impacts of production, especially in China.” (2007 06 06, Email from Warren Leon to Charlotte Clark)  
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identified which are the environmental problems that posed the greatest threat to 

human health and Earth’s environment on which consumers could have the most 

significant impact through their actions. Because my study is of a geographic 

community, a list of environmental problems selected because they are addressed 

effectively by consumers is appropriate. 

Brower and Leon’s analysis contained four steps. First, to determine which 

problems posed the greatest threat to human health and Earth’s environment, two 

environmental assessments were used to rank the severity of human activity on human 

and ecological health.4 From the list of issues named in these sources, the authors 

selected only those as high or medium severity risk (in any one study), and further 

excluded activities not related to current household consumption or activities. This 

process resulted in a list of 4 leading environmental problems related to household 

consumption, which are named in Table 3 (Brower and Leon 1999,p. 44). 

                                                      

4 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Reducing Risk: Setting Priorities and Strategies for Environmental 

Protection, Report of the Science Advisory Board to William K. Reilly, Administrator (September, 1990); and 

California Comparative Risk Project, Toward the 21st Century: Planning for the Protection of California’s 

Environment, Summary Report, Submitted to the California Environmental Protection Agency (May 1994). 
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Table 3: Leading Consumption-Related Environmental Problems  

PROBLEM 
Air pollution 

- Common (ozone and fine particulate) 
- Toxic 

Global warming 
Habitat alteration 

 - Land 
 - Water 

Water Pollution 
 - Common 
 - Toxic 

Second, Brower and Leon created environmental indices to estimate the 

contribution of consumer-based activity on each problem area. For example, common air 

pollution was estimated through emissions of nitrogen oxides, volatile organic 

compounds, sulfur dioxide, and small particulate matter. The indicator of global 

warming was carbon dioxide emissions as tons of carbon.  

Third, Brower and Leon constructed a model that linked consumer actions 

(including purchases) with the specific environmental problems. For example, use of a 

commercial pesticide on a lawn has a direct water pollution impact due to potential 

runoff, and an indirect water pollution impact generated at the manufacturing facility. 

The authors reported the results from two perspectives: environmental impact for a 

category of action (including purchase), and relative environmental impact per dollar 

spent. The former perspective is the one I used in my work. 

Fourth, Brower and Leon (1999, p. 85) concluded that seven activities are the 

most harmful to the environment from consumer actions; these activities are listed in the 

center column of Table 4. From that, they developed a list of eleven priority actions for 
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American consumers, which are listed in the right column of Table 4. These priority 

actions will be used in this study to indicate the importance of various voluntary 

collective actions taken on by the community (see Section 5.4). 

Table 4: High Consequence Environmental Issues for Consumers and Related 

Consumer Actions 

Priority Category Most Harmful Consumer 
Activities (p. 50) 

Priority Actions for American 
Consumers (p. 85) 

Transportation Cars and light trucks Choose a place to live that reduces 
the need to drive 

Think twice before purchasing 
another car 

Choose a fuel-efficient, low-
polluting car 

Set concrete goals for reducing your 
travel 

Whenever practical, walk, bicycle, 
or take public transportation 

Food Meat and poultry 
Fruits, vegetables, and grains 

Eat less meat 
Buy certified organic produce 

Household 
operations 

Home heating, hot water, and 
air conditioning 

Household appliances and 
lighting 

Home construction 
Household water and sewage 

Choose your home carefully 
Reduce the environmental costs of 

heating and hot water 
Install efficient lighting and 

appliances 
Choose an electricity supplier 

offering renewable energy 

Few of the priority actions from Brower and Leon currently have significant 

regulatory mandate or market-based incentive connected to them. For example, 

automobiles emit far less now than 20 years ago as a result of regulatory mandated 

installation of catalytic converters and use of unleaded gasoline. However, Brower and 

Leon’s work is set against the pre-existing backdrop of these actions, exposing the need 

for further voluntary choices of other transportation options. Actions done for reason of 

regulation or market incentive were possibly filtered out of the research design used by 

Brower and Leon because of their lack of significant impact (the impact was already 
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accounted for through use of these other methods, leaving relatively inconsequential 

gains for additional consumer action).  

2.3. Linking learning to action 

Many definitions of learning include action, and many definitions of action 

assume a contribution by learning, but describing the linkage more specifically is 

complex, especially when a narrower filter for collective action is included. I will discuss 

the implications to my research of models from three fields of interest to my research -- 

social psychology, social marketing, and environmental education. 

2.3.1. The Theory of Planned Behavior 

The work of Ajzen and Fishbein, from the field of social psychology, theorizes 

about the connection between belief and behavior. Their model, the Theory of Planned 

Behavior underpins my work, and states that intentions of an individual causally indicate 

the factors that motivate and influence behavior. Intentions in turn can be accurately 

predicted from attitudes towards the behavior, subject norms, and perception that the 

behavior is under volitional control (Ajzen 1991, p. 198). Figure 2 illustrates the Theory 

of Planned Behavior and provides Ajzen’s definitions for each of the key components.5 

                                                      

5 Ajzen and Fishbein together published earlier versions of this model, called the Theory of Reasoned Action 

(Fishbein, M. and I. Ajzen (1975). Belief, Attitude, Intention, and Behavior. Phillipines, Addison-Wesley 

Publishing Company). The Theory of Planned Behavior was published only under Ajzen’s name. However, 

Ajzen provides frequent attribution to Fishbein, and the models are similar enough that I refer to the recent 

theory with both authors names. The most up-to-date version of this model, with definitional hyperlinks, 

appears on Ajzen’s academic website, and therefore the definitional footnotes to Figure 1 are quoted from 

there. Ajzen, I. (2006). "TpB diagram."   Retrieved June 1, 2007, from 

http://www.people.umass.edu/aizen/tpb.diag.html#null-link. 
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Behavioral belief: the subjective probability that the behavior will 

produce a given outcome.

Attitude toward the behavior: the degree to which performance 

of the behavior is positively or negatively valued.

Normative beliefs: the perceived behavioral expectations of such important referent individuals or groups as 

the person's spouse, family, friends, and -- depending on the population and behavior studied - - teacher, 

doctor, supervisor, and coworkers.

Subjective norm: the perceived social pressure to engage or not to engage in a behavior.

Control beliefs: the perceived presence of factors that may facilitate or impede performance of a behavior.

Perceived behavioral control: people's perceptions of their ability to perform a given behavior.

Intention: an indication of a person's readiness to perform a given behavior, and it is considered to be the 

immediate antecedent of behavior.

Behavior: the manifest, observable response in a given situation with respect to a given target.
 

Figure 2: The Theory of Planned Behavior with definitions of components (Ajzen 2005)(Ajzen 2006) 



 

 35 

This model is a compelling basis for my work for four reasons. First, it includes 

intention as a causal and measurable precursor to behavior. Second, the model includes 

norms as an essential component of intention and behavior. Third, this model provides a 

well-researched and direct link between belief and behavior, which is an adequate 

surrogate for a link between knowledge and behavior for much social science research. 

Fourth, academics who have written on this topic in the environmental education field 

believe this model to be “the most influential attitude-behavior model in social 

psychology” (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, p. 243), and use it to inform their work 

(Andreasen 1995, p. 150; Ballantyne and Packer 2005; Storksdieck, Ellenbogen et al. 

2005). 

The model has a few limitations for my research. Primarily, Ajzen and Fishbein 

were not trying to design a model of learning and action, but rather of belief and action; 

the model does not adequately theorize how belief is formed. Ajzen does suggest some 

“background factors” that might lead to belief formation (see Table 5), but 

acknowledges that the list does not comprise a complete or sophisticated sense of the 

learning process.  

Whether a given belief is or is not affected by a particular background factor is an 

empirical question. In light of the vast number of potentially relevant 

background factors, it is difficult to know which should be considered without a 

theory to guide selection in the behavioral domain of interest. Theories of this 

kind are not part of the planned behavior model but can complement it by 

identifying relevant background factors and thereby deepen our understanding 

of a behavior’s determinants. (Ajzen 2005, p. 134) 
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Table 5: Background Factors to the Theory of Planned Behavior 

Personal Social Information 
General attitudes 
Personality traits 
Values 
Emotions 
Intelligence 

Age, gender 
Race, ethnicity 
Education 
Income 
Religion 

Experience 
Knowledge 
Media exposure 

A second limitation is that this model links individual belief and attitude to intention and 

behavior, whereas my research asks questions primarily about collective learning, 

intention, and behavior.  

A third limitation is that the Ajzen and Fishbein model does not theorize 

adequately as to how behavioral control is generated; that is, how does a belief that I can 

do something become an actual intention to do so? They define behavioral control as 

“someone’s perception of their ability to perform a given behavior,” and intention as 

“how ready someone is to perform a behavior” (2006). Ajzen further divides perceived 

behavioral control into internal factors (which are information, skills, and abilities; and 

emotions and compulsions) and external factors (which are opportunity and 

dependence on others) (2005, p. 107-110). These concepts are mentioned by other names 

in other models from social psychology. Bandura used the term “self-efficacy” to include 

both behavioral control and intention -- a person’s combined estimate that (a) an action 

will lead to a certain outcome, and (b) they have the ability to perform that action (1977, 

p. 78-80). Rotter and others talk about “locus-of-control” as a person’s general belief that 

outcomes are in fact under his or her control (as opposed to being up to chance, or 

powerful others for example) (Ajzen 2005, p. 91).  
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The connection between the meanings of the words “knowledge” and “belief” is 

important for this discussion, because most educators would say that the goal of 

learning is knowledge, not belief, but the word used as the starting point for the Theory 

of Planned Behavior is belief, not knowledge. The Oxford American Dictionary defines 

knowledge as “facts, information, and skills acquired by a person through experience or 

education,” and as (the second definition) “justified belief; certain understanding, as 

opposed to opinion.” It defines belief as “an acceptance that a statement is true or that 

something exists.” From these definitions, the connection between the two words is that 

knowledge is a type of belief, specifically a justified belief. Meyers provides a 

comparative discussion of various epistemological views on these words, and states that 

this connection is consistent with the conventional definition of knowledge in 

philosophy (2005, p. 311). He describes the pragmatic approach of James and Dewey, 

where belief is not an absolute Truth, but is something that we choose to see as true 

enough to accept, if warranted. Further, the definition of the necessary justification or 

“warrant” to make that belief into knowledge is whether “based on reflection of the 

potential consequences of using a belief to make a choice …we are willing to accept the 

consequences of acting on our belief, and we are willing to say that we know 

something” ( p. 313). Such a view defines belief as a spectrum running from non-

justified to justified, with knowledge in some (movable) location towards the justified 

end. It also includes the component of revisability, both of where on the scale any given 

belief lies, and where on the scale any given belief becomes “knowledge.” In sum, 
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“subject matter knowledge can’t be separated from beliefs about that knowledge” (Hart, 

Barrett et al. 2004, quoting Aubrey). 

2.3.2. Social marketing 

Where Ajzen and Fishbein were interested in the antecedents to behavior change 

by an individual, the field of social marketing focuses on the antecedents to behavior 

change for a group of people. Social marketing is the “application of commercial 

marketing technologies to the analysis, planning, execution, and evaluation of programs 

designed to influence the voluntary behavior of target audiences in order to improve 

their personal welfare and that of their society” (Andreasen 1995, p. 7). The intersection 

of the individual with a group is significant; asking why an individual loses weight, or 

votes a certain way is only one short step from asking how one can market to a target 

group to lose weight or to vote a certain way.  

Social marketers are primarily interested in education as a means to an end, 

usually a specific end of their choosing. The literature in the social marketing field 

focuses more on the “how” of consumer marketing campaigns rather than on the theory 

of behavior change, and even less on the link between learning and such behavior 

change (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999; Kotler, Roberto et al. 2002). By contrast, 

environmental education works not to dictate the specific end, but rather to teach skills 

and information that permit the learner to choose their own end goal or action. 

Nonetheless, the interest of the field of social marketing in collective behavior change 
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makes the social marketing models of the knowledge/behavior link interesting to my 

research.  

Andreasen references Ajzen and Fishbein’s models, and supports a framework 

based on Prochaska’s model of behavior change. Prochaska’s model has five stages: (a) 

precontemplation (b) contemplation (divided into early and late), (c) preparation, (d) 

action, and (e) maintenance (Prochaska and DiClemente 1983), although Andreasen 

collapses preparation in with action retaining four stages (1995, p. 147). Andreasen 

suggests that education is particularly helpful in the precontemplation phase, and places 

attitude (with the behavior and subjective norms of Ajzen and Fishbein) in Prochaska’s 

contemplation stage, which is where action is being considered (p. 150-151). Andreasen 

places “perceived behavioral control” from the Ajzen and Fishbein model in the “action” 

stage, and discusses dividing perceived behavioral control into two parts. “[Perceived 

behavioral control] is made up of two parts: (a) the perception that the customers can 

actually bring the action about – that is, that they have the necessary skills; and (b) the 

perception that the environment (that is, physical factors and other people who must 

cooperate) will permit the behavior” (p. 169). 

Community-based social marketing reflects a type of social marketing that is 

implemented at the community level, and has four steps: (a) identify barriers and 

benefits to an activity as perceived by the community, (b) develop a strategy utilizing 

proven tools, (c) pilot the strategy, and (d) evaluate the strategy after broader 

implementation (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999, p. 150). It is a process where the social 
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marketer identifies the barriers and benefits to a particular behavior, and then groups 

those whose behavior they hope to change into like “buckets” so that the strategy(ies) 

can be tailored to the needs of each category of individual (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 

1999, p. 3). Tools to overcome barriers include commitment, prompts, norms, 

communication, and incentives (p. 157-58).  

Work in social marketing contributes to the theoretical basis of my work in 

several ways. First, social marketers study collective more than individual behavior 

changes. Second, because behavior change is the desired outcome, components such as 

skills, barrier reduction, commitment, education (information provision), and normative 

aspects are present and essential. Third, the concept of barrier reduction to increase the 

likelihood of the behavior sounds dramatically similar to the need in collective action to 

reduce the costs of cooperation. 

However, the field also has significant limitations for my research. Social 

marketing involves a person or institution deciding what is a specific desired behavior 

change for a group, whereas, I am interested in what underpins a process by which a 

person or group works to take the action of their choice, not the action of my choice. 

Second, social marketing has not developed sophisticated theoretical models about the 

learning/behavior link, but rather has very specific and well-researched models focused 

on marketing strategies.  
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2.3.3. Environmental education 

The field of environmental education contains a number of models of responsible 

environmental or pro-environmental behavior (Ramsey and Rickson 1976; UNESCO 

1978; Hines, Hungerford et al. 1986-1987; Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002, p. 257). The 

Ramsey and Rickson model is naively simple, suggesting that knowledge leads to 

favorable attitudes, which then lead to pro-environmental behavior. Others of these 

models were similarly not useful in my work. The model by Hines et al., is based on an 

earlier Ajzen and Fishbein model, but shows attitudes and locus of control as precursors 

to knowledge as opposed to contemporary to or even resulting from it (1986-1987, p. 7). 

The Kollmus and Agyeman model has been criticized for increasing the complexity of 

the theory without increasing its explanatory power, and for concurrently being too 

behaviorist-centric and disconnected with formal classroom literature and practice 

(Clover, Follen et al. 2000; Courtenay-Hall and Rogers 2002; Gough 2002; O'Donoghue 

and Lotz-Sisitka 2002). 

The five-part Tbilisi definition of environmental education (UNESCO 1978) 

provides an interesting link to the Theory of Planned Behavior (see Figure 3). For 

example, development of knowledge (Tbilisi) equates to development of belief (Ajzen). 

Attitude development (Tbilisi) is seen in Ajzen both in developing attitude towards a 

behavior and in developing subjective norms. Skills development (Tbilisi) equates to 

development of perceived behavioral control (Ajzen). Finally, participation (Tbilisi) 

correlates well with Ajzen’s outcomes of intention and behavior.
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Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 2005)

Tbilisi Characteristics of Environmental Education (UNESCO, 1978)

Awareness Knowledge          Attitude          Skills Participation

Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 2005)

Tbilisi Characteristics of Environmental Education (UNESCO, 1978)

AwarenessAwareness Knowledge          Attitude          Skills ParticipationParticipation
 

Figure 3: Alignment of the Theory of Planned Behavior with the Tbilisi Characteristics of Environmental Education 
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The inconsistencies in the alignment are also pertinent. First, awareness is the 

only Tbilisi characteristic not included in the Theory of Planned Behavior. However, this 

is understandable, because awareness by definition precedes belief, and the Theory 

begins with belief. Second, the Tbilisi characteristics were adopted as a definition of 

learning, whereas the Ajzen and Fishbein models theorize how belief (not learning) 

leads to behavior. Some environmental educators might see this as a strong distinction – 

they are comfortable defining learning, and see their role as one to provide a rich 

learning environment, not to mandate action or behavior change as an outcome. 

However, this distinction is, in reality, quite a subtle one. Neither model mandates an 

action outcome, but rather acknowledges the possibility (and perhaps desirability) of 

such an outcome from a learning (Tbilisi) or a belief (Ajzen) basis. Third, Ajzen and 

Fishbein place “perceived behavioral control” as one of the factors that is an antecedent 

to intention and behavior, and both Ajzen and Andreasen have pointed out that this 

factor must include both having the skills and having permission to take the behavior. 

The Tbilisi characteristic of skill lacks this important component of “permission” or 

“perception of control” to enable participation to occur. 

None of these models or theories address collective learning, intention, or 

behavior; how might the belief, learning, or intentions of multiple individuals interact? 

Jensen and Schnack do so, however, through the use of their term action competence 

(1997; Jensen 2002). Jensen characterizes education towards action competence as 

“targeted at effecting real change regarding the environmental problem that is being 
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worked on…directed at solving a problem and …decided upon by those preparing to 

carry out the action” (2002, p. 326). Jensen states that “the overall aim of environmental 

education at school is to develop the abilities of students to act at the personal and 

societal levels, that is, to increase their action competence” (p. 333). Jensen adds that the 

actions that result from such a process can be individual as well as collective, direct 

(stream cleanup) or indirect (demonstrating against something). Jensen and Schnack 

consider whether common experiences mediate individual to collective action, and 

similarly development of individual action competence. “Perhaps common experience is 

the key notion in connection with the qualitative transition from individual to collective 

action and in that way to development of action competence” (p. 177). 

With action competence, the motivation behind a behavior change matters to the 

teacher and learner, not just whether or not the behavior change occurs. One can change 

one’s behavior for any number of reasons (financial, normative, coercion) that have 

nothing to do with a change in attitude or belief (Jensen and Schnack 1997, p. 168; Jensen 

2002, p. 326). This would be fine in the opinion of a social marketer, for whom the 

behavior outcome is all that is desired, but it is insufficient to an educator. Here I define 

the term collective action competence as the readiness of a group of people to behave 

towards a common goal based on a collective awareness, and a collective set of skills 

and experiences.  
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2.4. Community and social capital 

I shall use the term community in the sense of definitions from Duane (1997) and 

Taylor (1997). Duane names three types of community: communities of place (“tied to a 

physical space through geography”), communities of identity (“tied to each other 

through social characteristics, but may transcend place”), and communities of interest 

(“which may have commonalities in how they relate to a particular ecosystem or 

resource as beneficiaries of that place or contributors to its condition”). This broad 

definition is more useful than those that require a locational basis to community 

(Brookfield 1984, p. 63-64). Taylor (1997, p. 26-28) suggests the type of relationships 

characterizing those in community --a group of individuals who have beliefs and values 

in common, whose relations with each other are direct and many-sided, and whose 

interactions include reciprocity. 

Putnam’s work on social capital adds richness to the sense of what can be gained 

(and lost) in community, providing valuable concepts included in my research (1993; 

Putnam 1993; Putnam 2000). Putnam defines social capital as “features of social 

organizations, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of 

society by facilitating coordinated actions” (1993, p. 167). Social capital can also have its 

dark side. Putnam states that a primary objection to community ties in general is that 

they are at war with liberty and tolerance: “community restricts freedom and 

encourages intolerance” (2000, p. 351). In short, by naming a community to which one 

belongs and with which one is familiar, one excludes others and constrains oneself. 
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Putnam takes issue with this interpretation, but adopts the terms bonding social capital, 

which is exclusive social capital in manners necessary to mobilize a group or provide a 

basis for specific sanctions or reciprocity; and bridging social capital, which is an inclusive 

style of relationship used better to diffuse information and to make links outside the 

group (2000, p. 23).  
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3. Study Description 

This study consists of a case study of one geographic community over a five-year 

time period from April 2001 to June 2006. Here I will describe the theoretical framework 

in which the research was set, discuss the specific community and reasons for its choice, 

and describe data collection and analysis. The study is a qualitative one, with its 

concomitant advantages and disadvantages. The former include the ability to obtain 

“thick description” or a “detailed understanding of a process or experience” (Bazeley 

2007, p. 2), to privilege the words of informers, to better understand the general nature 

of an area of interest, and to collect data from immersive situations. The disadvantages 

are summarized by Robert Stake (although I would take exception to his claim that 

social practice is little advanced). 

Qualitative inquiry is subjective. New puzzles are produced more frequently 

than solutions to old ones. Its contributions to disciplined science are slow and 

tendentious. The results pay off little in the advancement of social practice. The 

ethical risks are substantial. And the cost in time and money is high, very 

high.”(Stake 1995, p. 45) 

3.1. Theoretical framework of the research 

All research – qualitative, quantitative, and that using mixed methods – should 

be placed clearly within a theoretical framework. Such a framework should include 

ontology, epistemology, research design, and the specific methods that implement that 

design. All these components should be in concert. . 
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This study was undertaken within a constructivist ontology and epistemology. 

The former means that reality was constructed locally in the community comprised of 

researcher and researched(Lincoln and Guba 2005, p. 193). Although a range of possible 

epistemological belief systems is provided in the literature (King, Keohane et al. 1994; 

Crotty 2003; Lincoln and Guba 2005), this study occurred under a constructivist 

epistemological belief system. That is, I hold the view that the ideas studied were not 

objective facts that were true a priori, but rather were constructed from interaction 

between human beings and their world, and were developed and modified within a 

social context.  

Criteria for judging either “reality” or validity are [not] absolutist…; rather, they 

are derived from community consensus regarding what is “real,” what is useful, 

and what has meaning (especially for action and further steps. (Guba and 

Lincoln 2005, p. 197) 

This epistemology shaped the theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods by 

which the research questions above were considered. The world this research described 

and interpreted was not one of verified hypotheses, but rather the interpretations were 

based on individuals reconstructing the facts as they saw them (Lincoln and Guba 2000, 

p. 170-171). Cause-effect relationships were not sought, but rather the analysis searched 

for themes, commonalities, and idiosyncrasies. Interviews did not aim to exclude bias 

and values, but rather included them as meritorious components of the research process 

to be carefully considered and illuminated. Although validity and reliability served as 

benchmarks of quality, they were not defined in the traditional post-positivist sense, but 
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rather in the constructivist sense of “trustworthiness and authenticity” of data (Wolcott 

1994; Mishler 2000).  

The research design links the ontology and epistemology to the methods and the 

methods to the outcomes. Although some would consider a case study to be a method 

rather than a research design, I agree with Yin that “the case study as a research strategy 

comprises an all-encompassing method” and “a comprehensive research strategy” (Yin 

1994, p. 13).  Within the case study methodology, I used methods of document (or 

content) analysis, participant observation, and personal interviews1 (Lincoln and Guba 

2000, p. 371). The 5-year time period of this study is longer than many case study 

approaches, and therefore, I also conducted participant observation and interview based 

on the ethnographic methodology. Neither the official members of the community nor 

myself lived in the community during the study period, and therefore, I was as 

“immersed” in their culture as many of them. In evaluating the data, I considered the 

culture of the community in my interpretation and application (Patton 2002, p. 83-84). 

3.2 Case study selection and description 

This research is a case study that follows one geographic community of 46 

households longitudinally for more than 5 years as the individuals progressed from 

being strangers to neighbors, through purchase of land, design and construction of their 

community, and finally to the onset of residency on site. 

                                                      

1 Crotty considers case study a method and not a methodology Crotty, M. (2003). The foundations of social 

research: meaning and perspective in the research process. London, Sage Publications. 
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3.2.1. Case study site  

I chose to study a cohousing community, because of the unique characteristics of 

this form of residency that were pertinent to my work. Cohousing communities are 

intentional communities, which means that the members maintain some level of 

common agreement (i.e., making choices on community design, using consensus 

decision-making), and that they carry on some collective action (such as sharing some 

property) (Questenberry 1996, p. 2). More specifically, cohousing communities as a 

subset of intentional communities, have the following characteristics (McCamant, 

Durrett et al. 1994, p. 38-39):  

� Participatory process 

� Intentional neighborhood design 

� Extensive common facilities 

� Complete resident management 

� Non-hierarchical structure 

� Separate income sources 

At the end of 2007, 92 co-housing communities were complete in the U.S. in 20 different 

states. In addition, 93 other communities were in the planning or construction process in 

a total of 29 states. A total of 33 states exist with cohousing communities either complete 

or in process.2 Although most cohousing communities do not specify environmental 

                                                      

2 These statistics were obtained from the website of the Cohousing Association of the United States, 

www.cohousing.org.  
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issues as a deliberate aim, almost all have firm pro-environmental aspirations by the end 

of their planning process (Meltzer 2000). 

Cohousing residents typically own their own home fee-simple, and also 

collectively own parts of their community with their neighbors, such as natural areas, 

playing fields, and a common house. The common house is often used for weekly (or 

more frequent) community meals, and contains guest rooms that can be reserved by all, 

laundry, children’s play areas, meeting space, etc. The community typically meets 

regularly and uses a consensus decision-making framework. Appendix A contains an 

aerial photograph of a typical cohousing community to show how the layout includes 

these components. 

I chose West Branch Cohousing (a pseudonym) as my case study community for 

five reasons. First, prospective members collectively decide most issues using a highly 

interactive consensus decision-making process. I wanted to examine whether this 

feature contributed to the formation of social cohesion and voluntary collective action. 

Second, prior to onsite residency, issues were primarily discussed via email and at 

meetings, and therefore agreement, disagreement, progress, and stalemate were 

relatively transparent and well documented. This provided a unique window into the 

social learning process, even for a relative outsider. Third, from the outset, the 

community named sustainability as one of its four tenets. Therefore, I knew that 

environmental issues would be prevalent among the various issues the community 

would discuss. Fourth, the formative timing of the community in their developmental 
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process appeared to be suitable to my research needs. Fifth, members of the community 

agreed to let me participate in their process, giving me full access to their listservs, 

community documents, and meetings and socials. They also agreed that I could solicit 

community members for personal interviews.  

The design of West Branch Cohousing resulted from an iterative and cooperative 

planning process that involved a local developer, members of the cohousing community 

(at any given time), the local town planning staff, and surrounding neighbors. The West 

Branch site contained just under 8 acres of land forested by young pines and hardwoods. 

It was in walking proximity to a local park, downtown restaurants, grocery stores, coffee 

shops, and entertainment. A local creek formed the north boundary of the property, and 

a pedestrian and bike trail along the creek was easily accessible. A public bus stop was 

located at the head of the road entering the property. During the study period, the local 

town purchased 30 acres next to the West Branch property that should remain 

undeveloped. 

 The community was planned to contain 46 residences: 12 condominiums, 4 

detached single family dwellings, and 30 town homes (two-story structures with shared 

walls). The town home and detached homes are owned fee-simple, including a small lot 

surrounding them. The condominium buildings have traditional condominium home-

owners associations, and the neighborhood has one overall home-owners association  

(HOA) as well. The neighborhood HOA owns the property and amenities held in 

common, such as the common and guest houses, stormwater bioretention areas, 
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gardens, playing field, etc. This results in a property rights regime that McKean would 

call jointly owned private property, meaning that the individual owners can sell their 

homes (and the concomitant rights to communally held resources) without gaining 

permission from other home-owners in the community (McKean 1992, p. 251). Seven of 

the units were federally-defined “affordable housing” -- a deliberate choice to increase 

the economic diversity of the community.3 A common house was located in the center of 

the property, which contained a commercial kitchen with cooking and eating area for 

large groups, centralized laundry facilities, a children’s play room, and other shared 

amenities. A guest house was constructed, and contained four rooms that could be 

reserved by any community member. As in many cohousing communities, West 

Branch’s site design deliberately clustered the homes, so that the maximum possible 

portion of the property could be undeveloped. In addition to undeveloped woodland, 

this common property featured several community gardens (one planned in conjunction 

with existing neighbors), playground, pond, bike sheds, a cistern to store rainwater for 

irrigation, and a recreation field. Motorized vehicles (other than for handicapped 

residents or emergency vehicles) were only permitted on limited roadways that 

comprised the periphery of two sides of the property. The front doors of all the homes 

faced inward to pedestrian pathways that wound through the development.  

                                                      

3 The US Department of Housing and Urban Development manages the national affordable housing process. 

The definition of affordable housing is housing for which the occupant is paying no more than 30 percent of 

gross income for total housing costs, including rent, mortgage payments, condominium fees, utilities, taxes, 

and insurance, as applicable for rental or owned housing units 
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Cohousing communities typically have a mandated amount of community labor 

that is required to maintain and improve the common facilities. Monthly dues are also 

assessed, but their purpose is primarily to cover utilities and insurance on the common 

amenities, and to build a capital fund for large periodic replacement expenses. West 

Branch expected their monthly time assessment to accomplish tasks such as 

landscaping, maintenance of solar equipment, stormwater bioretention areas, cisterns, 

etc, maintenance and cleaning of the common and guest houses, and some 

administrative , financial, and bookkeeping time. This requirement for community labor 

defines cohousing as unique in comparison to more traditional geographic 

neighborhoods, and results in the ability to investigate the formation and 

implementation of collective actions.  

The developer of West Branch Cohousing had a unique and important role. He 

found the property that eventually became West Branch and recruited its owner to 

become one of the members of the West Branch community. He was present at meetings 

throughout the entire study period, was available for questions and consultations on a 

regular basis, and had considerable experience developing cohousing communities, 

resulting in strong credibility with members that he could support the development of 

West Branch. During the construction design phase for the site, common amenities, and 

individual units, he demonstrated flexibility and care for the opinions of the community 

members. Throughout the process, he continually reiterated the distinctions between his 

role and that of community members, endeavoring to retain a community-led emphasis 
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to the process. Nonetheless, some conflict existed at times within the 

developer/community relationship. Cost increases, fueled in part by a delay resulting 

from a lawsuit brought by adjacent landowners, led to a straining at times in the 

interaction. Further, the constant dynamic between saving time by the developer making 

construction design choices, and enhancing inclusion by the community making 

consensual design choices led at times to awkward or difficult conversations. This 

dynamic did not often impact the environmental discussions held by the community, 

and where it did, I will be explicit about this in the text. 

The planning and construction timeline for West Branch includes several 

important events that impacted the members view on the project and their ability to 

make progress towards residency. Initially, the developer estimated that 2 to 2.5 years 

would be required for the first phase of construction (2001 04 21, Community Meeting 

Minutes), and that the project might be completed by the end of 2004 (2002 03 02, 

Community Meeting Minutes). However, in reality, construction did not begin until the 

2nd quarter of 2005 (2005 03 19, Email B1358), and will not be complete until the end of 

2007. Although some delays were in small increments resulting from general 

construction process, two primary events caused the delayed schedule. First, in 

September 2003, a group of adjacent neighbors filed a suit against the local town for 

approving the development (2003 09 05, Email A1935). Although the suit was dismissed 

in May of 2004 (2004 05 19, Email B0490), no work could be done on the site during the 

legal process. Even at that point, the developer estimated that all construction would be 
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complete by October 2005 (2004 06 06, Community Meeting Minutes). However, a 

second delay was caused when the original builder provided a final contract that 

differed significantly from, and was vastly more costly than, any drafts previously 

provided (2004 10 03, Community Meeting Minutes). The process to consider using 

other builders, and get costing finalized took another 6 months, so that construction 

began in April 2005 (2005 04 13, Email B1411). 

An important implication of these delays was that costs increased significantly, 

both because of the increased cost of materials over time, and because of a necessary and 

lengthy re-costing process to choose a builder. In addition, costs to individuals went up 

substantially because of higher interest rates for home mortgages. Both the delays and 

the increased costs caused some to exit from the community (either for these reasons or 

through natural attrition such as job moves, etc), and others to find that their energy to 

work towards community progress was reduced. 

3.2.2. Members of West Branch Cohousing 

The definition of “member” in this community was a fluid one. Initially, a 

“member” was anyone who expressed interest in West Branch by speaking with the 

developer, attending a meeting, or joining an email listserv. When the local municipality 

approved the construction design, the developer required a financial commitment from 

those ready to do so. This divided individuals into those with a reserved “slot,” those on 

a wait list, and those simply interested. By the end of the study period, the definition of 

member became fixed as someone who owned or rented a home on site.  
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A significant amount of member entrance and exit happened during the study 

period. Of the 46 households who made financial commitments at the earliest possible 

moment (late 2003), 22 left the community by the end of the study period (mid-2006). All 

of these were replaced with new households fairly quickly, usually from the sizeable 

wait list maintained by the developer. However, 5 of these replacements also 

subsequently left the community by the end of the study, and were replaced from the 

wait list. The reasons for the exits included moves due to job changes, frustrations with 

multi-year delays in the construction process, belief that the neighborhood was not a 

financial or philosophical “fit,” and the lawsuit from adjacent neighbors. Figure 4 

illustrates the length of time individuals participated in the planning process for West 

Branch, and is divided into whether the individual was an active member, was on the 

wait list, or had exited from the membership, by the end of the study period. 
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Figure 4: Longevity of Individual Participating in West Branch by Membership Status 
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Currently, all but a few homes in West Branch are planned to be inhabited by the 

owner (two or three will be rented until the owners are ready to move on-site), and a 

waitlist exists of about 80 other families interested in the community should someone 

wish to sell. 

Anyone could choose to buy property in West Branch; no process existed 

whereby current community members chose or precluded other potential members. 

Nonetheless, community rules and expectations were greater than in many typical U.S. 

neighborhoods, and this information was conveyed to prospective buyers and renters to 

inform their choice process. For example, in order to maintain the assets the community 

owned in common, community members were required to spend 4 hours of community 

labor per month per household performing designated “sweat equity” tasks, such as 

weeding common areas, cleaning the common house, or serving as treasurer of the 

community. 

West Branch residents represent a homogenous demographic, and one 

significantly older, less racially diverse, and better educated than its surrounding areas.  

Approximately 90 percent of West Branch members are Caucasian, 100 percent over the 

age of 25 have college degrees, and 85 percent (over the age of 25) have a post-graduate 

degree. The average age in the community is 40 years, and 17 children under the age of 

18 are included in the 80 people financially committed to residing on site at the end of 

the study period. Table 6 compares age, race, and educational data for West Branch to 

data for the municipality and state in which it is located.  
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Table 6: Demographic data comparison for West Branch, the local municipality, and the 
State 

Area Median 
Age 

Percent 
Caucasian 

Percent with 
Bachelors 

degree or higher 

Percent with 
graduate degree 

West Branch 40 90 100 85 
Local 
municipality 

28 73 61 31 

State 35 72 23 NA 

. 

In addition, many community members had received some formal 

environmental coursework prior to joining the community. About 50 percent stated that 

they completed at least one course after high school whose content was primarily 

environmental. Despite these neighborhood demographics, members were 

heterogeneous in other aspects such as religious belief, sexual orientation, and cultural 

background. I observed significant heterogeneity of approach and thought existed even 

on environmental issues that might have appeared to have great commonality within 

the group.  

These demographic data have important implications for the findings of this 

research study. Certainly, these individuals do not reflect a typical U.S. neighborhood, 

and the data can not be taken to be representative of the ways other geographic 

communities would interact or behave. Homogeneity of race, older age, increased 

education, and/or more environmental background each represent factors that could be 

responsible for the ability of this community to form collective agreements as will be 

reported in this study. In addition, anecdotally, at least three long-time members of the 

community have experiences living in other intentional communities where consensus-
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type decision-making, and collective actions are the norm. Such expertise and 

experience would also help yield a smoother path for these same activities at West 

Branch than at a community without such individuals present. 

3.2.3. Community member interaction 

From the outset, the developer held monthly meetings open to anyone interested 

in West Branch, and advertised these broadly to recruit residents. Potluck dinners 

sometimes followed these meetings, and members occasionally organized social events 

or workdays on the property (clearing Wisteria plants, rescuing plants before timbering 

operations, finishing the guest house, etc). Thus, even before living in geographic 

proximity, many community members had significant amounts of face-to-face 

interaction. From the beginning, a collective values process was undertaken, and the 

community agreed by consensus on 4 guiding principles: sustainability, diversity, 

affordability, and community (2003 04 05 West Branch Mission and Values Statement). 

Also from the outset, the developer set up an electronic listserv, and encouraged 

interested persons to join. Monthly meetings, socials, and work days were publicized on 

the listserv, and anyone who joined could post questions or comments to the group. 

Although individuals had to request membership approval for the listserv from the 

developer, all requests were approved, even from people who clearly would not ever be 

residents, such as neighbors who were interested purely from the perspective of an 

adjacent landowner, or individuals from out of state who were casually interested in the 

cohousing startup process. The  site retained an archive of all emails sent in 
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chronological order, so that any new member could review all previously posted emails. 

The site also permitted members to post files and pictures, features that could enhance 

member interaction and participation. For example, West Branch members posted all 

meeting minutes, photographs of members, and photographs of construction progress. 

This method of communication provided an important common basis of information to 

individuals interested in the community. Although many prospective residents lived in, 

or in close proximity to, the town where West Branch in located, many also lived out of 

town, out of state, and even internationally.  

In September 2003, members initiated a second listserv intended only for a subset 

of “committed” individuals defined as either a financial commitment, or signed 

paperwork proving membership on the community wait list (a bank letter of intent). The 

community felt a more exclusive listserv was necessary, because a group of adjacent 

landowners had filed a suit with the local town in an attempt to stop West Branch from 

being constructed, and a number of these same landowners were members of the initial 

listserv. Therefore, the formation of this second listserv was an attempt to provide a 

forum for free conversation among those who truly were interested in on-site residency 

at West Branch. 

A month later (October 2003), members initiated a third  listserv, whose purpose 

was solely social. This was a result of complaints within the community that emails 

advocating certain political views, or encouraging attendance at non-community 

fundraising events were inappropriate on the community business listserv. The social 
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listserv was designed to accommodate distribution of such information to anyone who 

wished on a separate basis from the primary listserv.  

3.3. Data collection 

The data collected for this study span a five-year period in the history of West 

Branch Cohousing, from initial planning activities in April 2001 through construction, to 

June 2006, just after the first resident moved onto the site..1 During this period, the 

community granted me permission to observe all meetings, work days, and social 

activities of the community. I was provided copies of any materials handed out at 

meetings when I was observing. If I missed a meeting, I tried to obtain copies of 

handouts for those meetings also, but my thoroughness in these cases is less certain.  

The community allowed me access to the three email listservs and to the 

complete email archive over the study period, comprising over 6,000 emails. In addition 

to the listserv, the community also established a community website that had both 

public and community-only pages; I was provided an ID and password so that I could 

access all information in both public and private portions of the website. The community 

stored documents both in the files section of the  listservs, and on the community 

website, including meeting minutes, bylaws, guidelines, covenants, and policies. I was 

given complete access to all documents stored at these locations.  

                                                      

1 I am continuing to gather data, and all residents should reside on-site by the end of 2007. 
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Finally, the community agreed that members, with their consent, could 

participate in individual interviews. I interviewed 45 individuals representing 31 

distinct households. Interviews were recorded with a digital audio recorder whenever 

permission was granted (44 of 45 interviews). Figure 5 shows the timeline for data 

collection juxtaposed against community planning, construction, and move-in. 
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Figure 5: Data Collection Timeline 

Some selection bias exists in the interview data., both because interviews were 

performed only during a certain time period, and because some subsets of the 

community are underrepresented. I recruited interview candidates during a time period 

from April 2004 through June 2006. During this time, I requested interviews via 

electronic listserv and through verbal appeal at 4 different community meetings. These 

recruitment techniques in theory reached all members who attended those meetings or 
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who read emails on the listserv, and did include those with general interest (but no 

financial commitment), and those with only the minimal commitment necessary to 

retain a spot on the waitlist.  However, 33 people can already exited from the 

community by the beginning of the interview period, and were not solicited for an 

interview. I interviewed 25 percent of those involved with the community within this 

time frame.  

Some subsets of the community are underrepresented in the interview data, and 

the interviews over represent those who were heavily involved with the community. I 

interviewed anyone who agreed to the activity, but did not recruit  more heavily from 

the ranks of those who had left the community or those who were only slightly 

involved. Of the 45 interviewed, two were on the waitlist, and 6 left the community 

subsequently (but within the study period). That is, I did not interview anyone after  

their exit from the community. Of the subset of members present during this interview 

period, 45 percent subsequently exited the community, and 30 percent continued on an 

“interest-only” basis as reflected by being on the list-serve, attending a meeting or two, 

or being on the waitlist. In short, the subset of those interviewed is highly biased 

towards those who continued on within the community after the interview period, and I 

have no interviews with individuals after their exit from the community.  

I defined participants in this research as anyone who participated in the 

formation of West Branch cohousing by virtue of joining an email listserv, attending a 

meeting, and/or expressing interest through financial commitment to the endeavor. 
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Over the 5-year study period, about 225 different households and 335 people met at least 

one of these criteria. I estimated dates of participation through initial mention in email 

or meeting minutes, or through date of moderator approval of listserv membership. 

I defined email listserv participation as joining the listserv, whether or not an 

email was ever sent (i.e., a “lurker” was still a participant). In only two cases out of over 

225 participating households did I document a household that did not join the listserv 

(in both cases, other community members reported that the household did not own a 

computer at the time). From this perspective, access to information provided via listserv 

was broad among community members.  

However, I can not ascertain that information provided on the listserv reached 

all members of a participating household. I interviewed multiple members of a 

household in 13 different interviews. In 9 of these, one of the adults either did not read 

emails, or did not attend meetings, or both, and the participatory partner was identified 

by both parties to be the conduit for information about the community to the lesser 

participant. Thus, information provided over the listserv was not reaching community 

members in a consistent way (much less of course taken in consistently).  

Meeting attendance was also inconsistent, both in terms of regular attendance by 

specific individuals, and of documentation by name of meeting attenders in meeting 

minutes (I documented attendance in my observational notes when present). The 

community tended to have between 50 and 70 households involved at any given time, 

and meeting attendance typically consisted of between 12 to 25 households. In all of the 
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9 households mentioned above (with uneven participation among the adult partners), 

the same adult who was the primary listserv participant was also the primary meeting 

attender. In conclusion, notwithstanding the fact that the community prided itself on 

participation and inclusion, the reality of everyday communication (on which learning 

could be based) must be assumed to be uneven among community members, especially 

in households with more than one adult. 

To estimate participation, I looked at 6 sample months throughout the 5-year 

study period. I divided a year into 6 two-month blocks, and randomly assigned one 

month in each block to one of the six calendar years (although this is a 5-year period, it 

spans 6 calendar years). For these months, I estimated the number of individuals who 

were eligible to participate in that month, defined as those whose start date preceded the 

month, whose end date (if any) proceeded the month, and who were not young children 

(under 18 years of age at the time). I then counted the number of people listed as 

attending the meeting in that month, and the number of unique individuals who sent at 

least one email that month. This analysis is provided in Figure 6. Note that I did not 

compare the two categories (email and meeting) and therefore can not state what is the 

percent of total participation in both activities (members are double counted who both 

attended a meeting and sent an email in a given month). Also, eligibility for this analysis 

was not parsed into those who were mildly involved (on email only for example) and 

those who were heavily involved (had made a financial commitment). I do not have 

those data for the various points in time that would be necessary for that analysis. 
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Figure 6: Estimated Particiation by Eligible Members at West Branch via Email 

and Meeting Attendance for 6 Selected Months over the Study Period 

3.4. Data analysis 

Data were either obtained in electronic form, or put in that form (i.e., interviews 

were transcribed). Whenever possible email attachments were preserved for analysis. 

Draft and final versions of community documents were retained. Observational data 

were typed either during or after observation. Interviews were transcribed verbatim 

from the digital audio tape and/or hand-written notes. Some digital photographs are in 

the dataset; community members provided construction photographs, and I took some 

photographs during interviews. Throughout the research process, I entered regular 

entries in a research journal to serve as a date and time stamped record of thoughts, 

musings, and insights. I also kept a process log to track daily tasks and 

accomplishments.  

I elected to use a Computer-Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software 

(CAQDAS) program called NVivo™. Programs such as this use technology to organize 
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and analyze large amounts of qualitative data. Using CAQDAS can help a researcher 

save time (especially when large amounts of textual data require collection, 

organization, and analysis), and be more sure that data are not overlooked or 

misrepresented (Richards 2005; Vallance 2006). However, a focus on the “tools” 

provided by any computer program can lead a researcher to neglect the research 

question, and answer questions that the tool can easily provide instead (Richards 2002).  

NVivo had a number of advantages for my work. First, documentation of the 

research process was emphasized. The creation date for each document, case (person), 

and node (topic to which you code) was automatically archived, and I used the 

description field to note pertinent information, such as the definition of the node. 

Second, direct links between different texts, or between researcher thoughts and data 

permitted clearer tracking and understanding of insights and connections. That is, if a 

particular point in an interview caused me to begin coding for a new topic in my work, 

the software supported documentation of the rationale for creation of the new topic, a 

link between data and topic, the date when the new coding began, and a clear definition 

of the new code. To document analytic processes in Nvivo ™ that I might need to repeat 

in a reliable manner (such as my process to prepare emails for analysis), I kept an 

analytic log in the software.  

NVivo™ allowed me to link each case (in this case a member of the West Branch 

community in the broadest sense) not only to their own emails, interviews, or other 

personal references, but also to attribute variables such as gender, household, date of 
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entry and exit, etc. These links allowed queries to be asked using the attribute data, such 

as “how do actions of leadership vary by gender in the community?” or “do current 

residents speak and write about their environmental ethic differently than others who 

are no longer members?” 

Initially, I inductively coded topics, or nodes, from the data. However, at one 

important point in the analysis, I reorganized my nodes deductively based on thoughts 

from Agrawal and Gibson. 

To be more accurate in our efforts to depict communities and their relationship 

with their natural resources -- and thus to be more relevant to policy making -- 

we argue that greater attention should be focused on three critical aspects of 

communities: the multiple actors with multiple interests that make up communities, the 

process through which these actors interrelate, and especially, the institutional 

arrangements that structure their interactions. [italics added] These three proposed 

foci for the study of community-based conservation allow for a better 

understanding of the factors critical to the success or failure of efforts aimed at 

local-level conservation. (Agrawal and Gibson 2001, p. 12) 

I used their phrases bolded above to organize the nodes into (a) cases (the actors), (b) 

community interests (topics discussed by the actors), (c) interrelational processes 

(individual and group interactions), and (d) institutional arrangements (nodes about 

governance and process). I added a fifth category for individual processes to capture 

nodes describing individual emotions, beliefs, etc.  

The data analysis yielded both narrative data and summative data. The narrative 

data comprised quotations from community members (or the documents they 

generated) that illustrated the issues of importance to my work. The summative data 

consisted of interpretations such as what were the issues on which voluntary collective 
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action was attempted or achieved, and which of these issues had issue consequence as 

defined by Brower and Leon.  

Throughout this dissertation, data quoted, interpreted, and summarized were 

excerpted from much longer narratives. The original topics may have been relatively 

contiguous in the community data (i.e., a chronological narrative), but usually were 

disjointed. For example, the narrative of one approved collective agreement might have 

taken a year of chronological time, during which many other issues were discussed. 

Even when reduced to the quotations and discussion that I thought were salient, the 

narratives were still often lengthy. For example, my summary of the community’s 

process to choose a decision-making method is almost 100 pages long, and yet serves as 

an important narrative of this key decision. Therefore, I chose not to include them in the 

body of the dissertation, but to include selected narratives as Appendices. This way, the 

reader may refer to these documents to see a quotation in more authentic context than 

the excerpts in the main dissertation allow. Specifically, Appendix B contains the 

narrative of the choice of the modified consensus decision-making process and 

Appendix D contains the narrative of development of the pet policy.  

Text that is in a box and italicized is verbatim data from the community.  

Because of the qualitative nature of this work, the products of these analyses 

have bias resulting from my own positionality that should be acknowledged. First, my 

presence in the community (at meetings, on the listserv, etc) has some impact – perhaps 

substantial – that I can neither reduce or quantify. I worked very hard to alert all 
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newcomers to my presence, both through regular postings to the listserv announcing 

myself, my permission to be there, and my goals; and through personal introduction to 

any newcomer who came to any meeting. Although this was ethically the right thing to 

do in my opinion, the result was that my presence as an outsider was continually 

reinscribed. Second, my data analysis is very “researcher-centric.” That is, much 

material is left behind uncoded, or coded in a unique manner, that might yield a very 

different data analysis at another time, or with another individual.  For example, I have 

one code for “finances” in West Branch, which is the largest single code by number of 

references. If I were more interested in the financial aspects of formation of collective 

action (an interesting aspect certainly), I might parse that into 10 or 20 other codes. As it 

was, I parsed environmental topics into multiple codes, because that was my lens of 

interest. Third, my own sympathy for and agreement with the goals and values of this 

community surely mean that my analysis might be less critical than one done by 

someone without such personal bias. Finally, I acknowledge that additional bias exists 

as a function of unknown blind spots that I bring to this research project. 
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4. Co-facilitated Community Learning at West Branch 

How did group learning happen at West Branch over the study period, and how 

was it distributed among members of the community? Four aspects characterized the 

learning I observed at West Branch: it was set in everyday life, it came from a shared and 

jointly constructed perspective, the context of the discourse emphasized process over 

product, and the roles of the participants were non-hierarchical and flexible. Here I 

suggest the term co-facilitated community learning for learning containing these four 

characteristics. These characteristics are listed in Table 7.  

Table 7: Characteristics of Co-facilitated Community Learning 

1. Setting: everyday life 

2. Perspective: shared and constructed  

3. Context: process over product 

4. Roles: non-hierarchal and flexible 

4.1. Why a new term? 

I define a new term, because the existing words or phrases in the literature (see 

Table 1) did not include all four of the characteristics in Table 7. Most are designed from 

the learners perspective, and most do emphasize process over product (characteristics 2 

and 3 above), but characteristics 1 and 4 were not as well represented. Some of the 

candidate terms assumed that learning occurred primarily in formal or nonformal 

(rather than everyday) settings (community education, interpretive learning, nonformal 
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learning, quotidian pedagogy). Many of the candidates were strongly connected to 

everyday settings, but assumed an individual, independent learning role rather than 

being relational (autonomous learning, everyday cognition, incidental learning, 

independent learning, learning on demand, lifelong and lifespan learning, self-directed 

learning, self-teaching, tacit knowledge, and (amazingly) relational learning).  

Four terms had strong connections to everyday settings, and were relational, but 

still largely assumed a hierarchical relationship between an expert and novices: free-

choice learning, situated learning, mediated learning, social learning. Two other terms, 

community learning and collective learning assumed a non-hierarchical relationship, but 

had such broad connotations in the literature as to perhaps be misleading in the more 

narrow context of my study. My phrase originates from the term “community learning,” 

because it captures the attributes of setting (everyday), perspective (learner), emphasis 

(process), and role (relational, non-hierarchical) to learning. It also contains my sense of 

the learning as beyond that “…represented by the sum total of individual abilities and 

interests” (Wright referenced in Brookfield 1984, p. 100). However, I did not feel it 

sufficiently captured the lack of hierarchy in role. Therefore, I added the term “co-

facilitated” to recognize this flat and flexible relational structure. 

4.2. Setting: everyday life 

What types of observations led me to believe that a setting in everyday life was 

an important characteristic of co-facilitated community learning? Almost all the effective 
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examples of teaching and learning at West Branch occurred in everyday settings. 

Attempts to accomplish teaching or learning in more formal or nonformal settings were 

much less successful, and (perhaps for that reason) were seldom used.  

Learning at West Branch was distributed through three regular, on-going 

activities of the community: the email listservs, community meetings, and community 

social events. The three community listservs provided the primary vehicle for member 

communication, because even those who lived locally could not meet face-to-face 

frequently enough to accomplish all the necessary planning. Further, many aspiring 

residents did not yet live close by. For many members, therefore, the listserv was the 

only daily interface with the community. Email traffic to the listservs averaged about 3 

per day over the study period, with a high of 40 emails on one day. The learning 

function of the listservs was not lost on the community.  

Those who wish to be prepared for discussion at the meeting can educate themselves as to 

whats up by previewing the listserv conversation. Its like a 20 person party line! (For the 

younger persons out there, when phones were new, several households would share a 

single phone line and anyone could listen in. Listservs are soooo retro!). (2002 09 11, 

Email A510) 

Figure 7 shows the five-year history of number of emails sent per day at West Branch. 
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Figure 7: Number of Emails Sent per Day at West Branch Over Time
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Many issues were discussed in excruciating detail and voluminous prose on 

email, such as whether or not to install geothermal heat pumps instead of traditional air-

source ones, whether or not to allow people to rent in the community, and whether to 

allow herbicides to be used (to control invasive plants like Wisteria). In this email 

excerpt, Mike provided significant teaching about the use of the herbicide Roundup to 

control invasive plants on site, like Wisteria.  

Concern has been expressed about use of Roundup herbicide on the Wisteria on the 

property. I proposed the use of this herbicide to kill the invasive Wisteria that is currently 

climbing into the trees all along the border with the [neighbor’s] land. This infestation 

covers approximately one half to three-quarters of an acre. I would also like to use it to 

kill the poison ivy that is climbing the trees along [a nearby road] border.  

Wisteria is an invasive non-native plant. It has an extensive root system and spreads via 

underground runners. It doesn’t belong in this ecosystem. It is climbing the tall trees and 

has torn down many of the young trees in an area we would like to preserve as a wooded 

buffer. Poison Ivy needs no explaining. I assert that their removal from the ecosystem 

would be of long-term benefit. 

There are two methods that have been proposed for keeping these species under control. 

We can trim them down yearly (rough estimate of 20 person hours per year for every year 

into the future) or we can selectively treat them with Roundup herbicide (one or two 

applications of Roundup should kill them completely).  

I understand people’s concern about this herbicide. How can it possibly be safe if it is so 

deadly to plants? To fully understand the answer to that question requires that you 

educate yourself. This involves a lot of reading. (Scroll to the end of this email.)  

I’ve done a bit of the reading; I’ve looked at the Material Safety Data Sheets, the EPA’s 

info on Glyphosate (Roundup) and independent assessments of the toxicity of 

Glyphosate. The scientific studies show that Roundup does not cause harm to mammals 

(acute, chronic or reproductive). U.S. EPA’s assessment of Glyphosate indicates that it is 

noncarcinogenic in humans. I’ve been informed that the Nature Conservancy uses 

Roundup (selectively). The North Carolina Botanical Gardens also uses Roundup to 

control invasive plants.  

I’m receiving a Master’s degree in Environmental Sciences with a concentration in 

Human Health Risk Assessment this May from [a local University]. As a trained 

professional, I can tell you that no member of the community will receive any exposure to 

the chemical from the application (except for myself). If any of the chemical is released to 
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the environment, it will bind to the clay soil and stay put until it degrades. (Roundup has 

a half-life of 60 days) It will not migrate into the water table or nearby streams. The only 

conceivable exposure pathway (after the treatment period) is if you go out to the site and 

eat the soil. 

I don’t consider hand trimming into perpetuity a viable or realistic option. I’ve been 

trimming the Wisteria on our property for the past couple of weekends and I’m nowhere 

close to completing the job. There are hundreds of these vines out there. The root network 

is extensive and spreading. When you trim a vine, it just resprouts. I’m not interested in 

doing this job more than once. However, if someone is willing to commit to doing this 

work annually, lets talk. 

I propose the following as a possible course of action. I will hand spray or hand paint 

Roundup on the sprouts that come out of all the hundreds of Wisteria stems when they 

leaf out this spring (using a one- quart sprayer, like you use for window cleaner). After I 

spray them, I’ll bag the wetted leaves/stems with plastic and tape it on. Very little of the 

chemical will leak onto the ground. After a few weeks, (when the leaves wilt), I’ll remove 

and dispose of the bags. Any leaks will bind to the clay soil. I’ll keep at it until the 

Wisteria and poison ivy is eliminated. This selective method will minimize damage to 

nearby plants. 

I am aware of the hazards of using chemicals on the land. I’ve been gardening for 35 of 

my 47 years. For most of that time, I’ve used organic or other biological methods. In all 

that time, I’ve never seen need for an herbicide until now.  

The actual, on-the-ground situation is best assessed by walking the border. If anyone is 

concerned, I’ll show you the site. I’d like to act on this problem within the next month, so 

please let me know if you have any reservations about my taking action. (2003 02 17, 

Email A1232) 

Lengthy as this excerpt is, the subsequent attachments comprised an additional 16 

single-spaced typed pages of scientific testing information on glyphosate, the primary 

ingredient in Roundup. Therefore, Mike not only provided basic and summary 

information, but also provided literature (and references), documented his own 

expertise and experience, and described his personal efforts on the West Branch site 

regarding the use of Roundup. With Mike’s email, the topic entered the community’s 

radar – ridding the site of an invasive exotic plant that can kill trees (Wisteria) and a 

native vine that is annoying and even dangerous to humans (poison ivy). The email 
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authentically placed the otherwise nebulous issue of chemicals use squarely into the 

immediate band width of the community, because one community member (a) spent 

significant amounts of personal time on the site weeding, (b) researched the issue, 

providing data to the community, and (c) asked for community reaction prior to further 

behavior on his part. Community members were motivated to read (or skim, or at least 

state that they have read) Mike’s missive. Subsequent to Mike’s email, seven members 

sent emails that supported the use of Roundup as he proposed, and thanked him for his 

efforts.  

Thanks for being active and taking the time to carefully look into this, [Mike]. (2003 02 

18, Email B1243) 

Thank you so much for your time, wisdom and care for community matters. (2003 02 18, 

Email B1248) 

I agree with [Mike’s] educated & expert opinion about the use of Roundup in this 

instance. (2003 02 18, Email B1249) 

No one wrote to the listserv opposing either the long email or the use of Roundup, but 

Mike personally heard from several members who opposed the use of Roundup on 

ideological grounds (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike). Discussion on this issue was still 

ongoing at the end of the study period. 

Meetings provided another source for learning in the “everyday” life of West 

Branch. Below, Douglas reflected on his learning process about active solar panels.  

I was not even considering [buying solar panels]. I saw the prices and said forget it. And 

at the end of the meeting I was like I’m buying solar panels. … I think it was [Patrick] 

who is apparently a doctoral student in environmental science in the school of public 

health, so I relied on his analyses more so than my own, but I did some research also. 

Shared that on the web or listserv, …. After that meeting, I was like damn I’m buying 
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solar. So which I think is a good economic investment and a ecological one. I think it’s a 

good thing to do… (2005 05 11, Interview with Douglas) 

Note the reference to change in awareness (‘’ not even considering”), attitude (“it’s a 

good thing to do”), relational learning (Patrick’s expertise, and his own analyses which 

he then shared with the community via email), and individual behavioral intent (“I’m 

buying solar.”) 

In addition to meetings and email, periodically the community had socials or 

potluck dinners, where learning often was visible. For example, at a community potluck, 

a community member mentioned to Kelly and her son Adam that the National Wildlife 

Federation certifies backyard wildlife habitats. Kelly responded to this information by 

doing her own research and providing information back to the community listserv. The 

quotation contains a thinly veiled suggestion for action by other individuals, and 

perhaps for voluntary collective action by the community.  

[Peggy] mentioned this program to me and [my son Adam] as we ate together at the last 

potluck, and lo and behold!, there was a booklet about it at [a local nursery]! As I read it 

tonight, it really touched me- I hadn't thought before of the major cumulative effect of 

multiple backyard habitats, somehow, in quite this way. [Adam] is passionate about 

sustainability and protecting the environment, and this kind of thing feels to me like a 

wonderful, concrete way with kids to build hope and skills and combat despair. 

[West Branch] as a whole would no doubt be able to be certified, but each of us will be 

considering what we do in our own little yards. The website [has]an interactive on-line 

habitat planner with tips, projects, seasonal and regional information, lists of native and 

wildlife plants for our region, etc. at www.nwf.org/backyardwildlifehabitat. I thought 

others would be interested. (2003 05 17, Email A1441) 

Note the appeal for positive attitude, based on both the environmental considerations 

and “to build hope and skills and combat despair” with kids.  
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The listserv provided a means not only to present and discuss beliefs, but also to 

vent frustration to the group, and to process those feelings – another exemplar of 

learning in the course of everyday life, and in the context of everyday issues. For 

example, many community members found the inevitable destruction of the 

construction process challenging. A common email rationalization within in the group 

was the belief that by clustering their homes on a small amount of acreage, they were 

addressing the issue of sprawl. Each of these emails provided to the listserv provides an 

opportunity to consider beliefs about the location and density of the community, and its 

impact on the local environment.  

Yes, we are killing hundreds or thousands of animals as we clear our land for our homes 

during this nesting season. But this is done in recognition that the alternative (sprawling 

low-density development) would be far more injurious and that there will be an overall 

benefit from what we do. I, for one, feel the sacrifice of these lives while knowing we must 

make such decisions to live our own lives. It is my hope that, through planting, feeders, 

and landscaping, I will make the land around my home welcoming to the next generation 

of wildlife who then might regain some of the land that is lost to them and I suspect there 

are others who will do the same. (2004 06 07, Email B550) 

Personally, I'm stepping down from an over-paved, hyper-impacting, suburban sprawl, 

car-oriented, over-priced and ecomonically stratified neighborhood to pursue life in a 

more progressive, diverse, and walk-able community. I'm GRATEFULLY giving up my 

inidividual concrete driveway and suburban lawn. (2005 10 17, Email B2521) 

Comments in interviews suggest a consistency with these beliefs among other 

community members. 

 “…people need homes and that these 46 homes will eat up a lot less real estate and the 

roads for these 46 homes will eat up a lot less earth than probably every one that any of 

these have taken up who are thinking about [West Branch]. And we’ll be putting less 

fossil fuel emissions into the air from our homes, and from our community than if we 

were scattered out more. So, that’s how I’ve made my peace about it. (2005 04 09, 

Interview with Kelly) 



 

 82 

Densely packed housing I’m a big fan of. I like people living on top of each other. Cram us 

all into a small space, share resources and utilities and amenities, and leave the outer 

land, the undeveloped land, the raw land, the forest and fields, just that. I find myself 

thinking in this old paradigm all the time, where I’ll see this beautiful mountain, I’ll be in 

this really sweet spot with this little stream, and I’m like ‘I should build a house here.’ 

Then “No, absolutely not! That’s the furthest thing from what I should be doing. That’s 

the last I need to do is to build a house here.’ I think that is so common. ‘Here is my 

perfect spot in the middle of nowhere; I’m going to build a house.’ ‘NO, please don’t do 

that!’ This is my own bias, and my judgmental call. I’m saying that’s a bad thing, and 

people living on top of each other is a good thing. Those are…that’s an argument for 

[West Branch]. It is dense. There are 40 households, and probably close to 100 people 

living on this tiny couple acre plot. That’s not what we’re used to seeing. (2006 06 27, 

Interview with Eric) 

In addition to learning distributed through email, meetings, and social 

gatherings, many people mused about the everyday learning they hoped would happen 

after residency when face-to-face interaction was easier.  

I am so looking forward to gardening with others at [West Branch], especially to learning 

new ways to grow food! (2005 10 30, Email B2676) 

One of the things that I want certainly is intellectual exchanges and interactions. I hope, 

besides just regular social events, that maybe we’ll do other things, maybe have a reading 

room, where we don’t all have to have the New York Times subscription. If we have one 

or two we can put them out there. There’s a lot of people with language and cultural 

skills, and I’d like to keep my German and Spanish going, and there are a number of 

people there who speak those languages, like a Spanish conversation night, and bringing 

in the friends from my project group. German conversation evening…. I’d put together 

different programs, whether it was putting together a bug collection, or maybe for adults 

gardening for wildlife. I’m sure I’d come up with a lot of projects, and a lot of it would be 

focused around increasing the number of organisms that we share our place with, more 

birds and butterflies, create more of a natural looking habitat around the pond. (2006 05 

16, Interview with Eric) 

I like carpentry, so I like shared tools and knowledge. I’m looking to learn a lot from other 

people, that’s for sure. (2006 05 18, Interview with Samuel) 

Why was an everyday setting effective in helping the community to accomplish 

learning? First, the topics raised during these activities were very personal; they 

involved members’ evolving residential space (their future setting), the people with 
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whom they would share that space (who would share the setting), and the rules and 

expectations around which they would interrelate (how they would share that setting). 

Second, an unstructured setting permitted ultimate flexibility as to what topic was 

raised at what time, at what level, and for what duration. Typically, no specific time or 

place was set aside for learning (although certainly the meetings were time set aside for 

progress). No one could predict when an email or comment would spark rich 

discussion; and no one knew which topic would provide fodder for the next “lesson.” 

Much of the time, the learning was not an explicit goal, and when it happened, its timing 

and content were often serendipitous (no “curriculum” or plan was in place).  

Why were other settings not as effective for learning at West Branch? On several 

occasions, members brought in “experts” to provide information or instruction on a 

particular topic in a “seminar” or “classroom” setting that could be termed either adult 

classroom education, or certainly nonformal education (in that a curricular goal existed). 

Attendance at these events was always difficult to obtain despite weeks of prior notice 

and an issue of importance to the community. For example, a professional mediation 

expert was hired for a half-day workshop about consensus decision-making process. 

Despite several community-wide polls to set a date and time that would optimize 

attendance, the fact that the expert was being paid a fee, and the importance of the topic 

to ongoing governance issues within the community, attendance at the workshop was 

low (2003 02 09 Facilitation Meeting Minutes). Reasons included that other events had 
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priority, and that individuals already felt they had expertise on the topic (2003 02 06, 

Emails A1151, A1156, A1157).  

Community members were also resistant to use of media messaging, even on 

issues of importance to the community. For example, the developer encouraged the 

community to purchase a group subscription to the newsletter and material from the 

National Cohousing Network (2003 09 16, Email B0019), which had an annual cost of $12 

per household. Although the developer recommended the resource to the membership 

as one that had provided significant practical assistance to other cohousing 

communities, the community elected not to buy the membership, even at the special rate 

of $50 for a trial year. Subsequently, the developer would periodically forward the email 

newsletter received at his office to the listserv. On several occasions (i.e., pet policy, 

choosing a community name), members indicated that they had read the newsletter 

(2002 07 08, Email A0372, A0373, 2004 02 23, Email B0309).  

 4.3. Perspective: shared and constructed  

Acknowledgment that one’s beliefs, attitudes, intents, and actions were 

influenced by others in the community was ever present in the West Branch narrative. 

Then there were quite a lot of people concerned with the bird population, so I learned 

something about that, because I never thought about that you know. A long time ago I 

had pets, and I never thought you know what do they do when they go out. I was more 

worried they would get run over by a car. So I learned something about that, and how 

different people can see that. (2005 05 04, Interview with Judith) 

Although one’s perspective can be a privately held belief or value, in co-facilitated 

community learning perspectives are shared communally with the group, and are 
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frequently constructed and changed as a result. In the quotation above, Judith admitted 

to new awareness (“I never thought about that”), stated that she learned something, and 

also showed a relational concern (“quite a lot of people concerned” and “how different 

people can see that.”) In fact, in order to discuss a potential collective action 

arrangement, perspective must be shared publicly; in order to construct and obtain 

approval of an agreement, the perspective must be essentially held in common.  

The traditions of mediated learning (Vygotsky), situated learning (Lave and 

Wenger), and free-choice learning (Falk and Dierking) all emphasize a collaborative and 

relational nature of learning, “thinking of it not primarily as the process of accumulating 

knowledge, but rather as a process of becoming enculturated into a community of 

learners…. In this ‘sociocultural’ view, learning is best defined in terms of a learning 

community or exchange where the building blocks of understanding are put together 

through dialogue with others” (Falk 2005, p. 269). 

Community members articulated at times the complex interaction between new 

or changed beliefs and the relational context in which the information was obtained.  

I was very influenced by that discussion, because [Patrick] is such a strong voice that I 

had not heard on that wildlife side. (2005 02 10, Interview with Nicole)  

The context of this quotation (from the outdoor cat discussion) was interesting. Nicole 

was involved with Ally Cat Allies, an organization that caught feral cats, spayed or 

neutered them, and released them back to the wild so that euthanasia was not needed. 

Of course the cats then had to continue to prey on wildlife to survive. Patrick had 

presented voluminous data quantifying the magnitude of the damage done to native 
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wildlife by outdoor domestic cats, and Nicole expressed both an awareness of a new 

side to the issue of outdoor cats that she had not considered, and the influence of a 

community member with views contrary to her own. West Branch members realized 

that others were changing their perspectives in relationship as well.  

The people within this group have very strongly held beliefs based on experience and they 

are able to articulate them clearly and they can identify what their own core issues are by 

example. And that they’re also willing to listen to other people and work with other 

people to creatively form agreements that address all of the concerns that are raised on 

both sides. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

I observed three benefits to this public sharing and construction process. First, 

public expression of perspective at West Branch provided awareness for all listeners (or 

readers) of both the perspective and the beliefs underpinning that perspective. This 

permitted development of a greater collective understanding and accommodation of 

belief (and perhaps some increased consistency of belief, attitude, and intention). 

Understanding the perspective of other members and equalizing awareness and belief of 

other members was critical to achieving consensus for decision-making at West Branch.  

Second, when someone states their own perspective, they inform others about 

their state of belief and often their readiness to learn – at what level are they on this 

subject? In the education literature, this concept is called constructivism, and supports 

the contention that learning is always more effective when a learners’ readiness is taken 

into account (Fosnot 1996), (Scheurman 1999). Constructivist philosophy includes a 

critical tenet that “multiple sources of experience and information…collectively 
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contribute to knowledge construction.” (Falk 2005, p. 270) Knowing what someone is 

ready to or capable of learning makes the overall learning process more effective. 

Finally, an iterative process of sharing and modifying an individual and/or a 

group perspective often developed “social capital” and trust on which the community 

could draw on for future work. As individuals stated conciliatory or unmovable points 

of view, beliefs that were weakly or strongly held, etc., others in the community 

responded, and everyone learned about the beliefs and the mode of operating of those 

speaking/writing. This understanding often proved very useful in later negotiations. 

The pets discussion at West Branch provides a good illustration of these benefits. 

This particular discussion centered around whether or not domestic cats should be 

allowed to roam freely outdoors where they could kill native wildlife, such as birds, 

insects, and rodents. A wide range of perspective emerged during discussion (Appendix 

D  contains this story in full detail), including at least four perspectives advocating that 

domestic cats be kept indoors:  

� Cats are an introduced species and lower on a “hierarchy” of value or 

worth than native species. 

� Letting cats kill native wildlife doesn’t fit with the stated community 

value of sustainability 

� Rodents, birds, and bugs have at least equal value to cats, and provide 

ecological and habitat service 

� Cats can be trained to stay indoors 



 

 88 

and at least six perspectives advocating that they domestic cats be allowed 

outdoors: 

� Outdoor cats are doing what biology tells them to do (when they harm 

wildlife) 

� Even if West Branch residents kept cats indoors, neighboring community 

cats would kill wildlife on West Branch property 

� Cats kill mice without poison, making them an “environmental good.”  

� Cats are no less “natural” than native wildlife and have the right to kill 

(there is no species hierarchy) 

� Cats are unhappy when kept inside (and so this is not healthy for them) 

� Some cats cannot be trained successfully to stay inside; it is impossible. 

The inclusive decision-making process meant that to agree upon a community 

conclusion, participating members had to understand where people were and to address 

those concerns to get beyond them. Patrick, who advocated the most strongly against 

allowing outdoor cats due to their killing of native wildlife, found the breadth of belief 

(in a community he thought shared his environmental values) amazing.  

You tend to think people know what you know. And they don’t, and also you don’t know 

what they know, so you have to understand it both ways. (2002 05 07, Interview with 

Patrick) 

In the subsequent section on flexible learning (4.5.3), I provide Patrick’s quotation that 

shows his response to this new information (in short, he changed his own perspective). 

This quotation also illustrates the integral nature of the relational component to learning 
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in the community; his learning was clearly informed by his desire to understand the 

perspectives of others in the community. 

The community discussion about use of Roundup illustrates increased awareness 

of diverse views, and resulting changed opinion and belief. Mike thought his emails and 

meeting presentations to the community about Roundup had addressed all the issues of 

safety to humans, wildlife, and the aquatic and terrestrial environment. He also thought 

he had provided evidence that no other good alternatives existed, and the initial 

responses to his long and fact-filled emails corroborated that thinking. However, two 

individuals introduced objections on completely different ideological grounds.  

[Nicole] was concerned that we’re purchasing a product from Monsanto and they’re evil, 

because they are involved with GMOs and a lot of environmentally destructive activities 

is the whole focus of their company. And [Kelly] held the view somewhat similar I think 

that there is also concern about the toxic effects on wildlife and long term negative 

implications of you know spreading a biocide out on the land. And that this isn’t really 

an organic practice after all. And people were wanting to keep the land as organic as 

possible. In our care of the land to strictly adhere to organic practices as much as possible. 

(2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

These other perspectives, couched in a community where consensual agreement must 

exist to obtain an approved negotiated agreement, increased awareness in the 

community of new perspectives on this issue, but also stalled progress on the issue of 

use of Roundup past the time period of this study in the community. 

The West Branch narratives provide many other examples of community 

members acknowledging their perspective and changes to it. For example, certain 

aspects of green construction were new to aspiring community members, and the 

developer took many opportunities to educate on the benefits and costs of these aspects, 
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such as active and passive solar design, stormwater bioretention on site, green materials 

use in construction, efficient heating and cooling, clustered and compact housing, and 

others. As the community became aware and learned about these opportunities, many 

were adopted for all (passive solar for all units and common facilities, active solar on 

common buildings), some were adopted by some on an optional basis (active solar for 

units, radiant floors), and others were rejected by all (ground-source heat pumps).  

 “I think I learned that you can really not do too many things…. Just orienting your 

house, and certain materials and things…. So that I now know it can make a big 

difference. You can be more energy efficient and it doesn’t really cost you that much. 

(2005 05 05, Interview with Lillian) 

Over time, increased awareness of new perspectives of other learners could lead 

to increased consistency of awareness and belief on issues, even when highly 

controversial. An understanding of varied perspectives, coupled with the knowledge 

that a decision should be made, leads individuals to successfully achieve consensus, 

either because individuals move to views that are more consistent with views of others 

in the group, or views that are more tolerant of views of others in the group (“standing 

aside” to permit a consensual decision). For example, whether to allow rentals in the 

community was an issue of high passion and controversy in West Branch, but one that 

did result in an approved community agreement. Pamela reflected on the way that 

process incorporated the perspectives of all the learners involved, and increased her 

trust in the overall teaching and learning process for the future.  

And you know, we changed. We came up with a process that if…people wanted to rent, 

there were some safeguards for making sure that the people that they rented to were 

involved in the community and cared about the values of the community. And I thought 
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was a very elegant solution, and it really did show that process …you can get to what 

people really care about and start talking about how can that interest be protected. You 

can come up with a plan that meets people’s needs. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

[The community discussions have] opened my mind to new perspectives. For that, I’m 

really grateful to be in a community of highly educated people that are articulate and ah 

I’ve just learned a great deal and so it’s kind of Ah! I have a new perspective. I’d didn’t 

see that before. OK, I can you know, I can understand that. (2004 11 13, Interview with 

Mike) 

4.4. Context: process over product 

The third characteristic of co-facilitated community learning is that in the overall 

context of learning, process is a more important emphasis than learning product. Context 

here has the sense of discourse; that is, people were as interested in and focused on the 

process of learning (and providing that learning to all) and the process of coming to 

agreement as they were on achieving the learning or on finalizing the agreement.  

Because West Branch was a relatively small and fixed set of individuals, each 

topic provided layers of information about a person’s passions, commitment, life 

experiences, current life status, mode of group interaction, etc. Because the group 

recognized that many discussions lay ahead of the group on topics that might not even 

be currently imaginable, knowledge of the manner in which an individual worked, the 

areas in which they had expertise, the way that passion and belief interrelated, the time 

they had available to work on community issues (and/or the way they prioritized the 

community needs in the mix of their own life activities) comprised incredibly important 

types of information. In fact, understanding this information about other community 

members as a result of various community processes was more important than knowing 
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the outcome products resulting from the interactions that provided this information. 

Information from the process had as much, and often more, value to an individual and 

the group than knowing the product.  

The rental issue was one issue where we have people on very extreme positions …. What 

I saw was that process develop from… initially people were like no rental housing at all 

in the community. It’s just completely not a possibility, and people saying yes we should 

have it available, to articulating a structure such that it would address all of the perceived 

concerns by the parties involved. And what I learned from that process, because I was the 

facilitator facilitating a lot of those meetings, is that the people within this group have 

very strongly held beliefs based on experience and they are able to articulate them clearly 

and they can identify what their own core issues are by example. And that they’re also 

willing to listen to other people and work with other people to creatively form agreements 

that address all of the concerns that are raised on both sides. So we have…we end up with 

somewhat complex agreements that are nuanced such that they can address you know 

there is a possibility to address the concerns that everyone raises during the discussion. 

This… Observing this process… In observing this process, I gained a great deal of 

respect for everyone that was involved. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

And what I’ve found is that there’s certain people in the group whose positions were 

stated in such an emotional way, or in such a heartfelt way that I realized that…”I want 

to live in that person’s coop.” I mean that’s the kind of cohousing I want to be in, 

regardless of where my natural position is. (2005 01 26, Interview with Tony) 

Cook et al state that the process resulting from being a member of a “web of social 

interactions” increases the likelihood of trust in two ways: “First, your ties to people in 

our network give us some knowledge about your trustworthiness. We can seek out 

information about you through our connections to others in the network. Your 

reputation, then, helps us determine whether to risk cooperating with you” (Cook, 

Hardin et al. 2005, p. 33). My observations at West Branch support this statement. 
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4.5. Roles: non-hierarchical and flexible 

In co-facilitated community learning, roles are non-hierarchical and flexible. As 

one person expressed a warranted belief (“taught”), another might consider this belief 

(“learn”), and then express a different, but equally credible, warranted belief on the 

same topic. Hierarchical roles such as “teacher” or “master” and “learner” or 

“apprentice” had little meaning. People taught and learned in such a seamless manner 

that flexibility in role was a necessary mandate and skill.  

4.5.1. Non-hierarchical roles 

At West Branch, the same person was at times a learner and at times a teacher. 

Further, sometimes no one (including the actors) could distinguish between these roles. 

Meyers states that “it is unclear in many exchanges between adults who has particular 

knowledge and experiences that will benefit the other and who has superior levels of 

knowledge vis-à-vis the other”(2005, p. 317), and Falk states that “People engage in free-

choice learning for many reasons, although only rarely for the purpose of becoming an 

expert” (2005, p. 266). Avoiding such hierarchical positioning is essential to the process I 

am studying.  

Mediating that exchange between adults is the challenging part that cannot be 

met without each acknowledging (at some stage in the process of developing a 

learning experience) that both have interests and goals, that both need to 

exchange their beliefs and justifications with each other, and evaluate one 

another’s beliefs…. If one person believes they have more knowledge of a certain 

thing, and shares it, the learner can judge the usefulness to themselves of that 

knowledge…When one person believes their ideas are more useful for 

understanding a situation, and wishes to help another understand the situation 

by sharing their ideas, it is not necessary or helpful to characterize one as more 

developmentally advanced that (sic) the other. (Meyers 2005, p. 317) 
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In order to accomplish co-facilitated community learning, roles of expert and 

novice, master and apprentice must be flexible, and perhaps even vague to invisible. 

Mike, often a teacher and leader in West Branch, provided a good example. The majority 

of Mike’s roles in the community were as a leader. He had been a primary facilitator and 

meeting leader from the time he joined the community in the second year of the study 

period, and had provided significant information and leadership in the choice of 

decision-making process (see Appendix B). Because of his background in toxicology, he 

made a substantial effort to provide information to the community on the pros and cons 

of using Roundup ™ to kill Wisteria and poison ivy. He and another member took on 

one of the most controversial issues – what the parking policies would be, and what 

would be the process by which people would select parking spots. His fine carpentry 

skills came into heavy use as the community faced completion of some on-site tasks 

where they chose to “do it themselves.” Yet Mike acknowledged that he has been a 

learner in the context of his personal belief, and in the context of his leading discussion 

where collective awareness emerged. 

Well, the pets issue … I sort of had a limited understanding of that, and maybe a narrow 

belief about the desirability of cats or… and it was useful for me to see people holding 

diverse views way to either side of where my opinion and beliefs were and arrive at a 

creative solution that accommodates all of those… that accommodates all of those 

concerns. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

Richard and I prepared for discussion…a presentation and discussion and we had specific 

ideas of what we would present and how long that would take, and which direction the 

discussion would go in. And when we got… when we started bringing it forth to the 

group, a lot of unanticipated questions came up, and people didn’t really like our idea, 

and just the whole discussion drifted off in a different direction… (2004 11 13, Interview 

with Mike) 
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Others expressed similar experiences about various roles. 

the process has been pretty neat. I guess it’s so different than anything else you 

experience, than anything else I can think of. It’s … really kind of exciting how different 

people are enthusiastic about different issues, so it does bring different folks to more 

active roles in the community. (2005 03 08, Interview with Sean) 

4.5.2 Flexible roles 

Flexibility in learning and teaching roles has (at least) two facets – that individual 

roles change over time, and that collective awareness (and the intentions and action 

outcomes that result) has malleability. Without the individual flexibility in role (and 

belief), the collective malleability is impossible.  

Patrick was clearly the community member most strongly advocating that 

outdoor domestic cats be banned to protect native wildlife. He threatened to block 

consensus on the issue at one point. 

The pet policy was discussed yesterday at [West Branch] and it appears the group is 

headed towards a policy that allows outdoor cats. It seemed that many were familiar with 

my opinion on this subject, so I didn't reiterate it at the time. I find, however, that if I ask 

myself if I could consent to such a policy or, at the least, step aside and not object, the 

answer is no. Simply, the resulting killing of wildlife by these cats is, in my opinion, not 

an acceptable tradeoff for the enjoyment some receive from owning cats that cannot, or 

will not, be kept indoors and the enjoyment the cats themselves may receive from that 

lifestyle. It is my opinion that the life of a native wild animal takes precedence over the 

presence of an introduced species. (2004 06 07, Email B0550) 

However, his role changed based on (a) the information and beliefs that were 

provided by his neighbors to be, (b) the need to find consensual common ground if an 

agreement was to be approved, and (c) his trust in the normative pressures that would 

go beyond anything written in a negotiated agreement.  

You don’t know what they know, so you have to understand it both ways. You’re 

speaking with 23 people who identify themselves as environmentally, socially minded…. 
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I thought we came to a good resolution, you know. It wasn’t that outdoor cats were 

banned, but at least somewhere the community says they are not preferred, and they’ll 

make an effort to not have them outside, and at least the community had the discussion, 

and realized that not only are their wildlife issues, but there are public health issues, and 

you know even nuisance issues involved with that. You respect their issues, and I think 

at the very end, I tried to summarize it and was corrected. Some people said OK we’re 

buying into this, we don’t agree with it, but we’re buying into it. It’s a compromise we 

ended up with. So, I think it came out to a better place than it would have been if I 

didn’t… (2002 05 07, Interview with Patrick) 

Other community members see and appreciate Patrick’s flexibility in belief and 

roles. 

I so admire Patrick for… you know he’s an outsider on this one [the pets issue]. You 

know…definitely not mainstream, and it affects people in a way. I really admire his 

willingness to go out there and say …this is where I am on this, and … here’s why, and I 

think he understood at some point …cause’ way early on the whole parking space thing 

and the whole bird issue thing I know these were his issues… and it sounded like they 

were deal breakers at the time. Like he might leave over those, and you know it sounds 

like he too has relaxed. He’s like OK, I can only move the community this far, and that’s 

as far as we’ve gotten. (2005 01 28, Interview with Angela) 

[Patrick can] take a very extreme position, articulate that very well and very 

convincingly, and then work with others to …come to common ground…. He has moved 

from a very well-stated and strongly held personal belief that such and such should be so, 

to …reach an agreeable compromise with people that addresses concerns. (2004 11 13, 

Interview with Mike) 

Often, participants are peripheral to community discussion for periods of time so 

that they appear invisible to the community narrative, particularly if viewed through the 

lens of a brief chronological period. Some members seldom attend meetings, don’t send 

emails, and in some cases share a household with someone who by all accounts 

(including sometimes their own) is really the primary conduit of community 

information to them. However, with the long view that I have of the community, I can 

often see times and issues on which the relatively “silent” members place priority and 

energy. In this way, I have a window into the true complexity of role change and 



 

 97 

flexibility. Lori and Jane, for example, are relatively quiet, long-time community 

members. However, their passion for bicycle issues in the community is recognized by 

others. 

[Lori and Jane] who are like this totally… total fitness people. They’ve got bikes and 

kayaks, and just like more quantities of bikes and kayaks than any other 5 households, 

because that’s totally their thing, and they like jumped into that, and like OK then this is 

how we’re going to design the bike sheds, and this is how we’re going to use the bike 

sheds, and they take ownership, they take personal ownership of that issue through their 

involvement and through listening to other people and it just gets people really excited 

about the community, because it’s like… “I did that.” “I made that detail.” You know it’s 

about… they imbue themselves into it. (2004 11 13, Interview with Lisa) 
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5. Collective Action at West Branch 

How did voluntary collective action form at West Branch, particularly around 

environmental issues? Answering this question has three parts. First, how do I define 

voluntary collective action (what was I really looking for)? Second, what was the typical 

chronology of an issue from introduction to action in West Branch? Third, what kinds of 

issues did West Branch discuss and enact? In addition, I want to discuss whether these 

issues had the potential to make a meaningful impact on environmental problems.  

5.1. Voluntary collective action arrangements at West Branch 

I observed four types of activities at West Branch that represent various forms of 

collective action; as a group I term them voluntary collective action arrangements, and 

define each below. The four arrangements have in common that the issue had been 

discussed at the community level, and are distinguished by two criteria: (a) whether a 

community-wide agreement exists concerning an action, and (b) whether the 

community has actually taken the action. Table 8 contains a matrix comparing the four 

types of arrangements against these criteria, and each arrangement is defined in more 

detail below. 
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Table 8: Four Collective Action Arrangements Seen at West Branch 

 Agreement exists  
 Yes No 

Yes 
Voluntary collective action 
(VCA) 

Community action (CA) 
A
c
ti
o
n
 

e
x
is
ts
 

No 
Negotiated collective action 
agreement (NCA) 

Potential negotiated collective 
action agreement (PNCA) 

 

� Voluntary collective action (VCA): a collective action arrangement where 

the community has agreed to a decision or policy on an issue, and the 

community has actually enacted the decision or policy. For example, 

West Branch community members collectively agreed that all homes 

would be designed to utilize passive solar heating and cooling 

techniques, and this decision has been enacted. 

� Negotiated collective action agreement (NCA): a collective action 

arrangement where the community has agreed to a decision or policy on 

an issue, but the action has not yet occurred. When enacted, these become 

voluntary collective actions. At West Branch, members collectively agreed 

on a design for an organic garden, and agreed that particular pesticides 

and herbicides would not be used anywhere on the site. However, until 

individuals actually reside in the neighborhood, these cannot be 

considered collective actions, but only collective agreements. 

� Potential negotiated collective action agreement (PNCA): a collective 

action arrangement where a decision or action is under discussion and/or 
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in process. If approved, a potential agreement would become a 

negotiated collective action agreement. For example, by the end of the 

study period, West Branch had spent significant meeting time discussing 

requirements for volunteer time (“sweat equity”) and reaching an 

agreement to build a shared workshop for woodworking tools. However, 

no approved collective agreement had yet been reached on either topic. 

� Community action: a collective action arrangement where no discussion 

is underway to reach a community-wide agreement, but a subset of 

community members are acting in a like manner nonetheless. Referring to 

Verner’s definition of social action, Brookfield proposes a definition for 

community action as actions “leading to changes that affect a community 

and that are initiated and carried out by segments of the community” 

(Brookfield 1984, p. 106). With this definition in mind, voluntary 

collective action would be distinguished from community action by the 

mandatory presence of negotiated collective action agreements to 

underpin the action taken by the community segment. Community 

actions have neither a negotiated agreement nor evidence of process of 

obtaining such agreement. Nonetheless they are in the interest of the 

larger community, and are being taken by a subset of the group. For 

example, a significant subset of the West Branch community aggregated 

their purchasing power to enable purchase of items that would reduce 
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the energy use in their homes, such as use of solatubes (which provide 

more natural day lighting) and special window coverings (which reduce 

loss of heated and cooled air through windows). Some of these actions 

never “rise” to the rank of discussion or negotiated collective action 

agreement because actors in the discussion believe community agreement 

could not be obtained. For example, some community members 

expressed that they could not afford the extra cost for solatubes. In other 

cases, the effort to obtain community agreement simply is superfluous to 

attaining a group goal. For example, plans to initiate a lending library in 

the Common House were begun by a subset of individuals without 

needing overall community permission.  

Sometimes activities are concurrently in two categories. For example, the 

community has agreed that plants on a specified list of exotic invasive species will not 

be planted on the property. To the extent that the common property has been already 

landscaped, and these plants have been avoided, this is a voluntary collective action. To 

the extent that individuals have not yet moved on site, and have not yet made their 

personal landscaping choices, this is a voluntary collective agreement only.  

Why did residents (and renters) of West Branch have to abide by the agreements 

entered into by the community? Each owner or renter signed the Declaration of 

Covenants, which contained the following language. 
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The acceptance of a deed of conveyance, the inheritance, the entering into of a lease, or the 

entering into occupancy of any Dwelling or Unit shall constitute an agreement that the 

provisions of this Declaration, Bylaws, and any Rules and Regulations which may be 

adopted are accepted and ratified by such Owner, tenant or occupant and all of such 

provisions shall be deemed and taken to be covenants running with the land and shall 

bind any person having at any time any interest or estate in such Lot, Unit, Dwelling, or 

Building as though such provisions were made a part of each and every deed of 

conveyance or lease. (2006 West Branch Final Declaration of Covenants) 

The existing collective action case study literature does not (can not?) 

differentiate actions based on percent participation (how large a subset of the 

community has to participate to consider it a collective action), by percent approval 

(how large a subset of the community agreed that this collective action should be taken), 

or by where on a timeline consideration of a potential action is. This may be a function 

of the study of extant rather than forming systems. This literature also does not record 

actions that were discussed but on which a community never agreed, much less acted. I 

believe these four collective action arrangements likely exist in most formative and 

extant situations. 

5.2. Chronology of collective action arrangements at West 

Branch 

How did an issue or topic move from beginning to end at West Branch (“end” 

being a purposefully vague term that could mean an agreement, a decision/action, or a 

non-decision/non-action due to conflict, lack of importance, or pure apathy)? Figure 8 

contains a schematic depiction of the general process of forming collective action 

arrangements at West Branch. This section will describe this  chronological process, and 
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will illustrate each step with data from one West Branch storyline – the discussion about 

whether or not to install geothermal heat pumps (sometimes called ground-source heat 

pumps) instead of the traditional air-source heat pumps. 1

                                                      

1 With a geothermal heat pump, the heat exchanger is a long pipe extending deep into the earth, rather than 

an above ground air compressor. The earth temperatures remain cooler than surface air in summer and 

warmer than surface air in winter, resulting in significant energy savings, because the air entering the 

system is closer in temperature to that desired.. 
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Figure 8: Chronology of Collective Arrangement Formation at West Branch
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My analysis yielded almost 70 different community interests or topics that were 

discussed during the 5-year study period. Table 9 lists these topics (note that some are 

subtopics of others). More than one-third of these had significant environmental content 

to the discussions, and these topics are indicated in bold in Table 9. 

Table 9: Community Interest Topics Discussed at West Branch During the Study Period 

Architectural review 

Buying 

Children and Childcare 

Common areas and activities: (common house design, common meals, community 
garden, shared resources, upfitting the common house) 

Construction process: (construction appreciation, design site, design units, green 
building, lot reservations, sidewalk, timeline) 

Diversity 

Energy: (active solar, geothermal heat pumps, HVAC, passive solar, solar 
strategies) 

Environment: (chemicals use, garbage and recycling, mowers and blowers, 
net metering, pets & livestock, plant rescue, sprawl & density, sustainability, 
wildlife 

Finances 

Grievance process 

Interim housing 

Landscaping 

Lawsuit 

Living on-site imagined 

Living on-site reality 

Marketing 

Move-in process 

Naming process 

Neighbors 

Newcomers 
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Table 9: Community Interest Topics Discussed at West Branch During the Study Period 

Office space 

Participation 

Playground 

Renting 

Simplicity 

Storage 

Sweat equity 

Technology 

Transportation: (green transport, parking, bicycles) 

Vision and values 

Water use: (Stormwater, billing, water use) 

Weapons 

Workshop space 

Of the top 10 issues by number of coded references, four had significant 

environmental content as measured by either number of coded references or quantity of 

words (parking, landscaping, pets and livestock, and vision and values). Three 

additional topics with significant environmental content were contained in the top 20 

issues (water use, solar strategies, and bicycles). Figure 9 compares the quantity of coded 

references for environmental and non-environmental community interests. 
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Figure 9: Comparison of Number of Coded References for Environmental and 

Non-Environmental Community Interests 
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Number of coded references or number of coded words indicate the strength of a 

discussion, but a chronological component also exists to these discussions. Some 

discussions played out over short periods of time (with more or less intensity), others 

required long amounts of time. To illustrate this variation, Figure 10 provides the 

chronology of 6 issues with environmental content over time, comparing the issues 

using units of number of coded references and number of coded words.
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Figure 10: Chronology of Selected Environmental Issue Discussions at West 

Branch, Compared by Number of Coded References and Number of Coded Words 
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5.2.1. Topic introduction 

Topics were introduced at West Branch in a number of ways, including by the 

developer, by an individual community member, from a community committee, or even 

from a neighbor or outsider. Topic introduction often included information on the 

rationale for introduction and/or relation to community interests. Often the introducer 

concurrently tipped their hand as to their attitude or belief about the topic. 

The discussion about geothermal heat pumps was introduced to the group by a 

community member early in the planning process. Minutes of the community meeting 

reflect the question and the developer’s answer. 

Is a ground-sourced heat pump possible for the homes? We can look into it. There is an 

example of this at [River Commons] that we can look. There is some infrastructure 

associated with this that is beneficial to share. (2001 10 13, Community Meeting 

Minutes) 

This issue was only introduced to a small subset of the community at this time. Ten 

individuals (and the developer) were in attendance at this meeting (only the 6th monthly 

meeting of the community). Over the life of an issue, the players involved in the 

discussion can change dramatically, especially if the issue is of long duration. Only three 

of the people present at this early meeting are still planning to reside in West Branch.  

5.2.2 Initial group discussion 

After introduction a topic returned for initial discussion if (a) a community 

member championed it, bringing it up in emails or at meetings, (b) the developer 

championed it via email or meeting conversation, or (c) the topic was mandatory for the 

overall progress of the neighborhood (i.e., bylaws). Email discussion was effective in 
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cases where participatory input was desired from a large percentage of households, 

where public documentation and ownership of belief was helpful and palatable, where 

large amounts of information were distributed (that might need some time to mentally 

digest), and/or where those more comfortable with keyboard than with in-person 

interactions could make their opinions or questions known. Face-to-face meeting 

discussion was effective in cases where decisions had to be made (no email decisions 

were allowed), where instant response to varied opinions was needed, and where a 

member wanted to express strong beliefs or passionate feelings in a way that written 

prose cannot accomplish. At West Branch, this initial discussion phase varied in length 

from merely minutes to years. 

The discussion about geothermal heat pumps waxed and waned for 25 months 

before the first action was taken. Victor (likely the initial topic introducer) asked for the 

topic to be on the agenda of each of the next three meetings (October through December 

2001) after the issue was introduced, but it was always tabled, because of higher priority 

topics. A year later, at the January 2003 meeting, Victor affirmed his strong interest in 

geothermal heat pumps.  

[Victor] brought up the issue of ground source heat pump, an efficient heating system for 

the community. [River Commons] has this. It eliminates noise and energy use. He plans 

to work on some estimates of costs up front versus savings over time. He will do some 

research and invites people to email him with questions/ comments. (2003 01 04, 

Community Meeting Minutes) 

To this point, community interest beyond Victor had been lukewarm; over 900 emails 

had been sent to the listserv since the issue’s introduction, and none had mentioned the 
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topic of geothermal heat pumps. Further, the topic had not been discussed further in a 

meeting. Therefore, Victor’s comments in this January 2003 meeting brought the topic 

back to the community’s attention, educated the community about the technology (from 

his perspective), advocated for its consideration and use at West Branch, and let the 

community know that more information was forthcoming (“He will do some 

research…”).  

No further mention of geothermal heat pumps occurred in email or meeting 

minutes for 6 months. At this point, the community had some critical milestones to 

complete, such as choosing a name; drafting and approving bylaws, covenants, articles 

of incorporation, the open space plan, and the stormwater maintenance plan; changing 

quorum; deciding if owners would be allowed to rent their properties; and approving 

community participation requirements. Site design, including heating and cooling 

equipment decisions, was not time-critical. In April, Victor joined the Construction 

Committee, a group that, among other things, would bring to the community 

information about energy efficiency (2003 04 05, Community Meeting Minutes). 

However, he also helped develop governance documents, joined the landscape team, 

and weighed in via email on the issues of rentals and community name. During this 

time, his credibility and “social capital” within the community increased considerably as 

other people saw and appreciated his hard work, clear thinking, and articulate 

mediation in meetings (2004 12 01, Email B1089, 2004 11 30, Email B1087).  
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In July of 2003, the topic was again named as being in the agenda bin (i.e., topics 

to be discussed at a future meeting), but no actual discussion occurred (2003 07 19, 

Community Meeting Minutes). However, in August 2003, Robert re-introduced the 

topic, sparking an email exchange on the listserv between him and Wanda. 

 

Robert: " I know we are considering the use of geothermal heat pumps (GHPs) in our 

[West Branch] homes. I would like to underscore a few points in their favor: Geothermal 

heat pumps offer high efficiency and low operating cost. According to the EPA, GHPs 

save homeowners 30 to 70 percent on heating and 20 to 50 percent on cooling costs over 

conventional systems. GHPs provide a high level of occupant comfort and do not produce 

outdoor noise. Though the installed cost may be higher, energy savings usually results in 

a payback period of 5 years of less. [The local electric utility] offers low interest loans of 

up to $10,000 for installation of ground source heat pumps to home owners with incomes 

< 80% of the median for the area. This should cover the costs for a 900 sq.ft. unit.I think 

we will long appreciate the economy, efficiency and quiet of this technology” (2003 08 29, 

Email A1887) 

Wanda: “Thanks for this message. I am confused over the implied cost info, though--can 

you please correct me if I infer incorrectly? I take it the cost of one of these units is 

$10,000? My heating/cooling bills average 20-50 dollars a month now (for around 1200 

sq ft), so it would take a considerable time, much longer than 5 years, to recoup a cost of 

$10,000. I know there are other reasons besides just out-of-pocket cost to consider going 

with efficient technology, but I have found that personal conservation measures lessen my 

bills much more so than technological innovation. (2003 08 29, Email A1888) 

Robert: “The $10,000 figure you quote would more than cover the total cost of installing 

geothermal (costs vary widely between types of systems). The thing to look at is the 

incremental cost over the cost of a typical HVAC system: "As a rule of thumb, a 

geothermal heat pump system costs about $2,500 per ton of capacity. The typically sized 

home would use a three-ton unit costing roughly $7,500. That initial cost is nearly twice 

the price of a regular heat pump system that would probably cost about $4,000, with air 

conditioning. When energy costs are figured in, however, geothermal systems are 

probably cheaper. If the extra price for the geothermal system is included in an energy 

efficiency mortgage, the homeowner could have a positive cash flow from the beginning. 

The extra $3,500 cost of the more efficient system may add $30 per month to each 

mortgage payment - an amount more than offset by the savings on the homeowner's 

utility bill." ://www.consumerenergycenter.org/homeandwork/homes/inside/heatandco 

ol/heatpumps. (2003 08 29, Email A1889) 

Wanda: “Thanks for clarifying. I realized after my last email that the incremental cost 

was the issue, and I was not exactly clear on how much a standard heat pump cost. I had 
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just automatically assumed, "uh oh, a 10,000 addition to the cost of my house!" My 

apology. The geothermals do seem like a good option. (2003 08 30, Email A1895) 

Clearly, financial implications of this choice were going to be important to address in 

this community discussion, which was confirmed when another community member 

added her perspective. 

Dorothy: “I really like the idea of this type of heat pump...especially since I'm concerned 

that 46 heat pumps running in such a small area will be like living inside of a white noise 

machine. But I'm not sure those figures apply to us. What's "The typically sized home"? 

Maybe 2,000 sq feet? Perhaps the typical house isn't passive solar and isn't occupied by 

people who conserve? So the savings for us may be less. On the other hand, if "the 

typically sized home" costs about $7500, most of us may pay less. Is there a way to get 

more specific figures that apply to us? By the way, what is "an energy efficiency 

mortgage.?" The typically sized home would use a three-ton unit costing roughly $7,500. 

That initial cost is nearly twice the price of a regular heat pump system that would 

probably cost about $4,000, with air conditioning. When energy costs are figured in, 

however, geothermal systems are probably cheaper. If the extra price for the geothermal 

system is included in , the homeowner could have a positive cash flow from the 

beginning. The extra $3,500 cost of the more efficient system may add $30 per month to 

each mortgage payment (2003 08 30, Email A1894- 

Geothermal heat pumps were again placed in the meeting agenda bin, this time 

for the October 2003 meeting, and the topic was briefly discussed at that time. Mike 

brought up the issue, the developer described the technology, and Robert responded 

with his knowledge of the technology in a nearby neighborhood. 

[Robert] said they are used at [River Commons]. Very energy efficient. Somewhere in the 

vicinity of $35/month is the cost of total energy bills at [this neighborhood]. They also do 

not have outdoor compressors, so it is quieter than with standard heat pumps. Ground 

source heat pumps are more efficient because they transfer heat from 60 degree 

groundwater or earth to air instead of 20 degree air to air. This is another example of 

something the whole group would need to agree on in order to do it (2003 10 04, 

Community Meeting Minutes) 

Note that this is the first documented statement that this issue must be decided 

collectively. The technology is expensive, and previous cost estimates have assumed 
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economies of scale based on use by all households in the community. The issue has now 

been named one for which voluntary collective action will be needed. The initial 

discussion phase on geothermal heat pumps has now taken two years of chronological 

time. 

5.2.3. Action taken 

I define the end of initial discussion as the point at which the community first 

takes some sort of action on the issue. The action could be to establish a team or 

committee to conduct additional research or to resolve conflicting beliefs, or to try to 

obtain a community decision. In addition, sometimes community action was taken 

spontaneously by community members, because it provided research gains, because low 

barriers existed to do so, or because a community member was frustrated and wanted to 

prove a point. 

 If the community agrees to allocate bicycle parking for them, I will acquire and maintain 

2 or 3 mountain bikes for community use. So it would be safe to say that we will even 

have community bikes. (2005 11 08, Email B2749) 

For the issue of geothermal heat pumps, the initial discussion period came to a 

close with the formation of an Energy Team, suggested and implemented by Jane, a 

laboratory scientist with experience in instrumentation and a passion for sustainable 

energy issues, after the October 2003 community meeting.  

At the last meeting (on October 4), [the developer] discussed some energy efficient 

technologies in the design process (radiant heat systems and ground-source heat pumps). 

The time seems "ripe" to officially form an "Energy Team". The team can provide 

technical information and costs or go research them as needed, so the community can 

make informed decisions. A number of folks ([Angela, Raymond, Sean, Robert, Victor, 

Mike, Philip, and Jane]) have already expressed an interest in being on an "Energy 
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Team". Getting warm bodies (no pun intended) for this team does not seem to be an 

issue. So, I have a few questions: 

(1) Is the community ready to have an officially recognized "Energy Team"? (I ask 

because I noted some concern awhile back at the adhoc nature of team formation.) 

(2) If the answer is yes, then what are the priorities to start researching? For example, do 

we look into ground-source heat pumps before looking into energy-efficient appliances for 

the common house? [The developer] can also guide us here. 

(3) Anyone interested in being on the team that I missed? 

Also, a number of the those listed above are getting together next Tuesday evening (Oct 

21 at 7 PM) to talk. If anyone is interested in attending this, please let me know so I can 

give you details on where. (2003 10 16, EmailB0091) 

Note that formation of this team was a community action, because no agreement to form 

such a team was in place or under negotiation. However, the action was in the best 

interest of West Branch.  

5.2.4. Research and negotiation teams 

Community-wide discussion at West Branch stalled as a result of two different 

types of problems. First, often questions arose that could not be answered by anyone 

currently participating in the discussion (research need). Second, perspectives were 

articulated that were in opposition to each other, and were held so strongly by various 

individuals or groups that consensus was not obtainable until greater consistency in 

belief was attained (negotiation need). In these cases, the community typically formed a 

Team to (a) gather additional information (research team), (b) negotiate to resolve 

conflict (negotiation team), or (c) both. In all cases, the team reported back to the 

community after accomplishing their work. At West Branch, people self-identified to 

volunteer on research teams, and typically joined (or left) the team at any time. 
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However, when conflict negotiation was a known part of the team’s agenda, those 

holding the opposing opinions (or representatives of each perspective) were expected to 

be a part of the Team. In addition, sometimes outside expertise was recruited to be 

provided either to the team, or at times to the entire community. 

In the geothermal heat pump discussion, the Energy Team presented on the topic 

at the November 2003 community meeting, and provided a handout describing their 

advantages, disadvantages, and a cost estimate. A long discussion among attendees 

followed, which was documented in the meeting minutes. The handout was uploaded to 

the files section of the  listserv, and an email notified all listserv members of this 

addition.  

The Energy Team presented advantages and disadvantages and a very rough cost 

estimate and comparison for installing Ground Source Heat Pump (GSHP) versus Air 

Source Heat Pump (ASHP). 

Please see the handout compiled and presented. It is attached with these minutes of the 

meeting as a MS Word Document. 

[Sean] presented the following pro's/con's and overview of cost estimate. 

Pro's (for GSHP) 

1. No outside compressor-quieter outside than ASHP 

2. Fewer mechanical parts-fewer than ASHP 

3. Reduced energy use-lower energy cost than ASHP 

4. Reduced energy use-burns less fossil fuel than ASHP 

5. Lower cost of maintenance-lowers cost than ASHP 

Con's (against GSHP) 

1. Installation cost is much higher 
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2. Installation cost not proportional to individual household load 

3. Drilling a number of holes (initial estimate of 25 holes, 500 ft deep) on property 

The main cost is primarily in the installation. The kind of design we would have is a 

vertical closed-loop system. A closed-loop means the heat-exchange fluid is a cycled from 

the house to the ground and back. The vertical-loop system uses many vertical bore-holes 

drilled straight down to get heat from the ground or put heat in the ground. The cheaper 

option is not available to us because of the size of the property, which would be a long 

narrow trench, called a horizontal loop. We would pro-rate installation cost on a unit 

size. 

Concept of ASHP versus GSHP ([Victor]). A ground source heat pump (GSHP) system 

moves the heat from the earth (or a ground source) into the home in the winter, and pulls 

heat from the house and discharges it into the ground in the summer. The efficiency of 

this system relies on the fact that the Earth (beneath the surface) remains at a relatively 

constant temperature throughout the year, warmer than the air above it during the 

winter and cooler in the summer. 

From handout of Estimated Costs 

The installation cost difference between GSHP and ASHP would cost you approximately 

$1.65/sq.ft. to have a GSHP system. 

The energy savings difference would save you $0.10/sq.ft/year. 

(not on handout) Added by [Sean], an estimate of maintenance cost difference might be 

on the order of 0.10-0.20/sq.ft./year in savings with GSHP with no absolute figures 

presented. However, information gathered suggests that ASHP systems usually last 

about 15-20 years and the GSHP are touted to last up to 30 years (since they have fewer 

moving parts) with 50-year warranty on the ground piping. 

The straight line payback would take about 16 years from energy savings alone. 

Q: How does the passive-solar aspect of our homes affect the heating needs during 

winter? It seems that the heating demand in the winter might be met by the solar 

function of our homes. 

(The load values provided today based on values obtained from [a nearby subdivision] 

heating and cooling analysis.) Our homes and the common house need to have a careful 

heating and cooling analysis. This is done by evaluating the size and location of windows, 

how insulated the structures are, what the climate is for the area, what is the solar gain 

and size of the heat sink, how it is shaded in the summer, and what is the solar angle at 

different times of the year. This is not a trivial task. 

Q: Do the [nearby subdivision] figures account for the better efficiency we hope to have 

built into our homes? 
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(The cost estimate provided today uses the [nearby subdivision] figures-see handout.) 

There is an efficiency trade-off. [The nearby subdivision] homes were considered to be 

comparable because they are similar in design, but much bigger. There is an efficiency 

gain in homes with a larger surface area. This is assumed to be comparable to our smaller 

more-efficient solar homes. 

The units at [the nearby cohousing community] might be a better comparison than [the 

nearby subdivision]. They have GSHP installed and some solar aspect. 

Q: What are comparisons to other heating like gas? 

Please see example on handout about gas versus GSHP energy costs. 

Q: Are we even in the ballpark with these figures? Because for those on the edge, 

financially, it will make a big difference which way these costs go. 

GSHP could be an extra cost that might sideline another option for someone, such as not 

having solar hot water heater or a radiant system. 

These estimates (installation and energy use) are pulled from what web sources the 

Energy Team could find and conversation with someone who installs GSHP systems in 

the area. 

The GSHP installation cost difference from ASHP could be put in the mortgage. The 

energy cost savings will easily exceed the potential added mortgage amount over the 

course of each year. 

These installation cost estimates would be better if we had a system bidded and designed 

by HVAC contractors for both GSHP and ASHP. 

The noise issue of GSHP was initially raised by [Dorothy]. Someone on the Energy Team 

needs to follow-up on [her] concern. We should find out who said that "GSHP's are more 

noisy, " to get more information about this comment to understand. The difference in 

noise from the ASHP and the GSHP would be outside noise pollution. There is no 

outside air compressor for the GSHP. Inside both systems would have the same air-

handling equipment so the noise level would be similar. 

If someone is financially on the edge of their credit limit for a loan, a mortgage broker will 

consider a higher mortgage due to the increased cost of GSHP (or any system) that 

provides a monthly savings. 

If financing installation costs in mortgage, these cost comparisons should include interest 

paid on this money. This needs to be incorporated into cost analysis and was not 

considered for this initial rough cut. 

Installation cost should be prorated based on square footage of a unit. 
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Q: As a community, could we allocate extra cost for GSHP according to energy 

load? 

This certainly could be another way to prorate installation cost. One option in 

considering GSHP is dispersing installation cost based on energy load, not just square 

footage. 

With regard to outside noise from ASHP, [Willie] walked around [a 2nd nearby cohousing 

community without geothermal heat pump technology] at different times of the year to 

see how noisy. He found that in both summer and winter there were hardly any heat 

pumps running. 

Q: What is the decrease in efficiency of HVAC systems with age? Is there a difference 

between ASHP versus GSHP? 

This is something else to consider in cost analysis and was not considered. (2003 11 01, 

Community Meeting Minutes) 

 

Summary: 

An investment of $1.63/sq.ft. nest an annual savings of $0.10 per year. 

It will take ~16 years of energy savings to make up the difference in cost. 

This does not factor in reduced maintenance costs. 

Still Needed: 

Bids on both scenarios for heating and cooling systems to nail down installation costs 

Careful analysis of the design loads for our homes and common house 

Actual data for energy costs for Ground Source Heat Pumps ([River Commons]?) 

Factor in maintenance costs (?) (2003 11 01, excerpt from community meeting handout 

on geothermal heat pumps) 

5.2.4. Additional community discussion 

Simultaneous to work by a research or negotiation team, the community often 

continued to discuss an issue via email and at meetings. These stages of research and 

negotiation combined with additional community-wide discussion continued iteratively 
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until a decision check resulted in a collective action to approve a collective agreement or 

to deny one (see section 5.2.5). 

In the case of the geothermal heat pump discussion, Jane provided some basic 

information to the community on geothermal heat pumps by email (2003 10 27, Email 

B0138), including information from the Geothermal Energy Program website, and 

reference both to that site and to a document on the technology by the US 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). As initiator of the Energy Team, she also 

stated that the Energy Team would report at the next meeting on basic designs and cost 

estimates. 

Two days later, and still prior to the November community meeting, several 

community members expressed doubts about the technology, naming concerns about 

the cost effectiveness, the ability to find qualified installers, and the noise produced by 

the equipment (2003 10 29, Emails B0139 and B0143). In one of them, Dorothy references 

some information she had obtained. 

I feel very cautious about the GSHP, since I've heard/read contradictory information. 

Two builder friends think that the expense isn't worth it for such small units; it would 

take many many years to pay for itself. One builder told me the pump/condensor (which 

would replace a conventional furnace) has a loud and unpleasant noise when it cycles on 

and it does that often. I did some searching on the web last night for about 1/2 hour and 

found two sites that describe the unit as very quiet, like a refrigerator motor. It might be a 

good idea to make a field trip to [the nearby cohousing community], where everyone has 

them, to hear how they sound. The info on their website is very positive, but they are also 

advertising houses for sale, so might be cautious about publicizing problems. I've also 

heard a complaint about the company that installs them in this area.  

Here's an article I found that seems pretty balanced. It's written for folks in the 

Northeast and was written in 96, so might be out of date, but still has relevant info I 

didn't see on the other sites [Jane] sent us. (altho I didn't read them exhaustively) The 
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entire site it's on seems pretty interesting for us, too. 

http://hem.dis.anl.gov/eehem/96/961112.html. (2003 10 29, Email B0139) 

Victor quickly responded, encouraging a visit to River Commons, a nearby 

cohousing community nearby that had installed geothermal heat pumps throughout. He 

also responded to the allegations of installation issues. He ended with an endorsement 

of the technology, pending financial data.  

If we can manage the financial aspects of the system, ie. can afford through yearly energy 

savings or other means to pay the higher installation costs, then I feel really strongly that 

we should move forward with geothermal. (2003 10 29, Email B0140) 

The next day, Robert described his own first-hand experience with the technology, 

providing for the first time a clear sense of strength of agreement on the choice 

(“adamantly in favor”).  

One of the reasons I am adamantly in favor of GSHP is that they are quieter than air-

source heat pumps. Inside the house the equipment is similar--both have a heat exchanger 

and blower system. I have slept in a house with a GSHP having the equipment in a closet 

adjacent to the bedroom. To me it is significantly quieter than a normal heat pump or gas 

furnace. Plus you won't have to listen to your neighbors' outdoor compressor units. 

These can be real noisy in denser housing.I like a very quiet house. I would prefer a 

radiant heating system that doesn't require forced air, but that may not be an option.The 

energy team plans to have a lot of information on GSHP at this Saturday's meeting.” 

2003 10 30, Email B0144) 

Thus, while the Energy Team was working behind the scenes gathering information and 

preparing to present at a community meeting, discussion and advocacy continued in the 

community’s everyday conversations. 

5.2.5. Decision point – consensus check 

As each topic moved towards potential formation of a voluntary collective action 

agreement, the community periodically attempted to finalize a decision through taking a 
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vote on the topic. Sometimes the vote was formal and binding. However, sometimes the 

vote was explicitly stated to be informal and non-binding, allowing the results to 

indicate current overall consistency with the various points of view. Such non-binding 

votes were typically taken when a quorum was not present at a meeting, or when 

community discussion made it clear that a binding decision would not be possible. With 

a binding decision, three possible outcomes could result: yes (formation of a negotiated 

voluntary collective action agreement), no (deliberate decision that the community 

would not form a negotiated agreement), or no decision (further processing was needed 

before a yes or no could be reached). With a non-binding vote, further discussion and or 

work by a team were the only possible outcomes. If the result was a non-decision, the 

community then either began a second period of work by a team or returned to further 

negotiation. Negotiation could be needed as a result of a disagreement on the validity of 

the information or of a disagreement on the comparative merit of various pieces of 

information for the community.  

For the geothermal heat pump discussion, the initial research period ended with 

a nonformal vote taken at the meeting in November 2003 (after presentation by the 

Energy Team), more than two years after initial topic introduction.  

To get a sense of community interest, we counted a show of hands in favor of a 

community-wide GSHP with appropriate adjustment for installation cost based on 

usage/load/house-size. 

14 were in favor and 4 wanted more information. 

This presentation by the Energy Team and the ensuing conversation/discussion is to 

begin the discussion process. By having this discussion and open dialog about the GSHP 
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technology and costs, each individual can be informed and weigh possible options. Some 

good questions were raised for the Energy Team to investigate. (2003 11 01, Community 

Meeting Minutes) 

A consensus of disagreement with the concept might have waylaid the discussion 

permanently, while this fairly positive response resulted in the conclusion that the 

Energy Team would investigate the new questions posed and would report back again.  

5.2.6. Iterative cycles of discussion, research, and negotiation 

Community members continued to work to move issues towards a decision 

point using discussion, informed by iterative cycles of research and negotiation, and 

punctuated by periodic checks at meetings to see if a decision could be successfully 

achieved. Because West Branch used a consensus decision-making method (see 

Appendix B), every individual’s perspective had to be addressed to the point that either 

agreement in belief and attitude was achieved, or at least that those holding an opposing 

belief would “stand aside” and not block consensus on the issue in a vote.  

These iterative cycles were made more difficult (and interesting) by an 

unavoidable circumstance. Individuals entered and exited the community as needed 

with little or no relation to the point of an issue in a decision cycle.1 For newcomers, 

education had to be accomplished to bring them to a basis of understanding on an issue 

so that informed discussion could be held. Further, each newcomer brought a different 

perspective, attitude, and strength of belief, perhaps necessitating adjustment in the 

                                                      

1 Occasionally, issue process or outcome may have contributed to or even caused entrance or exit from the 

community. For example, some choices increased overall unit prices that caused some individuals to leave 

(2005 04 18, Email B1459) and at least one household left because they felt the community needed to 

“…pursue a more radical version of sustainability.” (2005 03 30, Email B1366) 
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components being addressed in research or conflict. On the flip side, people who exited 

the community, took with them their resources of information and/or leadership (often 

those who took a leadership role also owned skill, knowledge, and interest in the issue), 

and their perspective, whether for or against. Issues that covered long periods of time 

were particularly vulnerable to this circumstance.  

The discussion on geothermal heat pumps continued for 4 more months, 

including 3 more research cycles and one negotiation cycle. Tabling the issue was not 

possible, because the decision had an immutable deadline; if geothermal heat pumps 

were to be installed, the infrastructure had to be in place before other community 

construction could begin. Community discussion continued to focus on issues of cost-

effectiveness, environmental benefit, and noise.  

Beyond our personal economics, I like the concept of ground source heat pumps because of 

the important contribution we could make to the bigger picture in reducing our energy 

usage and the accompanying burning of fossil fuels. Passive and active solar are 

significant too of course. A spin-off thought from our discussion on Saturday, esp.with 

respect to energy efficient homes and the payout of ground source... if we are able to 

carefully quantify our actual heating and cooling loads to correctly size the loop (so it is 

not over-sized), then it should be significantly smaller/cost less than the loop for 46 

larger, more-conventionally designed homes. (2003 11 05, Email B0156) 

I have doubts about being able to afford the GSHP, but am mostly interested in more info. 

If the group doesn't organize a field trip to [River Commons] homes, I will arrange my 

own, so I can hear some units. (2003 11 24, Email B0177) 

I would like to extend my support for Ground Source heat pumps -- whatever we can do 

to make that work I think will be worth the effort.: (2003 12 07, Email B0183) 

The second research cycle happened between the November and December 

meetings. Mike, as designated facilitator for the December 2003 meeting, sent an email 

suggesting the following agenda item involving geothermal heat pumps. He hereby 
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notified the community that a non-binding decision check would happen at the next 

meeting. 

community-wide Ground Source Heat Pumps - Decision on preliminary approval of this 

heating/cooling option. (If you missed the last [West Branch] meeting, review the 

discussion in the minutes and the supplemental information sent out by the energy 

team.) We will discuss if the community wants to proceed with investigating/pursuing 

this option. If approved, this will give CCDA the "go-ahead" to send this item out for bid 

and get prices from contractors for installing GSHP in the community. When we get 

prices back, we will have a clearer idea of final costs, then we can make a final decision. 

(2003 11 23, Email B0174 

At the December 2003 meeting the Energy Team presented again, providing the 

identical handout as had been distributed at the November meeting. Jane was not 

present, so Angela led the presentation and moderated discussion. Note that part of this 

presentation was to notify the community that the Energy Team had been offered a free-

cost-effectiveness analysis by a local solar organization – input from outside experts. 

Last time we gave out handout with energy options Pros- quieter, what they can do for us 

and what they can’t. Update: We need to get pipes in ground during infrastructure 

phase. But [the developer] and [the construction representative] need to make a decision 

on HVAC contractor within the next two weeks, so we will need to decide on this right 

away. Deciding whether GSHP’s will be cost effective for us is a difficult modeling 

process. If you ask a contractor to do the modeling we’re ethically obligated to work with 

that company. 

Solar Center: [A representative from a local not-for-profit solar center] has offered to do 

an analysis for us for free and this was successful. She came back with three grafts. We 

currently have a sample analysis and should get our own within a few weeks. She only 

has two days to work on this for free. 

Key Issues: Economics: Is this cost effective for us? Hopefully [the representative] will 

help us figure this out. Smaller units: less savings due to less sq. footage to heat and cool. 

Longer payback for these units. How can we make this work for those stretched for cash? 

Noise: GSHP quieter outside. Compressor inside- possible extra noise inside. Site visit 

Q & A:  

*Is this possible with radiant floor heating? It’s a separate system. Can operate both.  
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*Sounds? Pump outside underground. Compressor inside, like a quiet refrigerator. 

Possibly also a blower pump noise inside.  

*Is the air blowing from GSHP more like an air source heat pump or like gas heat? 

[Angela]. Apparently air source HP’s are better now. Don’t know whether GSHP’s are 

different. The air won’t be channeled though basement or outside ducts which cool the air. 

It will all be inside the house from underground. The ASHP (air source heat pump) uses 

outside air as a heat sink or gain. Works well until it hits a certain temp, a little above 

freezing. Elec. coils have to work harder. GSHP, the temp doesn’t change much, so the 

energy use isn’t as extreme, The ground source loop is water, which goes through a heat 

exchanger, then goes through another heat exchanger to change to air into the ducts in 

the house. Maintenance costs: compressor inside with GSHP. Outside with ASHP, gets 

all rain and weather. Shorter life span with ASHP. On the other hand, the GSHP’s will 

be in wells in the ground, so maintenance in the ground would be more complicated, and 

possibly more expensive. [Robert]- [River Commons] had to call contractor back several 

times at first until it worked properly. GSHP’s aren’t as common for contractors to 

install. Added cost for GSHP= approx. $2500 above the cost of the ASHP, and includes 

all the added costs. ASHP = $680/ton. 1700 – 2000 sf would need a 3 ton HP. We’re 

hoping to schedule tours of all the different types of energy systems. Positives: GSHP 

saves us money, but it costs more initially. [River Commons] all like it. The main 

advantage is the quietness outside. [Pamela]- My neighbor called me this morning at 7 

am, saying my ASHP was frozen over and had been running all night under her bedroom 

window, and could I please turn my heater off? Yes, the air-source hp’s are noisy. 

* How will it affect the affordable units? * Is modeling based on today’s energy costs, 

which are less than normal? Yes. 

*Are we talking about making this equitable for smaller units? Yes, we can base it on Sq. 

Footage. The other question is, will the increased cost be prohibitive to people financially 

on the edge? Question of asking how many years are you willing to have this amortized? 

Is there an expected time length? [Robert] Concern that upgrades be given together, in 

order to compare and prioritize. Now, information is coming in bits and pieces. [Robert]- 

Pro-rate on SF basis- $1700 for 600Sf up to 3 or 4000 for larger houses. $80,000 for 

entire community to pay itself back in 80 years. Environmental issue- uses less energy 

than air source heat pump, less pollution than gas heat. Less waste- replace less often 

than ASHP. Can we compare other energy options for same amt money? We haven’t, but 

other options would be individual choices. Biggest issue seems to be the extra cost. 

Poll: Sign me up now. 4; I like it but have question 8; Serious reservation 7 (Finances an 

issue.) (Want radiant floor heating, and with slab, don’t need to AC much. A lot of 

money for small use) (Not able to afford other options.) (Small unit, will save a lot less, 

but cost more, compressor will be in bedroom) (It’s more cost effective for the bigger 

units); No way 0; I don’t care 0; I am upset if we don’t have GSHP – 0 

It sounds like the economic questions are the biggest objection. Hoping that the Solar 

Center’s analysis will help us with that. We need to plan a tour of other communities for 
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seeing/hearing units at [River Commons] and Air source heat pumps at [another 

subdivision]. We hope to make other energy options available for analysis also. 

Other energy options being considered by people: GSHP ASHP Radiant floor heat Solar 

hot water Energy efficient windows Insulation Energy efficient appliances Partially 

outdoor refrigerator On demand hot water heater Tank- elec. And Gas Photovoltaic/ off 

the grid Attic fan, ceiling fans Gas logs Zone heating thermostat Wood stoves (2003 12 

07, Community Meeting Minutes) 

The meeting minutes concluded with the statement that a “complete decision” to choose 

geothermal or air-source heat pumps would happen at the January 2004 meeting. 

The third research cycle concerning geothermal heat pumps happened between 

the December 2003 and January 2004 meetings. It included emails from the energy team, 

a tour of River Commons (the local cohousing neighborhood that installed geothermal 

heat pumps throughout), and discussion among community members. The evening of 

the December meeting, Angela emailed the community representing the Energy Team 

both to clarify community concerns that might impact a decision vote, and to ensure that 

those who didn’t attend the meeting were aware of progress on the issue. 

The Energy Team is working towards gathering crucial information to help the 

community make a decision on whether or not to have Ground Source Heat Pumps 

(GSHP) as the HVAC system for all the community homes. The Energy Team hopes to 

address all the major concerns community members have about GSHPs. By 'major 

concerns' we mean things that will cause decicion-making to be very difficult, or if there 

are concerns that would cause you to block consensus if the community wanted or didn't 

want GSHPs. 

Below are concerns we collected at the meeting today: 

1. Does GSHP make sense economically (in terms of payback) for our energy efficient 

homes? 

2. Smaller units have a much longer payback time for GSHP if we divide initial 

installation costs up linearly ... how will we address this? 
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3. How will we address making GSHP possible for those who are stretched financially --- 

in terms of loans, etc.? 

4. Noise inside the home (GSHP) and noise outside the home (ASHP) 

5. What are our other energy options, and how much will they cost? 

6. I'd like to see/hear/feel a ground source heat pump that is in an existing home. 

7. I'm planning on having radiant floor heat and a GSHP would be expensive and 

somewhat redundant (only used occassionally for A/C). 

***Are there any major concerns that you would like to have addressed that are not on 

this list? If so, please email them to me, or any other Energy Team member by 5pm Tue. 

(12/9).*** 

We hope to have a recommendation from the Energy Team on this for the January 

meeting, and hope to provide the community with enough info. to be ready to make a 

decision at that meeting. (2003 12 07, Email B0184) 

During this period, the Energy Team gathered input from the community and set up a 

tour of River Commons. Five households (7 individuals) attended the tour, including 

Robert representing the Energy Team, and Dorothy who had expressed concern about 

the noise level on several occasions (2003 12 28, River Commons tour observation). 

Subsequent to the tour, Robert summarized his experience during the tour and invited 

others to share theirs. Note that his first paragraph actually presented data analysis he 

had done subsequent to the tour. 

I prepared a graph showing the average cost of electricity for my friend's all-electric 1500 

sq.ft. home for each month of the year. The average electricity consumption ranged from 

295 to 733 kWh at a monthly cost of $28 to $56. The average over all months was $40. 

Assuming that the month with the lowest electric bill, October, represented no 

heating/cooling load and using that as a estimate for other electrical usage, if you 

subtract that value from all the other months, the average cost for heating & cooling was 

$12/month. 

We first listened to the compressors outside the common house which is conditioned by a 

conventional ASHP. Each of the private units has a GSHP with its own vertical well. At 

a 1500-sq.ft. unit, we observed the water pump for the GSHP in an outdoor utility room 
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and listened to the pump coming on from a bedroom inside near the room. We also 

listened to the forced-air system enclosed in a sound-proof closet with a solid-core 

exterior- type door. 

The air handler is graduated so there are two speeds. It is a low velocity forced air system, 

so you may not even feel air blowing. 

In the larger home, about 2000 sq.ft., the GS pump is in a utility room in the house. 

When it kicked on you could hear an additional sound as the water is pumped. This 

sound was minimized with the utility room door closed. It can happen that the pump will 

allow air to get into the lines. When this happens it can be noisier and it is necessary to 

bleed the lines to elminate the air…. 

In my observations the GSHP system a t[River Commons] is no noisier indoors than a 

modern efficient forced-air system. In fact most of the sound is from the air handling 

unit. And there is no outdoor noise. My friend … emphasized the importance of this as 

many of us will be spending more time outdoors visiting with neighbors, etc. than in a 

typical neighborhood. (2003 12 31, Email B0215) 

Another attendee, Pamela, summarized her tour experience via email. 

What was most striking to me was the silence outdoors. The houses are closer together 

than [at other cohousing communities], but going from house to house via their walkways 

all I heard were birds and the sound of children playing. I think I'm so used to 'tuning 

out' noise pollution that I don't consciously notice it, but I certainly noticed its absence! 

I had to walk back past the Common House to get to my car and the noise from the 

conventional ASHP compressor was noticeably unpleasant and intrusive, and 

emphasized the silence we had previously enjoyed. I also would agree with [Robert] that 

the noises inside the houses with GSHP were no more and probably less than what we 

hear with our ASHP in our home now. (2003 12 31, Email B0216) 

Robert sent another email with references to four websites containing information on 

use of radiant floor heating with geothermal heat pump systems. Another long 

discussion was held at the January 2004 meeting. However, since a quorum was not 

present, the concluding vote was nonbinding. The discussion indicated that cost-

effectiveness was the primary community concern, and the vote indicated that concern 

was not abating as new research information arrived. Although it was a nonbinding 

vote, based on this discussion, the developer chose to move forward and ask contractors 
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for cost estimates comparing geothermal to air-source heat pump systems at West 

Branch. 

A group went to [River Commons] to learn about their air and ground source heat 

pumps. Some comments from the tour were: 

Air source compressor: loud ground source compressor: noticeably quieter than air 

source. 

Concerns and considerations from members: 

Some folks’ financial situations may be too tight to get approved for a larger mortgage to 

pay for the greater expense of the ground source heat pump. Ground source heat pumps 

are a system that we would have to adopt as a community, and some folks could be priced 

out if we adopt them. Some mortgage lenders give special deals for buying energy 

efficient homes. Plans are for each house to have its own heat pump, so the noise of the 

total is to be considered. Folks talked about their anecdotal experiences with heat pump 

systems: apparently it is slower than some other systems. It was difficult to tell if folks’ 

experiences of being cold in houses with heat pumps was due to the heat pump or due to 

the lack of energy efficiency in the home, but folks did report feeling cold. Both air source 

heat pump and ground source heat pumps lose efficiency over time. We do not have 

accurate financial data about how much extra the ground source heat pumps would cost 

and how much they would save. The EPA says that it would pay for itself in 10-15 years. 

[Robert and Victor] have run numbers for [West Branch] and their numbers contradict 

each other. [Victor’s] estimate is that a ground source heat pump could costs a smaller 

unit an extra $5-7 per month, large units $12 per month. Folks talked about retirement 

and which is the best way to prepare: reduce expenditures on the housing unit now, or 

pay for the heat pump and count on future savings. The cost of other fuels like natural 

gas could go up so significantly in the future that we would save even more than we 

currently estimate. Some folks were prepared to pay for this more ecological system, even 

if it never pays for itself financially. 

[Robert] of the Energy Team reported on [the solar center’s] computer analysis on the 

900 square foot [West Branch] house and various optional energy saving upgrades that 

may be installed by any of us at any time. 

Estimated energy costs for original design: 

Water 27% of total energy Other 23% Fan/ventilation19% Heating 12% Cooling 11% 

If solar hot water is added, will decrease hot water costs from $180 to $40 year. This has a 

5-7 year payback with a tax credit. 

Tightening the envelope (decreasing energy loss from the house) would lead to a 50% 

savings: 
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Attic insulation: upgrading from R30 to R38 insulation rating Upgrading to SEER 13 (a 

higher rating for efficiency of heating and air conditioning systems) 

Giles would like to know how we feel about ground source heat pumps, and if we are 

interested, he will get some estimates from contractors to run by us. We are not making a 

commitment right now. So a poll was taken. 

The poll on ground source heat pump: 

Absolutely want: 4 Sign me up now: 2 Like it but have questions: 8 Serious reservations: 

2 No way: 0 Undecided: 1 (2004 01 04, Community Meeting Minutes) 

The fourth research cycle on the issue of geothermal heat pumps happened 

between the January and March 2004 meetings. At the February meeting, the developer 

reported on the cost comparison between geothermal and air-source heat pumps, but no 

decision check occurred. He reported that installation of geothermal heat pumps would 

add from $4.36-$5.45 per square foot to the cost of each unit, resulting in estimated 

overall per unit price increases of from $2,600 (for the smaller units) to $8,700 (for the 

larger units) (2004 02 01, community meeting handout). At the March 2004 meeting, the 

issue was discussed for the final time, and the group decided by consensus not to install 

geothermal heat pumps at West Branch. Unfortunately, the minutes for this meeting 

(2004 03 07) were lost as a result of a stolen laptop computer, and so no record exists of 

the official vote (2004 03 12, Email B0393). Further, I was not present at this meeting, so 

no observation notes exist. Nonetheless, second hand reports reflect that lack of cost-

effectiveness was the primary reason for the negative decision on this collective action. 

Consensus belief was that, given the climate in the geographic area, and the energy 

efficiency accomplished by home solar orientation, passive solar design, shared walls, 

etc., financial resources would be better utilized for environmental benefit on options 
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such as active solar water heaters or radiant floor heating (2005 05 01, Community 

Meeting Minutes; 2005 08 27, Email B2317, 2005 01 28, 2005 04 27, Interview with Jane). 

Interestingly, during this entire two-month period, not one email was sent that 

mentioned geothermal heat pumps at all. This was indicative of flagging interest in the 

issue on a broad scale, resulting in part by this discouraging financial news. 

A negotiation cycle happened concurrent with this fourth research cycle. As is 

typically the case, an overlap exists between the two types of cycles. That is, although 

conflict is often based as much on attitude or norm as on information, information 

(“facts”) are the currency used to support each side of the conflict. People seldom admit 

that they disagree “just because,” even if this is so (meaning they can’t articulate clear 

reasons beyond a firm opinion). In this case, the conflict was between people who would 

(and/or often could) spend a significant amount of money to install geothermal heat 

pumps and those who would (and/or often could) not.  

It’s like your principles really come up against money over and over again, and I really 

liked the idea of the ground source heat pumps for a bunch of reasons, but the economics 

ended up being daunting, and then it turned out that it wasn’t feasible, and that was 

kind of a relief (2005 08 17, Interview with Dorothy) 

Some people became convinced that the increased cost of geothermal technology 

was so great that they might no longer be able to afford living in West Branch if this 

were approved. Others believed that small and expensive environmental gains were not 

an appropriate choice; wise environmentalists made choices that provided the “biggest 

bang for the buck.”  



 

 134 

I had worked with ground source heat pumps…and you know it was one of those things. 

That was one of the main projects I did [and] I ran cost analysis on it, I know that it’s 

very expensive, and the payback [in a more Northern climate] which is where it works 

better, wasn’t real big. So, you know, I…and I don’t want to… I wasn’t entirely close to 

the idea, but we had two people working on it a lot, and that’s because they chose to, and 

wanted…you know… (2005 01 28, Interview with Angela) 

Some members began to feel that members were lining up on a spectrum of 

“environmentalism,” where those in favor were more environmentally minded that 

those who were against. The conflict came to a point where some perceived an issue 

pitting those with more money against those with less, with the former pointing fingers 

at the latter for not acting on the stated philosophy at West Branch of sustainability. 

If you read the values. I mean it’s almost laughable. So read the values. That’s what we 

ended up with,… you know we’re not being specific about say we’re all gonna agree to do 

ground source heat pumps, but it was done in a more general sense, but that’s one of the 

things that we all agreed we were gonna work on. We were gonna work out some way to 

actively harness the sun in the heating and cooling of our house. … So that means that 

we’re gonna stretch … to implement some of the alternative active solar techniques. Well 

I think that’s not only was it – well I think it was stupid to give up on that objective. 

(2005 09 27, Interview with Earl) 

The additional work that was done touring River Commons, reviewing comparative 

cost estimates, and considering input on benefit from other energy-saving options 

provided tools to inform conflicting beliefs. The long hours that were spent listening to 

other points of view and to fears that cost increases would drive some individuals from 

the community, the pending construction deadline that meant the decision could not be 

postponed, and the relatively large number of individuals that had significant concerns 

based on decision checks provided the tools necessary to gain consensus in spite of 

significant conflict. Figure 11 summarizes the chronology of the collective agreement not 
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to install geothermal heat pump systems; note however, that this still was an example of 

taking collective action (choosing other means to conserve energy as a community). 

Figure 12 illustrates the discussion in terms of number of days the topic was mentioned, 

number of times the topic was mentioned, and percent of total discussion over time. 
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Figure 11: Chronology of Decision Not to Install Geothermal Heat pump System at West Branch
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Figure 12: Geothermal Heat Pump Discussion at West Branch Over Time
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5.3. Summary of environmental collective action agreements at 

West Branch 

What specific collective action agreements did the members of West Branch 

Cohousing choose to enact (or not)? The West Branch community established many 

collective action agreements in the five years of the study period. Some were of high 

importance to the entire community (e.g., to allow owners to rent units or rooms in 

units) and others were not (e.g., to not accept the donation of an organ from one 

community member for the Common House). Some had large financial consequences 

(e.g., many construction decisions about the site or common house), and some had small 

consequences (e.g., to purchase an easel pad to use at meetings). Some took a long time 

to come to closure (e.g., two years for both the decision-making method and the pet 

policy, chronicled in an Appendices B and D to this dissertation, respectively), and some 

took only one meeting (e.g., to commission a member to be a delegate to local 

neighborhood associations on behalf of West Branch). Although some actions had no (or 

little) environmental implications (e.g., election of officers, choosing a community 

name), many actions did.  

This study focused on those negotiated agreements and collective actions that 

had environmental implications. Table 10 provides a list of these arrangements during 

the study period, sorted by type of arrangement.
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Table 10: Environmental Collective Action Arrangements at West Branch 

Cohousing, Sorted by Type 

West Branch Voluntary 
Collective Arrangements 

Type Comment 

Ban on planting exotic 
invasive species (specific list 
provided to community) 

Voluntary 
collective action 

Specific list provided to 
community, contained in open 
space plan, incorporated into 
bylaws by reference. 

Bicycle sheds (construction) Voluntary 
collective action 

Reduced automobile driving 

Collective water meters  Voluntary 
collective action 

Normative pressure for water use 

Common House Voluntary 
collective action 

Allows other houses to be smaller 
(provides living space, 
entertainment space, commercial 
kitchen, etc), reduces driving (if 
entertaining is done on site instead 
of off) 

Compact site design Voluntary 
collective action 

46 households on 8 acres, units 
clustered to maximize unaltered 
habitat 

Green construction 
techniques on common and 
individual buildings. 

Voluntary 
collective action 

 low-VOC paint, non-formaldehyde 
materials, bamboo flooring, etc  

Guest house Voluntary 
collective action 

Allows other houses to be smaller 
in size, reduces driving (if guests 
had to be in hotels) 

House size is generally small. Voluntary 
collective action 

Houses range from 600 to 2200 sq 
feet: less square feet per person 
�less construction and less heating 
and cooling 

Individual unit energy 
efficiency 

Voluntary 
collective action 

High efficiency HVAC, use of gas in 
lieu of electricity, shared walls & 
stacked units, energy star 
appliances, fluorescent lighting, 
day lighting. 

On-site stormwater 
bioretention 

Voluntary 
collective action 

All is collected and treated on site 
with bioretention techniques 

Parking: 1.5 spaces available 
per household 

Voluntary 
collective action 

 Reduces vehicles purchased and 
maintained; vehicle miles traveled 

Passive and active solar 
design of common house and 
guest house 

Voluntary 
collective action 

Reduces energy use 
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Table 10: Environmental Collective Action Arrangements at West Branch 

Cohousing, Sorted by Type 

West Branch Voluntary 
Collective Arrangements 

Type Comment 

Passive solar design of all 
residential units 

Voluntary 
collective action 

Reduces energy use 

Site location Voluntary 
collective action 

Proximity to public transportation, 
walking distance to many 
amenities. 

Solar-powered exterior path 
and street lighting 

Voluntary 
collective action 

Reduces energy use 

Ban on pesticides and 
herbicides on personal and 
common property with 
specified exceptions 

Negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

Exceptions specified in open space 
plan; incorporated into bylaws by 
reference. More organic produce 
eaten from community garden. 
Also products not used on yard 
(lower issue consequence) 

Community shared vehicles Potential 
negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

Community has discussed car-
sharing and car-pooling as a 
community-wide action. 

Net metering of common 
house and guest house when 
possible 

Potential 
negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

To date, discussion on list serve 
only. 

Outdoor cat policy Negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

Improves quality of habitat for 
local wildlife 

Prohibition of gasoline leaf 
blowers 

Negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

Also, strong discouragement of use 
of other gas-powered outdoor 
equipment 

Sweat equity and community 
work days 

Potential 
negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

Sweat equity is required in the 
bylaws. Specific policies are in 
development. Examples include 
work in community garden and 
work on community meals; 
maintenance and operation of 
common solar amenities, 
stormwater runoff equipment; 
maintenance and operation of 
common HVAC equipment, 
appliances, lighting 
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Table 10: Environmental Collective Action Arrangements at West Branch 

Cohousing, Sorted by Type 

West Branch Voluntary 
Collective Arrangements 

Type Comment 

Woodworking workshop Potential 
negotiated 
collective action 
agreement 

Maintenance, woodworking, crafts, 
and greenhouse 

Sweat equity and community 
work days 

Community 
action  

Currently work days (in absence of 
agreement as bylaws require) are 
Community action. 

Active solar design of some 
residential units 

Community 
action 

Some chose these options and 
others did not. 

Bicycle sheds (use) Community 
action 

Actual use is discretionary 

Community bicycles Community 
action 

Provision and maintenance 

Community meals Community 
action 

Arguable reduces eating out; 
provides more organic 
consumption options and 
expertise. 

Group purchase and 
installation assistance 

Community 
action 

Window coverings, solatubes, 
ceiling fans, etc. 

Household unit energy 
efficiency 

Community 
action 

Radiant floors, tankless and/or 
solar water heaters, extra day 
lighting through solatubes, 

Less meat eaten Community 
action 

Vegetarian and vegan foods 
encouraged in general, and 
required for common meals. 

Mechanical maintenance 
space for bicycles, 
equipment, and cars 

Community 
action 

Reduces consumption through 
repair and sharing of expertise 

Shared equipment and 
expertise 

Community 
action 

Shared tools, guest house, tasks, 
books, expertise, and other assets 
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The breadth and depth of shared expertise are considerable at West Branch, even 

before shared geography increased the opportunities available. In developing negotiated 

collective action agreements, members shared considerable information on issues such 

as ground-source heat pumps, the merits and problems with rental housing, decision-

making methods, solar-power (active and passive), danger of domestic cats to native 

wildlife, impact of Roundup on human and environmental health, etc. However, 

expertise was offered and shared on many other topics as well. Members offered to 

share the best bicycle routes to local schools (and to share adult chaperoning of such 

trips), how to take public transportation to various destinations, how to maintain bikes, 

how to install ceiling fans, how to maintain active solar photovoltaic cells, how to install 

and use rain barrels (that capture rainwater from a roof for use in landscaping), and 

much else. This shared experience, assistance, and information often led to individual 

action, and sometimes to community action. 

Will members comply with the agreements (will the action actually take place? 

When and when not?. For example, Pamela expressed a clear intention to comply with 

the ban on specific exotic invasive plants that was contained in the community 

covenants. 

[Pamela]: That’s something I’d never thought of. It’s something that I’ve appreciated 

learning about. It’s something I have my antennae out about now, and that I support, 

and that I would change… I will change what I do now that I know about them.  

Charlotte: So tell me what that change would look like? 

[Pamela]: Well, I would never plant an invasive exotic now that I know about them.  
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Charlotte: Are there particular plants that you know you’re going to avoid?  

[Pamela]: No, I haven’t gotten that far. But I know that I will check the list. (2004 11 16, 

Interview with Pamela) 

This quotation exemplifies the entire spectrum from awareness (I’d never thought of ”), 

through knowledge (“now that I know about”), to attitude (”it’s something…that I 

support”), including skills (“I will check the list”), and stating an intention to change 

behavior (“I would never plant an invasive exotic.”). 

However, several people expressed the opposite intention with regard to the pet 

policy. 

Our solution … was that we’re going to do what we need to do, and… we’re just not 

going to worry about it, and if … the policy as written… doesn’t meet our needs, then 

we’re going break the rules …and so is everyone else, because those kind of policies are 

going to become normative over time, and there’s no way around it.”(2005 02 03, 

Interview with Dennis) 

I would just send them to the committee and say, I would really rather not have to have 

my dog on leash at all times. I’m not an on lead person, and basically if you made that 

rule, I’m not going to follow it, and you know…not malicious, but that’s just sort of who 

I am, so [laughter] that kind of thing. (2005 01 28, Interview with Angela) 

5.4. Issue consequence 

Do the voluntary collective action arrangements chosen or enacted by West 

Branch have the potential to matter for environmental management? As stated earlier, I 

will use the criteria defined by Brower and Leon to consider this question (see Section 

2.2.3). Table 11 lists each major environmental collective action agreement discussed at 

West Branch, provides the type of arrangement that it represents, and compares each 
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arrangement to the Brower and Leon list of environmental problems on which 

consumers can have a major impact.  

Following the findings and formatting of Brower and Leon (1999, p. 234-240), 

Table 11 uses two colors of shading  to signify the relative contribution of the actions to 

each other in units of average percent impact per household. The darker shading 

indicates that Brower and Leon reported that this activity contributes more than 5 times 

the average percent impact per household, and the lighter shading indicates that Brower 

and Leon report an impact more than two times the average per household. Note that 

the table does not suggest a quantified or relative contribution that is (or would be) 

made by West Branch community, rather it provides a qualitative sense of the 

magnitude of the problem which the community is addressing. To use the first row 

below as an example, the choice of site location allows West Branch members to walk to 

the neighborhood grocery (and other shops) and local schools, and to take public 

transportation. These activities reduce the use of cars and trucks, an activity that 

(looking at the darkly shaded cells) Brower and Leon estimate causes more than 5 times 

the average impact of other household activities on global warming, both types of air 

pollution, toxic water pollution, and land use habitat alteration.
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Table 11: West Branch Collective Action Arrangements Compared to Brower 

and Leon Leading Environmental Problems1 

Consumption-related  
environmental problems 

A
ir
 

p
o
ll
u
ti
o
n
 

H
a
b
it
a
t 

a
lt
e
r
a
ti
o
n
 

W
a
te
r
 

p
o
ll
u
ti
o
n
 

  
 T
y
p
e
 o
f 
a
r
r
a
n
g
e
m
e
n
t 

West Branch Voluntary Collective 
Arrangements 

C
o
m
m
o
n
 

T
o
x
ic
 

G
lo
b
a
l 
W
a
r
m
in
g
 

L
a
n
d
 U
s
e
 

W
a
te
r
 U
s
e
 

C
o
m
m
o
n
 

T
o
x
ic
 

Activities with high issue consequence 
VCA Site location: proximity to public 

transportation, walking distance to many 
amenities 

PNCA Community shared vehicle (collective 
action competence); car-sharing 
(community action); car-pooling 
(behavioral intention) 

VCA Compact site design: 46 households on 8 
acres, units clustered to maximize 
unaltered habitat 

VCA Parking: 1.5 parking places per household: 
reduces vehicles purchased and 
maintained; vehicle miles traveled 

VCA House size: Houses range from 600 to 
2200 sq feet: less square feet per person 
�less construction and less heating and 
cooling 

VCA Guest house: allows other houses to be 
smaller in size, reduces driving (if guests 

                                                      

1 VCA = collective action – documented action taken based on approved negotiated collective action 

agreement 

NCA = negotiated collective action agreement – approved agreement exists, but action not yet documented 

PNCA = potential negotiated collective action agreement – negotiated collective action agreement under 

discussion or in process, based on collective action competence 

CA = community action – group (unspecified subset) has taken action in absence of actual or potential 

collective agreement 
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had to be in hotels) 
VCA Common house: allows other houses to be 

smaller (provides living space, 
entertainment space, commercial kitchen, 
etc), reduces driving (if entertaining is 
done on site instead of off) 

VCA Green construction techniques of personal 
and common buildings: low-VOC paint, 
non-formaldehyde materials, bamboo 
flooring, etc 

VCA Passive and active solar design of common 
house and guest house 

VCA Passive solar design of all residential units 

VCA Solar-powered exterior path and street 
lighting 

VCA Unit energy efficiency: radiant floors, high 
efficiency HVAC, tankless water heaters, 
use of gas in lieu of electricity, shared walls 
& stacked units, energy star appliances, 
fluorescent lighting, day lighting. 

VCA Bicycle sheds 

CA Eat less meat; vegetarian and vegan foods 
encouraged and required for common 
meals. 

NCA Ban on pesticides and herbicides in 
community; more organic produce eaten 
from community garden. Also products not 
used on yard (lower issue consequence) 
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NCA Sweat equity and community work days: 
work in community garden and work on 
community meals; maintenance and 
operation of common solar amenities, 
stormwater runoff equipment; 
maintenance and operation of common 
HVAC equipment, appliances, lighting 

CA Group purchase and installation 
assistance: window coverings, solatubes, 
etc 

PNCA Net metering of common house and guest 
house when possible 

Activities with Lower Issue Consequence 
VCA Collective water meters 

VCA No stormwater runoff; all collected and 
treated on site with bioretention 
equipment 

NCA Outdoor cat policy: improves quality of 
habitat for local wildlife 

NCA Prohibition of gasoline leaf blowers; strong 
discouragement of use of other gas-
powered outdoor equipment  

NCA Shared tools, guest house, tasks, books, 
expertise, and other assets 

NCA Community meals: arguably reduces eating 
out 

PNCA Mechanical maintenance space for bicycles, 
equipment, and cars 
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Consumption-related  
environmental problems 
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PNCA Workshop for maintenance, woodworking, 
crafts, and greenhouse 

NCA Ban on planting exotic invasive species 
(specific list provided to community) 

NCA Ban on pesticides and herbicides on 
personal and common property with 
specified exceptions 

Included above with ban on use 
for organic gardening 

Shading legend 
More than twice the average impact (Brower and 
Leon 1999) 

More than five times the average impact (Brower and 
Leon 1999) 
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Table 12 repeats the Brower and Leon priority actions, and then lists for each the 

major collective agreements approved at West Branch that address each priority. Where 

final approved collective agreements existed on the shoulders of numerous interim 

collective agreements, only the final one is listed (for example, installation of solar 

panels on the Common House included collective agreements to have an Energy Team 

to investigate energy savings, to write a grant to support purchase of these panels, and 

the final decision to purchase the panels).  
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Table 12: Voluntary Collective Actions with High Environmental Issue 

Consequence Approved by West Branch 

Brower and Leon 
Activity and 

Priority Action 

West Branch Approved 
Negotiated collective 
action agreement 

Summary 

Transportation 
Cars and light trucks 

Compact site design 46 households on 8 acres 
Site location Walking distance to most 

amenities 
community meals Reduces eating out 

(T1) Choose a place to 
live that reduces the 
need to drive 

Shared tools, guest house, 
tasks, books, expertise, and 
other assets 

Answer more likely to be 
accessible on-site  

1.5 parking places per 
household 

Impossible for all households 
to own two (or more) cars 

Site location Walking distance to most 
amenities 

(T2) Think twice before 
purchasing another car 

Site location On public transportation line 
(T3) Choose a fuel-
efficient, low-polluting 
car 

None approved. Much 
community discussion has 
happened. 

Active discussion of car 
sharing, car-pooling, and 
group intention to collectively 
buy electric car.  

1.5 parking places exist on 
site per household 

community stated one reason 
was to reduce vehicle miles 
traveled 

(T4) Set concrete goals 
for reducing your 
travel 

community meals Reduces eating out 
Design and build bicycle 
sheds 

Reduces barriers for cycling, 
reduces need for storage in 
each unit 

(T5) Whenever 
practical, walk, bicycle, 
or take public 
transportation Sidewalk constructed to bus 

stop 
Required by town; community 
did not fight, although 
expensive 

Food 
Meat and poultry 
(F1) Eat less meat None approved. Much 

community discussion. 
Collective agreement unlikely; 
likely candidate for 
community action. Common 
meals are likely to always have 
vegetarian and vegan options. 

Fruits, vegetables, and grains 
Ban on most herbicides and 
pesticides 

Organic garden will serve 
individual households and 
community meals. 

(F2) Buy certified 
organic produce 

Sweat equity and community 
work days 

Work in community garden 
and work on community meals 
will count. 
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Brower and Leon 
Activity and 

Priority Action 

West Branch Approved 
Negotiated collective 
action agreement 

Summary 

Household operations 
Home heating, hot water, and air conditioning 
Household appliances and lighting 
Home construction 
Household water and sewage 

Houses range from 600 to 
2200 sq feet.  

Small houses leave small 
footprints in many ways 

Ban on most herbicides and 
pesticides 

Personal yards are small to 
nonexistent 

46 homes on 8 acres. 
Compact site design 

Houses clustered to maximize 
natural habitat 

Guest house Any home can reserve the 
guest rooms adjacent to the 
Common House. 

Green construction 
techniques 

Many small collective 
decisions and endorsements 

(HO1) Choose your 
home carefully 

Site location Strong environmental benefits 
Passive solar design of all 
units 

Location, unit design in many 
aspects. 

Passive solar design of 
Common House and guest 
house 

Location, structure design in 
many aspects. 

Active solar hot water for 
common house and guest 
house 

 

Energy efficient house design Some stacked units and most 
houses with shared walls, 
reduces heating and cooling 
needs. 

Small unit size Reduces heating and cooling 
Radiant floors, high 
efficiency HVAC, tankless 
water heaters, use of gas in 
lieu of electricity 

Even though some choices 
were optional, having the 
options was a collective 
decision 

(HO2) Reduce the 
environmental costs of 
heating and hot water 

Sweat equity and community 
work days 

community labor ensures 
continued maintenance and 
operation of solar amenities 
and other features. 

Lighting and appliance 
choices 

Fluorescent bulbs specified 
whenever possible, energy 
efficient appliances, day 
lighting, etc. 

(HO3) Install efficient 
lighting and appliances 

Solar-powered exterior path 
and street lighting. As little 
exterior light as necessary. 
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Brower and Leon 
Activity and 

Priority Action 

West Branch Approved 
Negotiated collective 
action agreement 

Summary 

Energy efficient appliance 
choice 

 

Day lighting Houses designed to maximize 
daylight and reduce need for 
artificial light. 

Sweat equity and community 
work days 

community labor helps 
lighting and appliances be 
installed and maintained for 
proper and long-lived 
operation 

Active solar on Common 
House, guest house, and 
many individual homes 

 

Solar powered exterior lights 
for path and street. 

 

(HO4) Choose an 
electricity supplier 
offering renewable 
energy 

Sweat equity and community 
workdays 

community labor helps active 
solar equipment be 
maintained for proper and 
long-lived operation 

Brower and Leon Lower Priority Actions  
Water and sewage Collective water meters Town bills community and 

community splits bills; 
collective agreement for 
normative pressure 

Ban of gas powered leaf 
blowers; strong 
discouragement of other gas-
powered outdoor equipment 

 

Ban on planting exotic 
invasive species (specific list 
provided to community) 

 

Yard care 

Ban on pesticides and 
herbicides with specified 
exceptions 

 

Actions not named by Brower and Leon 
Native wildlife Strong discouragement of 

outdoor cats 
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These tables indicate that the collective action arrangements observed at West Branch 

are desirable from an environmental management perspective both in the general sense 

of the problem they address and in specific ways that they address the Brower and Leon 

priority actions.
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6. Linking Co-facilitated Community Learning and 

Voluntary Collective Action 

Did co-facilitated community learning contribute to formation of voluntary 

collective action? My research provides strong suggestion that it did. First, the words of 

West Branch members attest to their belief that they have learned as individuals, 

including changes in awareness, attitude, belief, skills, and behavioral intent. In 

addition, community members often expressed their belief that they had formed 

collective awareness.  

I think that a lot of people …this is something that has come out of meetings and 

discussions over time. A lot of people are thinking they can reduce the number of cars 

they own when they move in.(2005 01 27, Interview with Robert) 

By collective awareness, I do not necessarily mean consistent awareness, or collective 

belief, but rather an understanding of the extant variety of perspectives, norms, and 

skills of the collective.  

I also observed this collective awareness contributing to collective action 

competence. That is, I observed substantial development of collective action competence 

(see Section 2.2.3), or belief that as a collective the members had the desire, the behavioral 

control and the ability (skill) to implement a negotiated collective action agreement. 

The Ajzen and Fishbein model described earlier states that individual  intention 

can be causally linked to individual action. This begs the final question in this process of 

learning to action: whether collective action competence can be linked to collective 
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behavior. No one has investigated this corollary to my knowledge and my work is only 

suggestive. Nonetheless at West Branch collective action appeared to be closely linked to 

creation of collective action competence. 

Thus, I suggest that collective learning, when facilitated by community 

interactions (i.e., co-facilitated community learning) can contribute to collective action 

competence, which in turn can contribute to the formation of negotiated collective action 

agreements, and often to voluntary collective action.  

6.1. Individual learning 

West Branch members frequently stated that community discussions and 

interactions had made them aware of new information, often concurrently mentioning 

changed learning or belief. These changes align well with the components of the Tbilisi 

characteristics of environmental education and with the Ajzen and Fishbein Theory of 

Planned Behavior. 

I’ve learned a lot more than I ever imagined that I could. Traffic and bicycles, and pets 

and weapons, and constitution, which are not…I mean I didn’t think about any of those 

things in terms of living where I live now. They’re certainly relevant things…. I feel 

really over-educated about some things [laughter]. I know far more about cats and birds 

and stuff than I really ever wanted to know, but I didn’t know it before. So, I can’t even 

remember even how that got resolved, or if it did, but I’m glad there was a lot of 

discussion about it…. (2005 06 01, Interview with Walter) 

Radiant heating, floor heating, all that kind of stuff has been very new. Interesting, but 

new. It's a huge piece. [Laughter] Solar water heater - it's like, "What the hell? How am 

I supposed to know? (2005 05 26, Interview with Rose) 

Other expressions of increased awareness mention a link to behavioral intention. 
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Charlotte: Would you have future cats stay indoors [where they cannot harm native 

wildlife.] 

Pamela: No. But I would say I would want some way of making sure that my cats didn’t 

run rampant in the local wildlife. I would never have thought of it. Never thought of it. 

And so, it impacted me in that I would be careful about the wildlife in a way that I would 

never have thought to be previously. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

West Branch community members often stated that their attitude on certain 

issues had changed. Attitude is a person’s general feeling of favorableness or 

unfavorableness, or a positive or negative evaluation of people, objects, or ideas, and is a 

named component of individual learning in both the Ajzen and Fishbein Theory of 

Planned Behavior, and the Tbilisi characteristics of environmental education. In order to 

encourage behavioral intention or true behavior change, attitude must be favorable 

towards either the issue under discussion or at least towards someone advocating the 

action that addresses the issue under discussion. Change in attitude is often attended by 

a change in the beliefs underpinning that attitude. 

I’d never heard of [geothermal heat pumps]. I didn’t know much about them at all. I had 

vaguely heard about it. Initially I was like – oh, that would be a nice idea, but I can’t 

afford it, and then gradually I decided it became I must have it…. I’m not sure why. 

(2005 08 17, Interview with Dorothy) 

Individuals also learned what might be expected of them from others in the 

community; that is, learning was often encouraged or fostered by setting expectations of 

normative belief or behavior. For example, the developer often set the tone with regard 

to norms about residential living, including community decision-making and 

environmental beliefs. 

[Meeting attendee]: What solar strategies will be incorporated into each of the homes? 
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[Developer]: We expect that a standard set of environmental strategies, such as passive 

solar design, will be standard for the neighborhood….  

[Community member]: Will there be landscape maintenance professionals brought in or 

does each homeowner maintain/landscape the property surrounding their home? 

[Developer]: The homeowners do the landscaping in [cohousing communities]. There are 

privately owned garden areas behind each home as well as common areas. There is a 

landscape committee that assists with maintaining the common areas. This is expected … 

(2001 04 21, Community Meeting Minutes) 

Members also expressed their expectation of behavior of other members.  

And we are all certainly aware that reducing the number of trips by car reduces not only 

the negative impacts of extracting, refining, and shipping fuel, but also the negative 

consequences associated with burning it. Issues associated with urban sprawl, ecosystem 

fragmentation, cultural segregation, all are reduced with increased alternative 

transportation. (2003 02 02, Email A1136) 

There has been lots of talk about the land and how it looks and feels. I hope that everyone 

has been to the site and walked around. (2002 06 24, Email A330) 

I had a request for the agenda items for the July 13 meeting by some folks who are going 

to be out of town for the next couple of weeks and have some extra time to think about 

BCC issues. So, I thought I would share them with the rest of you so you can think about 

them, too. (2002 07 02, Email A347) 

For what it's worth, these are some ideas I've had: Hanna Commons, North Hanna, 

Hanna Woods. I also like the name Venable which was the name of [our town] before it 

was [current name]. If enough folks like it, I could do some research to find out where the 

name came from …to make sure it doesn't refer to a KKK leader or something. (2002 07 

08, Email A372) 

[Tony] feels that by the end of the next meeting we will have settled on the decision-

making process for the group. (2002 08 03, Community Meeting Minutes)  

I like the point brought up at the last meeting that when trying to make a decision you 

are trying to do what's best for the group, which is of course different from reacting to 

something as an individual. That's probably worth posting as one of the ground rules 

during meetings--certainly something I would do well to remember. I also like, in Steve's 

consensus proposal, the special attention paid to eliciting concerns, addressing them 

individually, and discussing them thoroughly. (2002 08 09, Email A431) 

When discussing an issue, people should keep in mind the “common good’ of the 

community…. Advance preparation is needed by members to prepare for the meeting. 

Everyone should prepare for an upcoming meeting by reading notices, visiting the 
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website and the various specialty team pages, etc. (2002 09 07, Community Meeting 

Minutes) 

Members expressed their intention to behave in a certain way and their belief 

that they had learned the necessary skills. The following quotations, all around the issue 

of allowing cats to be outdoors (where they can prey on native wildlife) show 

thoughtfulness about skills needed to make a behavior change.  

I would consider for example not to let them out in breeding time…”(2005 05 04, 

Interview with Judith) 

So I think it was Jane and Lori who have cats who are indoor only, and they have made 

this whole indoor structure for them …, and it kind of inspired me, along with the 

discussions that were going on to try to change my cats from being outdoor cats to indoor 

cats.”(2005 02 10, Interview with Nicole) 

I would say I would want some way of making sure that my cats didn’t run rampant in 

the local wildlife. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

6.2. Collective action competence 

In addition to individual learning, I observed substantial development of 

collective action competence1 that, as a collective, the members had sufficient consistency 

of belief, behavioral control and ability (skill) to implement a negotiated collective action 

agreement. Collective action competence is an essential component linking learning to 

voluntary collective action arrangements. The community approved many negotiated 

agreements on environmental issues, all of which required the confidence of community 

members that the corollary actions could be taken. Some examples of specific language 

in these agreements are provided below:  

                                                      

1 Collective action competence is defined in Section 2.3.3 as the readiness of a group of people to behave 

towards a common goal based on a collective awareness, and a collective set of skills and experiences. 
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The pet policy: In harmony with our community’s desire to encourage the flourishing of 

wildlife in and around our community, residents should make every reasonable effort to 

keep their cats indoors. (2004 10 03 West Branch Pet Policy] 

The parking policy: Parking at [West Branch] is limited. Each unit will have one (1) 

assigned parking space in reasonable proximity to the residence. In accordance with 

[West Branch]'s stated principle of environmental sustainability, and its support of 

alternative transportation options, the Carrboro Board of Aldermen granted [West 

Branch] a deviation from the parking requirements of Section 15-291(g) of the Carrboro 

Land Use Ordinance, finding that 73 spaces are sufficient to serve the entire [West 

Branch] development per section 15-292 (a). Therefore, the right of homeowners to keep 

in excess of one vehicle per dwelling unit on the property will be restricted according to 

the provisions set forth in the [West Branch] Parking Plan. (2006 [West Branch] Final 

Declaration of Covenants) 

The policy banning most herbicides and pesticides: No herbicide may by used on 

soils or vegetation in [West Branch], except as is needed to eradicate noxious (poison ivy 

and poison oak) or invasive species (such as kudzu, Wisteria and other Invasive exotic 

species) that cannot be feasibly controlled by other means. When herbicide for invasive or 

noxious species is deemed appropriate, the most species-specific, least persistent herbicide, 

having no or minimal impact on desirable wildlife or the ecosystem in general shall be 

chosen. 

No pesticide may be used on soils or vegetation in [West Branch] other than those 

substances contained on an approved substances list compiled by a statewide organic 

certification program such as, but not limited to, the [Statewide] Farm Stewardship 

Association, or as contained on the National List, when adopted, developed by the 

National Organic Standards Board and promulgated by the U.S. Secretary of 

Agriculture. The following exceptions apply: 

(a) Except as stipulated in the [West Branch] Covenants, Article X, Section 12 (a), 

Environmental Control: “Pesticides may be used as necessary for treatment of termites 

and other wood destroying insects. In that case, only local treatment, and not general 

foundation treatment is recommended unless such general foundation treatment is 

required by the [Town] or a participating financial institution.” 

 (b) In the event that an unlisted pesticide is required for pest control in 

situations where the immediate health and well-being of residents is at risk, the applicator 

shall make all possible efforts to choose the most species-specific, least persistent pesticide 

and apply it with maximum protection to other non-targeted species. 

 (c) In recognition that many invertebrate species are important to the 

functioning of the natural environment, as food supplies for larger species, and for 

human enjoyment of the land, no bug lights (‘electronic zappers”) shall be used for the 

purpose of attracting flying insects, nor shall any pesticide or insect traps be used which 

are not capable of being targeted at particular populations or species dangerous or 
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annoying to residents. The use of any such devices shall be limited to the residential area 

of the site. (2003 08 21 Open Space Management Plan (included by reference in the 

[West Branch]Covenants)) 

The policy banning leaf blowers and discouraging use of other gas-powered 

landscaping equipment: The use of gasoline leaf blowers and electric bug zappers is 

specifically prohibited. (2006 [West Branch] Final Declaration of Covenants) 

Residents should refrain from using internal combustion engines for ordinary 

maintenance tasks. Electric motors, equipment with four-cycle engines and hand tools 

should be used for tasks requiring the use of portable power equipment. Chainsaws, if 

used, should be properly tuned to eliminate an over-rich fuel mixture (as indicated by 

bluish smoke during normal operations). (2003 08 21 Open Space Management Plan 

(included by reference in the [West Branch]Covenants)) 

The policy providing solar access to all units and lots: Interference with Solar 

Access. Neither the Association nor any Lot or Unit Owner shall construct any structure 

or plant any tree which will affect the direct southerly solar access of any Unit or Lot. 

Access is defined as direct southerly solar radiation on the primary collection area of a 

Unit or Lot between 10 AM and 2 PM on December 22. Any exceptions may be agreed to 

by the affected parties. (2006 [West Branch] Final Declaration of Covenants) 

The policy banning plants on a provided list of invasive exotics: Because one of 

[West Branch]’s goals is to foster natural diversity within and surrounding our 

community, the cultivation of know invasive exotic species is prohibited across the entire 

[West Branch] site. (2003 08 21 Open Space Management Plan (included by reference in 

the [West Branch] Covenants)) 

The sustainability portion of the Mission and Values statement: We work to 

preserve our earth, [West Branch], and the larger community for the benefit of current 

and future generations. By protecting the environment, conserving resources, and 

encouraging diversity we strive to create and maintain a strong, vibrant and enduring 

community. 

Conservation Statement of Intent. It is the intention of the Declarant to encourage 

the conservation of resources by the use of the most efficient materials and equipment 

available. These include the use of energy conserving construction, low-flow toilets, water 

restrictors on showerheads, etc. This also includes encouraging sustainable methods, 

systems and materials usable on an ongoing basis that minimize resource depletion and 

that minimize harm to natural ecosystems. (2006 [West Branch] Final Declaration of 

Covenants) 

Each of these texts indicates actions that must be taken to be successful. The community 

had to believe they could accomplish these tasks in order to consensually approve them. 
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I certainly plan to be involved in some form of car sharing when I move to [West 

Branch], in addition to using the bus for most of my trips. I also plan to buy a 4-wheel 

pedal-powered vehicle for community use. It would be useful for trips to [the local 

grocery] for groceries, when a bicycle might not be practical. I have been researching 

these vehicles. (2005 11 08, Email B2746) 

Well…the invasive plants were not …it was kind of an afterthought, kind of at the back 

of my mind. So, it’s come more to the forefront, something I’m more interested in paying 

attention to. I’m looking forward to having lists of native plants to choose from 

when…including the landscape. (2005 01 27, Interview with Robert) 

I am looking forward to the common meals, because I like to cook for just fun. I enjoy 

being around people who appreciate food. The gardening…I am extremely looking 

forward to growing our own food. Having different activities in the common house. 

(2006 05 18, Interview with Kathy) 

When I moved to town, I had to keep [my cats] indoors at least for a month so they 

wouldn’t get lost, and then I just kept them indoors... So, I’m actually hoping I can hang 

in there through this period …, and let them be indoor cats, so I shifted from “over my 

dead body” to all right, this is worth making an effort to do. (2005 08 17, Interview with 

Dorothy) 

6.3. Complexity and anomaly 

Four words are used frequently in the collective action literature whose 

definitions appear simple and clear, but whose application at West Branch provided 

significant complexity and anomaly to the contribution of learning to collective 

agreement: consensus, action, collective, and voluntary.  

First, what is the reality of the term consensus; who is really doing the agreeing? 

Every member has the opportunity to be present at every meeting and to participate in, 

approve, or block every decision. However, in reality, every consensus decision is made 

by a subset of the community who are present at a given meeting (a subset in space) and 

a further subset of the community in terms of which households are involved at that 

particular time (a subset in time). People who entered the community later must live 
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with previously agreed upon decisions, or at a minimum, the barrier to revision is 

substantial.  

A second complexity revolves around use of the word action. How will these 

negotiated agreements be implemented, and how well? In some cases, the action is 

substantially complete (e.g., green design and construction actions, solar access, parking 

policy), so implementation can be evaluated by the community. In other cases, the 

agreement has been made, but until community members are resident on-site, the 

breadth and duration of implementation is unknown (policies about on-site behavior, 

such as driving less as a result of the parking policy, completing “sweat equity” hours, 

use of herbicides and pesticides, gas-powered devices, etc). In a third type of instance, 

some individuals are already stating their intention to implement the action, others have 

already taken action, and others are doing neither, as illustrated by these quotations 

regarding the policy discouraging outdoor cats.  

So I think it was Jane and Lori who have cats who are indoor only, and they have made 

this whole indoor structure for them …, and it kind of inspired me, along with the 

discussions that were going on to try to change my cats from being outdoor cats to indoor 

cats. (2005 02 10, Interview with Nicole) 

I would consider for example not to let them out in breeding time… (2005 05 04, 

Interview with Judith) 

I would say I would want some way of making sure that my cats didn’t run rampant in 

the local wildlife. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

When the idea was first presented … that cats should be confined, I thought, “Uh uh. I’m 

not doing that.” …And so I was pleased when the result was we will make every attempt 

to keep our cats indoor cats, but if that’s impossible, they’ll be outdoor cats….[From that 

position, it raised my consciousness, because the fact that I had one cat who caught blue-

tailed skinks, and another one who caught butterflies on the wing that I started thinking, 

“Oh, maybe I don’t want them to be outdoor cats anymore.” And when I moved to town, 
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I had to keep them indoors at least for a month so they wouldn’t get lost, and then I just 

kept them indoors... So, I’m actually hoping I can hang in there through this period …, 

and let them be indoor cats, so I shifted from “over my dead body” to all right, this is 

worth making an effort to do. (2005 08 17, Interview with Dorothy) 

Sometimes the wording of a negotiated voluntary collective action agreement is 

open or nebulous enough to make implementation murky. For example, the community 

adopted an Open Space Management Plan (2003 08 21 Open Space Management Plan) 

that included language preventing use of certain herbicides. However, the salient 

portion of this plan is nebulous as to whether or not Roundup would be allowed to kill 

invasive species such as Wisteria and poison ivy (how does one define “feasibly”?) (see 

herbicide/pesticide policy in Section 6.2). The following quotation shows that Mike, the 

primary advocate on this issue, remains unsure of how he or others should implement 

this particular approved agreement, notwithstanding his expertise on the issue. 

[Mike]: I have spoken with [people with highly varied perspectives], but we never did 

arrive at I think a workable conclusion.  

Charlotte: Which in essence leaves you… 

[Mike]: Pulling up Wisteria by the roots. Which is… they didn’t offer to help clear 

Wisteria, and they didn’t allow me to use herbicides to permanently knock it out. So, to 

me that’s sort of a dead end. And I had to… after a few months of … my health had 

declined so much that I told them both that I will no longer be able to you know 

physically control this stuff due to health problems. So, that’s sort of an example of where 

we didn’t… we weren’t able to arrive at a conclusion. Perhaps it could have been pursued 

further. You know it just never was. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

A third complexity exists in nuance for the word voluntary. For the purposes of 

this effort, I defined voluntary actions of the community as those other than those 

mandated by externally-imposed law or regulation (the decision to recycle), and those 

where the primary motivator was significant financial incentive or disincentive. The 
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community’s negotiated agreements were themselves considered voluntary actions for 

the purposes of this study.  

An action may feel more voluntary to someone who participated in the design of 

the specific negotiated agreement than to some one who enters the community post-

adoption, but must live with all covenants, policies, and guidelines that preceded his or 

her entry into the community. An action may feel more voluntary when the act of 

complying is not visible to the community at large (when the normative pressure of 

public view is not present). An action may feel more voluntary when the individual has 

control over where and when the action is taken, and/or when the negotiated rule that 

pertains is less prescriptive and more flexible. Finally, a collective agreement will feel 

differently along a voluntary gradient based on whether or not monitoring will happen, 

and whether or not sanctions exist, and will be applied, for non-compliant behavior. As 

mentioned earlier in Section 3, this brings to mind Levi’s term quasi-voluntary compliance, 

describing the agreement of new community members to abide by rules decided before 

their arrival, and the agreement of even long-time community members to abide by 

rules not yet agreed upon, or even imagined, and with which they may disagree (even if 

stepping aside for purposes of consensus) (Levi 1988).  

Fourth, the word collective represents complexity in linking learning with 

collective action. How many people are needed to learn about a concept, to gain the skill 

necessary to achieve collective action competence, or (after negotiating an actual 

agreement) to actually take the action in order to meet the criterion of “collective”? The 
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collective action literature, in telling the story of an extant community, often assumes 

collective to mean all (or never addresses who the collective was) and action to be the 

final resource being managed (e.g., the fishery), whereas in reality “collective” at West 

Branch typically included subgroups and multiple actions.  

Community action is the term within the general field of community work which 

is subject to perhaps the greatest misinterpretation. In one sense it is a semantic 

and conceptual nonsense. Quite literally, a community cannot act – only 

individuals or groups composed of individuals within a community can do that. 

To talk of a community taking action is to be guilty of…conceptual holism and 

reification….” (Brookfield 1984, p. 105) 

For example, what if an individual acts unilaterally, and then others follow and 

act? Is that collective action? I define such acts as community action, because much action 

begins with an issue advocate or entrepreneur. 

At the meeting on Sunday, there was some discussion about how much a $2,000 increase 

in a home loan would impact the monthly payments. I ran some scenarios and here's the 

deal: At 7%, on a 30 year loan, a $2,000 increase in your loan would cause your payment 

to increase $12-13 per month (regardless of the size of your loan). At 5.5%, the increase 

is $11. At 9% (heaven forbid), the increase is $16. Most of you may now choose to zone 

out for the rest of my information. (2005 06 07, Email B1832) 

Here, an individual provides information of benefit to the entire group. This act is not 

collective, or even community, action, but it provides information (to contribute to 

learning) that paves the way for more informed conversation with a shared basis, and is 

the parlance, or capital, that greases the skids for further collective action.  

What if an individual promotes an action, the community decides to act, and 

then some do act? That clearly is collective action. How many need to act to make it a 

collective action? What if the actors are the same subset of actors on most occasions (the 

few who do most the work)? 
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It recently came to my attention that West Branch is experiencing construction delays 

because [the power company] is not working well with us. I talked with [the developer 

and the builder] about it, and they both though a letter from West Branch to [the power 

company’s] CEO would be helpful in getting the project to move forward. I went ahead 

and wrote a letter outlining the issues, in hopes of moving these issues to resolution (and 

getting rid of the construction delays!!!). [The developer and the builder] are currently 

checking it for accuracy and to be sure the letter describes the problems well. I think the 

letter will be most effective if it is sent from the entire West Branch community, and I 

will send a copy to the list as soon as I finish with [their] input. (2005 11 21, Email 

B2827) 

In this quotation, an individual undertook a unilateral action (drafting a letter) that 

potentially benefited all. To be collective action, did the group have to have agree that 

they wanted the action? Some members of the group had the opportunity to respond to 

a draft (but not all). Was this community action towards a common goal or individual 

action towards a group goal or both? 

What about individual actions that provide a collective benefit, or even collective 

actions that provide an individual benefit (or a benefit for a small subset of people)? At 

times, these variations may be intentional and at other times unintentional.  

My understanding is that it is a community decision to offer everyone the option of not 

owning washing machines. Personally, I see this water cost as part of our choice as a 

body of people to try to consolidate resources. I think this cost along with watering 

gardens, etc. is part of the “price” of co-housing. Suppose I hate vegetables and flowers; 

I’ll still recognize that I’m outside the loop of intention and accept the cost of water, 

manure etc. Washer-dryers in the common house is a collective benefit, but clearly will 

benefit some members (those without these devices in their own homes) more than others 

(those with). Collective benefits are never equally provided. (2005 07 13, Email B2051) 

For example, the site was chosen jointly by the developer and a future 

community member (who happened to own it at the time), so in that sense it was not a 

collective decision. However, each financially committed member bought a particular 

site, and in that sense in the end these individual actions provide a collective benefit. 
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The distinction may be around the timing of decision and action. Many of the negotiated 

collective action agreements were made before any action taken (herbicides and 

pesticides were banned long before anyone lived on site), so their collective nature 

seems clearer.  

6.4. The evidence yet to come 

The most compelling data about the types of collective arrangements undertaken 

at West Branch, their success, and their link to individual and collective learning is not 

contained in this study. These data can only be collected in the years proceeding 

complete community on-site residency. The collective action studies in the literature 

often look retroactively at systems that have been operational for years, decades, or even 

centuries, and although I have a unique lens into formation, I am bereft with regard to 

long-term data on implementation.  

My decision to end data analysis as the first person moved on to the site is a 

choice purely for this dissertation, and I have continued (and will continue) to work 

with the community going forward. Therefore I hope to collect and analyze additional 

data on learning and collective action at West Branch. My choice to end with June 2006 

for this work was only made because the lengthy construction delays of the community 

necessitated that end point in order to complete the dissertation in a reasonable time 

frame).  
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As of the time of this writing (November 2007), all but two homes have closed 

(and they are scheduled to occur before year end), and about 42 of the 46 homes are 

occupied. Although I have not done any data analysis on information from June 2006 

forward, my own anecdotal observations confirm that these last 18 months provide data 

even richer than that discussed here. In particular, the implications of this formative 

residency period for the implementation of the collective action agreements are 

substantial.  

Community work days are happening about twice a month on Saturdays. The 

tasks to be accomplished are listed, and after the event, emails are sent delineating what 

has been accomplished and thanking the volunteers (by name). One community 

member has often fixed lunch (for a small fee) for those working. However, the 

community is actively wrestling with how to get all the community done that is needed 

on site. How many hours should be required? Is community labor tallied on a 

household, individual, or adult basis? Can people “bank” hours (and how far back and 

for how long) and can they “gift” them to a family in need? What work is allowed to be 

counted towards community labor and who decides? How is record-keeping and 

monitoring accomplished? What are the sanctions for not completing community labor? 

How and when are they assessed? What will be done about iconoclastic free-riders? For 

what tasks might the community like to “pay” outsiders rather than do them as 

community labor (and how will this be decided)? A community labor policy has 

undergone much discussion and numerous drafts. 
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The community has finalized a decision to allow use of chemicals to control 

invasive exotic plant species such a Wisteria, within very certain parameters. Roundup is 

not permitted, but the active ingredient, glyphosate, may be carefully painted directly 

on freshly cut roots of invasive plants, if appropriate safety precautions are used.  

Community meals are another topic of high intensity. In the cohousing literature, 

shared meals are an important component of building a strong community. However, 

many communities struggle with how often to do such meals and how to accomplish 

them successfully. West Branch residents are having common meals about once a week. 

Some are potlucks, and some are cooked by a small group, but attended by a larger 

group (typically about 40 individuals). Some of the meals are themed such as food from 

a particular culture, or in honor of a particular holiday. West Branch is facing some 

growing pains with these types of events. Too few people are volunteering to do the 

work, but everyone wants the meals to happen. The community is discussing what can 

encourage meal voluntarism, such as providing work-ahead roles, or holding fewer 

meals on week-day evenings. 

Other (arguably) smaller issues have taken much community “band-width” over 

these months of incremental move-in. Whether to have clotheslines on common space 

has been a large issue in the community over the last year, with both environmental and 

aesthetic values coming into conflict for community members. Much discussion over a 

long period of time has centered on whether to allow some members to pay for and 
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build a wood-working workshop, which might work like a private club so that tool 

training occurs and tools are maintained.  

Future data collection and analysis will include work on questions about the 

centrality of the governance method chosen. How is the consensus decision-making 

process evolving and working over time? Is the community becoming more proficient in 

its use, or do meeting participants relax the official rules in order to speed or ease 

decision formulation? Will meeting attendance increase or decrease with residency on 

site and construction completed? 

Communication continues to be a central discussion. Some community members 

want the emphasis on email to decrease such that face-to-face conversations can take 

increased priority. Others want more sophisticated electronic communications such as 

bulletin boards. A member has been removed from the listserv for the first time for  

allegedly inappropriate statements, although the community  had no criteria at the time 

for what would initiate removal, nor a policy for the process by which it would be 

accomplished or appealed. The member has been reinstated and continues to be actively 

involved with the community. 

Laced throughout these discussions are myriad examples of support and 

cooperation cost reduction, of use of and benefit from shared resources, etc. I look 

forward to continuing to gather these data and to their analysis for future writing. 
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7. Themes of Voluntary Collective Action Formation at 

West Branch 

What lessons emerge from my work that might inform those who wish to 

promote voluntary collective action in communities as a tool for improved 

environmental management? To answer this question, I identified the nodes in my data 

analysis that were “actionable,” meaning that someone could deliberately work to 

promote their use in a community. This process yielded a list of 20 nodes. I then 

distinguished among these nodes for those which seemed the most critical to the 

formation of co-facilitated community learning and to formation of collective action. In 

distinguishing actionable modes, I looked at a matrix that compared both the frequency 

(a count of number of references coded to the node) of each node, and its intensity 

(number of words coded to the node and a qualitative sense of how important the topic 

was to the community based on my reading of the data) to learning and action. Table 13 

lists the actionable nodes in decreasing order of number of coded references, which is 

also a very close match to number of coded words. 
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Table 13: Actionable nodes, sorted by frequency of coded references 

Actionable Nodes Number of references 
coded to node 

Number of words 
coded to node 

Support 417 44,792 
Home-owners association and 
governance2 

395 61,365 

Norms 314 37,070 
Decision-making method 302 76,761 
Communication 136 14,376 
Building community 72 6,731 
Commitment 58 3,260 
Meeting process 46 4,911 
Contingent strategies 44 5,421 
Cooperation 36 2,615 
Compromise 33 3,301 
Revising decisions 33 3,982 
Inclusivity 18 1,681 
Documentation 17 2,610 
Negotiation 16 1,736 
Dissemination 14 1,785 
Monitoring 14 1,392 
Reducing costs of cooperation 11 808 
Sanctions 9 760 
Mediation 4 348 

I combined some nodes where actions taken would address multiple nodes. For 

example, individual and community support was the most prevalent coded reference, 

and I believe it to be an important theme. However, “reducing the costs of cooperation” 

(although a separate node) is a form of support, and therefore was combined with the 

support node. As a second example, using a consensus-type decision process is clearly a 

prevalent theme in West Branch, especially if one incorporates the nodes summarizing 

the process to choose a decision-making method (“decision-making method”), the node 

reflecting use of this chosen process (“Home-owners Association and governance”), and 

                                                      

2 The node decision-making process contains data coded to the process of choosing and approving the 

method, and the node HOA and governance contains data coded to the implementation of this chosen 

method. 
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the node reflecting how meetings would be run to accomplish this implementation 

(“meeting process”). Third, information processing seems a clear theme, including 

communication, dissemination, and reinforcement.  

The lower prevalence of some of these nodes is likely a results of the early 

formative stage at which data were collected. For example, I anticipate that coding to 

nodes such as monitoring and sanctions will increase substantially when the community 

members are resident on-site and are truly implementing many of the agreements and 

activities. This may also prove true for other interrelational nodes such as cooperation 

and negotiation. Therefore, I want to emphasize that the prevalence priorities inferred in 

Table 13 are reported for West Branch’s pre-residency period only. 

This process led to a final list of 4 primary themes that were most prevalent  in 

my data analysis throughout the 5-year study period , and that provided significant 

contribution to successful progress and outcome. These themes are provided in Table 14. 

Further research might ask whether they are similarly present in other communities, and 

whether deliberately promoting their use could make a meaningful difference in the 

formation, types, strength, or environmental impact of voluntary collective 

arrangements.  

Table 14: Primary Themes Present in West 

Branch Collective Action Arrangements. 

1. Consensus-type governance 
2. Support and reducing costs of cooperation 
3. Normative pressures 
4. Information communication and reinforcement 
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7.1. Consensus-type governance 

Development and use of an consensus-type decision-making process contributed 

significantly to the successes of co-facilitated community learning and of processes to 

form voluntary collective action arrangements at West Branch for six reasons, which are 

listed in Table 15. Each reason is discussed below, but the choice of consensus 

governance was such an important one in the life of West Branch that I provide the 

complete chronological narrative of this choice in Appendix B. Excerpts from this 

chronological narrative illustrate not only the “bright” side of governance choice and 

process at West Branch, but also the challenges encountered. 

Table 15: Reasons that Consensus-type Governance 

Was Key to Learning and Collective Action 

1. Process and product matter 

2. Participation is promoted 

3. Majority and minority views teach 

4. Consensus formation supports development of 

collective action competence  

5. Reciprocity and trust correlate with consensus 

6. Conflict is beneficial 

Consensus decision-making is an inclusive process, not only because it welcomes 

participation by the entire contingent of community members, but also (in recognizing 

the impossibility of 100 percent participation) because it facilitates inclusion of all 
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perspectives (majority and minority). Its inclusivity leads to an important outcome for 

success – all should be able to successfully navigate and act on the rules for 

participation. This is well characterized by a combination of Baland and Platteau’s 

criteria for sustained management of commons that rules are simple and easy to 

understand (as quoted in Agrawal (2002)) coupled with Ajzen and Fishbein’s sense of 

perceived behavioral control. In other words, community members must believe “I 

understand this rule, and I believe I can follow it.”  

Why is governance process so critical? Cohousing communities are a 

combination of private property and collectively held property, and the community 

must make decisions to manage and maintain these collectively held assets. In West 

Branch, individuals own their homes fee-simple, but much of the property is collectively 

held by the Home Owners Association (HOA). Also, the community collectively owns 

and manages a common house, a guest house, a cistern, a garden, and a playground. 

Plans are in the works for a space to be utilized as a woodworking workshop, craft 

space, and greenhouse. In addition, many cohousing communities, including West 

Branch, form collective agreements that govern certain types of behaviors or actions by 

members. Management of both collective property and desired collective and individual 

behaviors is accomplished through a decision-making process that is developed and 

agreed to by the community. McKean would term this arrangement jointly held private 

property (McKean 1992). 
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At West Branch, after a two-year process of discussion and development, the 

community approved a consensus-based decision-making process, documented in a 

document entitled “West Branch Decision-Making Guidelines (2003 05 03). The 

Guidelines define consensus, describe the process of reaching consensus, and define 

techniques to get through situations where consensus is taking an inordinate amount of 

time or the community is stalled. As a last resort in such cases, a super-majority vote is 

allowed, where 80 percent of the households would have to vote in favor of an outcome. 

The Guidelines also suggest methods to have successful meetings using consensus. The 

full text of the West Branch Decision Making Guidelines is provided in Appendix C.  

In community decision making we hope to avoid detailed rules, to encourage full 

participation in the process, and to approach decision making mindful of our core values 

and open to the views of others. Our goal is to find solutions which serve the community 

as a whole. (2002 12 08, Email A944) 

7.1.1. Process and product matter 

The first reason that consensus decision-making contributed so significantly to 

both learning and collective agreement formation at West Branch is that not only is the 

product carefully crafted, but the process yields benefits both to the future discussions and 

to general social capital. The iterations of discussion, research, and decision-check (as 

depicted in Figure 8) that are integral to the consensus process caused individuals to 

better understand each others’ values, communication styles, and perspectives. 

Community members understood that with consensus decision-making no one could 

easily claim that their perspective had not been heard (except newcomers who arrived 

after certain decisions were approved). New perspectives, information, or concerns 
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could be introduced at any time, and the consensus process would, in a manner similar 

to the movement of an amoeba, enfold that perspective, and continue to work towards 

an outcome goal.  

This point is illustrated through the community’s choice of a name, which was 

one of the earliest decisions made (happening in fact before the decision-making 

guidelines were approved). Naming the community had a time critical deadline, 

because site plans submitted to the Town had to contain a legal name for the 

community. An early draft of the decision-making guidelines existed, and therefore, the 

community elected to use name choice as a pilot use of the draft guidelines. This name 

choice process took five months, and did not go smoothly; even after its approval, 

conversation and complaint went on for another two months before the community 

truly accepted the name West Branch. This decision was an unsettling pilot test of two 

different decision-making methods, both using modified consensus. The product of this 

decision (the name West Branch) was relatively unimportant compared to the gains for 

community social capital earned through the choice process. This chronology illustrates 

not only the benefit of the process, but describes important (mis)steps that informed 

final choice of a decision-making method. 

In May 2002, the developer asked the community to choose a name. Two months 

later, someone posted advice from a national listserv for cohousing communities (2002 

07 08, Email A369):  
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If I were involved in a community which needed to choose a name, I think this is one of 

the *very* few cases where I would advocate "consensing to vote".  

Do it in *one* meeting. 

* Have everyone brainstorm all the options they can think of in advance of the meeting 

and in the first twenty minutes. 

* Use a straw vote to pick a few favorites. 

* Talk about them for an hour and maybe generate a few more options. 

* Vote, choose the most popular (or maybe the least unpopular), and get on with your 

project.”(Cohousing-L Mailing list, 1997 03 29, www.cohousing.org) 

This email advises basically a democratic process, underpinned by consensus (all 

agreeing that the vote would be a democratic one). In fact, this was the second method 

used, and the one whereby a name was selected.  

In mid-2002, the community entered a period of open and free-ranging 

brainstorming about possible names. The specific suggestions fell into topic groupings 

such as community, sustainability and the environment, stewardship, connection with 

the natural landscape, or affiliation with the historical context of the site (2002 08 03, 

Community Names Document). In addition to specific suggestions, community 

members asked that the name be simple, positive, and pronounceable. This was a free-

form, rich, and open part of the process. 

In September 2002, the community tried unsuccessfully to choose a name at a 

community meeting using the (then) proposed consensus-based decision-making 

process (2002 09 07, Community Meeting Minutes). The facilitator first requested general 

concepts,  
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Concepts: special place, simple, positive, connection to place, geography, sustainability, 

peaceful place, history, community, habitat, etc (see previous minutes and website for full 

listing). …. A name related to native American dialects. Important that the name does 

not scare bankers and lenders. The name suggests association with… A name that 

includes the bioregion, watershed, or some characteristic of the landscape, geography or 

topology of the place or region. …” The name should avoid unpleasant associations.  It 

may be insensitive to use the names of former residents of the land, be they human or 

other species, in light of the fact that we have removed them so that we could live here. A 

name that makes the community easy to find would be useful to those making deliveries 

and emergency vehicles. Use the words “Cohousing” and or “community” as a statement 

of who we are. A name that suggests commitment to ecology. A name that suggests 

interdependence of people with people, the land and the larger community.  A name that 

suggests qualities of the people who live here. (2002 09 07, Community Meeting 

Minutes) 

and then specific suggested names, followed by a general discussion. 

The creative naming session was followed by a period of evaluation and constructive 

criticism of the suggested names.Use of the word “Cohousing” distinguishes it from 

community and tells about who we are and what we are doing. Objection was raised to 

use of the [using the name of the existing street.] Point was made that the community 

name and the street name should not conflict, ….The community may end up with an 

official (on the letterhead) and unofficial name (common use).  “Place” .  The [name of the 

existing street] is not related to an idea, concept, theme, of who we, the people, are as a 

community or what we hold in common as community values. There is no relation 

between [the name of the existing street] and the values, ideals, aims, vision, diversity, 

practices, etc of this community. Perhaps we could use a variation of an idea or a 

composite name that incorporates any number of words to capture the idea of who we 

are.“Green”, “eco-“, “bio-“, “sustainable (2002 09 07, Community Meeting Minutes) 

The minutes conclude by saying that “no clear favorites emerged from the discussion,” 

and that a Naming Team had been formed.  

Over 50 emails were sent about community name between the September and 

October meetings. Figure 13 depicts email frequency on the topic over the period from 

introduction to choice.
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Figure 13: Email Frequency in Decision to Name West Branch
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Mike, who knew he would be facilitating the October meeting (but interestingly who 

was not on the Naming Team), suggested that a different method than the draft 

consensus process be used for the name decision at the next meeting. 

…my proposal involves a process-of-elimination strategy involving multiple rounds till 

we arrive at a name we all like and can live with happily ever after. It goes like this: 

Review the values / attributes / qualities / etc. of a good name as previously discussed. 

Put all of the proposed community names on the board as a possible choice. 1st round: 

everyone has five "votes" [these would be slips of paper] and they vote for whichever their 

five favorite name choices are from amongst those available [write-in ballots]. Count 

votes and eliminate the 50 % of possible names that tallied the least votes. 2nd round: 

same as first. 3rd round: same as second and so on till we get down to five possible 

community names. Then, we go round and comment on the relative merits of these five 

possible name choices. Everyone speaks without group comments at this stage. Then 

group discussion (interactive) follows. Next round, each person gets three "votes" and 

we select three names from the five. Last round, each person gets one vote and we select 

the official community name. It is my hope that this method will allow all proposed 

names to be considered, allow discussion amongst the group, allow any dissenting voices 

to be heard, and yet move the decision process along in an expeditious fashion. …Please 

keep in mind that this is just a proposal. We will decide on the method collectively, by 

consensus at the beginning of the meeting in October. (2002 09 16, Email A536) 

Mike’s email also welcomed others to post alternative methods to the listserv (which no 

one did).  

At the next meeting, the community (after lengthy discussion) decided by 

consensus to use Mike’s suggested method. The preceding discussion included many 

interesting aspects of participation (i.e., who voted), which will be enumerated below in 

the participation section. The actual iterative naming choice decision took 6 rounds of 

voting, ultimately resulting in a very close vote – 12 votes for one finalist and 11 votes 

for the other. At that point the facilitator asked attendees to consensually ratify the 

democratically voted winner. The minutes document the ultimate name decision in the 

following manner: 
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Check for consensus on [West Branch]? No one speaks, so we have consensus (applause). 

(2002 10 05, Community Meeting Minutes) 

The name choice was contentious for six weeks after approval for three reasons. 

First, both those present and those absent from the meeting where approval occurred 

questioned the design and implementation of the decision making process. Because 

interest in the two finalist names was fairly equal, almost half of those ratifying the final 

choice by consensus were “standing aside” to allow choice of a name that was not their 

selection. Thus, this important decision in a community that was considering using 

consensus for decision-making came on the backs of almost half the voters accepting a 

second choice outcome (actually, second choice at best, given that concessions were 

made in earlier rounds as the number of names shrank). This didn’t feel “right” to many 

individuals. Second, the question of who should have and did participate became a huge 

point of discussion. This aspect will be discussed in the next section. Third, someone 

learned that another formative co-housing community (in California) was tentatively 

using West Branch as their name. In the end, the group agreed consensually that the 

naming decision would not be revisited. They also agreed that consensus was the better 

overall approach and that voting would be avoided except as a complete last resort.  

A super-majority vote is the final option for the community when consensus cannot be 

reached in a timely fashion. It is assumed that this measure will be viewed as a last resort, 

after sufficient discussion, and that most issues will be decided by consensus. (2004 09 29 

West Branch Decision-Making Guidelines) 

Naming the community provided a useful exercise for West Branch in trying out 

two different decision-making methods. The topic was an important one, and in the 
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heart of the debate (June through September 2002), represented from 10 to 20 percent 

each month of the topics discussed (as measured number of words in emails and 

meeting minutes) – the most frequently discussed community topic by far. Community 

members talked about how important this process was to West Branch. 

The 12-11 vote was not the moment of consensus. Consensus was reached after the vote, 

when it was asked if [West Branch] would indeed be our name. Everyone then consented; 

no one blocked consensus. I myself am not crazy about the name. But I saw that it did 

make a lot of people very happy. That works for me. (2002 10 11, Email A714) 

I'd like to start by saying that I personally have no need to redo the name decision. That 

said, I have some thoughts about the meeting and the decision. I was there, and I never 

once voted for [West Branch]…. Looking back, I can see a *lot* of things I would 

recommend changing. Nonetheless, I really support the name and am really proud of us. 

It wasn't fun, but I felt like a real community, making real decisions, for the first time in 

the six (?) months or so I've been involved. I feel connected to everyone in a way I didn't 

feel before. Really. Even though it felt like it was happening SO FAST, especially given 

how long we'd been talking about it, it was great to be committing to something as a 

group, for better or for worse. Even though I wasn't voting for [West Branch], I don’t feel 

like I “lost” the vote. I feel like I gained a neighborhood in the difficult process of choosing 

a name with a group of people I don’t know well now but I will be living with in a year. I 

felt like we took ownership of our community in that process.(2002 10 13, Email A756) 

Certain members of this community have put a lot of time into thought about the process 

this decision was to take, and a lot of time researching and combing through the name 

suggestions and value suggestions to bring to the meeting on 10/5 a mess of names and a 

method by which to arrive at one name. How are we valuing their time and input? 

Hindsight is 20/20, and of course after the fact we can always look back and say we 

should have done this or that differently, but if we always revisit our decisions in this 

way, when will we take a decision that sticks ever? Part of this is me not wanting to 

spend anymore Saturday afternoons revisiting and revisiting a single issue - the name - 

which we have literally taken months to arrive at. But part of this is telling me that 

maybe we need to discuss the process of how we arrive at consensus and what consensus 

is and agree to a process and definition before making more decisions on things such as 

values; because i see us facing the same problems and dissatisfactions with that 

discussion as we are with the name. (2002 10 12, Email A728) 

7.1.2. Participation is promoted 

A second reason the consensus process was critical to formation of collective 

action arrangements is that it promotes (even requires) high levels and many types of 
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participation. Increased participation in decision-making leads can lead to increased 

“buy-in” to the decisions made (because more individuals who will be subject to the 

agreements have actively helped to make them). Increased  buy-in with agreements 

arguably can result in increased compliance with the resulting collective actions. These 

features add complexity, but are essential for a community that intends to implement 

behavioral expectations of all members.  

At West Branch, members were frequently encouraged to participate in 

discussions and decisions about which they had opinions or felt strongly. Certainly 

general participation was encouraged so that quorum existed at meetings, but this 

encouragement is no different than that found in majoritarian decision-making. 

However, with consensus-type decision-making, if a group has worked for some period 

of time crafting what they believe to be a proposal that will successfully garner 

consensus, a single opposing view, expressed even at the last minute, can stall the 

decision. Therefore, community members understood that the most effective path 

forward was to learn of all perspectives and opinions as early as possible so that these 

could be addressed. 

The struggles of West Branch around who could/should participate, and what 

counted as participation are informative for those who may wish to promote use of 

inclusive governance. Even with a consensus framework, the membership of a collective 

must have consistent agreement on who gets to participate (Ostrom’s constitutional 

choice rules) in consensus decisions. This need is common to both a democratic 
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(majoritarian) and a consensus process – who can choose to agree or block in consensus, 

and who can vote in democracy For West Branch, this discussion centered on 

participation. How could people could make their voice known – did they have to be 

present at a meeting, could email or proxies suffice, could other members speak or vote 

for them? Who could make their voice known – each person, each household, only 

adults, only people who were financially committed, etc. Did the right to participate 

depend on stage of the decision? For example, in early stages anyone could participate, 

but when a decision was being made, only those with a financial commitment could 

participate. 

Defining “who” was a participant was a moving target for West Branch. Central 

to the definition was maintaining the highest level of inclusivity possible. For the first 

year, the only possible way to show commitment was to attend meetings and/or 

participate in the email listserv, and both were open to anyone who expressed an 

interest in joining, including neighbors and other outside parties who were not 

considering residency on site. All interested individuals and households were on even 

footing, working with the developer equitably in making decisions. One community 

member stated at a meeting that making the effort to attend a meeting provided 

evidence of a sufficient level of commitment to have input into the community’s future 

(2002 06 01, Community Meeting Minutes). As an indication of quantity of interest, at 

the end of the first year (May 2002), about 55 households had shown interest in West 

Branch as defined by participation via email or attendance at a meeting. 
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By year two, just as the conversation about community name began to heat up 

(June 2002), the developer announced that the site plan approval process had progressed 

to the point that up to 30 individuals could now choose to buy an official reservation in 

the community (not a specific lot, just the right to choose one when the time came). As a 

result, a new hierarchy began to form composed of those who had committed 

financially, and those who had not. This nascent hierarchy emerged just at the time of 

the meeting where a name was chosen (October 5th, 2002). Interested households signed 

contracts for such community reservations at a pace such that the 30th reservation was 

received by the developer on October 9th, 2002 (Email A669).  

At this point, the developer placed a moratorium on further reservations, and 

began forming a wait list with names in chronological order of expressed interest. Good 

reason existed to join the wait list; the developed had applied to the town to add 17 

more units to the community, and he was optimistic of approval. With these two steps, 

the community commitment landscape changed from a murky morass to a clearly 

defined hierarchy of (a) those who had a financial commitment, (b) those who were on 

the wait list, and (c) those who were interested, but were neither financially committed 

nor on the wait list.  

By the end of 2002, about 20 or so households were on a wait list, and the 

community was dealing in earnest with what rights and responsibilities were granted to 

the various levels of participation. At this point, the spectrum of participation was fairly 

complex. Starting at the “least committed” end, some on the listserv had little to no 
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interest in residing in West Branch (neighbors, those following progress at West Branch 

to inform plans for similar communities elsewhere). Some on the listserv had high hopes 

of residency, but were not on the wait list and had not made financial commitments. 

Third, some people had attended meeting(s), which could be in addition to listserv 

participation or independent of it. Fourth, some folks were on a wait list, but were far 

enough down that they had no immediate expectation that a spot in the community 

would open up for them. Fifth, the first 17 households on the wait list had a reasonable 

expectation of having the option to put down money on a reservation if the town 

approved an expanded site plan. Finally, 30 households had made $7,500 deposits on a 

reservation in West Branch, and they were in chronological order of deposit to identify 

the order in which they would actually choose a lot in the community.  

A corollary difficulty to who could participate was who counted for quorum. 

How many people, and from what membership/participation category, must be present 

in order to approve a decision? Prior to the first discussion about name at a meeting, the 

Process Team (the subgroup formed to develop draft guidelines for decision-making) 

discussed participation at several meetings (2002 06 03 and 2002 07 29 Process Team 

minutes). In June, Process Team members suggested that those who should participate 

in the upcoming naming discussion should be those who have paid money or “…are 

otherwise certain,” suggesting a broader definition of the highest level of commitment 

than just financial (2002 06 03 Process Team minutes). However, in July, their discussion 

was more complex. 



 

 188 

What constitutes a vote in our community? A person? An adult? A household? We 

recommend one vote per household. 

To resolve the issue about financial investment needing a stronger vote, we propose that 

(for now) we establish that those folks who’ve put money in will have a heavier vote (2 to 

1) if the discussion comes down to a vote. However, it is hoped that the consensus process 

will resolve the issues to everyone’s satisfaction; however, so that casually involved folks 

don’t mire the process, we would ask that they stand aside on a final vote unless they 

fully intend to be involved in the community. 

How do we determine the quorum? 30% would be about 14 households, but maybe that’s 

too low. However, an alternative would be to set it higher (say 50%), and then adjust it 

based on later attendance (households that consistently don’t participate effectively lower 

the quorum); also, an attendance list could be maintained, with households removing 

themselves by default after not showing up for 3(?) meetings. 

Perhaps set the quorum to the same level as a super-majority, assuming that it is still 

something like a vote; then the number is adjusted through attendance, so that we keep 

the highest number possible involved in decision-making.This is something of a problem, 

because the percentages of committed and attending aren’t the same. 

What should the percentage needed for a quorum be based on? Financial-investment, or 

personal commitment? We need to check with [Peggy] and [the developer] if they have a 

semi-solid number. (2002 07 29 Process Team minutes) 

The Process Team presented a draft decision-making process at the August 

meeting, which stated that only whose with a financial commitment and a signed 

contract could constitute quorum. Note that this did not define who could participate in 

discussion/consensus, only who could contribute to a quorum. 

At each meeting there must be a minimum number of community members present in 

order to make any decision (a "quorum"). We recommend that this number be a 

percentage of the households in the community. In the short term, this number will be 

based on those households which have signed a contract and invested money in the 

project (currently 15 households).  

The value of this percentage is open to question, but for now we're suggesting 50%, 

which can be later adjusted based on attendance. In essence, this would mean that 

substantial decisions can't be made at this time without at least half of the financially-

invested members present. (2002 08 03 Decision-making process proposal) 

The proposal sparked some email conversation about proxy voting.  
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A straight proxy vote doesn't seem to fit with consensus. For example, I can imagine 

going to a meeting absolutely convinced that a television in the common house would 

undermine every one of our core principles and must not be allowed to happen, then 

being convinced during the course of the meeting that there are ways to do it I can live 

with, even support. So I'd be doing a disservice to myself and the process by submitting 

my vote in advance of the meeting. What if we had the option to submit a brief statement, 

perhaps via this forum, perhaps via another person, outlining 

opinions/concerns/reasoning, etc. (Maybe even create a format for it.) That way the ideas 

of absent folks will be considered but they will not have the power to stall a decision that 

they just might have supported if they'd been at the meeting. I also think we'd have to be 

clear that folks could only expect their statement to be considered if they really couldn't 

attend...not just that they'd prefer not to attend. I wouldn't want these proxy statements 

to count toward the quorum. I'd like us to agree that real people have to be in the room for 

a quorum to be present." 

If a person is absent and/or out of town when an issue goes to a supermajority vote, 

should we allow their "proxy vote" to count towards the outcome? I would be inclined to 

accept such votes, provided that the person in question had participated in person in the 

discussion(s) leading up to the vote. (2002 08 12, Email A440) 

September was the busiest month for email conversation on the community 

name – comments were made by email on 20 of the 31 days in the month, consisting of 

61 separate emails. In the September 2002 meeting (where the consensus method was 

unsuccessfully used to choose a name), a revised draft decision-making document was 

presented, which contained new language about proxy statements; proxy votes were not 

allowed. 

In the event that a community member is not able to attend a meeting, it is suggested 

they submit a short "proxy statement", describing their position on the issues to be 

discussed at the meeting in question. This statement will be read aloud and taken into 

consideration by the group. However, it is understood that the organic flow of discussion 

may vary significantly from what was addressed in the statement, and therefore the 

statement won't count as a vote on the member's behalf. Likewise, the statement won't 

stand in place of the member in regards to reaching the quorum.”(2002 09 07 Draft 

Decision-Making Proposal) 
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At the meeting, community members again raised issues about uninformed input and 

silent community members (whether present or absent) (2002 09 07, Community 

Meeting Minutes). 

This led to a number of emails discussing participation. One thread involved 

whether the listserv was an appropriate venue for discussion (both because some might 

not have email and because some discussions were quite lengthy).  

I think that it is reasonable to talk to one another via email during the course of the 

month. In just a few days since the last meeting, we have generated any new name 

possibilities for people to consider. This is good. Also, the electronic forum allows us to 

weigh in on issues of importance to the community, and allows us to do so in an extended 

format. Your arguments below are lengthy and might not come across as clearly were you 

to deliver them extemporaneously at a meeting. Well, maybe they would! You might be 

an excellent public speaker, but not everyone is good at it. This format gives reticent and 

shy persons the ability to break into the conversation. (2002 09 11, Email A510) 

My thinking about the use of the list is that it should serve as a general discussion area, 

and so is fine for the way we're using it. However, It would be good if someone could 

generally be responsible for tracking a given thread of discussion, so that it can be 

organized and made available for meetings. I took on this role (among other folks) for the 

process discussion, and I'd imagine the Naming team folks are paying attention to that 

thread. (2002 09 12, Email A511) 

By the October 2002 meeting (at which the name was chosen), the community 

was close to having all 30 paid reservations spoken for (the meeting was October 5th, 

2002, and the 30th and final reservation was taken at on October 9th). Therefore, given 

the high profile of the name choice, at the meeting, community members raised 

questions about who would get to vote (those who weren’t there by proxy? Those who 

weren’t financially committed to the community?), at what point(s) in the process 

people would get to vote, how many votes people should get, etc. (2002 10 05, 

Community Meeting Minutes). Although the minutes are not completely clear, 
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evidently all those present, regardless of participation or commitment level, were 

encouraged to not only speak their mind, but also to vote in all stages of the process. In 

addition, proxy votes were allowed for individuals not present at the meeting. 

A waitlist began to form on October 9th, 2002, based on chronological date of 

commitment, and as described earlier, the community commitment landscape changed 

to a six-level hierarchy from those with only passing interest to those who had a 

financial commitment. The importance of this hierarchy was underscored by the debate 

in meetings and in emails about what it meant to be in one or another of these bands of 

commitment.  

In the days after the naming decision, a number of emails were sent questioning 

who had what role at the meeting, whether the roles were appropriate, and whether the 

decision should “count.”  

 I, for one, did not feel comfortable with allowing folks, for whom the last meeting might 

have been the first, to have equal voice in decision-making regarding the name as folks 

who have both been financially committed a long time and have attended many meetings. 

A name is a relatively small (although symbolically important certainly) matter 

compared to deciding on our values. I want the values to reflect the actual community, 

not the beliefs of casually interested people. Or even seriously interested people, but 

nonetheless people who might not stay to live the consequences of their votes. (2002 10 

10, Email A683)  

I must have missed something. Did people vote on the name who had not paid/signed a 

contract? I think I'd better reread our decision making procedure. (2002 10 10, Email 

A684) 

 “From the minutes, it showed that 17 of 23 paid households were at the meeting (so there 

was a quorum). The final vote for [West Branch] was 12 to 11 (or was it 13 to 12?), so 

there were 23 voting households. I don't know how many of those additional six are now 

one of the seven new members signed on since that meeting. (2002 10 10, Email A685) 
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Just for the record, 2 of the 6 households paid their deposit at the meeting (actually both 

prior to the voting). 2 more of the six paid shortly after. A fifth is now on the reservation 

waiting list. (2002 10 11, Email A694) 

 “I was confused about all this as well, and concerned until it became apparent that only 

people who really were committed were actively participating. It was a bit ambiguous in 

that it was a hybrid process of voting and consensus, and about a 'preference' topic as 

opposed to a community values topic (recognizing that values issues are implicit in the 

name), which maybe was not addressed specifically or sufficiently by the Process 

Committee. Probably a clarifying statement needs to be made at the beginning of 

discussion on each agenda item. As we had expected, we are learning as we go. (2002 10 

11, Email A704) 

As a househould who's made a commitment but won't be able to move to [the local town] 

for another year, will we be able to vote on issues by proxy? How can we be fairly 

represented while we live in AZ? It's not as if laziness or lack of interest are keeping us 

from the meetings. Perhaps this issue is addressed somewhere on the website and I just 

missed it. I've noticed that several other families from outside the state have expressed 

interest in [West Branch] and perhaps even made a deposit or joined the waiting list by 

now. I think it's great that the community is drawing people from all over the country. 

I'd like for them (us) to have a say in the process, too. (2002 10 11, Email A711) 

 “…we were out of town and did not vote even by proxie, so if the process was 

satisfactory to those in attendance, I accept that. I do find the process that went on 

confusing to follow over the list and I'm not sure selection by a one vote margin satisfies 

"consensus". Is the naming a place to re-view the process, or should we just move 

forward? (2002 10 11, Email A712) 

I would like us to revisit the name. I think we've learned a lot from our first attempt at 

decision making and I've been impressed--as usual-- by the thoughtfulness of the 

discussion here in the past week…. I would suggest that everyone who is committed or on 

the waiting list has 1 vote, those few times when we vote. Those who are very seriously 

interested, but not ready to be on the waiting list have no vote. [Patrick], in one of his 

posts, expressed concern about people who are planning to live with us but can't 

participate fully in the discussions because they don't have regular access to email. Is 

there anyone who doesn't? (I guess they won't respond to the question, but others might 

know.) (2002 10 12, Email A732) 

The emails caused some who were either newly or not financially committed, but 

who had participated in the name voting, to expose their voting participation from a 

fairly defensive posture. 
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I voted at the meeting because I paid at the meeting just prior to the voting. I know one 

other household signed on at the meeting just before me and I was told I was 27 on the 

list. So I know there were at least 27 paid households at the time of the vote. (2002 10 10, 

Email A686) 

I am currently on the waiting list, 2nd place …. I had contacted Peggy] that day to sign a 

contract. The only thing that has kept me from signing on before was a combination of 

qualifying for the Land trust versus being able to afford it on my own and also working 

with the idea of my mother moving to area and us finding a place we can live close to one 

another. (2002 10 11, Email A688) 

I am one of the folks who voted who has not put down money or signed a contract …. I 

am now on the wait list as #33. At first I was not going to vote, however someone 

encouraged me to do so because I have been "participating for a while on list-serve"...I 

think that was [Mike]. I confess I was concerned that folks who had paid and signed 

contracts would not want me to vote, however when I was encouraged to vote and 

someone else seconded it, I thought this was what group wanted. …If the majority of paid 

contracts as a whole is uncomfortable with my having voted, I would understand if you 

all wish to throw out those ballots and vote again, and have me not vote. How it goes 

from here re those of us on "wait" list who may or may not ever get to move into the 

community having opportunity or not to vote or have say remains to be determined by 

group. I guess someone has to determine who has the say in deciding if wait list folks 

have voting "rights" or if only those who have paid contracts are entitled. On the one 

hand part of me says I need to say nothing and wait till everyone else decides what and 

how this community/community is going to be and not vote, on the other hand if I want 

to live there and intend to live there it seems to me to make sense for me to have some say 

in shaping the community and for you all to know where I'm coming from up front and 

not "after the fact"--whether it is about adding washer/dryer connections to the 900 units 

or flower gardening…. Perhaps someone wiser than I can sort this out re what issues 

nonpaid contracts/wait list folks vote and what issues they don't. I think it would be 

helpful for me and others on the wait list to know that up front as well with regard to 

whether or not we will be allowed to shape intentions of the community without having 

paid signed contract--i.e. Are the post-30 units to be sort of "ad hoc" members of the 

community willing and able to accept all the covenants and arrangements for various 

simple and complex issues that the paid contracts folks have set into "law"? I can 

certainly accept and respect your decision either way and feel absolutely no animosity 

whatsoever, though confess it would make my intention and desire to live there be less 

committed, simply because I would feel like an "outsider" looking in waiting to see if I fit 

into the community after the processing done and community of folks committed and 

decided what's what--whether than discerning whether I belong in the community by 

virtue of response to my participation in the process of creating it. (2002 10 11, Email 

A708) 

 I guess I'm trying to figure out if the community is now Closed or is it still Open with 

regard to those of us on waiting list and others who might wish to add names to waiting 

list--and just exactly what does it mean to be on "waiting list"? and what does it mean to 
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be "open" to others to join "wait list"?Is it a passive thing or an active thing? All I know 

is that I will NOT vote again unless I have money down on table and signed contract, 

because I feel it unintentionally stirred up negativity and unhappiness & conflict where 

none intended, and can be easily alleviated by having "wait list" folks not vote...just 

don't know where that puts us if we end up in the community--For now I guess it would 

mean we would need to passively agree with everything the 30 voting households choose 

and put into covenants/"law". (2002 11 11, Email A882) 

The community member who facilitated the meeting also felt the need to explain 

his actions. 

In facilitating the meeting, I did not specify that those who were visiting / participating 

for the first time should not participate in the voting. I did not address the point of who is 

qualified to vote on decisions, but I continually used the phrase "per household." To me, 

it seems obvious that only those who are committed to the project have the right to vote. It 

seems equally obvious that casual onlookers and passers-by have no right to vote and 

should refrain from doing so. If such was the case, I would like to know about it and I feel 

the entire community has a right to know about it.  

If anyone feels that this oversight on my part as facilitator skewed the results, then I need 

to hear that said plainly and in public. The close vote gives you a solid example of why we 

are choosing to use consensus and not majority-rule voting as a means of making 

decisions. 

As for who is committed and has such a right, I would think that those who have given 

[the developer] a deposit and signed a contract have demonstrated committment. We also 

now have a waiting list, but are discussing what level of committment to require of 

people to get on that list. This will need to be resolved, because we want to encourage full 

participation, but we don't want to disenfranchise those who are serious about joining 

the community, but cannot sign a contract due to the situation with town approval. 

(2002 10 11, Email A701) 

Some people who had been present at the meeting talked about what the process 

felt like to them at the time. 

I also did not feel quite sure that people who were there for the first time even should have 

had the right to vote, however, I blame it on myself for not having said so, therefore, I feel 

I do not have the right to complain now. [Mike]clearly asked everybody if anyone opposed 

to having financially uncommitted attendees to vote in the naming process and no one, 

including me, said anything against it. I also understand we are all learning the skills of 

decision making in regard to our community. Based on what happened during the 
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naming process, I believe we need to set more steady and standard criteria for future 

decisions.”(2002 10 12, Email A733) 

I know, I know, I was there, and a number of households couldn’t be. And that’s one of 

the primary places I feel like I failed. I didn’t think hard enough about what it would feel 

like to be one of those households who wasn’t there. At the meeting, everything was 

happening so fast. So many questions came up that we hadn’t thought of before, and there 

just wasn’t time to address each of them. I realize now that what seemed to me to be the 

“finer details” of the process that we were deciding on the spot, were actually not such 

fine details. Like who gets to vote. I can’t explain why that seemed like a finer detail to me 

at the time, but it really did. (2002 10 13, Email A756) 

One set of responses to these emails involved a call for more careful use of the 

word consensus. During meetings, or in emails, community members had begun to use 

the words “sense of consensus,” or “consensus seemed to be present,” without any 

group poll of any sort being taken, and certainly without a community decision-making 

process being chosen. These cautions have the potential to yield benefits to inclusivity in 

future discussions. 

I have a request for the group. I've heard the word 'consensus' pop up several times 

involving topics that I feel are *very* much under discussion. To me, the word 

'consensus' used within our group refers to the end result of the process we've adopted 

for decision making within our community. I'd like to ask folks to go easy on the 'c' word 

until we are actually in process and deciding as a group. I think it's easy to hear a 

'consensus emerging' before everyone has been fully heard. A suggestion for an 

alternative might be 'my sense of the group's feeling' or 'what I'm drawing from the 

conversation.' I know these examples are clunky, and I'm sure other folks will find better 

ones. (2002 10 09, Email A653) 

Thanks for these comments. I actually even feel troubled by such phrases as 'the sense of 

what the group is feeling' because that 'group' doesn't include the people who have not 

put their thoughts into an email. (2002 10 09, Email A657) 

I think who 'we' are is also a little fuzzy. One certain criteria for a consensus decision is 

to know how many people are making it. My understanding is that both people who have 

committed and those who haven't are allowed a say in the decisions. I think the decision 

making body would have to solidify a little before a final process can be decided on. But 

I'll admit it's a eye opening thing to say in a discussion, and look forward to hearing it 

again. (2002 10 09, Email A662) 
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I'm sorry if I contributed to the misuse of the word consensus. Maybe a better phrase 

would have been, "We agree with the gist of what's been said so far..." (2002 10 09, 

Email A664) 

A second result of the controversy was consideration of what level of 

participation should be required, or what criteria should be met, to obtain a spot on the 

waitlist. The developer was not requiring anything other than a verbal commitment 

(including by email), although he asked that people take the wait list commitment 

seriously. 

…it is very important for people who have committed to being a part of the neighborhood 

to come to the meetings when possible, to meet and begin getting to know future 

neighbors. This is a big part of the community building. For those who can't come to the 

meetings, please use the e-mail to join in the various discussions. If you feel committed 

enough to be placed on the waiting list, please let me know and I will add your name to 

the reservation waiting list. (2002 10 10, Email A669) 

Some community members felt this was an insufficient level, and made suggestions as 

to what other options might exist. 

So what are some alternatives? 1) Having no waiting list and opening up the 

reservations after town approval under the old process. 2) Having a greater commitment 

for those who join the waiting list. Something like a letter of intent or a small deposit. 

Just something so it isn’t just a matter of sending and email to [Peggy]. 3) Not starting a 

waiting list until we discuss the process and announce it at a meeting where everyone 

involved has a chance to hear about it. Everyone who joins the list at that meeting and all 

who expressed interest before that meeting could be pooled together and have their rank 

determined by chance. After that it can be “first come, first serve” (perhaps all that arrive 

on a given day are also decided by chance). 4) Giving some weight to those who have been 

involved with the community as shown by the attendance at meetings. I personally think 

the third option is the fairest. In that scenario one’s order isn’t determined from when one 

checked their email or if they have email. (2002 10 10, Email A677) 

I agree with [Patrick] that we need to require something more (preferably a letter and a 

small refundable deposit) from folks to reserve a spot on the wait list at this point. I think 

suggestions 2 and 3 are both quite reasonable. Then, I think those on the wait list should 

be included in making final decisions. Those not on the committed list or wait list should 

not. Those not on the committed list or wait list should not. They can inform discussion 

certainly for ideas are welcome, but not make the decisions. I, for one, did not feel 
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comfortable with allowing folks, for whom the last meeting might have been the first, to 

have equal voice in decision-making regarding the name as folks who have both been 

financially committed a long time and have attended many meetings. A name is a 

relatively small (although symbolically important certainly) matter compared to deciding 

on our values. I want the values to reflect the actual community, not the beliefs of 

casually interested people. Or even seriously interested people, but nonetheless people 

who might not stay to live the consequences of their votes. (2002 10 10, Email A683) 

I'm not sure exactly how to make it fair for people on the wait list. Again, following 

[Patrick’s] suggestion of a security deposit, perhaps that could entitle the waitlisted 

people to a vote. Or if we don't take deposits, maybe we would want to weight votes as 

[Patrick] suggests. My interest is only that the "we" who express intent to stay by 

making some kind of financial commitment, get to shape the who that "we" becomes. 

And, certainly by "stay" I do not mean forever. I am interested in what others think on 

this. (2002 10 11, Email A719) 

After more discussion, the result was that to retain a spot on the waitlist, you had to 

provide to the developer a letter of financial qualification from a bank. 

The community remained divided as to whether people on the wait list (or 

attending meetings, but not on the wait list) should be able to vote.  

I definitely feel that people who are on the waiting list now should be able to help shape 

[West Branch]. That also includes voting. Those people simply don't have a chance right 

now to commit and I, as a committed member, don't want to exclude them. I also want 

the vote for ALL members on the waiting list no matter to how many meetings they have 

been or what number they are on the waiting list. I guess that most of them anyway 

would only vote when they are seriously interested. And even if there will be some people 

voting who will NOT move into [West Branch] later it doesn't matter to me because: 1- 

we have 30 COMMITTED households that can vote what right now is a majority to the 

households on the waiting list 2- I will have to live with decisions anyway that will often 

not be my favorite choice ( As seen in the naming process. I will have to get used to a 

name that I don't really like also I said so in the meeting and didn't vote for it. And 

that's ok )I don't feel that non committed members take something away from me because 

they MIGHT not have to live with the made decisions in case they don't move in. 3- this 

arrangement would only be valuable for a very short time till the town will approve the 

plan. Then we can look for another solution. So rather than people let watch passively 

when decisions are done for their future home, I prefer to let some people influence 

decisions on my future home even if they will not move in. One more important thing to 

me: Reading through the recent discussion on the listserv I get the feeling that people's 

serious interest in [West Branch] and the right to shape it is judged by the number of 

business meetings they attended. I think that's a rather simple view. There might be 

different reasons why people can't make it to a meeting. We - for example - only visited 
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the area twice and been only to one business meeting. But we've been on an 'intentionel 

community quest' since almost 4 years. We spent a lot of time and money in 

corresponding with different communities and making trips to visit them. Taking off 

from work and making a 7 hour trip with two little children just to come to one meeting 

takes a lot of effort. And what about the people that just recently found out about [West 

Branch]? Just something to think about. We are very happy to have gotten the chance to 

be part of [West Branch] and have high hopes that it will change our lives for the better. 

(2002 10 12, Email A729) 

Our point of view in this matter is that only people who are financially committed should 

have the right to vote from now on. (2002 10 12, Email A733) 

Though we did arrive at a "resolution" on the name, it seemed in follow-up e-mails that 

there exists a great deal of unease/uncertainty about the process and the name itself. …I 

know, I know, deciding on this name has not turned out to be fun, and we all want to 

high-tail it away from more discussion like bank robbers. But I think we deserve a more 

"final and satisfied with how it happened" feeling on this first big decision as a group. 

(2002 11 11, Email A878) 

Several wanted those on the wait list to have the ability to participate, but perhaps up to 

some point, such as up to but not including blocking consensus. Someone else noted that 

the community might be at a point where some conversations might need to be 

“private,” alluding to the broad membership of the listserv and to the need for the most 

committed households to develop social cohesion among themselves. A suggestion was 

made to cap the wait list at 50, but others disagreed, as a larger wait list might be needed 

to accommodate substitutions for financially committed members who had to drop out 

for various reasons. Nonetheless, the prospect of a large number of people on a wait list 

was daunting to some people, with the exasperating experience of the name decision 

fresh in their minds. In the end, consensus was reached on the following proposal: 

People who are on the waiting list can participate fully in the process up to but not 

including blocking consensus, and may not vote in the event of a vote. (2002 11 16, 

Community Meeting Minutes) 
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During this time, although the roles for those on the wait list were clearer, the 

roles for others were not. A long-time self-proclaimed lurker to the listserv emailed prior 

to the community meeting in March 2003 and asked about her participation.  

Is it okay for those of us who have not made a financial commitment or a complete mental 

commitment (yet) to join you all on Saturday for the meeing and the potluck ? (2003 02 

14, Email A1204) 

A long-time community member quickly replied, showing the complex dynamic the 

community was experiencing between welcoming newcomers in an inclusive manner, 

and developing a cohesive community. 

You don't have to be committed to attend any of our meetings and potlucks; new folks are 

always welcome. You may not know, though, that this potluck is a special thank you 

dinner for the folks at [a nearby community], who have allowed us to use their common 

house for our meetings. All of us are bringing double portions so they don't have to cook 

anything so we'd love it if you bring plenty to share. And I, for one, will be very 

interested in talking to them about their experiences with cohousing decision making, and 

won't be as friendly as usual to new folks. (2003 02 14, Email A1207) 

In May 2003, a revised West Branch Decision-Making Process Proposal was 

adopted by consensus (2003 05 03 West Branch Decision-making Guidelines). No further 

clarity was provided on participation other than the distinction between those 

financially committed and those on the wait list. Conversation about participation 

continued in irregular fashion (and still does) around the importance of participation 

and how to encourage it.  

Before, when we had 30 households, we usually got 16-18 people which worked out great. 

Now we have more households but the meeting attendance hasn't really gone up 

correspondingly.” 

One thing that probably discourages some from attending is proximity since for some it 

is a really long haul.” 
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If I'm out of town, or committed to doing something else I don't come Otherwise I'll be 

there. I think that people could build up feelings of resent if they regularly come while 

others don't. I really want to avoid that reaction.” 

Life goes in cycles, things shift around. Travels can get in the way, but also weekends can 

be very needed downtime.” 

Quite honestly, maintaining sanity is a big factor. Some weeks I just really need a break 

from all responsibility. Also some meetings I feel like we spend alot of time going in 

circles, though we always get something done in the end.” 

With the farmers market I am exhausted by the middle of the day. Some times I can barely 

stay awake to eat lunch, let alone sit through a meeting. I think one 4 hour meeting a 

month would be easier to handle.” 

One thing to keep in mind is that people are in different stages of life and commitment. In 

some ways those more involved are more committed to this community. I think those 

more involved almost have more of a right to make the decisions.” 

Sometimes I'm out of town, or have work, or an event.” 

 “Currently I'm kind of torn between living in [West Branch] and living in the 

community that I'm in right now. (2003 10 18, Community Meeting Minutes) 

West Branch has had to recommit itself to issues of inclusiveness and 

participation over and over again, as new issues surface, and as new individuals must be 

enculturated into West Branch. In these and other instances, in order to maintain an 

effective governance process, attention must be paid to recruiting and encouraging 

participation. This feature provides benefits for participation in the actual agreements at 

a later stage.  

7.1.3. Majority and minority views teach 

A third reason that consensus decision-making contributed to voluntary 

collective action arrangements is that consensus mandates that all views are 

accommodated, regardless of their place on a spectrum of majority to minority 
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prevalence. In fact, on any given issue, the community (and myself) would be hard-

pressed to determine accurately  whether an expressed view was a minority or majority 

view, because no voting or “counting” was done. When a consensus check was 

performed in a meeting, one could argue that a view was a minority one if a minority of 

those present expressed reservations (but perhaps a willingness to step aside for the 

good of the group). However, even in such a case, the views of those not present at the 

meeting are unknown, and often a decision was sent back for team research based on 

one expression of reservation without really determining how many others shared that 

view. Therefore, my contention above that majority and minority views teach is not 

meant to delineate which views fell into which category as much as to indicate that all 

views were instructive, regardless of the number of individuals who held any particular 

view. The primary point is that working together towards mutual ends requires an 

authentic understanding of the spectrum and depth of perspectives on an issue under 

consideration. Democracy is about finding the majority point of view, and democratic 

advocacy is about moving a majority of the group to a particular perspective. However, 

with consensus, a single person can block approval of a proposal, and therefore, the 

majority point of view has less value. The community understood this distinction. 

The great thing about consensus is that it addresses the minority point of view. It is 

about everyone looking for a solution that works, not just coming to the middle.”(2002 08 

03, Community Meeting Minutes) 

A big part of consensus building is looking after minority interests so assuming 

consensus prior to actually achieving it can be counterproductive It is easy to slip from 

the rigor in the easy going atmosphere of community building. We who ??? (2002 10 09, 

Email A656) 
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I think that the…the consensus model works in large part because you don’t have a 

resolution until you have lots of conversation. And although that can be exhausting, and 

it drives people insane, because they just want to be able to make the decision, I think 

ultimately what you come up with is…you get to talk enough until people finally stop 

defending their own position and think about what the other person is saying, and 

actually begin to listen. And although in some cases, that’s just exhaustion, in other cases 

you finally…it’s finally said in a way that you understand…you’re hearing them. (2005 

01 26, Interview with Tony) 

Now you know why we want to use consensus instead of majority rule voting. Voting 

creates a win-lose feeling afterward.” 2002 10 11 (Email A715) 

Pamela discussed how comparing her current living situation to West Branch 

made her appreciate the value of inclusive over democratic governance.  

[Pamela]:“Well we certainly have a homeowners association and board, and my next door 

neighbor is on the landscaping committee, and I could participate in that, but I don’t 

perceive it as something that cares about individuals. And I wouldn’t have thought about 

it, but I think that’s what I like about cohousing. And that’s consistent with social work 

values is the value of each individual person in the group, rather than coordinating 

individuals to the needs of the whole. 

Charlotte: Why do think you perceive the homeowners association as not caring about the 

needs of individuals? Has there been something in particular that … 

[Pamela]: Well, I think that it’s democracy – the majority rules. And the difference 

between that and consensus model of decision-making. [Pause] But that’s probably what 

attracted me in the first place. …that’s why the work is worth it to me, too. I hadn’t 

thought this through in that way, but that is why I’m willing to put up with the lengthy 

and often boring and repetitive discussions… because implicit in that is the value of each 

individual voice. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

Pamela perceived that her needs and interests were valued and informed the 

community’s direction, rather than perceiving that the community worked to mold the 

individuals needs to the needs of the whole (although the latter was often, in fact, the 

outcome). This is a subtle, but important, distinction. 

Of course, consensus does not mean that everyone agrees with every group 

decision. How was a minority view identified or defined? Just because a person 
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introduced a new perspective or stated an opposing view not previously voiced did not 

constitute a minority opinions – only a fresh one. West Branch identified minority views 

by using an eight-step gradient by which members expressed their strength of opinion 

on a particular proposal, which was used for binding and nonbinding decisions (2003 05 

03 West Branch Decision Making Guidelines). Only the eighth step was considered 

blocking a proposal; votes could be cast for the first seven steps and still yield an 

approved consensual decision. Table 16 lists the West Branch consensus gradient of 

agreement. 

Table 16: Gradients of Agreement for Consensus Decision-Making1 

1. Endorse: "I like the proposal." 
2. Endorse with minor point of contention: "Basically I like it, but..." 
3. Agree with reservation: "I can live with it" 
4. Abstain: "I have no opinion." 
5. Stand Aside: "I don't like this but I don't want to hold up the group." 
6. Disagree formally and willing to go with the majority: "I want my 

disagreement noted in writing, but I'll support the decision." 
7. Disagree formally and request to be absolved of responsibility for 
implementation: "I don't want to stop anyone else, but I don't want to 
be involved in carrying out the decision." 

8. Block: "I veto this proposal." 

Use of the gradient could be tricky. Even if the community could achieve 

consensus, if much sentiment was expressed towards the bottom of the scale, the group 

sometimes chose to step back from approval and continue to work on the matter. The 

facilitator also had to be adept at navigating and interpreting meeting responses. 

That they have to make some interpretation about where the group is, what is the group 

consensus, when you take a preliminary show of hands just to get a sense of are we 

                                                      

1 During the study period, the community never wrestled with what to do if someone voted at the 7th point 

on the gradient above, and then wished to not abide by the resulting “consensual” agreement. In reality, all 

decisions that were binding had no persons voting at any level below the 5th point. 
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making progress or are we not. Trying to understand this clarity…did the lack of 

response mean agreement, or does it mean lack of understanding, or lack of interest or 

care? There are so many different things that are very hard to interpret, and when you 

have on average of 30 people who changes from meeting to meeting, so it’s not the same 

30 people, trying to figure out what’s going on…is something else within the group, or 

within the individuals that we need to try to interpret, so there you…keep things 

progressions, but without… you don’t want to cut anybody off. (2005 05 02, Interview 

with Justin) 

The community clearly had concerns about how to resolve disagreements.  

My concern is primarily with those persons who are in the minority on an issue they feel 

strongly about. (It is possible that everyone, in turn, will get to experience being in this 

position) Can every one's concerns be accomodated in any one decision? In any 

seemingly bipolar issue, is there a third option that may take time to surface? Will the 

group be creative enough to find these alternative options? If not, will people be able to let 

go of their feelings? Such an expectation seems to require above-average maturity, 

flexibility and self-sacrifice from an individual. Will we, individually or collectively, need 

therapy to resolve the conflicts that may arise? (2002 08 11, Email A438) 

As stated earlier, West Branch asked people who were in the minority, or who 

were at divergent places on an issue, to work on a research team to craft a position that 

was acceptable to both perspectives, and then to provide that position to the community 

for further discussion. 

We are concerned in particular about issues in which the community splits and the issue 

may need to go to a vote. If there arises a win – lose situation, it might lead to hard 

feelings with a resultant decrease in community cohesiveness and morale….[I]n the 

(rare) event that the group polarizes into two non-compromising sides, the facilitator 

may choose to assign the issue to a small group (those persons who are deeply involved 

and invested in the outcome) for further discussion. … Would you (as an individual) be 

willing to commit to resolving differences that arise with a process like this? (2002 08 19, 

Email A447) 

Such a solution has significant implications for learning or belief formation. First, 

positions must be expressed to the community verbally (at meetings) or in writing (via 

email or proxy statement) in order to achieve a first spectrum of the breadth of belief, 
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and the strength of feeling about those beliefs. Future discussion may of course modify 

the end points of such a spectrum. A few quotations exemplify the teaching and learning 

process that emerged. 

Pamela describes below her experience in joining a subgroup, because she 

disagreed that rentals should be allowed on the property. 

[Pamela]: I think the turning point issue for me was the “will we allow rental issue. 

rental units issue,” which I started out saying “no, no, no, those people…we wouldn’t be 

compatible with them. I’m worried about that. That’ll wreck the whole neighborhood.” 

You know, and I observed people … trying to get to what really concerns you instead of 

coming up with a plan… getting to what is it that really matters to you about…And 

then defining that for myself that it…the critical piece was that I lived with people who 

cared about the community. And heard other people talk about who… [Frances] … she is 

very articulate about the people that she knows that are renters, and what they need. And 

I ended up on the committee, because that’s what they try to …that’s part of the process. 

If you’re stuck, you know, you’re responsible for working it out. And you know, we 

changed. We came up with a process that if…people wanted to rent, there were some 

safeguards for making sure that the people that they rented to were involved in the 

community and cared about the values of the community. And I thought was a very 

elegant solution, and it really did show that process …you can get to what people really 

care about and start talking about how can that interest be protected. You can come up 

with a plan that meets people’s needs. 

Charlotte: So, you said that was a turning point for you… 

 [Pamela] Yes. In trusting the process. And in learning about myself too. You know, that 

I can be just as…sort of blind to recognizing what the critical piece was to me… (2004 11 

16, Interview with Pamela) 

A purely democratic process can ignore minority points of view once the critical 

mass is persuaded, but with consensus governance, where minority points of view are 

voiced and listened to, significant additional learning is provided for those involved. 
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7.1.4. Consensus formation supports development of collective 
action competence. 

A fourth reason that consensus contributed so steadily to successful formation of 

collective action arrangements was that significant time is needed both to build 

consensus  and to promote the formation of collective action competence. I argued in 

Section 6.2 that collective action competence2 is a necessary precursor to voluntary 

collective action. Therefore, actions that support and promote collective action 

competence benefit formation of voluntary collective action.  

Both concepts take time to create. Bringing a group to a consistent information 

and intention basis takes time, but is essential to consensus. Bringing a group to the 

common belief that they can and should do something, and that they have the skills to 

accomplish it also takes time. This leads to a synergy where reaching one goal (achieving 

consensus on issue “x”) contributes to the ability to reach the other (collective action 

competence on issue “x”). As issues are discussed over time, both in meetings and on 

email, community members come to form beliefs about the importance (or not) of 

aspects of an issue, to form perceptions of their own ability to perform that action (or the 

ability of the community as a whole to perform it), and to form an attitude that this 

collective action has merit or not. Time is needed not only for someone to do this 

internally (form my own behavioral intention), but also to see that others are doing the 

same (expressed through group discussion or email), and to come to the understanding 

                                                      

2 Collective action competence is defined in Section 2.3.3. 
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that collectively we have the action competence to not only approve a negotiated 

collective action agreement, but to successfully implement the subsequent voluntary 

collective action. Having watched this community in action, I am convinced that this 

process cannot be forced to happen too quickly, and that time expenditure is critical. 

Ostrom agrees that time is a necessary ingredient to fostering collective action 

institutions: “I argue that ‘getting the institutions right’ is a difficult, time-consuming, 

conflict-invoking process. It is a process that requires reliable information about time 

and place variables as well as a broad repertoire of culturally acceptable rules.” (1990, p. 

14). Later in the same book, she talks about characteristics common to successful 

common property resource (CPR) units (p. 88): “The most notable similarity of all, of 

course, if the sheer perseverance manifested in these resource systems and institutions.”  

My consideration of this theme actually began with David Orr’s connection of 

slow knowledge to collective learning. He states that “fast” knowledge undermines 

long-term sustainability because (1) "...our collective learning rate is...rather slow.", and 

(2) "...the rate at which we collectively learn and assimilate new ideas has little to do 

with the speed of our communications technology or with the volume of information 

available to us, but is has everything to do with human limitations and those of our 

social, economic and political institutions" (Orr 1996, p. 700). 

The voice of the West Branch community provided for me the crucial evidence 

that time is needed (and can not be shortchanged) to achieve voluntary collective action, 
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and that the existence of an inclusive governance process is the vehicle by which this 

ingredient is retained in the overall recipe. 

We've just started making decisions as a group and consensus is not a rapid process for 

deciding controversial issues. (2002 09 27, Email A570) 

It still seems worth waiting for. We’ve thought about… ah do we want to maybe get 

another place, and it’s like, no, no. Let’s just wait for this. It’s really good people, 

relationships I’ve developed with folks have me appreciate how open-minded and honest 

they are. How willing they are to work out differences and talk about things and to listen, 

really listen to what other people have to say, and then…move…you know actually move 

from you know their previously stated opinions, or beliefs, feelings, to a position that 

accommodates the desires and needs of other people. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

[The developer has] made incredibly good use of the people in the community simply by 

saying “we can reduce costs if someone in the group is willing to…” and people are like 

“I’m right there…” It’s like who can object to reducing the cost, or you know having in 

house talent, or giving the job to in-house talent. It promotes involvement of you in your 

community and gives people a very strong sense of ownership, and I think that’s why 

people are willing to stick with it for so long, because of the investment. You put a long 

into it, you’re less likely to turn around and say “… I don’t know… I guess I don’t want 

to be here, because it’s too difficult.” But if you’ve already invested a lot in making it 

happen, whether it’s like for me… wherever you working with the neighbors, you’re 

working on the land, you’re working on the aspect of the infrastructure, you’re like 

committed to some particular project that’s going on, because you’ve been the one that’s 

developed it. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

 

That’s why the work is worth it to me, too. I hadn’t thought this through in that way, but 

that is why I’m willing to put up with the lengthy and often boring and repetitive 

discussions… because implicit in that is the value of each individual voice. (2004 11 16, 

Interview with Pamela) 

I think the consensus process has helped provide a little structure to that so I can say, ‘for 

crying out loud, let’s get this discussion over with, make a decision.’ I can think in that 

way, but by having the extra structure of so and so wants to be sure that their decision is 

understood or clarified or has more information, the structure of the consensus process 

has helped me to recognize that it’s OK to listen to what this person has to say too – this 

additional stuff. I’m sure if that’s clear or not, but it’s helped me be more patient knowing 

that there’s an end point, even if it drags out. It’s not like its’ dragging out with no 

purpose or just being repetitive. There’s some closure that the system is designed to 

enable eventually, so I like that. Like I said, we’ve put that into place here somewhat 

informally and it’s …(2005 06 01, Interview with Walter) 
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 I love the patience of these people. For me, it’s attractive because of the culture. (2006 05 

18, Interview with Kathy) 

Put people together for enough time with a more or less common agenda and some sort of 

community will emerge….I think a lot of time was spent (especially online) creating a 

shared meaning for what was to be accomplished. (2005 04 23, Interview with Lillian) 

I recognize that I am not defining the amount of time that is required to make a 

process successful. While not providing an answer, I will provide some data from the 

community narrative that illustrate their struggling with this very issue – how much 

time is enough? 

‘I would like to address the concern raised by [Tony] regarding attendance and getting a 

quorum. I have been intentionally selective in attending recent meetings to prevent 

meeting fatigue. I was fine with the values statement of two months ago and I like the 

rental and process proposals. However, it is personally counterproductive for me to 

continue to attend meetings where these topics are the primary purpose of the meeting. 

Basically, I'm waiting for the discussion to draw to a conclusion, and I have a feeling that 

others may be taking a similar approach. I would like to propose a possible way to address 

this situation -- could we use the 1st meeting of the month for decisions and the 2nd 

meeting (3rd Saturday) for discussions. Then we could all make a apecial effort to attend 

the 1st meeting, or send a proxy vote, and individually decide when we wanted to attend 

the discussion-oriented meetings, depending on our level of interest in the topic at hand.’ 

(2003 03 22, Email A1334) 

 

 “If we adopt this idea as a means of scheduling discussions and agreements, that will 

place a considerable restraint upon the final discussion at the meeting when we consense 

upon a proposal. If the majority of people are satisfied with the rough outline of a proposal 

arrived at through an initial discussion, and allow those who are passionate enough about 

the details to refine it to their satisfaction, that situation still requires EVERYONE to be 

familiar with and essentially AGREE with the full text of the final proposal well before 

the meeting at which we seek to reach final agreement. Otherwise, those who chose not to 

be involved with working out the details at the "discussion" meetings and subcommittee 

meetings might, at the "decision" meeting, decide they are unsatisfied with a particular 

detail or the wording and block consensus. 

Can you imagine how frustrating that might be for those who are committed and 

involved? If someone who works hours and hours on initiating a discussion, working up 

a proposal based on feedback they get at the initial discussion meeting(s), sends out 
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numerous emails, arranges and attends committee meetings, works out all the fine 

details, and then finally brings it to a meeting for final decision. And then someone who 

chooses not to attend "discussion" meetings or be involved with the subcommittee, who 

doesn't thoughtfully read and reflect on each and every community email that is sent to 

them, who has invested ten minutes in reading the proposal and familiarizing themselves 

with it, objects and then wants more discussion and or substantial revisions. 

I'd ask you to refine this idea a bit. It might create the expectation that those who do not 

attend the "discussion" meetings really don't have the right to comment on or object to 

the proposal at the final "decision " meeting. 

Effective, productive meetings are desireable. But good decisions that we can all live with 

require everyone's input and involvement all along the pathway to the final agreement. 

I really sympathize with your desire to avoid meetings that waste your time. Let's 

consider this idea of yours some more. (2003 03 24, Email A1340) 

 

I tend to agree with [Mike[ on this point. We've chosen a consensus decision-making 

model, and consensus by its nature requires extensive discussion. (2003 03 24, Email 

A1341) 

Ostrom describes work by Netting on communal tenure in high mountain 

meadows and forests in Torbel Switzerland (1990, p. 61-65). She notes that “Villages that 

rely on unanimity rules for changing their common-property institutions are not 

adjusting as rapidly as are those villages that rely on less inclusive rules for changing 

their procedures.” This infers that rapidity of change is a positive feature of village 

governance, and that more inclusivity gets in the way of adaptability. My reading and 

my West Branch data cause me to question that supposition. I agree that more 

inclusivity takes more time, but both that inclusive governance, and the time needed to 

implement it successfully, lead to stronger and more effective voluntary collective 

action. 
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The result of time spent is collective action competence, which contributes to 

negotiated collective action agreements, and which in turn contributes to voluntary 

collective action. Below, members talk about their response to the community’s 

agreement that only 1.5 parking spaces will exist per household. Note that the first two 

quotations are in emails to the community, which also invoke some normative pressure. 

Jane and I are fine with this. It's more good incentive for us to go to one car. (2003 01 21, 

Email A1068) 

FYI, we did manage to sell our second car since the parking survey, so you can mark one 

car off the tally when you're trying to figure how close we'll come to our limit. Hopefully 

that helps! (2004 01 20, Email B0248) 

 “[Jane]: The other things we’re really excited about and really into about [West Branch] 

is getting rid of a car…We have two cars now, and we’re going to go down to one. That 

just brings…Lori…for both of us…we both have the same happiness involved with being 

able to call the insurance company…. That day I hope to be able to go there together and 

say cancel! We sold that car. Oh, well do you have another car? No! [laughter] For some 

reason, it just brings a certain glee to think about it.” 2005 04 27, Interview with Jane) 

7.1.5. Reciprocity and trust correlate with consensus 

A fifth reason that consensus decision-making contributes so broadly to 

formation of voluntary collective action arrangements is that consensus building yields 

reciprocity and trust, which are important and correlational components of both 

consensus and collective action. I cannot say whether the learning created the trust, or 

the trust already present enhanced learning. “Trust may be a by-product of cooperative 

relations…, or it may be an essential factor that makes cooperation possible when social 

constraints and institutional safeguards are not in place” (Cook and Cooper 2003, p. 

234). In either case, the interpersonal interactions of the individuals who compose West 

Branch at any given time showcase reciprocity and the development of trust. Trust, both 
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in individuals, and in the process by which the individuals interact is key to formation 

of successful voluntary collective action. Trust develops through time spent, through 

iterative interactions, through a sense of the trustworthiness of others (their reputation), 

and through understanding the perspective of another (a function of inclusive 

governance) (Walker and Ostrom 2003; Cook, Hardin et al. 2005). The collective action 

literature is replete with understanding of this as an important feature of extant systems. 

In such situations, individuals repeatedly communicate and interact with each 

other in a localized physical setting. Thus, it is possible that they can learn whom 

to trust, what effects their actions will have on each other and on the CPR, and 

how to organize themselves to gain benefits and avoid harm. When individuals 

have lived in such situations for a substantial time and have developed shared 

norms and patterns of reciprocity, they possess social capital with which they 

can build institutional arrangements for resolving CPR dilemmas. (Ostrom 1990, 

p. 184) 

Trust is conditional. Individuals use clues outside of game parameters to assess 

the trustworthiness of others…. Past moves matter, especially in environments in 

which reputations can be formed…. (Walker and Ostrom 2003, p. 385) 

Members of the West Branch community understood this feature. 

[Pamela]: And we all agreed that we needed some system if the community was 

completely stuck for getting past that. We developed this super-majority fall back 

position. But I think the way the community has grown is individuals recognizing that 

they do not want to keep the community stuck. And there being more sort of willingness 

to “stand aside” is the term… “No I don’t agree with this, but I will stand aside for the 

sake of the community.”  

Charlotte: Why do you think they are willing now to do that?  

[Pamela]: Most immediate first thought is that it has to do with being in the process long 

enough to trust the process. That nobody…the community is not going to hurt somebody 

or run roughshod over anybody....I mean, there’s some trust in the participants too. You 

have to…see the process, see it work, and know enough about the people to see their 

commitment to the process.… (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela] 
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Trust was an important part of the consensus decision-making process. Through 

consensus discussions, individuals came to trust each other, and that trust could extend 

beyond a single issue.  

As a group, we have to trust that if one person blocks consensus, they are doing it for the 

right reasons. And that person has to trust that everyone will understand. And members 

that are absent have to trust that the group will make decisions with everyone in mind. 

This is how we'll make this process work. (2002 10 22, Email A707) 

The role of Frances illustrated this around the issue of whether or not to allow rentals. 

Frances and her partner, Angela, had rented rooms in their house for years in a manner 

that used consensus decision-making for all residents, and was almost “cohousing-

esque” in other ways as well. They felt so strongly that people should be allowed to rent, 

that they would have left the community if this policy was not approved (although I 

don’t know that this sentiment was ever expressed publicly to the community) (2005 01 

28, Interview with Angela). To move the community in that direction, Frances chaired 

the Rentals Team and emailed much information and opinion about the subject to the 

community. Her hard work changed belief on the issue, and engendered both in her that 

could extend to other issues within the community,  

The thing about [Frances’] participation is that I think it came at a time when we were 

trying to figure out how to do decision-making and about having committees and doing 

research and stuff. So, in some ways, I think it set a good expectation…it came at a good 

time in terms of letting people know how it was possible to be very thorough and 

inclusive in approaching problems. I think there was some teaching there for us that 

maybe we hadn’t talked about all that much, but I think it left a lasting impression. (2005 

06 01, Interview with Walter) 

 [Tony]: Initially, I was swayed by other people’s arguments that we needed to be 

more…ah….structured, more conservative… I mean that’s the kind of cohousing I want 

to be in, regardless of where my natural position is. Regardless of … people in the group 

who are more conservative who want to make sure that everything’s in writing, that 
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we’re covered legally, and that you know, that every “t” is crossed, and the truth is that’s 

not the heart of what we’re after. So, you’ve got extreme positions, and I think the one 

that I’m interested in is the more idealistic cohousing, the one where there’s some vision 

in what we’re doing. 

C: Give me an example where that passion was really engaging to you, someone else’s 

passion. 

[Tony]: I think when [Frances] was leading the discussions on the rental team. … I can 

definitely say that I want to live in cohousing that [Angela] and [Frances] are in, because 

they have lived the idea of community housing. They own a house, and they have 5 

roommates, you know, something like that. They’ve done that for years. And they have 

strong feelings about things…it’s hard to describe. They seem like really good people to 

me, and they seem really heartfelt about doing what’s right for this community. So I 

think when we were talking about whether or not to rent, there were some good, logical 

reasons why we would avoid this or that, and when it came down to it, it seemed more 

important to make sure that we could include a diversity of opinions and positions and 

ah…backgrounds and feelings, and that’s something that’s going to come from renting 

than from home ownership. Houses aren’t going to turn over that often, but rentals will, 

and they’ll bring with them you know a change of ideas, a change of inclination, and we 

need that. (2005 01 26, Interview with Tony) 

The consensus process is also related to reciprocity and trust in that people can 

choose not to participate because they trust that those who do will act or speak on their 

behalf. 

My general feeling is as long as the views are being represented fairly, I don’t have to be 

there every time to represent my view. So, I felt like anything that I would be concerned 

about about pets was being talked about, and that based on prior experience with this 

group, I didn’t think they would move down any road that would be totally out of line…. 

At some point, I sort of dropped out of that discussion, in effect saying I’m comfortable 

with the way this is going. I don’t need to further come to these meetings, or interject my 

thoughts, and all these thoughts have already been surfaced many times. If it gets to the 

point where we have to actually have a meeting where there…where you ask for 

consensus, I’d be glad to attend, but I don’t need to be there at the seven more meetings 

in the meantime where we’re trying to work our way to that. (2005 05 02, Interview with 

Justin) 

With [West Branch], I’m in the place where I’m really trusting other people in the group 

to make the decisions on my behalf, and that’s great. I do trust them to make those 

decisions. And that’s based on the email conversations, and the passion, and the 

commitment that I see, or saw going into it…. A lot of the online dialogue too. Some of 

the folks who I know who were involved personally in the decision-making, like 
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[Douglas], boom, I feel like I’m in good hands. So, yeah, the trust is …also based on some 

of my connections with people who are involved in the process, whether or not they’re 

involved in the decision-making, but there are a number of different people that are all 

involved in this process, and they are all people who have a level…a high enough level of 

trust to want to make this work for me. If they’re involved, I’m sure other people who are 

like them are attracted to it, and I’m happy to put my trust in them. It’s kind of like a 

web, or a network of friends, or trust relationships. These are not people that I see all the 

time, necessarily, but they are people that I have a high enough level of trust in that …it’s 

like a personal reference. “Oh, he’s good with you, then you’re good with me.” That’s 

how I do a lot of things. “Oh, this is a really good person to buy pipe from? I’ll go check 

with him. This is a good person to go to a doctor and get my strep throat treated with? 

Excellent, thanks, I’ll go check her out.” I tend to function that way, and I think that’s 

really common for most people. (2006 06 27, Interview with Harold) 

I really feel (having visited and been closely associated with more than one cohousing) 

that the very nature of cohousing is going to prevent the kind of uninvolved, over-rented 

housing development that people in this email thread seem to be worried about. Why 

can't this be an area where people can just trust that most people who live in cohousing 

are attracted to the concept of community--whether they're renters or owners--and that 

it'll work itself out? (2003 01 06, Email B1001) 

 “I initially had a pretty negative reaction to people buying a place and renting it out. 

And I think my thinking evolved when I heard people talk about it, and I also realized 

that my – that I am often more comfortable with real clear structure and policy and that 

lots of other people hate that, and that it wasn’t worth fighting. It seemed more important 

for me to listen to them and find some place in the middle. See, one of the things I decided 

when I gave [the developer] my check was there is no issue that is so important that I’m 

gonna tie myself in knots over it. (2005 08 17, Interview with Dorothy) 

Reciprocity is an important concept in collective action, and sits at an important 

place at the nexus of the learning process and the decision-making process in West 

Branch. The community members have trust in interaction with each other that is based 

apparently in part on experience with the consensus decision-making process that 

provides a basis for the community meetings. Withdrawals can be made from that same 

bank of trust with regard to learning and approval of negotiated collective action 

agreements. That is, if I trust you, I am more likely to respect your opinions, and to want 

to learn from you; if I trust you, I am more likely to believe that a collective decision you 
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participating in approving (but I did not) is one with merit for the community, and one I 

should follow (one where I will have collective action competence).  

At times trust seems an expression of comfort in what the outcome will be of a 

discussion regardless of the speakers participation (see both Justin’s quotation above, 

and the discussion of free-ridership below). Sometimes it’s truly an issue about which 

they don’t care. In yet other cases, trust is that the “truster” sees that the community has 

consensus on the areas about which they care, and the parts that are left to discuss are 

areas in which they are indifferent. Sometimes the “truster” knows that others who are 

involved will carry their voice, and they can trust in the outcome from that perspective. 

Some of these possibilities are about apathy or indifference (or perceived lack of 

applicability – i.e., I don’t own a cat), others are about parsing an issue into things that 

matter and things that don’t, and still others are about trust in others.  

7.1.6. Conflict is beneficial 

The sixth reason that consensus contributed to successful formation of voluntary 

collective action arrangements is that its’ structure allowed benefit to result from 

conflict. In an on-going consensus decision-making negotiation, the accommodation of 

conflicting views and perspectives provides significant learning to the community, and 

often led to different agreement and action outcomes. Members of West Branch 

addressed conflict either through techniques such as negotiation and compromise, 

postponement, avoidance, exit (or threat of exit), or obstruction. These mechanisms are 

of course often inextricably interwoven. During periods of postponement, visible or 
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behind-the-scenes negotiation and compromise was often occurring. What looked like 

avoidance might turn into postponement. Obstruction can be seen as a form of 

negotiation. The additional time caused by conflict (see section above) often led to a 

more consistent community belief, where less compromise was needed (or necessary 

compromise was easier) as a result of the interactions during postponement. I repeat 

here Elinor Ostroms quotation (first seen in Section7.1.4), because of its double 

usefulness.  

I argue that ‘getting the institutions right’ is a difficult, time-consuming, conflict-

invoking process. It is a process that requires reliable information about time and 

place variables as well as a broad repertoire of culturally acceptable rules.” 

(Ostrom 1990, p. 146) 

A member of the community expressed the same sentiment. 

You must understand in this situation that conflict can be good. Once a conflicting 

opinion arises, it leads to discussion, and growth and more comes into the decision. (2002 

06 01, Community Meeting Minutes) 

Conflict may be muted in my data, because of the broadly recognized public 

nature of the community listservs. However, at least one community member believed 

the reverse was true; email did not lead to more muted conflict.  

Essentially, community developed through a lot of discussion and negotiation, sometimes 

in meeting and more often online. And … the more naked or uncensored nature of email 

often rendered discussions more intense than they otherwise might have been. Whether 

that hindered or helped the process is another topic of discussion. (2005 04 23, Interview 

with Lillian) 

When sentiment seemed inappropriate or destructive in an email or series of 

emails, someone would typically intervene calling for more measured thoughts and 

words. 
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Well, we are in the thick of it, aren't we--experiencing the difference between theory and 

practice. Remember that phrase I quoted about "we all like to think we are open-minded 

until we are asked to be open-minded about something on which we are closed-minded"? 

I have been truly troubled about this email discussion, and personally struggling to 

understand both the process and myself. I want to remind us all about the principles of 

good communication we agreed to use in our discussions--such things as using 'I 

messages," speaking thoughtfully and carefully so as to not be judgmental or critical, 

speaking for ourselves only, being respectful of other opinions, and the fundamental one 

of always considering what is best for the community. I know, personally, it is easier for 

me to subvert these principles via email than it is if I am face-to-face with the people who 

are participating in the discussion. It only took me once of sending off an impulsive and 

hostile email, of which I was later ashamed, to recognize this. 

Having written and erased about 10 more paragraphs to this email, I have decided to stop 

here, with just this gentle reminder to myself and eveyone. (2002 10 13, Email A746) 

Such sentiments notwithstanding, conflict did bubble up to the surface on the 

listserv. I will use an excerpted narrative from the community issue of parking spaces to 

illustrate both the existence of conflict, postponement, and the benefit of the conflict. 

The issue of parking at West Branch illustrates the benefit of conflict to the 

community. Although the original site design allocated two spaces to each household 

(2001 11 17, Community Meeting Minutes), the revised site design submitted to the 

Town requested a reduction to 1.5 required parking spaces her household with 3 

additional spots for guest parking (2002 12 07, Community Meeting Minutes). Even for a 

community committed to sustainability (and in theory to fewer cars), this topic was 

controversial for West Branch throughout the study period. 

The reduction to 1.5 spaces per household was approved by the community 

through a negotiated collective action agreement, and was a result of the increased 

number of households (from 30 to 46), limited space on the site, cost savings, and 
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consistency with the community’s stated interest in environmental sustainability (2003 

01 01, Community Meeting Minutes).  

We, the future residents of [West Branch], concur that the proposed 1.5 spaces per 

household plus the unmarked parallel spaces on the access road will accommodate our 

vehicles for the following reasons:  

*Approximately 1/3 of the households have only one adult 

* The considerable bicycle accommodations will make it easier to have and maintain 

quality bicycles and will promote a culture of bicycle riders 

* The major shopping areas are only a ten-minute walk from the proposed neighborhood 

* There is a bus line on [a nearby] Street, a few minutes walk away 

* We actively promote alternatives to automobile transportation. (2003 01 17, Statement 

to the Town signed by community members at community meeting) 

Any household that joined the community should have been aware of this parking 

constraint. The community covenants (provided to each household upon request, but 

certainly upon making a financial commitment) contained the following provision. 

Parking. Parking at [West Branch] is limited. Each unit or Lot will have one (1) assigned 

parking space in reasonable proximity to the Unit or Lot. In accordance with [West 

Branch’s] stated principle of environmental sustainability, and its support of alternative 

transportation options, the [Town] Board of Aldermen granted [West Branch] a 

deviation from the parking requirements of Section 15-291(g) of the [Town] Land Use 

Ordinance, finding that 84 spaces are sufficient to serve the entire [West Branch] 

development per section 15-292 (a). Therefore, the right of Owners to keep in excess of 

one vehicle per Unit or Lot on the Property will be restricted according to the provisions 

set forth in the [West Branch] Parking Plan to be implemented by the Association Board 

of Directors. The assignment of parking spaces for motor vehicles, boats, trailers, and 

special-use vehicles on the Property will also be done in accordance with the provisions of 

the [West Branch] Parking Plan. The provisions and restrictions regarding the 

construction and use of carports are stipulated in the [West Branch] Parking Plan. No 

trailer, camper, boat, mobile home, or any vehicle other than conventional passenger 

automobiles or motorcycles or motor scooters shall be privileged to use the parking areas 

located on the Property without the express permission of the Association. The Board of 

Directors shall from time to time designate parking spaces assigned to the Owner(s) of 

each Unit and Lot and reserved for the exclusive use of that Owner. (2006 West Branch 

Final Declaration of Covenants) 
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As time went on, some community members began to question whether the 

number of spaces would be sufficient, and to realize the complexity of the task to define 

more detailed parking policies in a negotiated agreement.  

As for just ordinary daily parking, while I do the environmentally friendly thing of 

riding the bus to the University most days, that means that my car takes up a parking 

space all day long. [Walter] works in [a nearby town]. As we get older we become more 

dependent on the availability of cars, rather than less. So, like all the other topics we have 

introduced, this one is more complex than it initially appears, and needs careful thought 

and thorough discussion. (2003 01 20, Email A1058) 

While [George] and I support the use of alternative modes of transportation, we wish the 

parking constraints does not make us become a car-restrictive or anti-car community. I 

completely agree with [Victoria] in that many times having a car is more a necessity than 

a commodity. (2003 01 23, Email B1091) 

 

1. Are parking spaces to be literally assigned to households? (e.g. Space 001 belongs to 

house #5). (One proposal is that there is one space assigned and the others are treated as 

common parking).  

2. How do we allocate the number of parking spaces per household (if we allocate parking 

spaces?)? (by # adults, by # of bedrooms, equal, by infrastructure contribution?)  

3. If there are fractional allocations (say 1.5 spaces per household), what happens to the 

fraction? (Some options: no fractions, fractions become common, people can put fractions 

together and control a spot). 

4. Are there limits to how many cars a household can have? If so, how is this determined 

(by # adults, # bedrooms, equal, by infrastructure contribution?).  

5. Can I have anything else in my assigned space? In another, unassigned space? 

(camper, boat, trailor, working vehicle, shed, etc).  

6. Are we going to differentiate between parking for commuting and recreational 

automobiles? If so, how?  

7. If people park regularly in the parallel spots along the road, how do folks who might 

live in the houses along the street (which is any of us at this point) feel about that?  

8. Will we have designated visitor parking? 
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9. What about parking for motorcycles? Vespas? (2003 01 24, Email B1112) 

If someone rents out a room they will have an expectation of being able to have a car and 

parking space unless their is something explicit in their lease. With only 1.5 spaces per 

home this will become a serious problem unless the parking language is very clear as to 

the allocation of the spaces. (2004 02 11, Email B279) 

In addition, some new members who had not been present for the drafting of 

these covenants and corollary discussion committed to the community without 

recognizing that the parking constraint existed. 

I didn't realize the extent parking problem…. If we don't have enough parking spaces, 

and removing a sidewalk that is mostly unused will alleviate it, them I'm all for it as 

well. (2004 08 17, Email B800) 

Can someone please clarify the parking space issue for us? We were under the impression 

that we would have two parking spaces for our townhouse and that's what we're 

expecting. We have two cars and we need two spaces. (2005 10 08, Email B2482) 

We own two cars. We depend on both of them to get to work and support our child's 

carpool (in which eight families have reduced seven unnecessary drives per day between 

[our town] and [a local school]). Am I interpreting this correctly: Because I want to live 

in [West Branch] and support a lower-impact, more inclusive and more affordable living 

environment than the one I'm in now, we have to give up one of our cars, quit 

supporting our carpool, and I have to quit my current job? I don't mean for anger to be 

read into my words. But it seems that I'm missing something here, and I'd like to know 

more. I understand that [West Branch] is founded on endeavors to achieve higher 

standards and reduced car dependence. But the people who will live there are still people 

same as [our neighbors], with similar transportation needs to everyone else on the 

adjacent blocks who have kids in school or whose current jobs aren't on the busline. (2005 

10 17, Email B2521) 

I do not know the details of [West Branch’s] parking situation and don't understand 

what one and a half parking spaces per household means. My family has two cars and it 

doesn't make sense to me. (2005 10 19, Email B2566) 

Conflict at one point became personal when one community member proposed a 

market-based allocation technique. 

I would like to propose that we consider charging for a second parking space and that the 

income from that go into the HOA funds that pay for upkeep of parking. That would 
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reduce the needed dues of everyone (both folks with a second spot and those without). 

That would offset the cost of a second spot somewhat while keeping an incentive to not 

have a second car. 

A simple model would be: 1. The community designates how many spots are available for 

additional parking. (We may wish to reserve some for guests.) 2. People who want a 

second (or third) spot submit closed (anonymous) bids for how much they are willing to 

pay for a second or other spot. 3. The bids are ranked, high to low. 4. One counts down 

from the highest until the number of bids equals the number of available spots. That last 

bid determines the price of a parking spot for everyone (for the next year? quarter?) 

Example: 5 spots avaiable (instead of 20 or whatever we really have. 10 people bidding. 

Bids: 50 50 45 40 35 25 10 10 7 5 

I count 5 down from the highest and get a price of $35, so the top five bidders pay $35 a 

month for parking. 

I say this because I know I would be greatly influenced by such a system. I don't enjoy 

trying to determine who has the greater intrinsic need because I don't think you can win 

that. I do know that if it costs $5 a month I might park a car and that if it costs $35 a 

month I definitely would not. (2005 10 17, Email B2524) 

This idea drew heavy comment on the email listserv. Some of the responses became 

fairly intense and even sarcastic (2005 10 17, Email B2530, 2005 10 18, Email B2537 2005 

10 26, Email B2626). One comment aimed specifically at the author of the market-based 

idea.  

… I think you are out of your mind. (2005 10 17, Email B2533) 

…to which the author responded… 

Thanks so much for you constructive contribution to our discussion. Your thoughtful 

response goes such a long way to convincing me and others that your ideas on allocating 

parking are the right ones. I look forward to many a meeting with you where you can 

share such wise and considered ideas. I think [you are] out of this world.” 2005 10 19, 

Email B2555) 

…which led to one of the intervening types of comments with which I opened this 

section. 
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I want to raise the issue of respect for one another's opinions and ideas on this shared 

site, a core venue for dialogue as our community that is forming. In my experience, 

communicating by email raises the bar for misunderstandings because folks have no 

visual cues as to the demeanor of the writer/speaker. I personally feel turned off/offended 

by cynical messages posted to the site. It feels passive-agressive and unproductive to me. 

Although I'm certainly not a perfect communicator, I hope my energy is directed in a 

way that invigorates healthy dialogue and enhances the quality of our community's 

information sharing and decision-making. A special appreciation to those folks have 

consistently been respectful when addressing their future neighbors. It's going to be 

challenging to live under such close circumstances; let's take care of one another? (2005 

10 19, Email B2560) 

After three years of discussion about the issue, the community decided to return 

to the Town Council and request 10 more parking spaces. This was a formidable task of 

planning and political advocacy, and involved facing (yet again) in a public hearing the 

neighbors who had fought the development so furiously. The knowledge of the 

potential conflict of this issue for the community, however, strengthened the resolve of a 

subset of individuals who led the effort. The community worked long and hard to 

prepare for every aspect of the process, and was successful in achieving the additional 

spaces (2005 11 22, Email B2846). 

Discussion to this point had spanned more than four-years; West Branch would 

take an additional year of work (5 years total) to negotiate and approve an agreement 

specifying that one space per household would be assigned, leaving the other 0.5 spaces 

per household available for residents and guests, but unassigned (2006 02 05, 

Community Meeting Minutes). The agreement also stated that the community would 

wait until everyone had been resident for 3 months to review this decision (in particular, 

to determine whether second spots would be assigned, or would remain generally 
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open).  Figure 14 illustrates the time line for the parking conversation at West Branch, 

and highlights some critical milestones. 

 

Figure 14: Parking Discussion at West Branch Seen as Percent of Discourse 

Over Time 

During this five year process, much new information flowed through the 

community. First, people came to understand perspectives of others, including those 

who were aging, those who needed cars for work travel, those who needed cars for 

parenting duties, those who needed to park a car (even while they took public 

transportation), etc. 

I am writing to express my dismay concerning the attitude towards bicycle facilities at 

[West Branch]. I feel the equating of bicycles with kayaks and other items in need of 

storage, both at the meeting and in the survey, reveals a general flawed assumption that 

bicycles are a second-class form of transportation or a purely recreational item. I believe 

not only that bicycles deserve the same consideration as automobiles as far as parking 

capacity, but also that community support of bicycles (as opposed to kayaks and engine 
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blocks) is unquestionably in line with our values of affordability, diversity, sustainability, 

and community. (2003 02 02, Email B1136) 

I am in favor of the community providing adequate parking to all. This is for two reasons. 

First, it provides flexibility, folks can mix and match their transportation modes which 

allows them to better balance their enjoyment, economics, and values. Second, it 

encourages alternative transportation by not forcing people to choose between bikes or 

cars or the bus. If I lost my right to a parking spot because I didn't have a car or didn't 

use it often, I might keep a car just to keep that right. If having a car meant I had to store 

my bike in my 900 sq ft house, I might not want to keep my bike. If I don't have to choose, 

I am more free to explore options. The economics of car ownership is incentive enough for 

folks to get rid of cars they don't need. (2003 02 03, Email B1143) 

Second, the subject roused a good amount of creative thought on car sharing, parking 

space sharing, car pooling, bicycling, and vehicles that use alternative fuels to gasoline.  

Definitely car-sharing can be a little bit of work to manage, but we wouldn't be breaking 

new ground - there are many good working models of how this can be done, and it fits 

several of our core values (community, sustainability, affordability). Take a look at 

www.carsharing.net to get some good, basic information on this. My point is that with 

some carefully considered alternatives, and a little patience and trust among our group, I 

think we can make parking a non-issue. If even a few of us own one car- or better yet, 

share a car- that will make it no problem for some folks to have three. (2003 01 23, Email 

B1094) 

 “As a Monday through Friday commuter, I can imagine having a sign at my spot saying 

it's available 8:30-5:00 M-F. This varies a little, bit not that often. I'm sure there must be 

a few of us in this situation, and neighbors would get to know where those spots would be 

located, to direct friends/clients to them. (2004 03 06, Email B372) 

 

There are some national car-sharing companies (e.g., Zipcar, Flexcar). These are 

examples where you lease the car by the hour or mileage. This is a possibility for [West 

Branch], but [the developer] proposed another idea that is more similar to a company fleet 

of cars where there is better knowledge of who is using the cars and how they are being 

maintained (as would be the case in [West Branch]). 

One of the benefits of having fewer parking spaces is a reduced monetary cost (for 

construction) to the group. There are also reduced environmental costs in terms of less 

impervious surface, less space and cost to treat the water quality of stormwater flowing 

off the parking spaces, reduced material (resource) use, reduced use of habitat space. Also 

there are not a lot of other uses of parking spaces other than parking cars. The cost of car 
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ownership is very expensive when you take into consideration all of the costs involved: 

the car itself, insurance, maintenance, taxes, personal time looking after it. 

Other reasons the group brought up supporting car sharing: Environmental impacts of 

cars, Use of steel (non-renewable resource), Air pollution, etc.  

Costs associated with fossil fuels and the need to balance the use of it for things like its 

use in the production of solar panels and medical supplies versus fuel consumption in 

automobiles: Social costs of cars, Competition for parking spaces, Cars separating us from 

each other, etc., Monetary costs,   ‘Actual costs of owning a car’ tends to be in the 

realm of 40-45 cents per mile, Social Value 

Once [West Branch] does this (reduces parking, shares cars) it is an example to other 

communities of how to do this. 

…Other ideas brainstormed by the group to reduce cars in the community: 

Some folks might be willing to share their car with others on a mileage cost basis or 

something similar. 

We should also use the internet (Tech Team?) to let folks know when people are planning 

to go some place, like the grocery store or the cleaners. Then people without cars can car 

share trips with others. 

There are some really small cars in Europe that could possibly be imported that would 

require less space for parking 

There are four additional motorcycle spaces in [West Branch] if anyone wants to switch 

to this form of transportation. 

Use of motorized scooters and peddle power vehicles was also brought up. (2004 04 04, 

Community Meeting Minutes) 

Third, the community thought through some general aspects of what parts of 

their community are “common.”  

We could brainstorm a list of all things held in common beyond the parking, as a larger 

issue. We agree to pay for parking because someone else is supporting my use of the 

internet, for ex.  

[Lillian]: We can't have perfect equity, but we support each other through supporting 

commonly held property. (2003 02 01, Community Meeting Minutes) 

I'm only on the waiting list, but I thought I would chime in on this topic with one 

comment. I see lots of needs being stated in a sincere manner that at least on paper could 
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create a conflict. I also see lots of policy adjustments being proposed that tend to address 

one person's need at the expense of anothers. My concern is that the resulting detailed 

and complex policy will create a conflict where one wouldn't actually exist. It's as if I 

stepped in every time my daughter was having a problem sharing with another child--she 

might never learn to actually share. I'd speculate that a lot of people will be very flexible 

about their parking space and that they would be even more flexible if they saw that 

someone in the community had a special need for a closer space (e.g. due to an injury). 

That alone could solve the vast majority of conflicts. I imagine that there are dozens of 

other things in the community like parking that will be a shared resource. I would rather 

trust in our ability to share than our ability to divide up all these resources fairly in 

advance. (2004 03 04, Email B353) 

If we could, would we meter everything? Would we want everyone to pay the true cost of 

their own parking, use of the playground, garden, and other shared spaces? Are we just 

sharing these expenses because there is no way to divide them out more precisely? Or is 

there a community value where I say it is OK to spend my money on a playground 

because the children on that playground are part of my community and their enrichment 

strengthens the community as a whole. This is generally my opinion on the matter but 

when forces are in play to meter or count some things I wonder why it isn't done for 

other things. (2005 09 06, Email B1873) 

Fourth, as a result of pursuing additional parking spaces with the Town Council, 

community members learned first hand about the political processes in which their 

neighborhood is nested. Conflict – even somewhat ugly conflict – led to authentic efforts 

in the community to understand various perspectives, and to respond to those 

perspectives in achieving consensus. Understanding the depth of the feelings also led to 

efforts to resolve this particular issue in a manner outside of the community (advocating 

for additional parking spaces with the Town). If conflict had been more muted, these 

benefits might not have occurred. 

7.2. Reducing the costs of cooperation 

Formation of voluntary collective action arrangements was enhanced through 

many forms of support provided individually and collectively, and the result was often 
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a reduction in the costs for individual members to cooperate with agreements, 

community actions, and community norms. Members of West Branch were expected to 

know and do many things as a result of collective action agreements and community 

norms. Things that made accomplishment of these expectations easier was a benefit to 

the entire community. This concept has much in common with barrier reduction used in 

community-based social marketing to indicate means to improve the chances that 

someone will take a desired action. I am interested in activities that reduced barriers 

towards accomplishments of community collective action arrangements; that is, those 

actions that made it more likely that community members would take actions that 

would benefit West Branch as a whole. 

A collective can reduce the costs of cooperation in two ways. Both share the 

ability to actively pool knowledge and resources and synergistically overcome barriers 

to cooperation (maximizing the effectiveness of energy and expertise). The first way is to 

enable a person to more easily take a collective action that benefits the community. I call 

this active cooperation cost reduction. The second way is to enable a person to more 

easily not take an action and still contribute to the community benefit. I call this latent 

cooperation cost reduction. Latent cooperation cost reduction begs the corollaries; who 

does the work and who benefits from the reduction without doing the work? This is the 

ability to “draft” behind others in the same manner that bicyclists alternate leading and 

resting behind the leader in a race in order to maximize team efficiency.  
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At West Branch, I observed six different kinds of latent cooperation cost 

reduction, most of which supply positive results to the community. The following 

discussions will elaborate on the manner in which a common property system can 

accommodate, and even benefit from, an understanding that everyone has to contribute 

at times (to decision-making, to active labor, to following rules), but not everyone has to 

contribute at all times (times of quiet can be punctuated by periods of energetic 

contribution) or in all ways (one can contribute in ways that are physically possible or 

most effective due to energy, interest or expertise). In short, acceptance of (in fact, 

celebration of) these types of reductions to the cost of cooperation enhance overall 

efficiency in the accomplishment of collective actions at West Branch. However, the real 

test of these subsequent assertions here will be my follow-up work in West Branch 

studying the bookkeeping done in the community on workers and free-riders to see how 

variable each is over time and over task types.  

In addition to very practical types of support (providing information on use of 

pesticides in support of a decision not to use them; lending a car to another community 

member to aid in their decision not to own one themselves), general “goodwill” support 

led to a more vague, but also powerful tool – increased social capital. To the extent that  

a community  member provided a listening ear, a babysitting period, a bowl of chicken 

soup to another, the beneficiary felt more kindly not only to the person, but to the 

neighborhood that enabled that support. I wonder if future work can consider how 
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important is the support that is not linked to particular community agreements or 

actions to a person’s intention to cooperate with group decisions? 

7.2.1. Active cooperation cost reduction 

In active cooperation cost reduction, members of West Branch reduce or remove 

obstacles for others to more easily learn or act. Prior sections have provided examples 

with substantial implications, such as aggregation of data on an issue from disparate 

written documents, the personal work to educate on chemicals use, the arrangement of a 

tour to view geothermal heat pumps, etc. Many smaller examples also exist, and in most 

(but not all) cases, these actions are motivated by the desire to achieve consensus and 

motivate cooperation. 

I'll offer a 'Installing a Ceiling Fan' workshop to help enable any do-it-yourselfers out 

there. In the workshop, I'll guide folks through putting together their ceiling fans (you 

can bring your own and put it together or watch/help someone else) and I will install one 

in the ceiling, so you can see how it's done. (2005 07 21, Email B2099) 

I've put together a spreadsheet to help me decide what hot water heating options (electric, 

gas w/tank, instantaneous, solar) make sense from an economic sense. You may have 

additional reasons for choosing solar (environmental, other values, etc.) but I think it 

would be easier if we know something about the economics first.” [Note the email went 

on in detail about the results of the spreadsheet and how others could obtain/use it.) 

(2005 04 25, Email B1537) 

I was an organic gardener before, but being in an organic community makes it kind of 

more interesting and easy. And being – and I don’t know if it’s because of your – the eco 

friendliness of the communities, but people are just all gardeners. I had gotten [these 

mums] from another neighbor and this from here and there and we have a shared garden 

and then also there’s this spirit of, you know, you’re splitting your lilies, well, you’re 

gonna give me some lilies and there’s a lot of people so you have a high density of people 

who are committed to gardening… (2005 05 05, Interview with Lillian) 
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West Branch has many examples of such political entrepreneurs. In future data 

analysis, I am very interested in seeing whether the number of such offers and/or the 

number of people making such offers increases or decreases with time. I wonder 

whether the system of email communication has any impact of the existence or 

prevalence of these types of generous offers. 

7.2.2. Latent cooperation cost reduction 

Latent cooperation cost reduction allows people to more easily cooperate, and 

contribute to community benefit without action (that is to achieve the same collective 

action with less individual action). In essence, a person is allowed, even encouraged, 

perhaps even celebrated, for considering when and where are the best places and times 

to use their expertise or time. An outsider, or a newcomer, looking only at a snapshot in 

time or place might think someone who in not cooperating with a particular agreement 

at a particular point in time is a what is described in the collective action literature as a 

free-rider (receiving a benefit for which I did not work (Dietz, Dolsak et al. 2002, p. 19)). 

However, members of the community might know that a currently inactive individual  

has finish carpentry skills previously used to spend untold hours finishing the guest 

house, or has stepped back from active engagement due to the adoption of two new 

infants (and in their minds has earned a “bye” for community labor for some time 

subsequently).  

I am proposing that we, as a community, make the commitment to install water-saving 

devices in our new homes where it is possible. This includes not only faucets, 

showerheads and toilets, but other water- using appliances like dishwashers and washing 

machines. To achieve this, I am offering to install water –saving devices in your current 
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home so that you can prove to yourself ahead of time that they work and deliver the level 

of performance that you expect. You will pay a refundable deposit equal to the cost of the 

hardware; installation labor is free. If you decide you don’t like the new device, I”ll come 

back and reinstall what you have there now, also for free. (2003 05 16, Email A1424) 

This quotation above showcases a community political entrepreneur. Mike was 

willing to offer what could add to a significant amount of his personal time installing 

plumbing fixtures in other people’s homes. He offered to do this not to save water in 

their current (non-West Branch) homes, but rather for several other reasons. First, he 

hopes to increase the likelihood that, when living at West Branch, they would cooperate 

with a community norm (enter into a community action) to save water (thereby 

contributing to the desirable collective good of water conservation). No collective 

agreement existed (or was under discussion) that mandated water –saving devices, or 

that limited water use, but he is clearly making a point that this matter is of high 

importance to him, and that he will invest in making it a matter of higher importance to 

others. Second, he is notifying other community members that individual efforts 

improve collective performance. Therefore, this concept is not just about tolerating some 

non-participatory percent of time, or percent of community membership. It’s a much 

more positive concept – that understanding how each members areas of expertise, 

availability of time, and/or personal life circumstances play into the community’s needs 

for actions that make collective arrangements successful results in the right person doing 

the right job. The concept is about efficiency enhancement.  

As a further example at West Branch, the community jointly owned, used, and 

maintained photovoltaic cells to provide power to the common and guest houses, and 
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installed a cistern to collect roof rainwater for gardening and to flush toilets in the 

common house. Although the decisions to buy the photovoltaic cells and the cistern 

were negotiated ones (they constituted completed voluntary collective actions), 

knowledge and behavior in the community around the actions did not have to be 

consistent at all. Some members were excited to do the maintenance work on the cistern 

or photovoltaic cells.  

There will be those devices that need to be maintained and monitored and whatever else. I 

would like to have a role with that. …I would like to see them, if something breaks, how 

do you fix it. If there’s something that needs to be fixed, and a cost involved with that. I 

think its something I’m totally interested in!...More toys! You should see me at work…oh 

wow! An acoustic Doppler current profile. (2005 04 27, Interview with Jane) 

However, other members who might never do any of the maintenance work (much less 

understand how the equipment worked) would benefit from its presence, would know 

that it would be maintained and repaired, and would feel positively about it. 

And the cistern…I still do not know what is a cistern? Another good thing…I didn’t 

even know we had that, and we can use the rainwater again and for gardening and all 

that. But how exactly does that work? (2005 05 04, Interview with Judith) 

This sentiment was repeatedly expressed by community members. 

…some of the building components …increased my knowledge and I wouldn’t say really 

to a very high degree, I mean I don’t feel like I could go and talk to people about solar 

energy design or solar panels very much, a bit. Just a little bit. (2005 05 11, Interview 

with Douglas) 

 [Using low-VOC paints is a] good example of doing that more deliberately and being 

delighted that someone knows more and can lead me in that direction without me having 

to do the research myself. But all of that is real consistent with Walter’s and my values, 

and it’s really expanding our knowledge. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

Well, I think it’s mainly the environmentally friendly technologies. You know how I said 

that it’s hard for me to understand. I am a supporter of that, but I am just …put in 

everything as good as it gets, and don’t ask me those things….I do not like to think a lot 
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about technological stuff. I mean by that do it as environmentally friendly as it gets, but 

maybe I do not want to know about all those details or have to make decisions about it. 

(2005 05 04, Interview with Judith) 

…in terms of the environmental stuff, it looked to me like an opportunity to have a little 

more environmentally friendly place to live, without having to do it all by myself. Trying 

to build something and negotiate with contractors about what…how to put in solar 

panels, or how to do this, or how to do that. The fact that the whole community was doing 

it seemed like a good way to accomplish a lot in that direction than I would otherwise…. 

I’m with people who value that and they just value it, they have the knowledge, 

information, and contacts. I think the people I’m living with now would say, well yeah 

that’d be a good thing, and it’s be best, and we should do that. In terms of knowing who 

to call, or how to go about it, they would be starting from scratch. I think that’s 

the…starting in a community that has some interest in that was very appealing. (2005 

06 01, Interview with Walter) 

Of interest to me are not only the task oriented credits people earn (maintaining 

solar mechanical equipment, or tallying community labor hours) but whether or not 

over time credit will be given for the more vague (but arguably no less important) 

features of community building. How do you value (or do you value) the person in the 

community who successfully reaches out to the true “shirkers” (those who truly never 

participate) and draws them in, or the person who notices new personal needs in the 

community and enables assistance towards those needs, or the person who consistently 

takes the time to answer newcomers questions patiently, or the person whose presence 

on volunteer boards in the community provides a visible and credible face to the larger 

municipality for West Branch?  

Are these behaviors examples of free-riding? Are they synonymous with 

shirking, features of collective action to be minimized through design of negotiated 

agreements, monitoring rules, and planned sanctions? In other words, are they benefit 

without appropriate participation? Ostrom lists free-ridership as one of a common set of 
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problems or temptations that must be addressed (sister problems including commitment 

problems, supply of new institutions, and monitoring compliance) in order for 

community members to receive sustained joint benefits (1990, pp. 27 and 29). McCay 

calls free-ridership a “perversity of public goods and common rights” (2001, p. 185). 

Dietz et al. suggest that preventing access to the resource by free-riders is a “core 

problem” (2002, p. 19).  

Data from West Branch support the view that latent cooperation cost reduction 

deserves a richer and more positive reputation than that of free-ridership. Rather than 

something to be completely avoided, these means to increase cooperation were a 

contingent strategy3, a form of the very useful tool of reciprocity “tit-for-tat.” Seen over 

time, task, and space, maximizing efficiency by permitting people to choose their 

service, their time of service, etc., has the potential to provide synergistic gains to overall 

collective action efficiency. 

A “dark side” to free-riding does exist, and a community can not turn a blind eye 

to what Russell Hardin calls “iconoclastic free riding” – habitual and severe free-riding 

without expectation of sanction (he describes those who partake in this behavior as 

“rationally determined cantankerous people” who free ride “obstinately” (1982, p. 182)). 

This is free-riding that incorporates lack of effort on any community effort of value over 

a long period of time. While not denying that obstinate free-riding curmudgeons exist, I 

                                                      

3 Ostrom defines contingent strategy as “a whole class of planned actions that are contingent on conditions 

in the world.” Ostrom, E. (1990). Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective 

Action. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 280. 
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contend that some tolerance of free-riding in time and in task lead to enhancements in 

overall community collective action efficiency, providing a strength, flexibility, and 

richness to the communal collective. 

This points out an important problematic dynamic in collective action and 

common property arrangements – that working towards fairness in contribution from 

all participants can squelch differences in skills and expertise, enthusiasm and energy, 

time availability, etc., whose use maximizes efficiencies that the community desires. 

Time combined with interaction yields a “social capital” that includes considerable 

information about where people can contribute with comparative advantage, and where 

people might avoid contribution because of lack of skill (in fact perhaps ability to do 

harm). The intense, frequent, and long-lived interactions at West Branch result in 

knowledge of strengths and weaknesses of other members, and information about the 

temporal nature of these, such as someone with more time when out of a job, or 

someone with less interest because of an upcoming job move that will remove them 

from the community. With these types of information, individuals might be given 

permission to shirk, and this might actually be in the best overall interest of the 

community.  

I want to provide the West Branch voice for this concept, and my interpretation 

of that voice, in the context of 6 themes that describe various rationales given by 

individuals for “free-riding” (with the caveat that I might consider this permissible or 

even beneficial shirking). Within these themes is also contained the concept of who was 
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doing which tasks at which time, so that this system could privilege those who worked 

and expect future work from those who did not.  

� Trust in the process 

� Trust in individual(s) 

� Resource allocation 

� Disconnection 

� Disinterest 

� Iconoclastic free-riding 

The primary area where group work was needed in the formative years of West Branch 

was attendance at monthly (or semi-monthly) community meetings. All community 

decisions are made at these meetings (none by email or other methods), and therefore, 

community progress is many ways dependent on meeting attendance. Therefore, 

meeting attendance, or free-riding by not attending meetings, will be the exemplar data I 

will use to illustrate the 6 themes above.  

7.2.2.1. Trust in the process: 

Individuals often chose not to attend meetings, because they trusted the 

consensus process, their fellow meeting attendees as a group, or both. The believed that 

the consensus process would be followed, and that their interests would be upheld 

whether or not they attended. Sometimes, the non-attender knew that any aspects of a 

decision important to them had already been integrated into the draft decision under 
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discussion, and knew that they were comfortable with any future modification or 

revision that would be made to render a final and approved document. Sometimes, the 

non-attender expressed that their trust was specific to this group; they had seen this 

group implement the process enough that they trusted the combination of this group 

with this process. In other words, these members felt they had their say on an issue, and 

could miss meetings without penalty to the outcomes that mattered to them.  

At some point, I felt like we had beaten this about to death. …it seemed to be working its 

way down to a couple of options or understandings that seemed reasonable. …I sort of 

dropped out of that discussion, in effect saying I’m comfortable with the way this is 

going. I don’t need to further come to these meetings, or interject my thoughts, and all 

these thoughts have already been surfaced many times. If it gets to the point where we 

have to actually have a meeting where … you ask for consensus, I’d be glad to attend, but 

I don’t need to be there at the seven more meetings in the meantime where we’re trying to 

work our way to that. (2005 05 02, Interview with Justin) 

I think we really need to figure out why people aren't coming. Is it because they trust the 

group to make the right decision? In this case, maybe we don't actually need quorum. 

(2003 10 18, Community Meeting Minutes) 

Basically, I looked at it as having two constituent groups. Either you’re a pet owner, or 

you’re not. If you’re a pet owner, you have certain concerns; if you’re not, you have what 

would be some of the same concerns as pet owners, but some that are typically going to be 

what effect will this have on me? Very quickly, I thought that there was enough 

representation of views within the group of people who were actively either being pet-

owners or not pet-owners, that my view would simply be an addition to what was already 

being viewed, and so the idea is not how many people will line up on one side versus 

another side and take votes. My general feeling is as long as the views are being 

represented fairly, I don’t have to be there every time to represent my view. So, I felt like 

anything that I would be concerned about pets was being talked about, and that based on 

prior experience with this group, I didn’t think they would move down any road that 

would be totally out of line. …Essentially, they’ll work these down into some thing and 

people would say these are the guidelines for the community (2005 05 02, Interview with 

Justin) 

I think trust is a huge part of this. If you are absent you are responsible for making a 

choice, either let people that will be in attendance know your views, or trust that the 

group will make the appropriate decisions. (2003 10 18, Community Meeting Minutes). 
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These quotations convey a comfort with the process, and a belief that the non-attenders 

thoughts had been heard (or expressed by others) to the point that their participation 

and expression was not needed. Further, these quotations point to the fact that, with a 

consensus decision process, numbers only matter when a quorum tally is needed to 

finalize an issue. Prior to that, one person advocating a particular point of view is all that 

is needed to garner its inclusion or exclusion (or issue blockage). 

7.2.2.2. Trust in individuals 

As opposed to trusting the process or group, some people chose not to attend, 

because they trusted a specific person or persons to carry their view through. At times, 

that was trust that a specific point of view would be championed (or thwarted) 

authentically, and at times that was a trust that someone in particular had more 

expertise or experience, and therefore could and should carry the non-attenders “proxy” 

forward. Community members expressed trust that others would make good decisions 

on their behalf. Note that at times this was a specific person, and at times it was a 

generally expressed trust.  

I’d be happy to defer my decision-making responsibility and power to other folks who 

really care and who really want to do that. If there’s an issue that I feel so strongly and 

passionately about, I’d show up and speak about it, but for the most part, I’m happy to let 

others who really want to be in that role take the reins and guide this horse or guide this 

carriage. I feel really solid about my involvement, and what decisions are important for 

me to make, and which ones I care less about. Or ones that I really trust others who want 

to make them to have. With [West Branch], I’m in the place where I’m really trusting 

other people in the group to make the decisions on my behalf, and that’s great. I do trust 

them to make those decisions. And that’s based on the email conversations, and the 

passion, and the commitment that I see, or saw going into it. A lot of the online dialogue 

too. Some of the folks who I know who were involved personally in the decision-making, 
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like [Douglas], boom, I feel like I’m in good hands. So, yeah, the trust is based on …it’s 

also based on some of my connections with people who are involved in the process, 

whether or not they’re involved in the decision-making, but here are a number of different 

people that are all involved in this process, and they are all people who have a level…a 

high enough level of trust to want to make this work for me. If they’re involved, I’m sure 

other people who are like them are attracted to it, and I’m happy to put my trust in them. 

It’s kind of like a web, or a network of friends, or trust relationships. These are not people 

that I see all the time, necessarily, but they are people that I have a high enough level of 

trust in that …it’s like a personal reference. “Oh, he’s good with you, then you’re good 

with me.” That’s how I do a lot of things.” [2006 06 27, Interview with Harold) 

 “I didn’t read a single word of it. I just deleted those emails. I was with [Mike] on that. I 

thought that he had a cogent argument. He had the background and experience to… 

facilitate that discussion, and to… give us some good options…so I was like go on … you 

got my vote. No trouble there. …that was a case where I was really happy to defer that to 

someone else. (2005 02 03, Interview with Dennis)  

…these [green-building practices] are good examples of [being environmentally oriented] 

more deliberately and being delighted that someone knows more and can lead me in that 

direction without me having to do the research myself (2004 11 16, Interview with 

Pamela)” 

7.2.2.3. Resource allocation 

 Frequently, community members spoke to their need to juggle work, personal 

issues, community needs, and other personal priorities.  

[Mike] spoke about a week ago to wishing some parents had been present on Sunday to 

share perspective with the [neighbors] et al. I seriously thought about coming and 

deliberately stayed away because I need to spend time with [my son] on the weekends, yet 

won't bring him along to something contentious- not appropriate for little kids to be 

exposed to all of our adult conflicts, I don't think. (2002 11 11, Email A0885) 

The meeting was one with neighbors owning property adjacent to the building 

site, and promised to be difficult and emotional, because some neighbors were quite 

angry that the wooded site would be developed. However, the meeting needed to 

happen, so those who attended truly did a difficult service on behalf of the entire 

community. 
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Many people eloquently articulated what seemed almost to be a personal 

“spread sheet” that they used to determine which of the demands on their time they 

would work on at any given point in time. These mental priority lists were informed not 

only by the conflict or synergy of current demands, but also by their perception of what 

they had given in the past; of what would be demanded of them in the future; of what 

their areas of expertise, skill, and enjoyment were; of their belief regarding the vital 

nature of the particular community demand (in relation to other demands in their live), 

etc. 

[My] health is going up and down and does not have the energy to carry on the facilitator 

role effectively and balance other things in his life. (2004 02 01, Community Meeting 

Minutes) 

[From a member who uses a wheelchair]: I intend to pull my wheels weight in sweat 

equity! (2006 01 25, Email B3142) 

[I] just did a lot of effort out there chopping wisteria out of the trees and knocking that 

back. Which was… a huge task. I think in the last year I haven’t been as involved. … My 

health has deteriorated quite a lot in that time…. I simply didn’t have the energy or 

ability to get out and work. And also, I found my time and energy being consumed my 

new job responsibilities trying to learn that. And so, lately I haven’t been as involved 

with the community as I was as first. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

There was a period – one of my closest friends in Virginia died of cancer and I was up 

there a lot in the last year of her life. And that got more intense near the end, and then 

near the end of her life, my father was diagnosed with lymphoma, and he was in 

Michigan, – so I was either going to Virginia or going to Michigan or working on getting 

my house ready to sell, so I missed some, and it was also a time when things were kind of 

static, and that was difficult, so I didn’t go to meetings for a period. (2005 08 17, 

Interview with Dorothy) 

Sometimes members formed their own definition of participation to include 

others in their household, or work outside of the community as a proxy for intra-

community work. For example, if one partner watched the household children so that 
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another could attend a meeting, both considered that to be community participation 

(without the one, the other could not attend), or if one partner gave an inordinate 

amount of time on a particular task or issue, both partners felt a box of “community 

participation” had been jointly checked.  

I knew that there was an intense experience over the past three to five years, and in the 

lawsuits and all the nitty-gritty details of how this development should come about, and 

the consensus, the whole group process, and was delighted to not be involved at all. I’m 

involved in all of that stuff on three other projects, plus some smaller projects that aren’t 

nearly as intense, and this was the place where I was happy to sit back and let someone 

else take the drivers seat and be in the reins. So, that was my decision, to jump in and 

trust other people to make all the decisions for me. I could care less. I have a feeling that 

once I live there, I will certainly transition, and that will be my community and I will be 

involved. (2006 06 27, Interview with Harold) 

Some folks acknowledge their need to choose in which area(s) 0f the community they 

could put their effort.  

I wonder about future roles. I was wondering earlier whether I will rise to the occasion on 

the sweat equity. There’s all kinds of sweat equity; you don’t have to work in the garden. 

That’s what I take comfort in. You can do the books, or do research or something. I have 

hay fever, so often [Evelyn] is down in the garden working away, and I’m inside taking 

care of things in the house. I don’t like to go out and face the pollen. That’s something 

from a long time ago, when I was a little kid. Now I don’t even think about it. So that’s 

kind of my brush with gardening.(2005 05 29, Interview with Frank) 

7.2.2.4. Disconnection 

 Some community members who did apparently less than their “fair” share of 

participation in community meetings were disconnected from it for reasons such as 

geography (did not live in proximity), fatigue, disillusionment (short- or long-term), 

changing personal circumstances (or knowledge that such was pending), membership 

status, or priority personal issues of some form.  
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At any given point in time, an estimated 10 to 15 percent of households lived at a 

distance such that meeting attendance was not possible (some out of state, or even out of 

the country). For these people, participation in consensus decisions was impossible; their 

only option was to provide their opinion directly via email, or via “proxy” expression – 

asking another community member to speak on their behalf. The knowledge that they 

didn’t attend a meeting first hand even impacted their enthusiasm for participating via 

email, easy as that was to do.  

A number of people talked about meeting fatigue as a reason for short- or long-

term disconnection with meeting attendance. 

I have been intentionally selective in attending recent meetings to prevent meeting 

fatigue. I was fine with the values statement of two months ago and I like the rental and 

process proposals. However, it is personally counterproductive for me to continue to 

attend meetings where these topics are the primary purpose of the meeting. Basically, I'm 

waiting for the discussion to draw to a conclusion, and I have a feeling that others may be 

taking a similar approach.(2003 03 22, Email A1334) 

We ended up with a policy, and then I wonder if any of the new people have ever read 

that policy. …A lot of us spent hours hammering out stuff, and I was really dismayed 

with the turnover when new people came along and said, “We need a policy about this.” 

“We have a policy about this.” “Well, I don’t like that policy.” I don’t want to discuss it 

anymore. And I think I’m probably gonna do best if I ebb and flow with the meetings 

because when I’m there I want to be really involved. (2005 08 17, Interview with 

Dorothy) 

I’ve gotten what has been called meeting fatigue at the various times over the four years, 

so there are times when I make conscious decisions of I’m not to go this month, partly 

because there’s nothing on the agenda of real importance, but partly because there may be 

meetings coming up where it is more important, and then I’ll feel like I’m tired of 

meetings, and then I’ll skip a meeting where I need to be there, or would really like to be 

there… (2005 05 02, Interview with Justin) 

I think we have made a lot less effort to make meetings, even like this weekend I think…. 

We have something planned for Sunday, and if we’re too tired, we’re not going to go to 

the meeting. We sort of have a lot less attitude or more attitude about well I’m not going 

to go the meeting, because it’s not the end of the world if I don’t go. I don’t have as much 
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enthusiasm, even with the fact that we’re going to be moving forward. (2005 04 27, 

Interview with Jane) 

I personally haven't understood why the name issue keeps popping back up on the 

agenda, as I have indicated previously. I want us to invest our time in subsequent 

matters that need thought and processing. If this proves to be necessary, I will, of course, 

go along with what makes the most sense. I do wonder about my willingness to invest 

personal time on a subsequent issue, however, thinking that others can just undo a 

decision because they control the agenda, they are out of town, or describe it as 

"unimportant" yet seem to want to elevate its importance.(Email A874) 

The person in the second quotation above was one of the most long-term and active 

community members. She had attended most meetings, had facilitated and recorded 

meetings, worked to plan agendas ahead of meetings, and was an active and mediating 

influence commonly in meeting discussions. Her choice at times to not attend meetings 

(“…ebb and flow…”) is a quintessential example of free-riding which may well be in the 

best interest of the community (in return they get a recharged member) and of the 

speaker.  

Other reasons for disconnection include being prioritized on the wait list at a 

point where movement into the community seemed unlikely, being a newcomer 

(lurking) on the listserv, knowing that exit from the community was likely or imminent, 

etc.  

I was already mentally half out of it by the time we were into pets. So I did this as a – I 

was not uninterested but I was already removing myself from emotional, having an 

emotional stake. Sometimes you can just artificially do that, and I find that if I can make 

myself take that posture ahead of something, ahead of time, I can actually keep myself 

from being invested in controversial issues, and I can just kind of lay back and it doesn’t 

make any difference how this works out, and I can make some observations but not 

necessarily very invested in the outcome. So I reverted to it kind of an academic posture. 

(2005 09 27, Interview with Earl) 

In many of these cases, prior or future participation was/would be high.  
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Tired of waiting. We’re all waiting, and there are lots of people who are like myself. I’ve 

been living in these same apartments with the same roommate for years and years, and 

I’m more than ready to leave. I was ready to leave four years ago when we started this, 

and so you know I think you just get tired of saying “all right, when this happens I can 

go on with the rest of my life.” I suspect that in the long term the community will be a 

mixture of the same sort of …some people will get enthusiastic at tough points or about 

tough subjects and try and gather everybody else and put some momentum behind that 

thing, and then they’ll be less enthusiastic at other times or about other things. (2005 01 

26, Interview with Tony) 

Note that the impact of these categories on participation is related to self-perception, not 

to any community-wide belief or philosophy – “Do I feel comfortable participating?”  

7.2.2.5. Disinterest 

Sometimes people chose latent cooperation cost reduction because of disinterest. 

This could take several forms, such as not having a strong opinion (“it doesn’t apply to 

me”,  

I was just thinking about heat pumps and how we had that whole discussion about heat 

pumps and how it started off being such a great idea and it seemed like so efficient, and 

that when it really came down to what the community needed, and could afford, it wasn’t 

a practical thing. I guess that’s how it ended it. But that was fascinating to me as a 

learner. I was really passive in the discussions; we realized really early on that it 

wouldn’t be at all useful to us, having such a small space. It would cost way more than 

would ever make up the difference. (2004 11 13, Interview with Lisa) 

And my feelings weren’t that strong. If [Mike]had been shouted down by the pro-

Roundup faction, which there wasn’t one, I would have been OK with that too. (2005 02 

03, Interview with Dennis) 

being disinterested in the topic, 

My role is an observer, to see how the group process works, and how the compromises 

come up, and how some people keep sticking up…they take the more extreme position, 

and how people knuckle under the pressure. It’s kind of interesting….It’s so enjoyable, 

because I couldn’t care less about half the things they say or think about. (2005 05 29, 

Interview with Evelyn) 
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or, indifference between likely outcomes.  

I think we participated as much as we needed to in that, you know, there were points at 

which decisions had to be made about that. I honestly never really understood it. I felt 

that if … you could amortize the cost over a certain amount of time, and it should be a 

pretty easy decision as to whether or not it makes economic sense. And… I just never got 

it. I mean, I was content to go with whatever option was gonna be the most efficient over 

time given, you know, certain environmental parameters. (2005 02 03, Interview with 

Dennis) 

7.2.2.6. Iconoclastic free-riding 

 Some folks clearly express the sentiment that indicates that they will choose a 

role either as a non-participant come what may, and/or as the cantankerous person who 

won’t follow the rules they don’t like regardless of the communities discussion or 

decision.  

I wasn’t on the team …. I actually made a decision at the time … and I didn’t think it 

was worth my time. … I was one of those people in the middle, and it seems like on the 

committee you need to have the polarized people get together and talk about it. So, you 

know if I had comments I would just send them to the committee and say… basically if 

you made that rule, I’m not going to follow it, and you know…not malicious, but that’s 

just sort of who I am. (2005 01 28, Interview with Angela) 

Our solution … was that we’re going to do what we need to do, and… we’re just not 

going to worry about it, and if … the policy as written… doesn’t meet our needs, then 

we’re going break the rules …and so is everyone else, because those kind of policies are 

going to become normative over time, and there’s no way around it. (2005 02 03, 

Interview with Dennis) 

Iconoclastic free-riders were a concern to some in the community. 

You do need to have people who not only are excited about cohousing and see this as an 

opportunity but they also have to demonstrate that they participate in – that they 

participate in their neighborhoods and in their communities. They have to be 

participatory. There has to be some real evidence… you want to avoid people who are not 

going to participate and who are open takers. Now that’s a real problem. …They can’t 

have people who want a free ride, and I’ve seen that happening around co-ops. That 

people see that this is going to be a way to get other people to make a ride easier. (2005 09 

27, Interview with Earl) 
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He said, oh meetings – I don’t do meetings. I don’t like meetings. I’m like, okay. Well, 

how do you think this community runs itself – how decisions are made. Do I like 

meetings? But my responsibility, I feel like if I’m a community member, it’s my 

responsibility – our responsibility for somebody to be there. (2005 04 23, Interview with 

Lillian) 

7.2.4. Homo- and heterogeneity 

West Branch residents were homogeneous from a demographic perspective, and 

heterogeneous in their identities and interests, which according to the enabling 

conditions from Table 2, should reduce barriers to collective action. Without a 

comparative, I can not argue that these similarities and differences did or did not 

measurably impact collective action. However, demographic homogeneity at West 

Branch did not appear to reduce conflict in reaching approval of voluntary collective 

actions, and heterogeneity of identities and interests did not appear to obstruct such 

approval. 

Such a conclusion is in concert with other literature sources.  

Given the potential benefits of locally based resource management, the 

celebration of community is a move in the right direction. But the implications of 

community as conservation agent are little analyzed in most writings on 

community-based conservation. Indeed, the existing literature on community-

based conservation reveals a widespread preoccupation with what might be 

called the mythic community; small, integrated groups using locally evolved 

norms to manage resources sustainably and equitably. “Such characteristics 

capture the realities of few, if any, existing communities. The vision of the mythic 

community fails to attend to differences within communities It ignores how 

differences affect processes around conservation, the differential access of actors 

within communities to various channels of influence, and the possibility of 

layered alliances spanning multiple levels of politics. Small, territorially attached, 

and relatively homogeneous communities, where they exist, might find it easy to 

make decisions collectively. They would still find it difficult, however, to 

withstand external threats…, or to manage resources that have a wide 

geographical spread. “…we suggest a stronger focus on the divergent interests of 

multiple actors within communities, the processes through which these interests 
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emerge and through which various actors interact with each other, and the 

institutions that influence the outcomes of political processes. (Agrawal and 

Gibson 2001, p. 19-20) 

Romancing the commons is also evident in the tendency to treat "user 

communities" or "appropriators" as homogeneous, cooperative, and inclined to 

solidarity when needed. (McCay 2001, p. 182)  

Much of rhetorical weight of community comes from papering over the 

differences that might prevail within actually existing communities. Indeed, the 

feature of community receiving the greatest attention in its construction as a 

social artifact is its homogeneous composition. Typically, observers assume 

communities to be groups of similarly endowed (in terms of assets and incomes), 

relatively homogeneous households who possess common characteristics in 

relation to ethnicity, religion, caste, or language. The relationship proceeds both 

ways since ethnic, religious, or linguistic homogeneity is often presumed to lead 

to community as well. Such homogeneity is assumed to further cooperative 

solutions, reduce hierarchical and conflictual interactions, and promote better 

resource management. Outside the community conflicts prevail; within, 

harmony reigns…Even if members of a group are similar in several respects, 

however, t is not clear at what point the label "homogeneous" can be applied, nor 

is it clear that these shared characteristics are critical to conservation. Because all 

human groups are stratified to some extent or the other, it becomes important to 

analyze the degree of homogeneity and those dimensions of it that are important 

to resource conservation….[T]here is no easy correspondence between social 

homogeneity and sustainable resource use.(Agrawal 2002, p. 9-10) 

Of what good is homogeneity of culture or gender if the matter under discussion 

illuminates significant heterogeneity of principle and belief? In fact, at West Branch, 

difficulty in reaching consensus is often worsened by members being “blind-sided” by 

an assumption of homogeneity of thought (e.g., “aren’t we all environmentalists?”), 

when actually what is meant by a commitment to environmental sustainability varies 

widely.  

I have to close by saying I am concerned by the flurry of false assumptions and judgments 

being expressed on this site (and in meetings) regarding our shared values -- opinions 

about how these values should be supported or realized without regard to the diversity of 

experiences, resources, and abilities we each bring to [West Branch]. (2006 01 10, Email 

B3015) 
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You’re speaking with 23 people who identify themselves as environmentally, socially 

minded…. There are people in the pets discussion who said…’I don’t care about wildlife. 

To me cats are the same", or "…a native species is not any better than a non-native 

species." That someone after reasoning all this thing…you know, if you see yourself 

environmentalist, then you hear all the…you know…endangered species, native species, 

invasive species, and there’s a hierarchy, and I was just understanding the appreciation 

that people have for pets. I’ve been a pet owner pretty much all my life, but there’s always 

been that hierarchy. (2002 05 07, Interview with Patrick) 

 “Basically, I’ve come to the conclusion that everyone’s been going through the same 

process, and has decided that this works for me. … Some of their factors …might be like 

my factors, and others aren’t. Also, how they present themselves may or may not be a 

reflection of other things that they consider to be important. That may just be a part of 

their personality when they’re in a group, and they may be different around a small 

people, or if they were your next door neighbor, so you … can never know enough about 

people to make those kind of judgments. You just have to go a little bit with your gut. 

Overall, I’m not seeking to have 80 friends, or however many it turns out to be. This is a 

community of neighbors by choice, and then within that, it’s just going to happen. 

Whatever happens happens. Some people who will develop different degrees of 

relationships. (2005 05 02, Interview with Justin) 

Several authors, and the data from West Branch lead me to wonder whether the 

typical demographic definitions of commonality matter; to what extent do congruent 

actions really need to be based on common values and preferences?.  

The shared interest affords the possibility of reaching common action with only 

congruent (not necessarily shared) meanings.” (Grin and van de Graaf 1996)  

If the solution is compatible with their underlying values and preferences, they 

may be triggered to act on the insight and, hence, come to act in a congruent 

manner.” (Loeber, van Mierlo et al. 2007, p. 90) 

 “Put people together for enough time with a more or less common agenda and some sort 

of community will emerge. It is the nature of groups to organize themselves especially if 

they have something to accomplish. I think a lot of time was spent (especially online) 

creating a shared meaning for what was to be accomplished. People had different 

interpretations of concepts like “ecological” or “affordable”. For some, affordable meant 

the very basics, for others it was more middle class. Getting some shared understanding 

and agreement …. [H]ow much consensus does one need to create that “sense” of 

community. Essentially, community developed through a lot of discussion and 

negotiation, sometimes in meeting and more often online. (2005 05 05, Interview with 

Lillian) 
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7.3. Normative pressures and behavior 

The third theme that is key to the formation of voluntary collective action at West 

Branch is the presence of normative pressures and behaviors. Normative behaviors are 

those that are in response to social influence; Ajzen and Fishbein define subjective norms 

as “…the person’s perception of social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior 

under consideration” (2005, p. 118). In the Ajzen and Fishbein’s models of behavior 

discussed earlier, the development of a subjective norm is preceded by commitment to a 

normative belief, which refers “ to the perceived behavioral expectations of such 

important referent individuals or groups as the person's spouse, family, friends, and -- 

depending on the population and behavior studied - - teacher, doctor, supervisor, and 

coworkers” (2006). Existence of such normative pressures and behaviors characterizes 

the successful formation of voluntary collective action at West Branch.  

The emphasis on a link between collective action and norms is not new (I simply 

expand it as essential to formation of voluntary collective action); norms are discussed at 

length in both the collective action and social marketing literatures. Ostrom states 

“Norms of behavior reflect valuations that individuals place on actions or strategies in 

and of themselves, not as they are connected to immediate consequences”(1990, p. 35), 

and “The development of shared norms and patterns of reciprocity yield social capital 

that can be used to “…build institutional arrangements for resolving CPR dilemmas” (p. 

184). 
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Baland and Platteau list shared norms as a condition to facilitate successful 

governance (1996). Agrawal and Gibson discuss norms of behavior among members of a 

community specifically. 

Shared community-level norms can promote conservation in two different ways. 

First, norms may specifically prohibit some actions.... Second, it is possible that 

the existence of communal norms will promote cooperative decision-making 

within the community. If members of a community believe in shared identities 

and common experiences, they also may be willing to cooperate over more 

formal decisions to manage and conserve resources. The presence of community-

level norms can facilitate resource management by preventing certain behaviors, 

or encouraging others. (2001, p. 11) 

In the social marketing literature, McKenzie-Mohr suggests that use of norms is 

most successful when the norm is visible to those who need to be persuaded to adopt 

the normative behavior, and when personal contact is used to reinforce the normative 

behavior(s) (p. 156-57). “To date, few programs have emphasized the development of 

community norms which support people engaging in sustainable behavior. This lack of 

attention is unfortunate, given the impact they can have upon behavior” (McKenzie-

Mohr and Smith 1999, p. 156).  

At West Branch norms exist both instead of and in addition to rules. For 

example, community members have stated their belief that a norm exists that members 

will conserve water (although no rule exists on this), and that  people will attend 

meetings (which supports the rule of consensus use). Further norms can be subordinate 

or superior to rules, and may be in agreement or in opposition to rules.  In this section I 

want to emphasize shared norms that either surround beliefs or behaviors that are not a 

part of any negotiated agreement, or that were expressed prior to approval of such an 
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agreement. For example, many emails expressed the expectation that people should 

come to meetings having considered what is to be on the agenda and having read any 

background materials. 

Advance preparation is needed by members to prepare for the meeting. Everyone should 

prepare for an upcoming meeting by reading notices, visiting the website and the various 

specialty team pages, etc. (2002 09 07, Community Meeting Minutes) 

Even when a broad norm is established (such as environmental sustainability at 

West Branch via the Community Mission and Values Statement), the specifics of how 

that is implemented may come into sharper relief through expression of norms. For 

example, although the community Covenants specifically ban planting of certain 

invasive exotic species (see language in Section 6.2), the planting of native plants was 

strongly encouraged through a community statement about native plants (contained in 

the 2003 08 21 Open Space Management Plan, which is incorporated into the Covenants 

by reference). (Note by the way the integration of educational information in this 

description of a shared behavioral norm.) 

Native Plants 

Native plants are those plants, flowers, vines, grasses, shrubs, and trees, which are 

indigenous to a specific geographical region. They have evolved over time in response to 

the specific physical and biological characteristics of a region, such as climate, soils, 

rainfall amounts, drought, and frost. Native plants evolved with along with companion 

plant and animal species, so the use of a diversity of native plants in the landscape is 

likely to attract native songbirds and wildlife in search of food and shelter. 

Due to this adaptive evolution, gardening with native plants reduces the need for 

pesticides, fertilizers, and watering. For example, species of animals and insects, also 

called beneficial insects, have evolved with these plants as well, reaping symbiotic benefits 

through preying on insect pests. This benefits the environment and reduces maintenance 

time and costs.  
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A significant design reason for use of native plants is to maintain a sense of place, the 

sense of the local bioregion. As the architectural forms reflect the cultural history of a mill 

town, the native plants reflect the natural and cultural history of the place as well, 

restoring a sense of place. Some non-native plantings are not as inviting to native 

wildlife species. Native plants will help connect [West Branch] to its natural 

surroundings and will be more inviting to native wildlife, such as songbirds. A list of 

native plants is provided in the attachments to this document. Additionally, see 

Resources section of this document for more information on native plants, including soil 

requirements, growth rates, and form.” 

Often the word “guilt” is a clue that the person is perceiving the existence of a 

subjective norm. 

My theory about the ecology is that I do have some guilt feelings that I haven’t taken an 

interest in things like that, but also feeling good about the fact that somebody else is doing 

that, and I’ve …contributed to those areas, because somebody else has planned it that way 

(2004 09 13, Interview with Joyce) 

I feel guilty about taking the woods down and all of that, but you know, we want to show 

you how to live sustainably. We want to do such an environmentally friendly 

development. We want to do all those good things. (2005 05 04, Interview with Judith) 

The fact that approved negotiated agreements will be followed, and not ignored, 

is itself a community norm. 

We do now have an obligation to continue our work as stewards of the socially and 

ecologically responsible ethics upon which we are founded. (2005 11 23, Email B2855) 

The process of household use of and payment for municipal water provides an 

interesting example of the development and effect of shared norms at West Branch. 

Early on, community members established (via negotiated collective action agreement) 

their general intent to minimize use of water (2002 05 04 draft Conservation Statement of 

Intent; later incorporated in the 2006 West Branch Final Declaration of Covenants). 

Methods used by the community to implement this intent included (a) cisterns to catch 

rain water for use for landscaping and Common House toilet flushing (negotiated 
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agreement); (b) ban on invasive exotic plants (negotiated agreement) and 

encouragement to plant only native species (shared norm); (c) provision of an option 

(shared norm) for purchase of tankless water heaters, and choice of this option by many 

(community action); and (d) equipment choices in the Common House (negotiated 

agreement) and in individual units (community action) such as low-flow shower heads, 

sink water-saving devices, dual-flush toilets, efficient washers and dryers, etc. 

Beyond these actions, discussion of the community municipal water meters and 

billing system made clear that an individual household’s water use might be known to 

other community members, and that some judgment might be made or perceived about 

one households water use by other community members. 

I’d like to gather data on each household’s water use so that we can demonstrate to 

OWASA and to ourselves that we will be using less water than their average customers 

and that the smaller meters will work out just fine for meeting our needs. This will 

involve getting a copy of your most recent OWASA bill. (It has 12 months worth of data 

on it that are necessary for figuring out water use amounts and patterns). I’ll also need to 

get an OWASA bill from each household before the meters are installed, so that we can 

show them the difference, using their data. (2003 05 16, Email A1424) 

I'd like our billing system to reflect general usage patterns, and reward those who 

conserve water, but I prefer that largely for awareness reasons, not because I think I'll 

resent paying extra for someone else's waste. I think I'll be pleased to have a lower bill, 

and I wouldn't even be aware that I was paying "extra" for someone else's not-so-

conservative use of water. (2005 07 14, Email B2057) 

With a common billing system we should include a way for people to express their 

concern if someone is using too much water to avoid conflict or resentment. (2005 09 04, 

Community Meeting Minutes) 

In 2003, the group learned from the developer that the cost for their municipal 

water use would be based in part on the number of water meters at the community, and 

in part on the size of those water meters. Based on the success of a similar plan at a 
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nearby cohousing neighborhood, and on the potential for substantial cost savings, West 

Branch residents decided to have only two community water meters that the municipal 

water and sewer authority would use for billing purposes, and to take on within the 

community the task of allocating usage and costs among households – i.e., splitting the 

bill. This led to a lengthy discussion of the basis for allocation, and of whether or not 

individual household water meters would still be needed. In other words, would the 

overall community bill be split based on measurement by individual meters, or based on 

an estimate of use based on some agreed upon formula? In either case, someone in the 

community (a.k.a., “the meter reader”) would know what the actual or estimated water 

use was for each household. As the community discussed the advantages of the 

measured versus estimated approach to allocation, the link to the community norm to 

use less water was obvious to most… 

 “One image I had was of a community striving to reduce our common water usage and 

with a shared incentive for doing so. My having a water meter means I can water my 

lawn 24 hours a day and it is none of anyone else’s business. Without a meter there 

would be peer pressure for me not to do so and thus the community values might be 

better represented. Sometimes such pressure can serve as a check to excessive behaviour. 

(2005 06 09, Email B1873) 

I trust that we are all conscientious [enough] and that we can all trust one another to be 

good stewards of [West Branch’s] water. If I end up paying a few dollars for someone 

else's responsible water use, I'm okay with that - it will come back to me one way or 

another. (2005 04 29, Email B1596) 

My main drive for metering everyone's water usage would fall under our sustainability 

goal -- to conserve resources (ah, remember when we actually referred to our thoughtful 

statement of mission/values when making decisions?). I know that I would be more 

conscious of my own water usage with a meter, which might or might not result in 

further conservation. I do believe that, collectively, we would find we used less water if 

we were aware of our usage. (2005 06 07, Email B1857) 
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Meters will also save some water by increasing awareness. If the city of Carrboro paid for 

the gas for everyones car and took it out of city taxes, I'm positive the overall 

consumption would go up. Similarly, if everyone has meters, the consumption will go 

down. That said, I think the real value of the meters is the freedom it brings. You need not 

worry about paying for your neighbors high usage, or feel guilty about you own water 

usage. Some people are very water conscious, others like to use alot. By optionally 

installing meters, it individually makes sense to get a meter if you are very water 

conscious, but it will save you money NOT to get one if you water usage is high. I don't 

think these are the kind of incentives we want in a community. (2005 07 06, Email 

B2024) 

…and of concern to some. 

[Janice]: My boyfriend does come over sometimes on the weekend, and …I was a little bit 

concerned on the water things. [He’s] not as mindful of water as I am. Ok, we’re going to 

be paying part of the common house, so I was a little nervous about him also being in the 

mindset of cohousing, because he’s very…’this is my place, I do what I want with it. I 

just wanted to think ‘ok, I want him to be able to fit in that way.’ There was a little bit of 

concern there. It’s like ‘you can’t be running that water and taking that five-minute 

shower. I just want to tell you.’ Just a little bit. It’s just a little tricky, I think I was gentle 

about it. Especially because we’re paying for it. That’s going to be something to think 

about, because children flush toilets all the time. My grandchildren do, and I do the “if 

it’s yellow let it mellow, and brown flush it down” rule, and it saves a whole lot of water. 

I have very low water bills. Yet, [another community member] is saying he runs water a 

lot more; he’s not as conscious about it. I don’t want to be paying for somebody else’s 

water use. The same thing in the common house. I really want people to be aware of that. 

I don’t want that to be a problem here. (2006 05 08, Interview with Janice) 

I want to spend a portion of my savings on an individual meter, which can help me 

benefit financial from my conservation efforts. If no one had a meter, the incentive to save 

is more nebulous and we might all pay for additional water consumption. With my own 

meter, I need not worry about my neighbor overwatering their flowers or operating a 

water slide for all the kids. (2005 06 07, Email B1853) 

I'm almost sure that this will become an issue in the community after we have moved in. 

Without everyone having meters not only will we be unable to monitor waste, but it will 

be difficult to split the bill fairly, and I think it will become a source of ill will. How could 

someone not have mixed feelings when they live in a large household with a large bill, and 

pay substantially more than their single neighbor who waters their garden/lawn 

regularly, or showers 5 times a day, or doesn't bother to fix their leaky toilet? (2005 07 

16, Email B2018) 

The resulting approved negotiated collective action agreement is fascinating. 

Some parts of the water bill would be divided by the number of households (general 
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charges, use in community buildings), but individual household use would be estimated 

based on a formula. The accuracy of the formula was pilot tested using a subset of 

households who both estimated and measured their usage over a period of time (finding 

by the way that people overestimated their usage typically by 75 percent). People with 

individual meters could submit meter readings to the people “splitting the bill,” and 

that information would be taken into account. In this and other cases, West Branch has a 

very sophisticated and many-sided set of negotiated agreements, community actions, 

and shared behavioral norms that guide their collective action arrangements. 

7.4. Information communication and reinforcement 

The fourth theme found throughout the collective action formative processes at 

West Branch is communication and reinforcement of information. The role of daily 

communication via email, and monthly face-to-face communication at meetings and 

other gatherings has been mentioned throughout this dissertation. Access to and use of 

information is named as a critical component of successful collective action(Keohane 

1984; Ostrom 1990). Ostrom writes at length about how information leads individuals to 

evaluate expected benefits and costs (and which types of information do so), concluding 

that “Data concerning benefits, costs, shared norms, and opportunities are summary variables 

that affect an individual’s decision to support or not support a change in the status quo 

rules” (1990, p. 194). The importance of reinforcement of this information for individuals 

and for the collective is also key, and is well known in learning theory (Merriam and 
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Caffarella 1999, p. 251-252; Ajzen 2005, p. 88-89). However, the need is no less important 

for a group of learners and actors, and accomplishing reinforcement for a group is more 

complex, especially when consistency of belief and action is a goal. 

Three aspects of reinforcement were particularly compelling in their importance 

to the formation of collective action arrangements: (1) providing documentation and 

access to information, (2) renewal or refreshment of information that might be forgotten 

or misrepresented over time, and (3) orienting newcomers to information and behavioral 

expectations. Data from West Branch illustrate that these were of high importance to the 

community, and when accomplished, provided benefit to the formation of collective 

action arrangements. 

7.4.1. Documentation and access 

How were community discussions documented, and how did community 

members obtain access to this documentation? West Branch documented some aspects 

of community life admirably from the beginning. Minutes of meetings were recorded 

and provided to the community by being uploaded to either the listserv files section, to 

the community website, or both, accompanied by an email to the community alerting 

them to the file existence and location. Over the 5-year study period, 135 community 

meetings were held, and 132 of these were documented with meeting minutes. All 

emails were archived as a standard aspect of functionality of the  groups service, and 

were available to any member of the listserv. Also, sometimes important community 

gatherings that were not community meetings garnered documentation through the 
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expressed experience of one or more attendees. For example, a number of people sent 

emails describing their experience meeting with the neighbors living adjacent to the 

development (2002 09 25, Emails A0563 and A0564), and several individuals 

summarized what they learned from a tour of a nearby cohousing community (2003 12 

30, Emails B0215 and B0216). Finally, official legal documents (bylaws, articles of 

incorporations, declaration of covenants) and agreements were put in writing and saved 

electronically for future use. Throughout the study period, members of West Branch 

alluded to old meeting minutes, forwarded or repeated previous emails, and referred to 

files containing important community documents.  

 I also like it when we quote our own decisions or agreements from minutes. That was 

very helpful and I don't feel like the conversation just drifted off without understandings 

being reached. (2005 03 23, Email B1338) 

However, three aspects of community life were often poorly documented, and 

this impacted the community’s ability to make progress on related issues. First, 

subcommittee or team meetings seldom were documented in minutes, or at least in 

minutes made available than to team members. Team conclusions were typically 

presented to the community either via an email summary (e.g., suggestions and notes 

from the community name research group 2002 09 14, Email A0529; 2002 09 30, Email 

A0579) or through a summary provided in meeting minutes (2004 01 04, Community 

Meeting Minutes), but sometimes this was insufficient to reconstruct discussion threads 

at a later date.  
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 Technology is an issue I raised. …So I’ve had questions and I knew there have been some 

extensive discussion about technology for the community and how to wire us …. And I 

know that we have a lotta techie folks a part of the community. So I kinda figured that 

there’s some discussions about that. But I still have no clue what was decided as a result 

of others’ discussions. And I even found the documentation on it, but I don’t know what 

the outcome of it was. Or if there was an outcome (2005 05 11, Interview with Douglas) 

Second, because various community members volunteered to take minutes at the 

meetings, and because no training or format template was provided, the form and 

content of meeting minutes varied considerably. For example, some minutes explicitly 

recorded all votes towards consensus, and others were vague about the outcome of a 

particular discussion. Some minutes faithfully recorded which community members 

volunteered for a particular task or team, and others simply stated that volunteers were 

found, or that a team was formed. These vagaries proved problematic at times in 

reconstructing history. Third, the  listserv service did not store email attachments in the 

email archive. Therefore, unless a file was explicitly uploaded separately to the files 

section, documents provided to the community as email attachments were lost as soon 

as the recipient deleted the email from their inbox. 

In addition to documentation, access to that documentation was key to successful 

formation of voluntary collective action arrangements. West Branch members worked 

hard to provide members access to information, important decisions, and community 

documents. Minutes were uploaded both to the files section of the  listserv and to the 

members portion of the community website. Other documents were placed in one or 

both on-line locations, notice of their placement was provided via email, and file 

organization and folder systems were put in place to clarify where a particular 
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document could be found (2005 04 06, Email B1384). Meeting agendas and important 

upcoming decisions were often publicized ahead of monthly meetings. Members tried to 

identify any members who did not have computer or online access, and to develop a 

phone tree or a community buddy to ensure these individuals were kept abreast of 

important information (2004 09 23, Email B0895).  

 “Does anyone know of people who need a friendly phone call to remind them of this? 

People who don't follow the list or check e-mail? I'd be happy to make a few calls - at this 

point we can only hold ourselves back! (2004 06 07, Email B0554) 

I think it would be a very good idea to set up a call tree. I will volunteer to get that 

started. Would those, in particular, who are not online daily send me the best phone 

number(s) to contact them? And others who would like to participate in a phone tree, 

send your information as well. Also, if you prefer to opt out of the phone tree (or would 

like to be on the tail end so you have no forwarding responsibility), let me know that. 

…I'm open to suggestions. Should we include in the tree emails for folks who are online 

most of the day (like me)? Still one shouldn't assume email is instantaneous and totally 

reliable. [Since I'm a system analyst, I like to organize info and will attempt to optimize 

the tree to minimize the number of calls each person makes as well as the length of the 

tree.] (2004 09 21, Email B0871) 

Such efforts increased the number of people aware of progress on an issue, the depth at 

which individuals were aware, and the sense of the community of an issue’s importance.  

Despite these efforts, access was often difficult and problematic for six reasons.  

First, documents were primarily electronically archived online, and overall access to 

these resources was not consistent throughout the community. A few community 

members had no computer access, but even those with access varied in their comfort 

and proficiency with online systems (2004 08 01, Email, Community Meeting Minutes; 

2006 02 15, Email B3238) and in the frequency they went online (2006 02 15, email 

B3239). Despite best intentions, efforts to ensure that members without computer access 
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received important information were erratic (2004 09 21, Email B0870, 2006 01 18, Email 

B3083).  

There was supposed to be a phone tree set up.[Edward and Dorothy to Julia], who also 

does not have a computer (she’s in the second phase) and myself to let us know like ‘oh by 

the way if you want to do something like paying for the solar tube or something you need 

to pay up front’, and a lot of us…not a lot of us…[Julia] and I never got the phone calls. 

The phone tree kind of fell apart, because everyone was doing something by email. (2006 

05 08, Interview with Janice) 

Second, individuals who were process- or tech-savvy entered and exited from 

West Branch, or even while present had more or less time to give to these efforts, so the 

efforts to update the community website waxed and waned with these cycles (2004 09 

113, Email B0841; 2005 05 18, Email B1733).  

There’s …we’re just really lacking in process. Or perhaps we have the process written 

down somewhere, but it’s like no one remembers where it was put, [laughter] and then it 

gets changed from person to person, and they’re just like well… (2005 01 28, Interview 

with Angela) 

The result was that access to important information or approved agreements could lag 

their existence considerably. At times the tech-experts in the community considered 

changes to technology, such as consolidating both email and archive on the community 

website (thereby removing the need for the  listserv), or changing to a fee-based listserv 

system (rather than , which is free) to avoid the pop-up advertising, and sometimes 

update and upload efforts fell by the wayside as new options were researched and 

discussed (2004 08 26, Email B0814; 2004 11 23, Email B1068, B1071, B1074; 2005 01 12, 

Email B1177; 2005 08 23, Email B2274). Third, because the community retained both 
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systems ( listserv and community website), members were often confused as to which 

documents were located at which place and in which type of file organization system.  

 “It is frustrating to search for information and documents between the two sites. The 

organizational structures differ, the [community website] does not have the email trail 

(which can help in search or sometimes wholy contains info on past decisions, info), 

original dates and author information become lost when files from the ... site are 

transferred. Plus, much of the information on the [community] site (community 

members, lot #s, etc.) seems to be out of of date. (2006 04 10, Email B3407) 

Who is the keeper of records, and what happens to the minutes after the meetings? Do 

any of you have minutes from the meeting where we chose the name [West Branch]? I 

had thought that a list of the finalists would help us choose a road name, but finding that 

list has been more difficult than I anticipated. The list is not on the … website. I've also 

been looking through the archives of ... groups for the minutes of that meeting, but there's 

only a link to a site that is no longer viable. The meeting was around the end of 

September last year. (2003 07 26, Email A1663) 

As various volunteers worked to clarify or simplify these systems over time, the changes 

(even when they were improvements) often just confused those who had understood 

and were familiar with the old system.  

Fourth, knowing which document was the final or decided agreement was 

difficult. Community members tended to add new documents to the online files, but 

seldom to delete any early drafts that were obsolete. Dates were sometimes, but not 

always, included with or in the file to allow easy chronological placement. Further, 

documents were not necessarily titled in a manner that clearly bespoke whether they 

were draft or final, or even what content the document contained. Fifth, four different 

listservs existed, each with a different purpose, making some members confused as to 

what they should join, or even what they had joined. Documentation was needed of the 

purpose of each listserv and how to access it. 
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I hate to be so lame, but could someone who is on top of the all of the websites, addresses, 

posting sites, etc. make a list of them so we could refer to it before we hit reply? Even if I 

am the only one that needs this, I still would like to ask someone to do it. It would be good 

for new people too, to have it on record what we could copy for them to use and what was 

more proprietary. (2004 11 22, Email B1064) 

Sixth, email provides some difficulties in communication no matter the venue or 

use. For example, sometimes people read only the subject line before deleting, and this 

can be misleading. 

I was disappointed that the announcement of the new phase was done a bit cavalierly. 

Not only was it a response to an email about cat sitting, but also it didn't have enough 

information. The lack of information surely contributed to the anxiety and uncertainty 

surrounding this discussion. Subsequent emails from [the developer] and others have 

filled in most of the gaps, but I am still unsure if we have a decision to make or if it is a 

done-deal. I hope that future changes of this magnitude could be communicated more 

completely from the start. (2004 07 07, Email B0690) 

At West Branch, progress towards decision was improved when care was taken 

to document thoroughly and to provide good access to that documentation.  

7.4.2. Renewal or refreshment 

Even when information was well documented and easily accessible, individuals 

could forget it over time.  

Education can counteract the natural tendency to do the wrong thing, but the 

inexorable succession of generations requires that the basis for this knowledge be 

constantly refreshed. (Hardin 1968, p. 104)  

West Branch members often faced the need for renewal and refreshment of information, 

because although the community was relatively small, and the actors identities were 

relatively fixed, the overall timeline was long, and the number of topics and amount of 

information was high. 
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Another thing that is very difficult about this kind of a process is that, in effect, the 

longer it goes on, the more difficult it is for virtually everybody. The original people, the 

middle people, and the latecomers all understand everything that’s gone on for that 

period of time. Early people who’ve been there from the early stage won’t necessarily 

remember everything accurately that they think they remember, or they will have missed 

some meetings during some period of time. So they won’t have every piece of knowledge 

immediately at hand. Obviously people later have this huge amount to catch up on, where 

a lot of things have been decided, and have to be recounted again for them. Of course, the 

longer it goes on, the more that there is, which means you’re retracing a lot of community 

knowledge that should be a base of a common understood context, principles, even basic 

facts. This is how the community works. (2005 05 02, Interview with Justin) 

Several community members believed information renewal to be a high need, 

and spent considerable time providing review and summary to others prior to important 

discussions and votes. For example, Pamela and Frances aggregated months of 

conversation from meetings and emails on whether or not to allow owners to rent their 

units at West Branch into a long summary email presented in a timely manner right 

before an important discussion at a community meeting (2003 06 20, Email A1484). 

Angela aggregated information from more than a year of emails and meeting discussion 

on the parking issue (out of frustration at the community repeating topics that had been 

discussed and decided 1 ½ years before). Patrick went back through minutes and 

repeated all text regarding some complicated parts of the financial picture for the 

community (2005 03 23, Email B1336).  

Such refreshment of information permitted clarity on future discussions. 

Patrick: “I think it is important to make the distinction concerning profit and 

contingency. We've been talking about this since July of 2004 and what was said clearly 

states that profit will go to the individual home owners. I've sited the parts of the minutes 

since July that talk about this profit below. (2005 03 23, Email B1336) 

Thanks [Patrick], that cleared up a few things. In light of that, I would say that the 

discussion on where the profit will go is closed - it has already been determined that the 
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profit will go back to the homeowners. The contingencies are still an open issue, however. 

So now it looks like we have two basic agenda items that we should discuss at our next 

business meeting:1) How much will it cost to finish various parts of the common house, 

and what are are priorities in doing them.2) How much of the contingencies (note: no 

longer includes "profit") will be returned to the homeowners, and how will that be 

determined. (2005 03 23, Email B1337) 

This is a nice way to pull a long discussion thread into some clear agenda items. We've 

let a lot of discussions range on this listserv before and I think posting a summary of 

issues or agenda items is a nice way of tailing off without losing the progress that's been 

made. (2005 03 23, Email B1338) 

community members were appreciative of these information summaries. 

[Angela], I am grateful to you for pulling that up and sending it out. We are much newer 

to [West Branch] than this whole dialogue (it has been a little tough to read through all of 

the old meeting minutes for these kinds of details). Now I understand a lot more about 

where we've come from on this issue, and (except for vouching that I fall into the 

category of folk who want to support forming some solutions and assurances sooner 

rather than later) will ferme la bouche until the next meeting: (2005 10 20, Email B2573) 

The impact of information refreshment was four-fold. First, decisions that 

happened in the past, or that were discussed through a number of drafts, were put back 

on the community’s radar.  

Unfortunately when you see a policy so many different times in so many different forms, 

I can’t actually tell you what we agreed on. (2005 01 28, Interview with Angela) 

Second, progress could be more easily maintained over time. Third, the tangible benefit 

from issue summaries led to discussion of ways to institutionalize the refreshment 

process. 

I don't envy [Patrick] having to scan all the minutes for these details. In this case there 

was probably no way around it, since it was part of a CCDA understanding and not a 

formal community decision. I'd like to suggest that we collect our consensus decisions in 

some way outside of minutes, for easy review. Please pardon my ignorance if this has 

already been done. (2005 03 23, Email B1338) 

There’s really no way out that I can see…to have a tracking system…for the 300 issues 

everything from cats to water meters every little thing that we’ve ever discussed at any 
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time in the 4 years, to track every one of those issues and say OK here’s the history of it, 

here’s the current standing agreement on this issue. This is the current community 

understanding. I mean you could do that, but it would just be so overwhelming. There’s 

a continual process of side-track, back-track of what have we decided, what do we think 

we decided, how is this…is this negotiation now back on the table? If we put this back on 

the table, does this mean that three more issues that are related are back on the table? I 

think that there’s a lot of variety in the group in terms of tolerance for those types of 

situations. There’s a lot of variation in the group with regard to memory. ‘I thought you 

were in the meeting where we talked about that” or “I would have thought you would 

have known that this is how such and such works.” You really have to have a high 

tolerance for when there are questions that don’t need to be asked, either you should 

already know that for various reasons, previous knowledge…. (2005 05 02, Interview 

with Justin) 

 “One step that could and should be taken as soon as possible is to - search through the 

existing archives of information, - extract decisions, declarations and other actions worth 

remembering long-term, and - classify and organize this information. Specifically, I 

would suggest volunteers go through the minutes, emails and files on the [website]; the 

documents at [the community website] and paper copies. This is obviously too much work 

for any one of us as we are all busy. If several folks would step forward and indicate 

which part of the above they will digest, I will coordinate the classification and 

organization of the information. (2005 05 18, Email B1719) 

Fourth, the summaries could be used to determine who was present at various points in 

a discussion, informing who needed the refreshment, or whether in fact an entire 

discussion needed to be revisited or a decision revised.  

Thanks, [Edward]. This should be interesting for historical purposes, such as counting 

that 18 of the 43 households at the time of the survey are no longer with us! Many of us 

have been trying to get a handle on that number/proportion, in the context of passing on 

old decisions/information to the newcomers. (2005 10 20, Email B2581) 

I think sometimes some of the people who’ve been active for so many years often take an 

approach that we discussed this three years ago, we resolved it. Well, you had 20 percent 

of the people who decided it three years ago are still with the project. So, we should 

probably just keep an open mind about everything and revisit things. (2006 05 16, 

Interview with Eric) 

The impact of refreshment was not just from repetition of history and “facts,” but 

also from the reminder that this issue mattered very much to someone in the 
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community. No one could deny that Pamela, Frances, Angela, and Patrick spent 

enormous amounts of time aggregating information for their issue summaries, and their 

work provided a model for preparation prior to the meeting, reduced barriers of 

learning (and removed credibility of excuse for not preparing), and conveyed (directly 

or indirectly) that the time for introduction of alternative opinions was past. In almost all 

these cases, the individuals doing the aggregation had a particular opinion on the issue 

and on what direction the community should take in addressing it. Frances and Pamela 

wanted renters to be able to live in the community. Angela wanted the prior parking 

agreement to stand without revisiting it for revision. Patrick wanted extra monies 

returned to each member rather than cycled back into community infrastructure. By 

providing this work on an issue for the community, these individuals not only built up 

social capital that had true value in helping the community reach a decision, but also 

could state their opinion so that decisions reached would be the one they desired. 

Community members were more likely to agree with the point of view, or at a minimum 

to not block an agreement acting on their point of view, thereby providing a clearer and 

quicker pathway to consensus. 

community members needed reminding both about information and about 

actions – what would agreements require of them, what had they volunteered to do 

(outside of specific agreements), and how did they need to do it? Teams needed 

refreshment regarding task, colleagues (team membership), and deadlines/milestones. 
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For example, throughout the five years of the study period, reminders about Team 

membership were a regular topic of refreshment (2005 03 12, Email B1312) 

It would be good to have information on the committees and who is on them and what they do. To 

my knowledge this has not been readily available to new members, at least not since we joined. Is 

compiling and sharing this info part of the executive comittee task? Or someone else's task? The 

comittees will be part of the dynamic functioning of [West Branch], and we all need to be aware of 

them and contributing where our interests and talents lie (and willingness)! (2005 03 12, Email 

B1310) 

Issues required various levels of reinforcement and repeat. Some required a 

negotiated agreement, but then did not need revisiting (or could not be revisited), such 

as the choice not to install ground-source heat pumps. Some issues required ongoing 

intentional behaviors that might happen as often as daily, such as keeping cats indoors. 

Some required ongoing intentional behavior, but the actions were only required 

periodically, such as the choice not to use persistent herbicides and pesticides.  

 7.4.3. Orientation 

The process of orienting newcomers to the life of West Branch provided 

reinforcement of information and skills both for the newcomers, and for the existing 

households. This was particularly true, because no formal orientation materials or 

process existed at West Branch during the study period. Orientation, therefore, typically 

took the form of a newcomer expressing a need or question to the listserv, followed by 

informal input back to the listserv (2005 11 13, Email B2785). Thus, whatever 

introductory information was provided to the newcomer was also concurrently 

provided, or re-provided, to anyone else on the listserv.  
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The need for formal materials was often expressed by members, but other tasks 

always took priority over this need.  

,,we would like to ask the group if there is anyone who would like to take responsibility 

for keeping track of these policy issues that arise in meetings and in e-mails? The group 

will need to determine how they will deal with these policy issues in the near future, in 

terms of accepting them or not, so beginning to track and record them now will provide a 

strong history of how policies and design decisions arose and were agreed (or not) upon. 

(2002 02 13, Email A0139) 

If formal materials existed that could be provided to newcomers for review, orientation 

might not have as big an overlap with reinforcement of existing individuals. Time will 

tell whether such orientation materials are developed at West Branch, and what their 

impact is on reinforcement of information and skills for existing members.  

New households had much to learn about West Branch in order to participate in 

the life of the community effectively, including actual and potential collective action 

agreements, the consensus decision-making process, and historical knowledge of some 

events and agreements. Collectively, I term these types of information and skills 

community background materials.  

In theory, newcomers knew of the existence of the negotiated agreements, and 

knew that they had to comply with them, because all had to sign the [West Branch] 

Declaration of Covenants, which contains a clause stating that this compliance was 

mandated (see language quoted in Section 5.1). However, in reality, community 

members admitted that they often didn’t read the Covenants clearly upon entrance, or 

that only one adult read them from a multiple-adult household. Further, few then took 

the time to find, much less read, all the specific policies or covenants enacted by the 
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community at any given time. No list existed of the agreements instituted, and they 

were not collected anywhere for easy perusal, either electronically or on paper. 

Therefore, numerous examples exist of newcomers being unaware of a guideline or 

policy with which they should have been familiar.  

First, new households had to learn about the collective action agreements already 

approved by West Branch. For example, newcomer Brenda inadvertently ran headlong 

into a conflict with the pet policy one year after its approval. She blithely sent an email 

discussing whether or not guinea fowl would be a good idea for the community. At the 

time of the quotation, she appeared not to have been aware of the negotiated voluntary 

collective action agreement (approved after much discussion and contention) to strongly 

discourage outdoor cats for the very reason of their predatory nature (see Appendix D). 

 Love ‘em. But to eat ticks they need to roam. Will they be OK that near Bolin Creek 

Forest? Or near my sneaky cat? (2005 10 28, Email B2659) 

This email sparked a number of interesting responses. Some long-time members (i.e., 

Dennis) were present for the agreement negotiation, but (a year later) admitted to their 

confusion about or ignorance of its content or existence. Other newcomers (i.e., Henry) 

also stated their lack of knowledge. 

Dennis: I don’t recall reaching a consensus on cats, although we have discussed it for 

years. Others have raised your concerns. Still others have pointed out that cats from 

neighboring developments are not likely to obey West Branch's policies, whatever they 

may be. (2005 10 31, Email B2684) 

Henry: What is the established policy for cats at [West Branch]? ….I heard a while back 

that cats would be required to be indoor cats. Is this still the case? (2005 10 31, Email 

B2682) 
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At this point, Patrick, who was the primary advocate in the community for this policy, 

took the opportunity to email the community that the pet policy was adopted the year 

before, to paste the policy itself directly into the email, and to provide a link to the 

location on the community website where the document is archived. Note that Patrick is 

not only orienting newcomers with these moves, but is also reinforcing prior decisions 

to long-time members of the community. 

Second, newcomers needed to understand the topics under discussion at the time 

(potential agreements in process), in order to participate in their outcome. For example, 

Douglas entered the community during the negotiation of how many parking spaces 

would exist at West Branch and how they would be allocated.  

I didn’t realize until recently that there was some kinda formal agreement that we have 

… limitations on car use. So yeah, I’m not sure what the decision was, I’m not sure how 

that might potentially limit me. I didn’t have any understanding that if I move in, I 

might not be able to have a car for example. And I don’t think that I won’t be able to, but 

I think I might have trouble parking. (2005 05 11, Interview with Douglas) 

In fact, the site plan for West Branch provided an average of 1.5 parking spaces per 

household. However, the official parking bylaws were not approved until June of 2006, 

and so Douglas’s statement above actually was in the midst of the community’s 

discussion about allocation of these spaces and negotiation of this policy. His email 

comments made clear his confusion, and in response a long-time member summarized 

the status of the discussion via email to enable a more informed discussion at the next 

community meeting.  
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Third, newcomers needed to understand the chosen consensus decision-making 

process in order to participate effectively in community meetings, including informal 

expectations about participation.  

I could see already that there were the old-timers who felt that they had some kind of 

possessive attitude towards some things. They would, you know, insist on facilitating. 

They were always speaking up at meetings. Their pictures appeared on the website, and 

they knew all the familiar lingo, and all of the history. (2005 05 29, Interview with 

Frank) 

Engagement with the community included understanding when to speak, how to get 

your name on the list of those to make comments, what was the gradient of agreement 

on an official vote, how one placed topics on an agenda, and what was the community 

norm regarding disagreement and advocacy.  

Fourth, sometimes the process or history behind a event or decision was 

important knowledge for newcomers, not only for the details of what happened when, 

but just as much to understand community attitude and perspective. For example, early 

in the process, adjacent neighbors filed a lawsuit to stop West Branch’s development, 

which (although ultimately unsuccessful) caused a lengthy and costly delay. Some 

members who had been present for this period were bitter and angry years after 

resolution of the lawsuit, whereas newcomers who had not experienced the acrimonious 

interactions spoke more sympathetically about neighborly contact.  

Long-time member: ‘So, my enthusiasm waned a little bit with each of those things. And 

…the whole lawsuit thing is really a blow to my morale. Just to think that (a) people were 

being vindictive and ignorant and we weren’t wanted, you know, made me feel bad. It’s 

not really…the kind of place I want to live, you know. And it evoked a lot of really 

negative feelings in me, which…I don’t want…”(2005 02 03, Interview with Dennis) 
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Long-time member: “I had to really emotionally back off for most of last year. I didn’t 

make myself visible on the land for a while; I didn’t want to be seen by the neighbors. I 

still feel that way. I’ll approach it from the creek side to look at it; I haven’t really gone 

down there by the street you know. Still doesn’t feel real safe, and I really have a hope 

that that will heal as we live there and create you know a good neighborhood, but 

definitely is going to take some time. …h it felt awful… w when that took place it was 

kind of like “oh my god, these people … are so selfish and divisive. Why would I want to 

live there?” It was really pretty painful for a lot of us I think. (2004 11 13, Interview 

with Lisa) 

Long-time member: “when it is finally finished, my home will have taken longer to build 

than it took to fight the First World War. I have a lot of anger about that. The impact the 

delay our neighbors caused has had on my life is large. We have nothing to be ashamed of 

and I will never apologize for our actions. Nor will I forget who voted with their dollars 

to exclude and harass us. (2005 11 23, Email B2866) 

Newcomer: “Perhaps, indeed, some of us might, in their shoes, have done the same thing. 

And, hopefully, we will demonstrate to them that their concerns were at least partially 

misplaced. And one way to do this is to discard grudges and recognize common interest 

and to begin to work toward such common interest. (2005 06 17, Email B1910) 

In response to the email conversation, someone provided a summary of the lawsuit 

history to the listserv. 

Newcomer [Harold]: ” I wanted to know a little bit more about what I had gotten myself 

into, and what other people’s perceptions to. So that’s when I … researched the history of 

the lawsuit a little bit.  

Charlotte: How did you do that research? 

[Harold]: It was really easy, because it was …coming up on the list. Someone – I think it 

might have been [Judy] – someone did a synopsis or a recast and then other people chimed 

in and commented. (2006 06 07, Interview with Harold) 

In a similar vein, long-time members appeared more apathetic about 

participation This may have been based on weariness or perhaps disillusionment, but 

also a “quiet” period may have proceeded an active period not known to all or certainly 

not to a newcomer (also see 7.2.2 on latent cooperation cost reduction).  

I wish as a group we had a better institutional memory. It really feels like there is a divide 

between people who have hung on forever and those who took the places of the ones who 
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just couldn't hang on any longer. I don't know what the answer is, I'm just commenting 

on this feeling, which I recognize but dislike. (2005 05 18, Email B1708) 

 

Concern was raised about new members being uninformed about an issue or precedents 

and thus reluctant to speak. (2002 09 07, Community Meeting Minutes) 

My sense is that a lot of them have been in it for a long time, and they're sick of waiting 

for their houses. They're done. Done, done, done. And I just introduce myself to people 

because I'm like, “hey, we’re here,” but …it's not like, "We're so glad you're joining our 

ranks or our group or whatever." It's just like, "Whatever. We'll be here another five 

years waiting." Or like, "You're just a newbie. You don't know what the hell's gone on 

for the last four years." (2005 05 26, Interview with Rose) 

When long-time members took the time to orient newcomers to West Branch history, the 

resulting common understanding provided benefits to community process (2005 11 13, 

Email B2785). 

How would newcomers avail themselves of all these community background 

materials?  

I don’t know what is a reasonable expectation. It’s probably that’s just come up in the last 

year. Is there an obligation or responsibility for that person to go back and read through 

all the minutes, you know to go to the  website, and do all of that. If I was a new person, 

would I do that?: [pause] I think there’s a pretty good chance I would, that I would make 

that investment, because at that point you’re coming into a community that you don’t 

really know that much about, where a lot of decisions have been made, and you’re going 

to have to get up to speed very quickly to decide whether or not this is what you want. 

(2005 05 02, Interview with Justin) 

The possibility of developing a formal orientation process has arisen on several 

occasions in emails and in meetings (2003 01 04, Community Meeting Minutes, 2003 06 

20, Email A1484, 2003 07 19, Community Meeting Minutes). Consideration of this need 

was driven early on by the question of whether or not owners would be allowed to rent 

their units in West Branch. The final community Covenants allow rentals under specific 
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rules, and include language assigning responsibility to the owner for orienting the renter 

to the rules and policies of West Branch. 

Owner must find and designate a community resident who is willing to serve as a 

mentor for the tenant(s). A rental mentor will be designated by the Association. The 

mentor will orient the tenant(s) to the [West Branch] community. The Owner is 

ultimately responsible for the compliance of the tenant(s) with community standards, 

rules and regulations, and for ensuring that the tenant(s) have received a thorough 

orientation. (2006 West Branch Final Declaration of Covenants) 

Nonetheless, no document exists specifying what a “thorough orientation” would entail, 

and through the end of the study period, no process has been initiated to define this for 

either renters or new owners in West Branch. Despite the lack of formal orientation 

guidance, individuals often jumped in to an email discussion to try to provide general 

orientation to newcomers.  

“Hi [Doris], allow me to direct you to a few helpful locations: 

The main [West Branch] document archive: [URL cited] 

[West Branch]Decision Making Guidelines: [URL cited] 

[West Branch]financial information: [URL cited] 

After perusing through that, if you still have questions, please post them on [the listserv] 

again. Usually if you have a question to ask, you won't be the only person interested in 

the answer” .(2005 04 08, Email B1392) 

I understand that it can be confusing to try and figure out what is going on at this point 

in the process. If you would like to speak to someone individually prior to a meeting, I 

would be glad to meet with you or talk with you by phone. My family has been involved 

since the beginning so we can give you a bit of a historical perspective. Let me know if 

you would like to communicate individually. (2005 04 09, Email B1399) 

Each newcomer entrance to West Branch precipitated the need for orientation, 

and (haphazard as it was during the study period) orientation also provided the 

opportunity to renew information to long-time members. 
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8. On-going Work and Limitations  

For the purposes of this dissertation, I analyzed data collected through June 4, 

2006, the date of the first community meeting after the first individual moved into West 

Branch. Since that time, I have continued to attend meetings, read emails, and collect 

community documents. I have continued to ask for (and be granted) permission by the 

community to gather additional data. I plan to continue this work, and particularly to 

conduct additional sets of interviews at 1 year and 2 years past the date the final resident 

moves in (perhaps spring 2009 and spring 2010 respectively). The last home is scheduled 

to close at the end of 2007, and so the official date at which all homes have residents is 

close. 

However, I recognize that from the moment more than one household lived on-

site, my window into the social learning process closed substantially for those persons. 

My participation will not change; I will read emails, attend meetings and some public 

socials, interview individuals, and perhaps attend some subcommittee meetings. 

However, they are likely to have many personal face-to-face interactions to which I will 

not be privy, whereas most communication took place at meetings or on email (to which 

I do have access) prior to that time. Therefore, I will need to consider what role the 

emails play (for what topics and under what circumstances do people choose email 

when they have the very real option of seeing folks in person and/or using a mailbox 
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system which would reach all members (whether they are on email or not)). Interviews 

will take on a relatively more important role in the overall research process. 

Limitations for data from future efforts at West Branch also exist. My findings 

suggest that an consensus-type governance process is key. Few communities other than 

intentional ones use such a governance process, and this begs the question whether my 

findings can be applicable to more “traditional” neighborhoods in the U.S. or elsewhere. 

Second, both in the collective action literature and at West Branch, the efforts towards 

collective action hinge on material livelihood of the participants – perhaps their very 

food, shelter, or income (in the case of many case studies in the collective action 

literature) or (at West Branch), the building of the place where they will live and where 

they will invest a significant proportion of their finances. My interest is to promote 

voluntary collective action on large-number small-payoff issues in neighborhoods where 

efforts are not as easily connected to essentials of life. True, West Branch members have 

taken action on issues not of material import to their lives, but rather of general 

environmental good (fewer parking places to reduce driving for example). However, the 

relationships between the individuals even on these issues are based on issues of more 

material importance, and on a shared norm of sustainability. I wonder how well these 

findings can be applied to communities where neither of these bases exist.  

This leads to conjecture of future work that could be accomplished outside of 

West Branch. Perhaps future studies could be comparative of neighborhoods that are not 
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intentional and that vary across spectra such as amount of social capital, amount of 

voluntarism, demographics of income or education, etc.
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9. Conclusions 

The process by which voluntary collective arrangements form, and the results of 

acting on these arrangements provide a “synergy of the commons” rather than a tragedy 

by which progress can be made by communities towards accomplishing environmental 

management goals. This study describes this formative process and increases 

understanding of its assets, challenges, and uses. Voluntary collective action shows the 

power of community-based action to accomplish management of environmental issues 

where large numbers of people must act, but where the payoff to each person is small to 

nonexistent. 

Learning processes contribute significantly to formation of voluntary collective 

action arrangements. I term the learning that I observed co-facilitated community learning, 

and suggest that it is characterized by (1) a setting in everyday life; (2) a shared and 

constructed perspective among learners; (3) a context where process is more important 

than product; and (4) participant roles that are non-hierarchal and flexible. 

I observed four different types of voluntary collective action arrangements form 

at West Branch, including two where action has not occurred (agreements and potential 

agreements), and two where action has occurred (voluntary collective action and 

collective action). These are further distinguished by whether or not a community 

agreement exists. Formation of these arrangements typically followed a chronology that 

included topic introduction; initial community discussion; initial action; a phase of 
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iterative research, negotiation, discussion, and decision checks; and final approval or 

denial of a collective agreement. Tables 10 through 12 provide specific examples of 

voluntary collective arrangements formed at West Branch, and indicate whether or not 

these arrangements have consequence to improve management of important 

environmental issues. 

The co-facilitated community learning process is linked to formation of these 

voluntary collective action arrangements through a concept I call collective action 

competence, which I define as the readiness of a group of people to behave towards a 

common goal based on a collective awareness, and a collective set of skills and 

experiences. Development of collective action competence can lead to actual or potential 

voluntary collective action (in the presence of a negotiated collective action agreement) 

or to community action (in the absence of such an agreement). 

Four themes emerged from the study that characterized the formative collective 

action arrangements at West Branch and provided significant contribution to successful 

progress and outcome. These themes may inform those who wish to promote voluntary 

collective action in communities as a tool for improved environmental management. 

First, use of an consensus-type governance process (modified consensus in this case) 

enhanced collective action formation because (a) the decision-making process was as or 

more beneficial to collective action formation as was the product of a discussion, (b) 

consensus promotes (even requires) high levels and many forms of participation, (c) the 

group must find an authentic understanding of the spectrum and depth of various 
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perspectives, (d) building consensus takes time, which allows formation of collective 

action competence, (e) reciprocity and trust characterize consensus, which are 

correlational components of collective action, and (f) the structure allows benefit to 

result from conflict. Second, support for individual and collective learning and action, 

including both active and latent cooperation cost reduction are prevalent. Third, 

normative pressures are visible and emphasized throughout interactions. Fourth, 

communication and reinforcement of information are key, including renewal of 

information to existing members, documentation of and access to information for all 

members, and orientation of new members to information.  

The community studied for this work, West Branch Cohousing, is a unique 

community that in many ways was particularly suited for the formation of voluntary 

collective action on environmental issues. Nonetheless, the lessons learned from West 

Branch inform both how voluntary collective action might be promoted in other 

communities and what future research work might be useful. 
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Appendix A: Schematic Diagram of a typical cohousing community 
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Appendix B: Choosing and Using a Decision-making 

Process 

Cohousing communities are a combination of private property and collectively 

held property. That which is held collectively must be managed collectively, and the 

community must have a process in place by which to do this. For example, in West 

Branch, individuals own their homes fee-simple, but much of the property was 

collectively held by the Home Owners Association (HOA). In addition, the community 

collectively owns and manages a common house, a guest house, a cistern, a garden, and 

a playground. Plans are also in the works for a space to be utilized as a woodworking 

workshop, craft space, and greenhouse. In addition, many cohousing communities, 

including West Branch, form collective agreements that govern certain types of 

behaviors or actions by members. For example, West Branch prohibits planting of 

certain non-native invasive plants, and requires that 4 hours of  sweat equity  be 

performed each month by all adults on tasks towards the collective good. Management 

of both collective property and desired collective and individual behaviors was 

accomplished through collective agreements developed and agreed to by the 

community.  

However, what do the words  developed  and  agreed to  really mean? Who did 

the developing and the agreeing? What about people who didn’t help develop or didn’t 

agree? What about people who came after the development, and after the agreement? 
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What about revising something previously developed and approved? this section 

describes how West Branch chose the process by which they would decide on their 

collective agreements. I will describe this choice in depth, because the choice by 

definition presents significant constraint on how collective agreements are made (or not 

made), and because its use informs the social capital that develops over time in the 

community. 

The choice of decision-making method has two important corollary topics that 

will be described concurrently in this Appendix. First, when a group is collectively 

choosing a decision-making process, how does one choose? In other words, what 

process is used to decide on a decision-making process? A close cousin of this thorny 

chicken-and-egg dilemma arose as the community faced decisions on other important 

topics before a decision-making process was approved. The process of choosing a 

decision-making method took about two-years of community meetings and discussions. 

During this time, many other collective decisions were introduced, were discussed at 

length, or even had to be resolved due to imminent completion deadlines. For example, 

by November 2002 (right in the middle of the decision-making method choice), the 

group had to choose the community name, decide on a values statement, agree on a 

process for the community reservation wait list, approve community covenants (such as 

pets and weapons), and decide on a policy for renting out homes (or rooms in homes) 

(Email A855). Some of these decisions could not wait for final approval of a decision-

making process; all of them were well begun before a decision process was in place. 
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How should the community make a formal decision when the community had yet to 

agree on a process by which to make formal decisions?   

Second, a primary reason the decision-making choice took two years to finalize 

was that other important procedural questions arose during the developmental process, 

like who gets to decide, when are decisions made, how are decisions reviewed or 

revised, and where are decisions made (in meetings, by email, etc). These questions are 

not about the method used per se, but about defining who gets to use the method and 

how it is used. For ease of reference, I group these problematic related questions under 

the term  participation.  

 Therefore, this appendix will describe the process by which West Branch 

decided how they would make formal community decisions, and will weave two other 

storylines through this description – that of choosing a name for the community (which 

had to be accomplished within the two-year period), and that of thinking through the 

complexities and constraints of participation. The three storylines (decision-making 

process, community name, and participation) are interwoven in time and text in a very 

complex fabric. Rather than describing each story separately, I have chosen a format that 

proceeds in a chronological manner, and provides for each storyline the thread of the 

fabric occurring at each point in time.  
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Background 

Decision-making method: West Branch was designed as a cohousing community 

from the outset. All cohousing communities have some sort of participatory governance 

as a defining characteristic ((McCamant, Durrett et al. 1994), and therefore, both the 

developer and community members of West Branch began the conversation on decision-

making method knowing that investigation of inclusive formats, such as consensus, 

would be present. In fact, as the narrative below will show, methods other than 

consensus (or a form of consensus) received only cursory consideration. Therefore, the 

interest of this story was not that consensus was chosen, but rather the intricacies and 

challenges of its choice. 

community name: Prior to any community meetings about this neighborhood, 

the developer identified a name for the community that included the name of a creek 

that wound its way near one edge of the property. This was the operative name of the 

community for about a year. However, the developer discovered that the name was not 

unique in the area, and could not become the long-term name for the neighborhood. this 

necessitated choosing a new name. The community discussion and approval of the name 

took six months from May 2002 to November 2002. Note that some other naming 

decisions proceeded this; the community also had to choose both the name of the main 

road, and its postscript (street, road, etc). this narrative only describes the choice of the 

community name – West Branch. This is a pseudonym, and for ease of reference, I use it 
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throughout the document (as opposed to having a pseudonym early name and a 

pseudonym final name).  

Participation: An important component of a decision-making process is who is 

making the decisions. Even with a consensus framework, the membership of a collective 

must have consistent agreement on who gets to participate in consensus decisions. The 

need for definition of this is something that a democratic and a consensus process have 

in common; who can choose to agree or block in consensus, and who can vote in 

democracy. For West Branch, this discussion centered on participation. How could 

people could make their voice known – did they have to be present at a meeting, could 

email or proxies suffice, could other members speak or vote for them? Who could make 

their voice known – each person, each household, only adults, only people who were 

financially committed, etc. Did the right to participate depend on place in the process – 

for example, in early stages anyone could participate, but when a decision was being 

made, only those with a financial commitment could participate? 

In fact, this was a changing landscape for West Branch. For the first year, the only 

possible way to show commitment was to attend meetings and/or participate in the 

email list serve. In order to promote and recruit interested families, the list serve was 

open to anyone who expressed an interest in joining, and that included neighbors and 

other outside parties who were not considering residency on site. (The fact that 

neighbors were on the list became problematic when the neighbors sued the town to try 

to stop the development.) Therefore, all interested individuals and households were on 
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somewhat even footing. As an indication of quantity of interest, at the end of the first 

year (May 2002), about 55 households had shown interest in West Branch as defined by 

participation via email or attendance at a meeting. 

In June 2002, the developer announced that up to 30 individuals could choose to 

buy an official reservation in the community (not a specific lot, just the right to choose 

one when the time came). A hierarchy began to form composed of those who had 

financially committed, and those who had not. Interested households signed contracts 

for such community reservations at a pace such that the 30th reservation was received by 

the developer in October 2002 (Email A669). He drew the dividing line at 30 

reservations, because this was the total number of homes that the town had agreed 

could be placed on the site. 

At this point, the developer placed a moratorium on further reservations, and 

began forming a wait list with names in chronological order of expressed interest. Good 

reason existed to join the wait list; the developed had applied to the town to add 17 

more units to the community, and he was optimistic of approval. With these two steps, 

the community commitment landscape changed from a murky morass to a clearly 

defined hierarchy of those who had a financial commitment, those who were on the wait 

list, and those who were interested, but were neither financially committed nor on the 

wait list.  

By the end of 2002, about 20 or so households were on a wait list, and the 

community was dealing in earnest with what rights and responsibilities were granted to 
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the various levels of participation. At this point, the spectrum of participation was fairly 

complex. First, the list serve was still open to anyone who expressed interest to the 

developer, including those who had little to no interest in residing there, and no one 

(except perhaps the developer) really knew who all had joined (although the listserv 

shows an individual ID, a person could provide no further identifying information such 

that they remained functionally anonymous). Second, some on the list serve had high 

hopes of residency, but were not on the wait list and had not made financial 

commitments. Third, some people had attended meeting(s), which could be in addition 

to list serve participation or independent of it. Fourth, some folks were on a wait list, but 

were far enough down that they had no immediate expectation that a spot in the 

community would open up for them. Fifth, the first 17 households on the wait list had a 

reasonable expectation of having the option to put down money on a reservation if the 

town approved the expanded site plan. Finally, 30 households had made $7,500 deposits 

on a reservation in West Branch, and they were in chronological order which would 

dictate the priority they received in choosing an actual lot in the community. this section 

will describe the ways that these various levels of participation and commitment 

interacted with the needs of the community to be welcoming to interested newcomers, 

and yet achieve a cohesive community and make decisions binding to the subset of 

members who would eventually be resident on-site. 

Discussion about participation in the community was integrated into a number 

of other discussions that are not documented in this Appendix. For example, the 
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community spent months discussing whether or not individuals could rent homes or 

parts of homes, and if so under what circumstances. this led to lengthy discussion on 

what form of participation would be expected of those who were renting. Another 

example that is still ongoing as I write this dissertation (June 2007) is  sweat equity,  or 

the required community labor needed to build and maintain communally owned 

property and other assets. Each community member will be required to perform a set 

number of hours each month of work on behalf of collective needs. Questions of length 

and type of participation are integral to this sweat equity conversation. Interesting as 

these, and other, topics are, their length precluded them from inclusion in this 

Appendix. 

April 21, 2001 –community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: The possibility of using consensus as a community-

wide decision-making process was introduced to West Branch from the outset by the 

developer. In the first documented meeting of the community, held in April 2001, he 

encouraged those in attendance to consider consensus, because cohousing communities 

around the country have a history of successful use of consensus, and because the 

(nearby) cohousing community in which he lived uses this method. In the case of West 

Branch, he indicated that, because consensus can take a very long time, he intended to 

make some of the decisions himself about community design to lower the number of 
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unnecessary p0rice increases. The inference was that consensus has its place and merit, 

but some things were better decided unilaterally by the developer. 

May 5, 2001 – community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: A month later, the developer again mentioned 

consensus as a decision-making process, and the community minutes reflect his 

recommendation of this method to the group.  

 Cohousing groups typically use consensus building as a decision making model at the 

community meetings. Consensus building is effective in building trust and community 

since as a process it inherently addresses everyone interest. 

July 2001 – community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: Two months later, some further discussion occurred at 

a meeting, and the developer gave some thoughts as to what type of issues were best 

decided by consensus.  

 [The developer] thought it would help to have more neighborhood policies in the 

restrictive covenants And to have those be direct and clear so there was less chance for 

multiple interpretations. The most difficult job is policing therefore guidelines and 

consequences for non compliance should be clearly stated.  

April 6, 2001 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: The community turned its attention to other matters, 

such as site design and member recruitment for the next 8 months. In April 2002, 

however, the minutes show that Tony, a committed community member, suggested for 

the first time that a decision-making process for the community be developed. Tony 

stated that he has already done some web-based research on how other cohousing 
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communities have handled this issue, and he offered to head up a committee for this, 

concurrently recruiting anyone else who was interested to join him. At this time, the 

developer again mentioned that the cohousing development in which he lives uses 

consensus, and he recommended it.  

 It is a process of discussing and looking at different points of view and building 

consensus. It has worked well and is a model used a lot in cohousing. He noted that it is 

not a simple process, though it is a good process.  

April 10, 2002 – Email A203 

Decision-making method: A few days later, Tony followed up his offer made at 

the meeting with a similar offer via email to the list serve, and provided his vision for 

the developmental process. Note that this was a second open-ended invitation for 

participation, and clearly stated the limits Tony saw for this groups work (to bring to the 

community for discussion, not to decide on the community’s behalf). I find it interesting 

that he was using an inclusive developmental process from the outset. The email also 

indicates that he had provided some informational material at the prior meeting, and if 

offering to put the same on the website for review– he was educating the group. 

 …what is the basic purpose of this group? My thinking is that it will be an ad hoc team 

to make recommendations on how decisions will get made (consensus, majority rule, last 

person standing, etc.) for the cohousing community. Anything this team comes up with 

will get reported back to the whole group for discussion. In other words, this group's role 

won't be to make policy or decide whether we'll have Annual pig-pickings at the common 

house (or whatever), but only to try and think of the best possible process for governance. 

Secondly, how many people should be in this group initially? Three? Five? What's too 

small and what number will make it impossible to get anything done? I intend to put up 

some web pages with information about decision-making and  social community-building  

(like the material I brought to the meeting) soon, and possibly develop a sub-list for email 

for those on this team. Anything else I'm not thinking of?  
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April 28, 2002 

Decision-making method: In late April, Tony uploaded to the website a 

document identifying a purpose for the West Branch Process Team, naming 7 possible 

team members, noting a possible consultant, and providing some URLs for web-based 

resources. The stated purpose was a verbatim excerpt of the central portion of the email 

above. 

May 4, 2002 –Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: At this meeting, the developer offered $1,000 to the 

group to hire an outside consultant to assist with the process of choosing a decision-

making method. At this point, Tony and four other community members appear to 

compose the decision-making team. The developer asked Tony and the team to present 

at the next meeting, and Tony agreed. Further, the developer presented covenants from 

his own cohousing community as exemplars for those that West Branch will need to 

develop, which stated  

 The Association shall normally conduct its business by consensus.  

community name: The developer suggested that the choice of a community name 

might be a good pilot issue on which to try out a new decision-making method, marking 

the germinal moment when the two issues began to become intertwined. 
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Participation: As an indication of quantity of interest, by May 2002, about 55 

households had shown interest in West Branch in one of these informal manners 

(household members at least participating via email or by meeting attendance). 

May 28, 2002 – Process Team meeting minutes 

Decision-making method: Tony and three members of the Process Team met in 

May 2002, and concluded that their recommended process would be a modified 

consensus method, where consensus was the typical and first method used, but where a 

backup majority vote process was available for issues that are irresolvable by consensus. 

In fact, as they prepared to present to the community at the June meeting, the minutes 

indicate that other models (than consensus) would only  possibly  be mentioned.  

June 1, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: The four Team members each presented a different 

aspect of their committee’s progress to date. Norma described the basics of a consensus 

model. 

 Consensus is not an easy way to do things. It requires agreement by the group to do this 

and trust between all. Consensus works on a cooperative method. Basically, everyone in 

the group must agree that the decision is made based on what is good for the group as a 

whole. So, everyone wants a good decision. You use all the power of all the minds in the 

room to create the 'best' decision. You must understand in this situation that conflict can 

be good. Once a conflicting opinion arises, it leads to discussion, and growth and more 

comes into the decision. Four Reasons for Consensus (a) Gathers experience of whole 

group, (b) Builds relationships, (c) Goes for what is the common interest. The baseline for 

every decision is what is best for the whole community, and (d) Consensus decisions 

require less enforcement. Why would a cohousing group want to use this? We share a 

common bond; we trust each other or will be willing to later; everyone is interested 

(should be) in what is best for the group; it is a safe way of coming to decision. To do 
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consensus right, it is important to have members of the group trained as facilitators to 

help things move along more quickly. Group members must also be trained to keep 

discussion concise and meaningful. Consensus only works well if you have a good 

number of members coming in to the meetings.  

Pamela talked about other aspects of decision-making, such as what to do when 

the group cannot reach consensus. Should they then choose to use a super-majority vote 

or another method? She suggested that the group needed to articulate the principles or 

values which would serve as the basis for all decisions. She noted:  

 We are all open minded until we meet something we are close-minded about.  

Wendy talked about the importance of communication. 

 Effective communication is absolute for a consensus process sending and receiving 

information. Two-way communication is important for the experience of all group 

members to be included.  

Tony talked about the overall mechanics of how consensus (or modified 

consensus) could work. The minutes also reflect a (anonymous) comment that 

 Feedback and self-disclosure are important skills and needs in consensus. You have to be 

careful not to self-disclose too fast, for everyone's comfort.  

Raymond noted that consensus was extremely difficult in some instances. Dennis 

said that he was skeptical of consensus, but because he had never experienced it, he was 

willing to talk about it. The developer again noted that his cohousing community used 

consensus, and also said that use of a super-majority was a good option for times when  

 …decisions are surpassing their time frame and are becoming very difficult to achieve.  

Subsequent to the meeting, the Process Team uploaded notes to the website 

summarizing their community meeting presentations. 
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Participation: In June 2002, the commitment landscape changed considerably. At 

this point, the developer announced that up to 30 individuals could choose to buy an 

official reservation in the community (not a specific lot, just the right to choose one when 

the time came). At the meeting, the Process Team mentioned this issue for the first time. 

First, Norma speaks to participation in a general sense in her presentation on the 

consensus model. 

Consensus only works well if you have a good number of members coming in to the 

meetings.  (2002 06 01, Community Meeting Minutes)  

Later in the same meeting, several community members bring up the more 

specific question about which attendees get to participate at what level. 

[Stanley asked]…[h]ow do we deal with the issue of some people being more committed to 

the process than others? 

[Raymond] suggested that level of commitment might be determined based on your 

interest in coming to the business meetings.  (2002 06 01, Community Meeting 

Minutes)  

I interpret Raymond’s suggestion as affirming of those who take the trouble to 

attend, and as suggesting that anyone attending be allowed to participate in community 

decisions. The developer weighed in with an opinion on this matter.  

 In light of the issue of people who are financially vested, [the developer] thinks it is 

critical to still keep the process open so that newcomers are comfortable. But, there should 

be some type of hierarchy in place to respect that some people are at a different level of 

commitment than others.  (2002 06 01, Community Meeting Minutes)  

Note, that these questions and comments correspond to the time when the 

developer began to accept financial reservations for the community, constituting a first 

step in the emergence of a more explicit commitment hierarchy (those who are 
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financially committed and those who are not). Thus, these comments juxtapose the 

easier definition of the past (where attendance or email was the only available means to 

demonstrate commitment) and the emergence of a much more complex future. 

June 3, 2002 – Process Team meeting minutes 

Decision-making method: The same four members of the Process Team met in 

June subsequent to the community meeting. They discussed what percent of attendance 

should constitute quorum, and the issue of commitment, participation, and consensus 

(who counts for quorum, who gets to  vote  in consensus decisions?). They also 

discussed what type of system could exist for problematic occasions, such as inability to 

reach consensus, many extreme opinions, or not enough information. The Team divided 

up tasks. Wendy agreed to make a set of communication ground rules, Pamela to 

establish a rough consensus decision model and to consider how to decide on the 

decision-making, Tony to describe the mechanics of the basic meeting process, and 

Norma to contact facilitation consultants for the community to hire with the $1,000 from 

the developer. Note that Mildred, who had signed up to be the fifth member did not 

apparently participate in the Team meetings or the presentations to the community.  

community name: The Process Team talked about next steps, and discussed 

using community name as a test of a proposed consensus process. 

Participation: These minutes define members who are definitely committed as 

those who have paid money or  …are otherwise certain  suggesting a broader definition 



 

 299 

of the highest level of commitment than just financial. They also discussed what percent 

(of who was not defined) would comprise quorum, suggesting perhaps 75 or 80 percent. 

June and July 2002 General comments 

community name: Choice of community name was high priority in emails sent in 

June and July of 2002 ;9 days in each of those months had some conversation about the 

name, comprised of 33 and 22 separate emails, respectively. In the emails, community 

members offered many creative ideas for community names, and reflected on the 

suggestions of others. Most of the ideas reflected on the landscape or natural history of 

the area.  

July 8, 2002 – Email A369 

community name: Peggy, who was both a community member, and an employee 

of the developer, provided to the community a link to an email thread discussion about 

how to choose a community name that was on the national Cohousing Network list 

serve. 

 If I were involved in a community which needed to choose a name, I think this is one of 

the *very* few cases where I would advocate  consensing to vote .  

Do it in *one* meeting. 

* Have everyone brainstorm all the options they can think of in advance of the meeting 

and in the first twenty minutes. 

* Use a straw vote to pick a few favorites. 

* Talk about them for an hour and maybe generate a few more options. 
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* Vote, choose the most popular (or maybe the least unpopular), and get on with your 

project. (Cohousing-L Mailing list, 1997 03 29, www.cohousing.org) 

July 13, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: No discussion of decision-making method. 

community name: The developer leads a discussion on names for the 

community, although no decisions are made. 

July 16, 2002 – Email A390 

Decision-making method: Peggy sent an email (wearing her hat working for the 

developer) suggesting that the community Process Team take over the process of 

deciding on the new name, thus even more explicitly linking the two decisions (name 

and decision-making method). She suggested that the Process Team post to the list serve 

all names that have been suggested to date, which they did in early August (2002 08 03, 

community names document). 

July 29, 2002 – Process Team meeting minutes 

Decision-making method: Prior to the August 2002 meeting, the same four 

stalwart members of the Process Team met again. The group decided to recommend 

that, if and when a super-majority vote were required, people who had committed 

financially to the community would receive double the votes as would those who had 

not. Further, they decided to recommend that those without a financial commitment 

stand aside on any final consensus votes, unless they  …fully intend to be involved in 
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the community.  this type of hierarchy led to issues, however, in defining quorum. Is it a 

percent of those financially committed, those attending, or something in between? 

Participation: The Team discussed many facets of participation: concern about 

whether a  vote  was at the level of a household, individual or adult; whether financial 

investment warrants the only, or at least a priority vote; at what level quorum would be 

set; whether the level changes based on type of decision (consensus versus super-

majority), and what the relation was between quorum and participation definition (i.e., 

who was consensing?).  

 What constitutes a vote in our community? A person? An adult? A household? We 

recommend one vote per household. 

To resolve the issue about financial investment needing a stronger vote, we propose that 

(for now) we establish that those folks who’ve put money in will have a heavier vote (2 to 

1) if the discussion comes down to a vote. However, it is hoped that the consensus process 

will resolve the issues to everyone’s satisfaction; however, so that casually involved folks 

don’t mire the process, we would ask that they stand aside on a final vote unless they 

fully intend to be involved in the community. 

How do we determine the quorum? 30% would be about 14 households, but maybe that’s 

too low. However, an alternative would be to set it higher (say 50%), and then adjust it 

based on later attendance (households that consistently don’t participate effectively lower 

the quorum); also, an attendance list could be maintained, with households removing 

themselves by default after not showing up for 3(?) meetings. 

Perhaps set the quorum to the same level as a super-majority, assuming that it is still 

something like a vote; then the number is adjusted through attendance, so that we keep 

the highest number possible involved in decision-making.this is something of a problem, 

because the percentages of committed and attending aren’t the same. 

What should the percentage needed for a quorum be based on? Financial-investment, or 

personal commitment? We need to check with [Peggy] and [the developer] if they have a 

semi-solid number.  
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August 3, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: At the community meeting, the Process Team 

presented their discussions on decision-making, and described a modified consensus 

process. By this point, they had uploaded to the community website a draft decision-

making process proposal (2002 08 03 Decision-making process proposal). this document 

recommends a consensus-based decision-making model, and suggests that three options 

be available for situations where consensus was taking an inordinate amount of time, or 

the community was stalled. First, a research sub-team could be formed, composed of 

experts on the topic, and those reflecting a balance of the community’s views on the 

issue. this team would research and discuss the issue separately, and return a 

recommendation to the community. Second, a decision-making sub-team could be 

formed, which might be composed of the most outspoken proponents of each facet of an 

issue. this team would meet to try to come to a collaborative agreement that could be 

reported to the community. Finally the community could choose, as an absolute last 

resort, to hold a super-majority vote, where 80 percent of the households would consist 

of a positive outcome (2002 08 03 Decision-making Proposal). The proposal also 

suggested roles for individuals to lead consensus process in meetings; means by which 

agendas would be formed, communicated, and revised; and some more details from 

several of the team members. 

Tony expressed his hope that a process could be approved at the beginning of 

the September meeting. Several questions were raised by community members, 
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including the possibility for proxy voting if someone cannot attend, and again how the 

decision will be made to choose a decision-making process. The developer talked about 

the experience of using consensus and choosing quorum in his cohousing community.  

 The great thing about consensus is that it addresses the minority point of view. It is 

about everyone looking for a solution that works, not just coming to the middle. (2002 08 

03, Community Meeting Minutes) 

One community member stated that consensus works best if community values 

were agreed to ahead of time to facilitate clarity on community expectations. The 

developer agreed with this comment, and suggested that the community write up and 

set community values prior to choosing the decision-making method. (Note that this 

comment identifies yet another important community discussion and decision that was 

potentially intertwined with that of the decision-making process.) 

Participation: As opposed to the meeting minutes quoted above from only a few 

days earlier, the draft proposal states that only those with a financial commitment and a 

signed contract can constitute quorum. Note that this does not define who can 

participate in discussion/consensus, only who can constitute quorum. 

 At each meeting there must be a minimum number of community members present in 

order to make any decision (a  quorum ). We recommend that this number be a 

percentage of the households in the community. In the short term, this number will be 

based on those households which have signed a contract and invested money in the 

project (currently 15 households).  

The value of this percentage is open to question, but for now we're suggesting 50%, 

which can be later adjusted based on attendance. In essence, this would mean that 

substantial decisions can't be made at this time without at least half of the financially-

invested members present. (2002 08 03 Decision-making process proposal) 



 

 304 

August 2002 General Comments 

Decision-making method: Several emails (2002 08 08 Email A427, 2002 08 19 

Email A448) make it clear that the September meeting will be an important one where 

decisions could possibly be made both on the decision-making method and on the 

community name. this was fueled in part by the fact that, subsequent to the August 

meeting, Tony emailed the community, calling attention to the draft process proposal on 

the website, repeating his hope for approval on a revised draft at the September 

meeting, and asking for criticism of the plan (2002 08 08 Email A427). His plea for input 

obtained results; over the next three weeks, 23 comments were made on the draft 

process proposal. Comments particularly addressed the following issues: 

Proxy consensus voting: Comments were made both that it should be allowed (perhaps 

with an accompanying statement), because at times it would be difficult to get a 

quorum, and that it should not be allowed, because much information was provided 

during the course of a meeting which renders prior statements obsolete.  

Agenda publication: agendas should be published as final by a known date prior to a 

meeting 

Time limits: No limit should be set on number of meetings or amount of time used to 

decide an issue. 

Number of meetings: The community might need to add additional meetings to 

accomplish a decision if the time limit nears. Was this good or not? 
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Who decides: Who decides whether an issue goes to a research sub-group, a decision-

making sub-group, or a super-majority vote? 

The facilitators role also drew comment. 

 Normally, it is the facilitator's job to get the group to make all of the decisions. In the 

case of referring an issue out to a research committee or recommending that it be decided 

by a supermajority vote, I believe that the group should set up some ground rules 

regarding those situations when we adopt our decision making process. As someone who 

has done group meeting facilitation, I can tell you that it is nice to have ground rules to 

fall back on, especially if the facilitator lacks the skill/persuasive ability to keep the group 

moving towards a decision on a divisive issue.  ( 2002 08 09 Email A433) 

 I really trust that an experienced facilitator would know when to end unproductive 

debate and channel effort into more productive ways of resolving problems like the 

proposed research and decision-making teams.  ( 2002 08 09 Email A434) 

 Do we want to give the facilitator absolute power to table discussions, or can the 

facilitator be overruled by the group?  (2002 08 13 Email A443) 

Others expressed concern about conflict resolution. 

 My concern is primarily with those persons who are in the minority on an issue they feel 

strongly about. (It is possible that everyone, in turn, will get to experience being in this 

position) Can every one's concerns be accomodated in any one decision? In any 

seemingly bipolar issue, is there a third option that may take time to surface? Will the 

group be creative enough to find these alternative options? If not, will people be able to let 

go of their feelings? Such an expectation seems to require above-average maturity, 

flexibility and self-sacrifice from an individual. Will we, individually or collectively, need 

therapy to resolve the conflicts that may arise? That said, I would fully support limiting 

discussions to a set number of meetings where we try to achieve a workable decision that 

accomodates everyones needs. Discussion without a cutoff limit seems unworkable.  

(2002 08 11 Email A438) 

 We are concerned in particular about issues in which the community splits and the issue 

may need to go to a vote. If there arises a win – lose situation, it might lead to hard 

feelings with a resultant decrease in community cohesiveness and morale. It occurred to 

us that appropriate professional intervention in the middle of the process might be useful 

for avoiding a deadlock. In talking with people already committed to [West Branch] 

Cohousing, it seems that people who have the necessary professional mediation / conflict 

resolution / group therapy skills are available to make this possible. Those persons could 

serve the community as a Resolution Team. For example, in the (rare) event that the 

group polarizes into two non-compromising sides, the facilitator may choose to assign the 

issue to a small group (those persons who are deeply involved and invested in the 
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outcome) for further discussion. A possible intervention with this group might take any 

of a number of forms, depending upon the people involved. this group process would be 

lead by someone from the Resolution Team. It seems that it would be useful to have this 

option available in advance, so when the group is getting stuck on an issue, the facilitator 

can refer it to a resolution team. Perhaps we could avoid hard feelings before they arise. 

These are some initial thoughts. We do not know all of the members of [West Branch] 

CoHousing (yet), but we know of a few who have group therapy and conflict resolution 

skills. It would be useful to have a few people involved. That way, there is a better chance 

that at least one person would be truly neutral. How do you all feel about this? Is it 

worthy of the group's consideration? Would you (as an individual) be willing to commit 

to resolving differences that arise with a process like this?  (2002 08 19 Email A447) 

One member took the time to affirm the difficulty of the process that was ongoing, and 

also to suggest some core ideas. 

 Hi Folks, I am impressed by the hard work, clear thinking and organization this proposal 

reflects. Thanks for doing this. I also liked the exercise Pamela led last Saturday. Not only 

did it get me thinking in a new way about the group, but it was an enjoyable group-

building experience. The discussion, so far, about this proposal has also been interesting 

and helpful to my own thinking. I hope lots more folks will post their thoughts 

here….There are three core ideas stated on the first page that I believe will help us 

enormously: decisions are to be based on the common good; conflict--when expressed 

within certain guidelines--is beneficial; and that the process is likely to be fine-tuned over 

time as we try it out. I think that keeping those in mind will help us navigate any 

weaknesses that may be lurking in the  final  process we agree adopt.  (2002 08 12 Email 

A440 

Participation: Some folks who could not attend suggested that the meeting be 

delayed a week. this initiated a spate of emails indicating that (a) some could not attend 

on many revised dates, and (b) moving a meeting would not fit with the overall 

philosophy of giving notice of meeting times and agendas. 

 … although I could be at a meeting on the 14th, I have a bit of an objection to changing 

the meeting date unless we hear from EVERYONE that that is okay with them. I've 

known I couldn't make this meeting since I joined the group. I wouldn't feel right about 

changing the date to suit me if it meant someone else, who had been holding the original 

date free, couldn't make it then. In general, I think it's bad policy to change meeting dates 

(especially where something important is being decided) between meetings, just like 

adding something important to the agenda at the last minute would not be a great idea 

(in my mind).  (Email A457) 
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Proxy voting was discussed via email, which has important implications for 

participation. 

  A straight proxy vote doesn't seem to fit with consensus. For example, I can imagine 

going to a meeting absolutely convinced that a television in the common house would 

undermine every one of our core principles and must not be allowed to happen, then 

being convinced during the course of the meeting that there are ways to do it I can live 

with, even support. So I'd be doing a disservice to myself and the process by submitting 

my vote in advance of the meeting. What if we had the option to submit a brief statement, 

perhaps via this forum, perhaps via another person, outlining 

opinions/concerns/reasoning, etc. (Maybe even create a format for it.) That way the ideas 

of absent folks will be considered but they will not have the power to stall a decision that 

they just might have supported if they'd been at the meeting. I also think we'd have to be 

clear that folks could only expect their statement to be considered if they really couldn't 

attend...not just that they'd prefer not to attend. I wouldn't want these proxy statements 

to count toward the quorum. I'd like us to agree that real people have to be in the room for 

a quorum to be present.  

If a person is absent and/or out of town when an issue goes to a supermajority vote, 

should we allow their  proxy vote  to count towards the outcome? I would be inclined to 

accept such votes, provided that the person in question had participated in person in the 

discussion(s) leading up to the vote.  (2002 08 12 Email A440) 

September 2, 2002 – Email A457 

community name: September was the busiest month for email conversation on 

the community name – comments were made by email on 20 of the 31 days in the 

month, consisting of 61 separate emails. 

Participation: community members begin to realize that the September 2002 

meeting was an important one, where decisions could possibly be made both on the 

decision-making method and on the community name. Some folks who could not attend 

suggested that the meeting be delayed a week, but that initiated a spate of emails 

indicating that (a) some could not attend on many revised dates, and (b) moving a 
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meeting would not fit with the overall philosophy of giving notice of meeting times and 

agendas. 

 … although I could be at a meeting on the 14th, I have a bit of an objection to changing 

the meeting date unless we hear from EVERYONE that that is okay with them. I've 

known I couldn't make this meeting since I joined the group. I wouldn't feel right about 

changing the date to suit me if it meant someone else, who had been holding the original 

date free, couldn't make it then. In general, I think it's bad policy to change meeting dates 

(especially where something important is being decided) between meetings, just like 

adding something important to the agenda at the last minute would not be a great idea 

(in my mind).   

September 7th, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: The September 2002 meeting was indeed held on the 

original date, and the proposed decision-making process was discussed, but no decision 

was made (or apparently even considered). Tony presented the proposed revisions at 

the meeting. For the most part, the new draft contained relatively minor exceptions to 

the first draft. However, new language was inserted about the role of proxy statements. 

 In the event that a community member is not able to attend a meeting, it is suggested 

they submit a short  proxy statement , describing their position on the issues to be 

discussed at the meeting in question. this statement will be read aloud and taken into 

consideration by the group. However, it is understood that the organic flow of discussion 

may vary significantly from what was addressed in the statement, and therefore the 

statement won't count as a vote on the member's behalf. Likewise, the statement won't 

stand in place of the member in regards to reaching the quorum. (2002 09 07 Draft 

Decision-Making Proposal) 

community members again raised issues about revision (how will the 

community know when a decision needs revisiting?), uninformed input, silent 

community members (whether present or absent), and objectivity of facilitators. 
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community name: After the presentation by the Process Team, the proposed 

process was used to facilitate a discussion on the community name. No consensus could 

be reached as a result of this discussion, and a Naming Team was formed as a separate 

group from the Process Team to try to move the process forward. Three community 

members volunteered to form the core of the Naming Team (no overlap with the Process 

Team). The minutes again reflect the need for community values, coupled with the 

statement that having a consistent expectation of values might guide the decision-

making method choice. 

Participation: The second draft of the decision-making proposal did not change 

the language regarding participation by those not financially committed. Basically, if a 

super-majority vote were required, households that were financially committed would 

receive two votes per household, and all other households would receive one. The draft 

was not specific as to a definition of other households (making it essentially, any other 

household present at a given meeting). 

September 11 and 12, 2002 – Various emails 

Participation: One member expressed confusion as to where and when 

discussion was appropriate on issues of interest to the community. 

 Question: When should a discussion take place on the list serve and when should it be 

reserved for some  process ? Do people appreciate the name, rental, and affordable unit 

discussion or should those be off- line?  (2002 09 11 Email A509) 

Several people responded to this question. 
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 I think that it is reasonable to talk to one another via email during the course of the 

month. In just a few days since the last meeting, we have generated any new name 

possibilities for people to consider. this is good. Also, the electronic forum allows us to 

weigh in on issues of importance to the community, and allows us to do so in an extended 

format. Your arguments below are lengthy and might not come across as clearly were you 

to deliver them extemporaneously at a meeting. Well, maybe they would! You might be 

an excellent public speaker, but not everyone is good at it. this format gives reticent and 

shy persons the ability to break into the conversation. (2002 09 11 Email A510) 

My thinking about the use of the list is that it should serve as a general discussion area, 

and so is fine for the way we're using it. However, It would be good if someone could 

generally be responsible for tracking a given thread of discussion, so that it can be 

organized and made available for meetings. I took on this role (among other folks) for the 

process discussion, and I'd imagine the Naming team folks are paying attention to that 

thread.  (2002 09 12 Email A511) 

Note that the second comment above brought up the issue of documentation of 

discussion and decisions. 

September 16, 2002 – Email A536 

community name: In mid-September 2002, Mike, who had facilitated the 

September meeting, suggested a decision-making method to be used at the meeting in 

October to choose a name for the community. The process was a voting process, where 

the agreement to vote would be adopted by consensus prior to the voting. 

…my proposal involves a process-of-elimination strategy involving multiple rounds till 

we arrive at a name we all like and can live with happily ever after. It goes like this: 

Review the values / attributes / qualities / etc. of a good name as previously discussed. 

Put all of the proposed community names on the board as a possible choice. 1st round: 

everyone has five  votes  [these would be slips of paper] and they vote for whichever their 

five favorite name choices are from amongst those available [write-in ballots]. Count 

votes and eliminate the 50 % of possible names that tallied the least votes. 2nd round: 

same as first. 3rd round: same as second and so on till we get down to five possible 

community names. Then, we go round and comment on the relative merits of these five 

possible name choices. Everyone speaks without group comments at this stage. Then 

group discussion (interactive) follows. Next round, each person gets three  votes  and we 

select three names from the five. Last round, each person gets one vote and we select the 

official community name. It is my hope that this method will allow all proposed names to 
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be considered, allow discussion amongst the group, allow any dissenting voices to be 

heard, and yet move the decision process along in an expeditious fashion. …Please keep in 

mind that this is just a proposal. We will decide on the method collectively, by consensus 

at the beginning of the meeting in October.   

Mike’s email also welcomed others to post alternative methods to the list serve. I 

find it most interesting that Mike’s process was not one that resembled closely the 

method(s) proposed by the Process Team, nor can I find data evidence of how Mike 

came up with this proposal, or why he chose to present it over using the Process Team 

proposal. Perhaps it was informed by the method suggested in the national cohousing 

list serve email described earlier. 

September 2002 – last two weeks 

community name: Although one email questioned why the proposal came from 

Mike (rather than the Naming Team) (Email A548), no one asked why the proposed 

method for name choice did not follow any of the Process Team proposals. One email 

inferred that, as a result of the contentious discussion at the August meeting, consensus 

on a single name  …seems impossible.  (2002 09 25 Email A564) Perhaps this was the 

basis from which Mike felt the need to present a voting, rather than a consensus, 

process. Mike described his proposal as modified consensus, but to my mind, the 

decision was a voting one (even though the agreement to use the process was 

consensual). In the end, posted agendas assumed that this process was the one that will 

be used to decide the community name at the October meeting. The agenda and the 
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proposed process were reinforced to the community via email on several other occasions 

(Email A579) 

October 4, 2002 – Email A595 

community name: Mike reaffirmed the process and his intent the day before the 

October meeting repeating (in Email A595) the exact same wording he had already sent 

(Email A536). 

October 5, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: Six rounds of voting occurred at the meeting and the 

name West Branch was chosen. Decision-making method thoughts infused the 

conversation. 

 Frank wants  …pure consensus at the end for the last few name candidates  

In the second round of voting, participants talked about changes for future 

rounds. 

 Should we have a silent veto vote for final rounds? Sherry suggests that this is not in the 

spirit of consensus  

Stanley – if we need to veto, do it now during discussion 

It was suggested that this should be less about a  veto  and more about whether or not one 

can live with the result  

community name: West Branch was officially chosen as the community name 

using the described process. The actual iterative naming choice decision took 6 rounds 

of voting, ultimately resulting in a very close vote – 12 votes for one finalist and 11 votes 
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for the other. At that point the facilitator asked attendees to consensually ratify the 

democratically voted winner. The minutes document the ultimate name decision in the 

following manner:  

 Check for consensus on [West Branch]? No one speaks, so we have consensus (applause).  

Interest in the two finalist names was fairly equal, so with their consensual 

approval, almost half of the voters were  standing aside  to allow choice of a name that 

was not their selection. Thus, this important decision in a community that was 

considering using consensus for decision-making came on the backs of almost half the 

voters accepting a second choice outcome (second choice at best, given that concessions 

were given in earlier rounds). 

Participation: The October minutes stated that 17 of 25 (financially committed) 

households were present, representing a quorum. The minutes state that consensus 

decided that proxy voting would be allowed in this process. Emails after the fact 

questioned this decision. Prior to any voting, the issue of who would get to vote came 

up again.  

Should those who haven't financially committed be able to cast votes? 

Although prior emails had seemed to suggest that the answer would be no, the 

meeting minutes are unclear as to how this question was ultimately answered at the 

meeting.  

Raymond suggested that the process  …should be as inclusive as possible, since this is a 

process within a consensus process, particularly in the beginning. If it comes to 

consensus-blocking then we might need to be more particular.   
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Frances added:  …if we include folks, we should include them throughout the process.  

Note that, as is described later in this appendix, emails after the meeting 

suggested that votes were encouraged and accepted at the meeting from those not 

financially committed, and that even those present were a little confused as to the policy 

that was meant to be followed.  

In fact, the final vote of 12 to 11 indicates that 23 households voted, which must 

have included other than the 17 present at the beginning of the meeting. The minutes are 

not precise enough to determine, but options include proxy votes, non-financially 

committed households, or people who showed up after the quorum was counted at the 

meeting outset. 

October 9, 2002 

Participation: A waitlist began to be formed on this date based on chronological 

date of commitment. In one fell swoop, the community commitment landscape changed 

from two levels (those with a financial commitment and those without) to a clearly 

defined three-part hierarchy of those who had a financial commitment, those who were 

on the wait list, and those who were interested, but were neither financially committed 

nor on the wait list. The importance of this hierarchy was underscored by the debate in 

meetings and in emails about what it meant to be in one or another of these bands of 

commitment. Note that good reason existed to join the wait list; the developed had 
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applied to the town to add 17 more units to the community, and he was optimistic of 

approval. 

Post-naming discussion – General comments 

 Some community members were not happy with the name selected, and 

some were not happy with the selection process. Therefore, the conversation on the topic 

of community name continued for about six more weeks, and was intertwined in a fairly 

complex manner with the story of the choice of decision-making process. In fact, three 

types of responses occurred within days after the successful name choice, and illustrate 

this complex fabric.  

Decision-making method: First, several members questioned who the  we  were 

who made the decision, and asked that folks be careful about use of the word  

consensus.  These responses show a sensitivity to upcoming discussions about the 

overall decision-making method to be used in the community. 

community name: Second, a community was discovered in California that 

evidently planned to use the name West Branch, giving those who didn’t like the name 

reason to call to revisit the naming decision entirely. this was significant in that the 

community realized it concurrently needed to deal with how it would make a decision, 

and under what circumstances (and in what way) it would permit approved decisions to 

be revisited. 
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Participation: Third, the discussion about commitment and participation, which 

had reared its head previously, was discussed in earnest as a result of two concurrent 

lines of conversation. One line of conversation was fueled by the fact that the 

implementation of an official wait list coincided with the October meeting. What should 

be required to  prove  one’s level of commitment on the wait list (and therefore one’s 

permitted level of participation). A second (and related) line of conversation concerned 

who voted and who should have voted on the name at the October meeting. These 

conversations informed future work of the community in their decision-making method 

choice.  

October 9th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: During meetings, or in emails, community members 

had begun to use the words  sense of consensus,  or  consensus seemed to be present,  

without any group poll of any sort being taken, and certainly without a community 

decision-making process being chosen. Some members responded to this vagueness in 

language with a call for caution. 

 I have a request for the group. I've heard the word 'consensus' pop up several times 

involving topics that I feel are *very* much under discussion. To me, the word 

'consensus' used within our group refers to the end result of the process we've adopted 

for decision making within our community. I'd like to ask folks to go easy on the 'c' word 

until we are actually in process and deciding as a group. I think it's easy to hear a 

'consensus emerging' before everyone has been fully heard. A suggestion for an 

alternative might be 'my sense of the group's feeling' or 'what I'm drawing from the 

conversation.' I know these examples are clunky, and I'm sure other folks will find better 

ones.  Email A653 



 

 317 

 A big part of consensus building is looking after minority interests so assuming 

consensus prior to actually achieving it can be counterproductive It is easy to slip from 

the rigor in the easy going atmosphere of community building. We who ???  Email A656 

 Thanks for these comments. I actually even feel troubled by such phrases as 'the sense of 

what the group is feeling' because that 'group' doesn't include the people who have not 

put their thoughts into an email.  Email A657 

 I think who 'we' are is also a little fuzzy. One certain criteria for a consensus decision is 

to know how many people are making it. My understanding is that both people who have 

committed and those who haven't are allowed a say in the decisions. I think the decision 

making body would have to solidify a little before a final process can be decided on. But 

I'll admit it's a eye opening thing to say in a discussion, and look forward to hearing it 

again.  Email A662 

 I'm sorry if I contributed to the misuse of the word consensus. Maybe a better phrase 

would have been,  We agree with the gist of what's been said so far...   Email A664 

October 10th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Participation: The community had already begun to struggle with who was a 

part of the community at a level that they could state their opinion in community 

meetings, and/or vote in consensus decisions. Given the myriad forms of commitment 

that existed in the community’s early days, this was not an easy issue to define, much 

less to solve. As it happened, an event happened right after the October 2002 meeting 

that brought some clarity, or at least definition, to the discussion. Specifically, the 

developer announced via email (A669) that 30 reservation agreements (i.e., financial 

commitments) were in hand, and no more would be taken at that point. Additional 

interested households were put on a waiting list in chronological order, and the list 

developed quickly. The hierarchy was defined somewhat by the developer, who asked 

those on the wait list to consider their status a serious commitment, finances 

notwithstanding. 
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 …it is very important for people who have committed to being a part of the neighborhood 

to come to the meetings when possible, to meet and begin getting to know future 

neighbors. this is a big part of the community building. For those who can't come to the 

meetings, please use the e-mail to join in the various discussions. If you feel committed 

enough to be placed on the waiting list, please let me know and I will add your name to 

the reservation waiting list. (A669) 

At this point, Patrick, a relatively recent, but financially-committed, member, 

who participated frequently via email and had a strong interest in equitable and clear 

process took on a visible position in the discussion. He questioned the process by which 

the wait list was formed, noting that this process privileges those who have email over 

those who do not. this process had implications for who was on the wait list and in what 

order, which in turn had implications for who participated and at what level, and led 

finally to implications for the pending choice of decision-making process (among other 

things).  

 I wanted to put out the idea of treating the waiting list differently than what[ Peggy] 

and [the developer] proposed. Since the announcement was only broadcast via email, 

those who don’t have email or who can’t check it in the next few days might be out of 

luck. It seems that the level of commitment is so low that there is no reason for everyone 

not to sign up right away. So what are some alternatives? 1) Having no waiting list and 

opening up the reservations after town approval under the old process. 2) Having a 

greater commitment for those who join the waiting list. Something like a letter of intent 

or a small deposit. Just something so it isn’t just a matter of sending and email to 

[Peggy]. 3) Not starting a waiting list until we discuss the process and announce it at a 

meeting where everyone involved has a chance to hear about it. Everyone who joins the 

list at that meeting and all who expressed interest before that meeting could be pooled 

together and have their rank determined by chance. After that it can be  first come, first 

serve  (perhaps all that arrive on a given day are also decided by chance). 4) Giving some 

weight to those who have been involved with the community as shown by the attendance 

at meetings. I personally think the third option is the fairest. In that scenario one’s order 

isn’t determined from when one checked their email or if they have email.  (A677) 

Lillian, a founding and stalwart community member (who already had a 

financial commitment) agreed with Patrick, and suggested that some proof of 



 

 319 

commitment be required. She added a strong opinion about participation and 

commitment. 

 I agree with [Patrick] that we need to require something more (preferably a letter and a 

small refundable deposit) from folks to reserve a spot on the wait list at this point. I think 

suggestions 2 and 3 are both quite reasonable. Then, I think those on the wait list should 

be included in making final decisions. Those not on the committed list or wait list should 

not. Those not on the committed list or wait list should not. They can inform discussion 

certainly for ideas are welcome, but not make the decisions. I, for one, did not feel 

comfortable with allowing folks, for whom the last meeting might have been the first, to 

have equal voice in decision-making regarding the name as folks who have both been 

financially committed a long time and have attended many meetings. A name is a 

relatively small (although symbolically important certainly) matter compared to deciding 

on our values. I want the values to reflect the actual community, not the beliefs of 

casually interested people. Or even seriously interested people, but nonetheless people 

who might not stay to live the consequences of their votes.  (A683) 

this email from Lillian linked the theoretical discussion of commitment back to 

the concrete naming decision from the meeting a week earlier. Sarah, a financially 

committed member of the community who had participated for the prior year, but who 

didn’t attend the October meeting, asked about the comment. 

 I must have missed something. Did people vote on the name who had not paid/signed a 

contract? I think I'd better reread our decision making procedure.  (A684) 

Patrick responded by explaining his rationale. 

 From the minutes, it showed that 17 of 23 paid households were at the meeting (so there 

was a quorum). The final vote for [West Branch] was 12 to 11 (or was it 13 to 12?), so 

there were 23 voting households. I don't know how many of those additional six are now 

one of the seven new members signed on since that meeting.  (A685) 

These emails caused some of those who attended to expose their voting 

participation from a fairly defensive posture. 

 I voted at the meeting because I paid at the meeting just prior to the voting. I know one 

other household signed on at the meeting just before me and I was told I was 27 on the 

list. So I know there were at least 27 paid households at the time of the vote.  (A686) 
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 I am currently on the waiting list, 2nd place …. I had contacted [ Peggy] that day to 

sign a contract. The only thing that has kept me from signing on before was a 

combination of qualifying for the Land trust versus being able to afford it on my own and 

also working with the idea of my mother moving to area and us finding a place we can 

live close to one another.  (A688) 

October 11th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: Dissatisfaction with the name decision continues to 

engender conversation on the decision-making process more generally. 

I have another issue, not related to consistency of the process, that I would like to bring 

up. I think we need to think more about the idea of consensus being  Can everyone live 

with this decision?  I find it a little discouraging that our name was chosen because of 

lack of objection rather than enthusiasm. Perhaps that wasn’t the case, but the phrasing 

of the final question sure made it sound that way. I understand that some issues will be 

contentious enough that some of us will have to be satisfied with not objecting to the 

solution, but as a general rule, I guess I was hoping for more. (Email A706) 

Tony, the head of the Process Team (and for a time the Naming Team) 

responded with a lengthy email.  

 I'd like to address some of the issues about our meeting process. Forgive me if this is 

somewhat long- I tried to make it clear :) 

I think [Patrick] raises valid points points about our process. I think we all knew that 

these early decisions (the naming decision being the first) were going to be a test of our 

process and a test of consensus in general. 

One of the things that I felt was a success was the strength of the facilitation team. As a 

part of the Process team, I felt that having good facilitation was key. These people act as 

group leaders for us, creating direction out of our discussion. Its a vital role. 

As the main facilitator for this meeting, [Mike] proposed a slightly modified decision 

making process. this was not the exact same system that the Process team proposed, but 

rather one especially suited for arriving at a name decision within this one meeting, as we 

needed. 

[Mike] posted that process to the list for review, and then explained it again before the 

meeting. Both times he stated that this was a tentative plan and should be discussed, 

modified, and accepted or rejected by the group beforehand. 
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The voting done with this system was not the same as the voting proposed by the Process 

team, nor was it supposed to be. this wasn't meant to be a backup for failed consensus, 

but rather a tool to expedite moving through a lot of names, with calls for consensus 

along the way. 

I, for one, was a little taken aback when, after the final vote, everyone assumed that the 

majority had won (12 to 11 for [West Branch]). For my part, I felt that only after we had 

called for consensus on that point, and heard that no one had any further issues, was it 

really decided. I understand that we're going to have difficulties using consensus 

properly. It is challenging, but I felt that everyone attending that meeting had the 

opportunity to speak their mind at several points. If anyone had said that the last vote 

seemed too close for consensus, we would've continued the discussion another time. 

As a group, we have to trust that if one person blocks consensus, they are doing it for the 

right reasons. And that person has to trust that everyone will understand. And members 

that are absent have to trust that the group will make decisions with everyone in mind. 

this is how we'll make this process work.  (Email A707) 

Rachel tried to clarify whether or when consensus was used, and brought up the 

idea of reviewing the name decision. 

 …we were out of town and did not vote even by proxie, so if the process was satisfactory 

to those in attendance, I accept that. I do find the process that went on confusing to 

follow over the list and I'm not sure selection by a one vote margin satisfies  consensus . 

Is the naming a place to re-view the process, or should we just move forward?  (Email 

A712) 

Pamela, who was present for voting, stated that she would be discouraged to 

review the name decision at this point. 

 …there was heartfelt (and it seemed to be a consensus) sentiment expressed at the 

meeting that we did NOT want to 'live with the name for a few weeks and review it later' 

when this was proposed. Those of us who were able to attend, or sent a proxy, or 

participated for someone's proxy, or did the research and planning by committee, put a 

lot of energy into the naming process meeting. Moreover, it seemed that at the end of the 

meeting we finished up feeling good about the experience and about [Mike’s] facilitation, 

despite the few bumpy spots (which we knew to expect as we 'practiced'). Were we 

hoping that there would be one overwhelming 1st choice? Yes--but that didn't happen. 

Did we know ahead of time that we would be voting and eliminating? Yes. I would feel 

very discouraged about reconsidering at this point.  (Email A713) 

Timothy tried to clarify the issue 
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 The 12-11 vote was not the moment of consensus. Consensus was reached after the vote, 

when it was asked if [West Branch] would indeed be our name. Everyone then consented; 

no one blocked consensus. 

I myself am not crazy about the name. But I saw that it did make a lot of people very 

happy. That works for me.  (Email A714) 

Mike responded to Patrick’s email. 

 

 Now you know why we want to use consensus instead of majority rule voting. Voting 

creates a win-lose feeling afterward. In defense of the process we used: I made a proposal 

via listserv to use the elimination voting method for choosing the name. I asked for other 

proposals, both via the listtserv and at the beginning of the meeting. At the beginning of 

the meeting, we agreed to use the process I had proposed, with some modifications. Now, 

I would rather use consensus to decide things. I don't particularly like  winner-take-all  

voting as it is practiced in U.S. political system. But I also could not conceive of any 

other way to narrow down the possible names to one final choice  (Email A715) 

Sherry noted some problems with the process that would be common to any 

method chosen. 

 The thing that struck me most about the naming process is that people were so eager to 

get out of there as close to 5 as possible that everything became incredibly rushed--I have 

no idea who voted, no one checked my counting that I recall, and several people were 

halfway out the door the second the last vote tally was announced. I think that unless the 

vote had been for  Hitler Cohousing  or something crazy that no one would have dared to 

suggest extending the meeting to discuss anything further.  

What this says to me is not to schedule an important consensus discussion after a 

previous two-hour meeting, if at all possible. People are already exhausted by then.  

(Email A718) 

community name: Grumbling voices about the choice continue. 

I am sorry to sound so contrarian. I don’t want to open up the name issue specifically, I 

think it is a done-deal and am fine with that. I just think that we need to think when 

deciding about future issues that this process may not come up with the best solution, 

only the least objectionable one.  
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I can clearly see that [West Branch] is not objectionable to anyone. But I also fail to see 

how [the name] embodies our community values or has any tie to the natural or human 

history of the area. It was a name that (in my perception) was not in favor at the first 

meeting where names were discussed, so I was very surprised to see it become our name 

after the second meeting, especially after the flurry of suggestions that followed and the 

suggestions from our neighbor who is intimate with the history of the area.  (Email 

A706) 

Participation: Timothy weighed in with a long (but telling) email about who did 

(or should not have) participated. 

 I, for one, did not feel comfortable with allowing folks, for whom the last meeting might 

have been the first, to have equal voice in decision-making regarding the name as folks 

who have both been financially committed a long time and have attended many meetings.  

I am unfortunately uncomfortable with the other option: an unequal voice. Should I as 

number 25 on the list have a smaller vote than number 1? 

I am sorry that anyone walked away from the naming decision disappointed. I wish that 

[Lillian], and anyone else who was uncomfortable with the process that was decided 

upon, had expressed their discomfort then - before any decision was made. There was a 

chance to raise objections, and they could have been dealt with at that time. I am sure we 

could have satisfied everyone who was present ... had we known. 

Second: I want the values to reflect the actual community, not the beliefs of casually 

interested people. Or even seriously interested people, but nonetheless people who might 

not stay to live the consequences of their votes.  

Who is the  actual community ? Or to quote [Angela] - but with a different intention -  

Who is we?  I really do have to repeat what I have said on the listserve before: we are all 

people who might not stay to live out the consequences of our votes, homeowners, renters, 

students, or professionals. Reductio ad absurdum: If we want to start weighting voices 

according to the length of time we expect people to stay in the community, then we would 

have to give more weight to younger people as well as non-smokers ... statistically, they 

have more time left to live, hence more time left to live in [West Branch]. 

 I agree with [Lillian] when she says that without commitment to the community you 

cannot help make the community's decisions. But I cannot imagine any fair way to 

discriminate amongst those who have made a commitment to the community. 

Those who have been involved longer have indeed played a larger part in shaping the 

community than those of us in the 20's on the list. They have voted on more of the 

decisions than I have; They have influenced many more of the discussions than I have. 
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They shaped the playing field that I entered onto, and that is the benefit that they reap 

from their earlier commitment.  Email A690 

Patrick responded to Timothy’s interpretation of Lillian’s email. 

 I read Lillian’s message very differently from how you read it. I don't think her intent 

was to advocate giving committed members who have been there longer any more voice 

than newly committed folks. In this sence, committed means having put down a deposit. 

The issue, which may soon be moot, is if someone for whom a business meeting was their 

very first contact with our community and who are not even necessarily thinking about 

putting down a deposit should get to vote at that meeting. She was not suggesting that 

number 1 get more voting rights than number 25, I don't know of anyone who would 

even remotely consider such an option. Another topic: I thought that there was some 

weighting of votes in our process, that committed households would get two votes versus 

one vote for non committed households (no deposits). That was changed at the last 

meeting so that everyone got an equal vote. I am a little uncomfortable at the fluidity 

with which the voting process changes. So now comes the question, should we do 

anything differently now that we have a waiting list? Should we say that only those who 

are committed and on the waiting list can vote? should the votes be the same?  (A693) 

Peggy, wearing her developer hat, clarified the deposit situation at the time of 

the meeting. 

Just for the record, 2 of the 6 households paid their deposit at the meeting (actually both 

prior to the voting). 2 more of the six paid shortly after. A fifth is now on the reservation 

waiting list. Email A694 

Mike (who facilitated) responded first to Patrick: 

 There were a few people voting proxies for other committed members. I did not take a 

count.  (A698) 

and then to Timothy: 

 In facilitating the meeting, I did not specify that those who were visiting / participating 

for the first time should not participate in the voting. I did not address the point of who is 

qualified to vote on decisions, but I continually used the phrase  per household.  To me, it 

seems obvious that only those who are committed to the project have the right to vote. It 

seems equally obvious that casual omlookers and passers-by have no right to vote and 

should refrain from doing so. If such was the case, I would like to know about it and I feel 

the entire community has a right to know about it.  
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If anyone feels that this oversight on my part as facilitator skewed the results, then I need 

to hear that said plainly and in public. The close vote gives you a solid example of why we 

are choosing to use consensus and not majority-rule voting as a means of making 

decisions. 

As for who is committed and has such a right, I would think that those who have given 

[the developer] a deposit and signed a contract have demonstrated committment. We also 

now have a waiting list, but are discussing what level of committment to require of 

people to get on that list. this will need to be resolved, because we want to encourage full 

participation, but we don't want to disenfranchise those who are serious about joining 

the community, but cannot sign a contract due to the situation with town approval.  

Using length of committment and any associated vote weighting scheme is just too 

unwieldy. I suggest we find another solution. (Email A701) 

Both long- and short-term members of the community acknowledge their 

confusion.  

 I was confused about all this as well, and concerned until it became apparent that only 

people who really were committed were actively participating. It was a bit ambiguous in 

that it was a hybrid process of voting and consensus, and about a 'preference' topic as 

opposed to a community values topic (recognizing that values issues are implicit in the 

name), which maybe was not addressed specifically or sufficiently by the Process 

Committee. Probably a clarifying statement needs to be made at the beginning of 

discussion on each agenda item. As we had expected, we are learning as we go.  (A704) 

  I am one of the folks who voted who has not put down money or signed a contract …. I 

am now on the wait list as #33. At first I was not going to vote, however someone 

encouraged me to do so because I have been  participating for a while on list-serve ...I 

think that was [Mike]. I confess I was concerned that folks who had paid and signed 

contracts would not want me to vote, however when I was encouraged to vote and 

someone else seconded it, I thought this was what group wanted. As it turns out I don't 

think my vote made much difference because I was voting for names that kept getting 

removed from list*)...If the majority of paid contracts as a whole is uncomfortable with 

my having voted, I would understand if you all wish to throw out those ballots and vote 

again, and have me not vote. How it goes from here re those of us on  wait  list who may 

or may not ever get to move into the community having opportunity or not to vote or 

have say remains to be determined by group. I guess someone has to determine who has 

the say in deciding if wait list folks have voting  rights  or if only those who have paid 

contracts are entitled. On the one hand part of me says I need to say nothing and wait till 

everyone else decides what and how this community/community is going to be and not 

vote, on the other hand if I want to live there and intend to live there it seems to me to 

make sense for me to have some say in shaping the community and for you all to know 

where I'm coming from up front and not  after the fact --whether it is about adding 
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washer/dryer connections to the 900 units or flower gardening…. Perhaps someone wiser 

than I can sort this out re what issues nonpaid contracts/wait list folks vote and what 

issues they don't. I think it would be helpful for me and others on the wait list to know 

that up front as well with regard to whether or not we will be allowed to shape intentions 

of the community without having paid signed contract--i.e. Are the post-30 units to be 

sort of  ad hoc  members of the community willing and able to accept all the covenants 

and arrangements for various simple and complex issues that the paid contracts folks 

have set into  law ? I can certainly accept and respect your decision either way and feel 

absolutely no animosity whatsoever, though confess it would make my intention and 

desire to live there be less committed, simply because I would feel like an  outsider  

looking in waiting to see if I fit into the community after the processing done and 

community of folks committed and decided what's what--whether than discerning 

whether I belong in the community by virtue of response to my participation in the 

process of creating it.  (A708) 

 As a househould who's made a commitment but won't be able to move to [the local 

town] for another year, will we be able to vote on issues by proxy? How can we be fairly 

represented while we live in AZ? It's not as if laziness or lack of interest are keeping us 

from the meetings. Perhaps this issue is addressed somewhere on the website and I just 

missed it. I've noticed that several other families from outside the state have expressed 

interest in [West Branch] and perhaps even made a deposit or joined the waiting list by 

now. I think it's great that the community is drawing people from all over the country. 

I'd like for them (us) to have a say in the process, too.  (A711) 

Patrick provided a long and thoughtful email about the issue. As was typical of 

Patrick, the email was in part about the content of the decision, but was largely about his 

strong desire for a clear and equitable process that was faithfully followed. 

 I guess my main concern here is the constancy of the voting process. I will provide two 

examples where my perception of what was to happen was different than my perception of 

what happened: 

One: At the first meeting when we talked about names, there was discussion about not 

using proxies since new names would come up about which the absent members would 

not know. I got the very clear impression that proxies were not to be used, only that a 

statement from each member would be read before the discussion. I guess this changed at 

a later time, since proxies were used. When did this change? Was this voted on or was 

there consensus of the group to do so? If we are going to have proxies, this has to be said 

beforehand so those of us who aren’t there can submit them…. 

Second: the issue of two-vote per contracted household vs. one for others. It sounded like a 

policy, but was it ever used? Perhaps this is now moot. But the primary issue still 

remains, about how we want to vote. Can we change the rules for each issue? Can the 
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members present change the rules right then and there? Can people vote via email? 

(Essentially we vote whenever someone posts a question like:  this is our policy for our 

next meeting, please let me know if there are any objections. ) How does the use of email 

affect those who don't have email? ((Email A706) 

Mike defended his leadership of the voting process on the name. 

 Before the meeting, I suggested that people prepare proxy statements declaring their 

name choice. A few members who were unable to attend did so. Some of those unable to 

attend went one better, and ranked all the available name choices on their statements. 

Since these absent members made their preferences clear, I allowed their proxy holders to 

vote according to the listed preferences. My intent was to allow the fullest participation 

by the committed membership. I belive that I mentioned this to the group and asked for 

assent.  (Email A715) 

Lillian expressed her appreciation to Patrick for his explanation to Timothy: 

 Thank you [Patrick]. That is exactly how I meant my message. I did not intend to 

establish any sort of hierarchy of commitment within those with contracts based on time 

in the group. To me the number you are on the list certainly does not matter for anything 

other than order in which we choose our lots. I'm sorry if I was not clear on that, 

[Timothy].  

In fact, regarding last meeting, the issue for me is not how many people voted who were 

not already committed. Rather, it is as [Patrick] suggested, that we need to be clear about 

rights and responsibilties -- in this case as they apply to voting on decisions. I see that if 

you make a financial commitment you get the right to shape the community with greater 

influence that people who are unsure or are just visiting the meeting. I'm not sure 

exactly how to make it fair for people on the wait list. Again, following [Patrick’s] 

suggestion of a security deposit, perhaps that could entitle the waitlisted people to a vote. 

Or if we don't take deposits, maybe we would want to weight votes as [Patrick] suggests. 

My interest is only that the  we  who express intent to stay by making some kind of 

financial commitment, get to shape the who that  we  becomes. And, certainly by  stay  I 

do not mean forever. I am interested in what others think on this. 

As for not speaking up at the meeting, it often happens that when you are in discussion, 

something troubles you but it is not until you step away and think it through that you 

become clear on exactly what it is.  

I apologize if I do not seem inclusive, I just think achieving clarity in our process early on 

mitigates against bad feelings and misunderstandings later.  (Email A719) 
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October 12th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: Stanley, who was present for the voting, provided his 

perspective. 

 I have a some points i'd like to make: 1) no the process wasn't perfect. 2) it was not a 

traditional or strict consensus process, but a modified process to attempt to come to an 

agreement on something that is more a personal preference than a  is this best for the 

community  choice. I felt, as part of that process, that we were trying to achieve 

something akin to a consensus and narrowed our choices through a process of voting 

before discussing the names. - an inherent problem of voting is that someone is always 

unhappy. 3) overall, though  [West Branch]  was not my first choice (or second or third. 

)That being said, 4) I am completely satisfied with the name choice. 5) I think the process 

as it worked was clear to me and, as I recall, we (as a group and quorum) accepted the 

process before embarking upon it. 6) I originally was not going to be at the meeting, but 

trusted the group to come up with a name (and a process to decide upon that name) that 

was something that not only I could live with but be happy with as a community name.  

(Email A718) 

community name: Peggy had confirmed that another cohousing community was 

under development named West Branch. Several felt this might be a problem and 

wanted to revisit the naming decision. 

 this may require revisiting the naming issue. Having two [West Branch] Cohousing's 

could cause a lot of confusion in the national cohousing network. What do others think?  

(Email A723) 

 While I realize it's cumbersome, now that it has been brought to our attention that 

people have both concerns about the voting name process--from  proxies  to those of us 

who have not put down money and yet intend to live there and are on  wait  list to  burn 

out  to outcome/name, AND ALSO that another [West Branch] has or is being developed 

elsewhere, perhaps it would be wise to re-vote for the name, and simply consider the first 

vote/naming as a  trial one run  in community consensus process??  (Email A725) 

I would like us to revisit the name. I think we've learned a lot from our first attempt at 

decision making and I've been impressed--as usual-- by the thoughtfulness of the 

discussion here in the past week. I would not have suggested another round of naming 

until this news came, since I think we do have to learn to accept that our process will 

never be perfect, but I think it would be a problem to share a name with another 

cohousing community. Especially since I think they have more  right  to it, in terms of 

geography. I would suggest that everyone who is committed or on the waiting list has 1 
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vote, those few times when we vote. Those who are very seriously interested, but not 

ready to be on the waiting list have no vote. [Patrick], in one of his posts, expressed 

concern about people who are planning to live with us but can't participate fully in the 

discussions because they don't have regular access to email. Is there anyone who doesn't? 

(I guess they won't respond to the question, but others might know.)   (Email A732) 

Others did not want to revisit the naming decision. 

‘Certain members of this community have put a lot of time into thought about the process 

this decision was to take, and a lot of time researching and combing through the name 

suggestions and value suggestions to bring to the meeting on 10/5 a mess of names and a 

method by which to arrive at one name. How are we valuing their time and input? 

Hindsight is 20/20, and of course after the fact we can always look back and say we 

should have done this or that differently, but if we always revisit our decisions in this 

way, when will we take a decision that sticks ever? Part of this is me not wanting to 

spend anymore Saturday afternoons revisiting and revisiting a single issue - the name - 

which we have literally taken months to arrive at. But part of this is telling me that 

maybe we need to discuss the process of how we arrive at consensus and what consensus 

is and agree to a process and definition before making more decisions on things such as 

values; because i see us facing the same problems and dissatisfactions with that 

discussion as we are with the name.  (Email A728) 

 To add to what [Marie] and some others have said, I do not think that it is valid to argue 

that we need to revisit the naming decision because another co-housing already exists 

somewhere with the same name, because it has this or that connotation, or because it's 

being used for someting else. Names can always be reclaimed, redefined from a current 

usage, or rendered meaningful by the collective practice of those whom it tries to name. 

Unless we choose a totally made up and original name (in which case it might be more 

difficult to choose a name that  sticks ), any  normal  name we choose is almost certainly 

bound to show up somewhere --another place, anothe usage, etc. The politics of choosing a 

name, in my view, does not need to focus only in originality; even seemingly orginal 

names will have to be giving a meaning. A re-signifying an existing name (through our 

historical practice of living together) is as valid a project, in my view, as any other. And 

there are certainly more elements to building a collective identity than the name itself. If 

another [West Branch] co-housing exists, can ours not become known (by those outside 

the region) as the [West Branch] of North Carolina (in the same way that the other will 

have to be known the [West Branch] of California, or wherever it is from)? this situation 

of having a simliarly named unit might even create some interesting opportunities , don't 

you think?  (Email A736) 

Participation: The conversation around participation and commitment 

continued. The following quotation, from a member who lives out of state, illustrates an 

even more nuanced hierarchy of commitment, because some on the wait list are very 
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likely to actually become residents if the town approves the plan to include 17 more 

households, whereas some on the wait list (below number 17 in theory) are less likely to 

have that option. 

 I definitely feel that people who are on the waiting list now should be able to help shape 

[West Branch]. That also includes voting. Those people simply don't have a chance right 

now to commit and I, as a committed member, don't want to exclude them. I also want 

the vote for ALL members on the waiting list no matter to how many meetings they have 

been or what number they are on the waiting list. I guess that most of them anyway 

would only vote when they are seriously interested. And even if there will be some people 

voting who will NOT move into [West Branch] later it doesn't matter to me because: 1- 

we have 30 COMMITTED households that can vote what right now is a majority to the 

households on the waiting list 2- I will have to live with decisions anyway that will often 

not be my favorite choice ( As seen in the naming process. I will have to get used to a 

name that I don't really like also I said so in the meeting and didn't vote for it. And 

that's ok )I don't feel that non committed members take something away from me because 

they MIGHT not have to live with the made decisions in case they don't move in. 3- this 

arrangement would only be valuable for a very short time till the town will approve the 

plan. Then we can look for another solution. So rather than people let watch passively 

when decisions are done for their future home, I prefer to let some people influence 

decisions on my future home even if they will not move in. One more important thing to 

me: Reading through the recent discussion on the listserv I get the feeling that people's 

serious interest in [West Branch] and the right to shape it is judged by the number of 

business meetings they attended. I think that's a rather simple view. There might be 

different reasons why people can't make it to a meeting. We - for example - only visited 

the area twice and been only to one business meeting. But we've been on an 'intentionel 

community quest' since almost 4 years. We spent a lot of time and money in 

corresponding with different communities and making trips to visit them. Taking off 

from work and making a 7 hour trip with two little children just to come to one meeting 

takes a lot of effort. And what about the people that just recently found out about [West 

Branch]? Just something to think about. We are very happy to have gotten the chance to 

be part of [West Branch] and have high hopes that it will change our lives for the better.  

(Email A729) 

Edith, another financially committed member who lives out of state also 

commented on participation. 

 I also want to say that I have a great deal of respect for the opinions of those who have 

been meeting regularly over several years. Though I have the  right  to vote (because of 

my paid status), I am going to avoid obstructing anything, or even getting too long-

winded or vociferous about anything electronically. I've been in many consensus-based 
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organizations, and I know it's really, really hard work. I defer to those who are  in the 

trenches  there, at least until I get into the trenches myself!  [Email A731] 

George and Maria, long-time members who were present for the name vote 

stated:  

 I also did not feel quite sure that people who were there for the first time even should 

have had the right to vote, however, I blame it on myself for not having said so, therefore, 

I feel I do not have the right to complain now. [Mike]clearly asked everybody if anyone 

opposed to having financially uncommitted attendees to vote in the naming process and 

no one, including me, said anything against it. I also understand we are all learning the 

skills of decision making in regard to our community. Based on what happened during 

the naming process, I believe we need to set more steady and standard criteria for future 

decisions. Our point of view in this matter is that only people who are financially 

committed should have the right to vote from now on.  (Email A733) 

October 13th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: Pamela wrote an email calling community members to 

respectful discourse. I find it difficult to assess which email (or issue) prompted the 

reminder. 

 Well, we are in the thick of it, aren't we--experiencing the difference between theory and 

practice. Remember that phrase I quoted about  we all like to think we are open-minded 

until we are asked to be open-minded about something on which we are closed-minded ? 

I have been truly troubled about this email discussion, and personally struggling to 

understand both the process and myself. I want to remind us all about the principles of 

good communication we agreed to use in our discussions--such things as using 'I 

messages,  speaking thoughtfully and carefully so as to not be judgmental or critical, 

speaking for ourselves only, being respectful of other opinions, and the fundamental one 

of always considering what is best for the community. I know, personally, it is easier for 

me to subvert these principles via email than it is if I am face-to-face with the people who 

are participating in the discussion. It only took me once of sending off an impulsive and 

hostile email, of which I was later ashamed, to recognize this. 

Having written and erased about 10 more paragraphs to this email, I have decided to stop 

here, with just this gentle reminder to myself and eveyone.  (Email A746) 



 

 332 

community name: Keith, a long-time but relatively silent community member, 

suggested that revisiting the name choice might have merit. 

 My thought about the naming process is that there seems to be new information which 

may be relevant to the group as this important decision is made. Were the members of the 

group aware that there was already a cohousing community named  [West Branch]  in 

California? this may or may not be important, but it also may worth some 

reconsideration, both for this group as well as out of consideration for the other 

community.  (Email A743) 

Frances, who had been involved for about 6 months, sent an email from her 

vantage point as a member present at the meeting who never voted for the name  West 

Branch.   

 I'd like to start by saying that I personally have no need to redo the name decision. That 

said, I have some thoughts about the meeting and the decision. I was there, and I never 

once voted for [West Branch]…. Looking back, I can see a *lot* of things I would 

recommend changing. Nonetheless, I really support the name and am really proud of us. 

It wasn't fun, but I felt like a real community, making real decisions, for the first time in 

the six (?) months or so I've been involved. I feel connected to everyone in a way I didn't 

feel before. Really. Even though it felt like it was happening SO FAST, especially given 

how long we'd been talking about it, it was great to be committing to something as a 

group, for better or for worse. Even though I wasn't voting for [West Branch], I don’t feel 

like I  lost  the vote. I feel like I gained a neighborhood in the difficult process of choosing 

a name with a group of people I don’t know well now but I will be living with in a year. I 

felt like we took ownership of our community in that process. 

I know, I know, I was there, and a number of households couldn’t be. And that’s one of 

the primary places I feel like I failed. I didn’t think hard enough about what it would feel 

like to be one of those households who wasn’t there. At the meeting, everything was 

happening so fast. So many questions came up that we hadn’t thought of before, and there 

just wasn’t time to address each of them. I realize now that what seemed to me to be the  

finer details  of the process that we were deciding on the spot, were actually not such fine 

details. Like who gets to vote. I can’t explain why that seemed like a finer detail to me at 

the time, but it really did. Anyhow, there are a lot of improvements I would make, and I 

may include some of those suggestions in a separate email.  (Email A756) 



 

 333 

Participation: Patrick, again showing his penchant for equitable process 

regardless of outcome, asked the group to consider that quality group process must 

have a more careful and broader communication plan than just email. 

 I was thinking of one interested person who has been involved for longer than I have. 

Her ISP somehow stopped allowing  group list postings (they were being recognized as 

SPAM). She has also been out of reach of email for other reasons I will not get into. 

Even though email is widely available, it is still a privledge that not all of us share. If we 

are I interested in being open to people of all economic strata or age groups, we have to 

think that there are those who cannot afford the $20 per month and computer it takes to 

read email, who don’t have email at work, or who just don’t have the skills to access 

email. 

I think email is a fine supplement to discussion, that we can get many ideas out there. 

But official business needs to take place only at meetings and we should think about 

sending out some commutications via US mail for those members who don’t have email. 

Official business would include what gets put on the agenda, what the process looks like, 

and, of course, the decisions themselves. 

Two examples: First: The idea of allowing proxies at the naming meeting was only 

mentioned at email. At the prior meeting, we were not going to have proxies. Those 

without emails were out of luck if they would have liked to send in a proxy. 

Second: The announcement of the waiting list. There may be some who don’t know about 

this yet and will be further down on the waiting list just because they are technologically 

savy. 

Alternatives: 1) Official Announcements (agenda, agenda changes, change in the sign up 

procedure, etc.) are mailed to those without email (say we make up a list of those and add 

to it each meeting) or we establish a phone tree for those folks. 2) We only do business 

during meetings (and use proxies for those west coast folks as best we can.)  (Email 

A747) 

October 20th, 2002 – Email discussion 

community name: The community turned its attention to other matters 

(primarily, should people be allowed to rent in West Branch). On the 20th (a week later), 

Mike prepared a draft agenda for the early November meeting, and stated:  
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 Please prepare for the naming discussion by coming up with some plan as to where we 

go from here, as I haven’t a clue.  (Email A784) 

November 2, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

Decision-making method: The developer opened his part of the first November 

2002 meeting (the community met twice that month) by modeling consensus process as 

a means to determine what the agenda would be for part of the meeting. Evidently 

handouts were provided on the consensus process, and the minutes state that they (or 

the developer) reminded  

 …folks that it is about finding something that will work for the community, letting go of 

personal ideas sometimes, to understand what is best for the group.   

Note also that during this meeting consensus was used to change the overall 

meeting schedule so that a potluck would follow the second meeting held each month. 

community name: Later, in the community part of the meeting, the issue of 

revisiting the new name choice came up.  

 The question of whether we needed to revisit our community naming decision (in light of 

new information about another [West Branch] cohousing) was raised. Without entering 

into whether or not the name needed to be reconsidered, it was decided that the item 

would be included on the agenda bin as a possible topic for discussion.  

Later in the meeting the community decided that at the next meeting in two 

weeks, the community would decide whether or not to revisit the naming decision. In 

addition, the community would consider what the 2nd name would be (i.e., West 

Branch what? Commons, Woods, Cohousing, etc). 
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November 5th, 2002 – Email discussion 

community name: The agenda for the mid-November meeting includes 10 

minutes to decide whether the name should be revisited, with time for the actual name 

discussion to happen at the subsequent meeting if necessary. 

Participation: The draft agenda for the mid-November meeting contained plans 

for a 30 minute discussion on how folks on the wait list would be included in 

community decision-making.   

November 10th, 2002 – Email discussion 

community name: Peggy stated in an email that, because the name needed to be 

included in a plan revision going to the Town, finalization of the name needed to 

happen. She encouraged enough time on the agenda to accomplish that (Email A842).  

November 10th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: As the agenda was planned for the mid-November 

meeting, topics compete for time. Many important topics were under discussion in the 

community– values, covenants, pets, weapons, rentals, and (of course) community 

name. The rentals discussion got  bumped  at the October meeting by the lengthy 

naming discussion, and Sarah and others react to the potential of future agenda shifts. 

I think everyone has good points here and I hope mine is useful, too. I think it's 

potentially demoralizing to change the agenda after a group of people have set it at a 

previous meeting. It can feel like the time and energy was wasted. That being said, there 

will be times when it's necessary; I'd like us to be very careful about it. Those of us who 

attended the last meeting, expecting a rent discussion, voiced some concerns about the 
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agenda changing. I may feel it more than others, but still think it's worth mentioning.  

(Email A868) 

community name: At least one community member, believing there to be further 

discussion on name, presents further personal preferences (Email A849). Others are still 

questioning the process by which it was selected. Tony responded, apparently trying to 

bound the discussion possibilities. Interestingly, emails in this period cover many other 

important community topics, such as shared values, rentals, pets, and weapons. 

As for the community name, the decision about the primary name has already been made, 

and although there might have been some problems with our process, the group used 

consensus to agree on [West Branch]. We didn't finish the discussion of what a 

secondary name might be (cohousing, community, etc.), so that discussion remains. 

After the decision was made, it was brought to our attention that another cohousing, in 

California, has chosen the same name and has registered the web domain ([West 

Branch]cohousing.com). 

The goal of the upcoming agenda item would be to determine if this is sufficient reason to 

reconsider our name decision, not to begin coming up with a new name. However, if the 

group decides that there is sufficient cause, it may be worthwhile to borrow time from 

other agenda items (such as the waitlist or sub-team reports) to decide how to arrive at a 

different name.  (Email A856) 

this did not stop email traffic discussing whether or not West Branch should 

remain the community’s name. Maria sent an email promoting pre-eminence of 

chronological choice vis-à-vis the other community with the same name.  

 this is in regards of your comment about the  other  [West Branch] in California. 

Someone clarified this before on the list-serve and my understanding is that the 

Californians have tentatively named it [West Branch] and may even consider choosing 

another name for their community. They seem to be in an earlier stage in their process 

since they are still looking for land for their cohousing. Therefore, I don't see why there 

would be a conflict with them. It seems that they are the ones who will actually have to 

look for another name since we already chose it in our naming meeting.  (Email A864) 

Sarah weighed in again about revisiting the name.  
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 I may be the only person who would like us to reconsider the name. If so, I withdraw my 

objection. In fact, my previous point suggests I should withdraw it anyway, since many 

people worked hard to decide on the name. In any case, I won't be at the next meeting and 

will cheerfully accept whatever is decided.  (Email A868) 

November 11th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: Several community members argue that decisions 

(such as naming) be revisited. In addition to the actual name choice, they worry that the 

process was not satisfactory, which was a bad precedent to set for future decisions. 

 … Kathryn and I would like to revisit the process to find out where we all come out on 

this one, learn from this experience re more important issues upcoming.  (Email A870) 

 Though we did arrive at a  resolution  on the name, it seemed in follow-up e-mails that 

there exists a great deal of unease/uncertainty about the process and the name itself. …I 

know, I know, deciding on this name has not turned out to be fun, and we all want to 

high-tail it away from more discussion like bank robbers. But I think we deserve a more  

final and satisfied with how it happened  feeling on this first big decision as a group.  

(Email A878) 

Several other long-time members argued that the decision should not be 

revisited, believing the process to have been valid, and noting that the community needs 

to choose how and when decisions will be revisited. 

 I appreciated Paul's comments about the name issue. It is incomplete to refer to the issue 

as either a matter of unimportance, in my view, or  a simple plurality.  Collectively there 

were hours and hours spent by various people on various names and options as well as 

meetings about it in addition to our regular meetings. Then the naming committee met 

and invested time as well……[R]e-visiting a piece of work already addressed thoroughly 

and in detail is a very bad precedent for group decision making. …I want us to invest our 

time in subsequent matters that need thought and processing. If this proves to be 

necessary, I will, of course, go along with what makes the most sense. I do wonder about 

my willingness to invest personal time on a subsequent issue, however, thinking that 

others can just undo a decision because they control the agenda, they are out of town, or 

describe it as  unimportant  yet seem to want to elevate its importance. I appreciate being 

able to voice some of my feelings about this issue and hope that these comments will be 

given some recognition. …I guess I wonder if we don't need consensus in order to re-

visit a decision already made.  (Email A874) 
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  As an original member of the Process Team, I remember very clearly the moment during 

our presentations when some wise person said  What will be the process for revisiting a 

decision that was made earlier?  I flinched inwardly and thought  We didn't think of that. 

We don't have a recommendation. Surely that won't really happen!  … It seems to me 

that, exactly like any other decision, it would have to be decided by consensus, or by our 

supermajority vote system. Otherwise any person or small group of persons who 

was/were dissatisfied, in retrospect, about a decision could simply insist on it being 

revisited. Should the facilitators, on their own, have the authority to decide to revisit a 

decision? Do we want them to be able to do that? Where would that leave the communtiy 

consensus process?  (Email A883) 

community name: Emails continue to be posted for and against the choice of 

West Branch as the name. 

 We … are trying to find a way to live with [West Branch], but wonder where it came 

from at the last minute, why some of us feel so strongly that this is settled, and call its 

bare plurality a  consensus  decision. We shared in the voting (by proxy), really like the 

three other finalists (along with a few others), wonder why we're in such a rush to do 

this. Like you, we'll find a way to live with it cheerfully. After all, whats in a name? If we 

actualize our vision, build a community…. I could live with ‘Dog’s Breath Ridge’.  

(Email A870) 

  The name [West Branch] was my nominee originally. I spend several hours personally 

on the name issue to just try and help with coming up with a name that I liked better 

than ones I had heard. I was delighted that others liked the name and that it was the final 

choice…. On Saturday, I have to attend an all day workshop, but I will leave it and drive 

to the meeting if I discover that we are going to actually be changing the name of our 

community.  (Email A874) 

  I have mixed feelings about the name decision because people are unhappy, and I wish 

that all of us could embrace our name. We all wished we would have one choice that 

everyone really liked, and we tried, and it didn't happen. It wasn't the perfect consensus 

process, but do we imagine that there will be consensus on a name during a second 

discussion? I don't think so, I imagine we would go through exactly the same process as 

before--we would have a vote, and it would be close, and many people would be 

disappointed, and there we would be. So, I am recommending that the choice of [West 

Branch] stand…  (Email A883) 

Participation: Who was involved, or should have been involved was a continuing 

theme in community discussions. 
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 Many of us were/are even unsure about who actually voted and how the process 

unfolded.  (Email A878) 

  I can certainly say that I'm sorry I voted since I am not yet a  paying customer  and am  

only  on waiting list ...I had not intended to vote, however I was invited & encouraged to 

vote. I find myself wondering that if I had not voted would this discussion now be going 

on about the name. … I don't know if I'm the ONLY person in the  waiting list 

 situation who voted or not, though I sure do know that I won't do that again. The 

question now is whether or not it is of value for me to participate in meetings and 

discussions or just to  listen  passively on line until all is said and done?? So I guess I'm 

trying to figure out if the community is now Closed or is it still Open with regard to 

those of us on waiting list and others who might wish to add names to waiting list--and 

just exactly what does it mean to be on  waiting list ? and what does it mean to be  open  

to others to join  wait list ?Is it a passive thing or an active thing? All I know is that I 

will NOT vote again unless I have money down on table and signed contract, because I 

feel it unintentionally stirred up negativity and unhappiness & conflict where none 

intended, and can be easily alleviated by having  wait list  folks not vote...just don't know 

where that puts us if we end up in the community--For now I guess it would mean we 

would need to passively agree with everything the 30 voting households choose and put 

into covenants/ law .  (Email A882) 

November 12, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: Discussion on how and when community decisions 

can be revisited continues. 

 Without saying I am for or against opening the name discussion, I would just say that 

opening discussion to change the name is just as valid as any new business and needs to 

go through the same process as getting anything else on a meeting agenda. Do we require 

concensus /supermajority to get other items on the Agenda? Can a small group insist 

that every decision be revisited? Yes, but if they do that means our decision process if 

very flawed. I don't think it is right to  solve  that by a rule, but rather we prevent that by 

improving our process.  (email A891) 

 While I did not vote for [West Branch], I am happy to accommodate the considerable 

number of folks who did. I fear that if we revisit the name question, we will arrive at the 

same place (split camps)for the very reasons identified in the email. My larger concern is 

when you spend too much time on one issue with little progress, people can become 

frustrated with the process. People are more inclined to commit their time they view the 

use of that time as productive. Spending hours and hours on the name makes it harder to 

give the next decision all the attention it deserves, and right now we have many 

important issues ahead of us.  (Email A896) 



 

 340 

 I am still getting used to consensus decisionmaking, having grown up with more rigid 

and rules-bound methods. It seems like a good way to go for small and intimate groups 

like [West Branch], though it is more time-consuming. I'm not sure consensus rules 

really encourage revisiting a decsion, once made, though its spirit does encourage that 

kind of flexibility. I have stayed out of the discussion of revisiting the naming question 

because I favor both the [West Branch] decision and not revisiting the question. But I 

have been encouraged by the number of people who have agreed with the latter position 

despite their uneasiness with the name. That's the kind of maturity needed to make 

consensus decisionmaking work in our group.  (Email A897) 

community name: Peggy forwards to the group for the second time (see under 

July 8th, 2002) an email from the National Cohousing Network that discusses how 

difficult name choice was (Email A895). 

November 16th, 2002 –, Community Meeting Minutes 

About 20 households attended the mid-month community meeting , which Mike 

facilitated. Mike noted that the naming decision had generated a lot of both positive and 

negative feedback, and stated that the agenda time was to be spent deciding whether or 

not to reconsider the name. If the group consensually agreed to reconsider it, that actual 

discussion would happen at a later time, and if the group consensually agreed not to 

reconsider it, West Branch would remain the working name of the community. 

Decision-making method: Several community members emphasized that the 

issue was not just whether the naming decision should be revisited, but under what 

circumstances and in what manner should any decision be revisited. The task of 

considering the broader reconsideration process seemed overwhelming to the group 

(given that only 10 minutes for this discussion was planned on the agenda), and 

inappropriate given that a basic decision-making method was not yet chosen. There 
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seemed to be some agreement that the process of choosing the name (consensing to vote) 

was not one that was successful. 

 In [Keith’s] experience with consensus in Quaker communities, good consensus would 

not leave the level of fear [he] is sensing in the emails, etc.  

 When [Kathryn] and [Earl] left town, they felt that certain names were under 

consideration, but another name was chosen out of the blue. They didn't feel they had the 

chance to digest it  

community name: Peggy (wearing her hat working for the developer) said that 

the next review of the Site Plan needed to be submitted to the Town next week and 

whatever community name was included would go on the deeds, although of course it 

could be changed at a later time. The implication of this time frame was that, if 

reconsideration were agreed upon, the community would have to meet quickly, and 

outside of its regular schedule to have the discussion on what the new name would be 

for the Towns purposes. After some discussion, the group seemed to feel that the 

decision should not be revisited until a decision-making process (and process for 

reconsideration of decisions) was in place. The group consensually agreed not to 

reconsider the name choice. 

Proposal: Accept [West Branch] as a working name, and allow it to be discussed later.  

[Marie]: Why can't we just accept it as the name, instead of as a working name? We 

followed a legitimate process to choose name.  

Proposal: Accept [West Branch] as our name until such time as we have a formal 

reconsideration process for any decisions that we make. 

[Jessie]: Does this imply a flawed process? [Maria’s] intent was that it was not flawed. 

[Lisa]: Will we add  process for reconsidering  to agenda bin? [Already done] 
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[Tony] checks for consensus on the second proposal. We have consensus. 

Participation: The meeting also included a discussion about the waiting list, 

which contained 15 people at this point. Anyone could join the wait list simply by 

expressing an interest to the developer, although he recommended that people be 

prepared to put down a deposit. The group acknowledged that, if the new plan were 

approved by the Town, the first 17 households on the wait list would become financially 

committed members.  

Discussion included what would be required of people to obtain a spot on the 

wait list, what rights and responsibilities would attend those on the wait list, and 

whether a cap should be placed on the wait list. Although some wanted to require a 

financial deposit to gain a spot on the wait list, others felt this was logistically difficult, 

and no conclusion was reached on this topic. Several wanted those on the wait list to 

have the ability to participate, but perhaps up to some point, such as up to but not 

including blocking consensus. Someone else noted that the community might be at a 

point where some conversations might need to be  private,  alluding I believe to the 

broad membership of the list serve and to the need for the most committed households 

to develop social cohesion among themselves. A suggestion was made to cap the wait 

list at 50, but others disagreed, as a larger wait list might be needed to accommodate 

substitutions for financially committed members who had to drop out for various 

reasons. Nonetheless, the prospect of a large number of people on a wait list was 
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daunting to some people, with the exasperating experience of the name decision fresh in 

their minds. In the end, consensus was reached on the following proposal: 

 People who are on the waiting list can participate fully in the process up to but not 

including blocking consensus, and may not vote in the event of a vote.  

December 8th, 2002 – Email discussion 

Decision-making method: With the name decision behind them, the community 

discussions returned to other important matters, like forming a vision statement, 

deciding whether rentals would be allowed, and discussing parking spaces. The first 

draft values statement included the following text relating to decision-making method:  

 In community decision making we hope to avoid detailed rules, to encourage full 

participation in the process, and to approach decision making mindful of our core values 

and open to the views of others. Our goal is to find solutions which serve the community 

as a whole.  (Email A944) 

January, 2003 – General comments 

Decision-making method: The Process Team had considered how best to use the 

$1,000 offered by the developer (in May 2002) to hire a consultant to help with training 

in decision-making techniques. Email discussion about this heated up in early 2003, 

perhaps because some band-width returned with the end to the naming discussion, and 

perhaps because the need for this training was highlighted by the difficulties 

experienced during that discussion. In any event, the Process Team suggests a local 

consultant affiliated with a local not-for-profit specializing in dispute settlement to lead 

a workshop that would be open to the entire community, and would be focused on 

consensus-building and collaborative meeting techniques. The consultant received some 
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testimonials from others in the community who were already familiar with his work in 

this area. 

 I recommend that all of you make a special effort to attend, not only for the good of our 

group, but for yourselves, as you will draw on what you learn, as a group leader or 

member, when you are called upon to make collective decisions in years to come.  (2003 

01 04 Email A993) 

At the January meeting, the community approved hiring the consultant, and 90 

percent of those in attendance said they were interested in attending (minutes suggest 

that 16 financially committed households were in attendance, and approximately 20 

individuals) (2003 01 04, Community Meeting Minutes). 

February 2003 – General comments 

The 4-hour workshop was held on February 9th. Several emails encouraged 

attendance from community members, and the Process Team said they would record the 

workshop for those who could not attend. 

 I think one of the great benefits of this meeting with [the consultant] is that it will help 

to put all of us on the same page, in terms of our meeting and decision-making process. 

Both those familiar with facilitation and those who aren't will be able to agree on the 

same language and have the same expectations about how we conduct our particular 

group's discussions.  (Email A1157) 

Decision-making method: The stated goals and objectives of what was called the  

Facilitation Meeting  on February 9th were:  

 To introduce members of the [West Branch] community to ideas and skills for 

facilitating and participating effectively in meetings. 

Workshop Objectives 

Participants will… 
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Understand five goals for a successful meeting and tools that facilitators and meeting 

participants can use to achieve those goals. 

Understand a six-step process for community discussion and decision making, and tools 

that facilitators and meeting participants can use to conduct that process. 

Know about additional resources for ongoing learning about facilitation and consensus-

building.  (2003 02 09 Facilitation Meeting handout) 

The handout from the workshop provided  gradients of agreement  for 

participatory decision-making (2003 02 09 Facilitation Meeting handout). this 8-point 

gradient was subsequently integrated into the decision making proposal.  

� Endorse -  I like the proposal.  

� Endorse with minor point of contention  Basically I like it, but…  

� Agree with reservation  I can live with it  

� Abstain  I have no opinion.  

� Stand Aside  I don’t like this but I don’t want to hold up the group.  

� Disagree formally and willing to go with the majority  I want my 

disagreement noted in writing, but I’ll support the decision.  

� Disagree formally and request to be absolved of responsibility for 

implementation  I don’t want to stop anyone else, but I don’t want to be 

involved in carrying out the decision.  

� Block  I veto this proposal.  

Subsequent to the workshop, several community members stated that it had 

been helpful to them. One person linked the workshop directly to the draft decision-

making proposal (no apparent changes to it having occurred since the September 2002 
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2nd draft), suggesting that it be modified based on new information from the workshop 

(2003 02 11 Email A1180).  

At the February meeting, the agenda stated that the workshop would be  

debriefed.  However, the minutes don’t reflect such a presentation or conversation. 

However, at the end, the tentative agenda includes a discussion of the workshop, so I 

assume the topic was postponed due to the length of the conversation on community 

values (2003 02 15, Community Meeting Minutes). 

Subsequent to the meeting, Mike sent an email with the following introduction:  

 Our decision making process is up for review at the next meeting. I ask that you please 

prepare yourselves. In the event that you have not read all the minutes, listserv postings 

and all the documents on the process team's website AND/OR don't have 100% total 

recall of everything you've ever read, here it is, uncensored. By order of date of creation 

or posting or meeting....  (2003 02 18 Email A1250) 

The subsequent portions of the email are the equivalent of almost 30 typed pages 

and over 11,000 words. Searching through the meeting minutes, documents, and emails 

to aggregate this information (without the benefit of software such as I have) was truly a 

monumental task. Tony (leader of the Process Team) also provided links to both the 

electronic copy of the handout, the transcript of the workshop recording, and the URL of 

the Process Team page containing minutes, draft documents, etc (2003 02 22 Email 

A1274) 

Mike sent two other emails designed to ensure informed attenders at the 

upcoming meeting. The first email provided the full text of the latest decision-making 

proposal. However, he states that they are an approved document.  
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 Here is full text of our concensus process guidelines as agreed upon in July or August 

(??) last year. Please review for discussion at next meeting. Print out a copy and bring it 

with you to mark up and comment on at the meeting.  (2003 02 23 Email A1276) 

I believe that the document was not formally approved yet. The meeting minutes 

in question (2002 09 07) call the document a proposed one, and do not refer to any 

approval process or outcome. In the second email, he provides the complete text of the 

Facilitation Workshop handout (2002 02 23 Email A1277).  

Participation: A long-time self-proclaimed lurker to the list serve asked about 

participation:  

 Is it okay for those of us who have not made a financial commitment or a complete 

mental commitment (yet) to join you all on Saturday for the meeing and the potluck ?  

(2003 02 14 Email A1204) 

A long-time community member quickly replied, showing the complex dynamic 

the community was experiencing between welcoming newcomers in an inclusive 

manner and developing a cohesive community. 

 You don't have to be committed to attend any of our meetings and potlucks; new folks 

are always welcome. You may not know, though, that this potluck is a special thank you 

dinner for the folks at [a nearby community], who have allowed us to use their common 

house for our meetings. All of us are bringing double portions so they don't have to cook 

anything so we'd love it if you bring plenty to share. And I, for one, will be very 

interested in talking to them about their experiences with cohousing decision making, and 

won't be as friendly as usual to new folks.  (2003 02 14 Email A1207) 

March 2003—General comments 

Decision-making method: At the March meeting, a long discussion was held on 

the decision-making proposal. Those attending broke into 3 small groups for discussion, 

and then reconvened (2003 03 01, Community Meeting Minutes). The outcome was that 
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the Process Team should take the suggestions and revise the proposal again, bringing it 

back to the April meeting, hopefully for consensus. A few days later, a revised proposal 

was provided via list serve (2003 03 06 [West Branch] Decision Making Guidelines). (It’s 

of interest to note that Tony was finishing up a graduate degree, and so Norma and her 

husband Jesse (who was not originally on the Process Team) were leading the Team at 

this juncture.) The meeting minutes are unclear, but evidently a quorum was not present 

(2003 03 20 Email A1333). 

this new draft document was substantially different from the drafts of the 

previous year, incorporating much of the material from the February facilitation 

workshop. Primary components include the following:  

Issues were no longer limited to a two or three meeting time frame, but the document 

recognized that each issue had its own reasonable time frame. 

The 8 gradients of agreement were included verbatim. 

Quorum was retained as 50 percent of financially committed households. 

Proxy statements were allowed, but did not constitute a vote on the member’s behalf (and 

don’t count towards quorum) 

� The disparity on super-majority voting was retained where two votes were 
given to households who had a financial commitment during the 
development phase of the community. 

Unfortunately, attendance at the March meeting was low, and quorum was not 

reached. Therefore, the decision-making proposal was not discussed (2003 03 15, 

Community Meeting Minutes).  

Participation: The fact that quorum didn’t exist at the March meeting caused 

some email traffic encouraging attendance. One community Member responded:  
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‘I would like to address the concern raised by [Tony] regarding attendance and getting a 

quorum. I have been intentionally selective in attending recent meetings to prevent 

meeting fatigue. I was fine with the values statement of two months ago and I like the 

rental and process proposals. However, it is personally counterproductive for me to 

continue to attend meetings where these topics are the primary purpose of the meeting. 

Basically, I'm waiting for the discussion to draw to a conclusion, and I have a feeling that 

others may be taking a similar approach. I would like to propose a possible way to address 

this situation -- could we use the 1st meeting of the month for decisions and the 2nd 

meeting (3rd Saturday) for discussions. Then we could all make a apecial effort to attend 

the 1st meeting, or send a proxy vote, and individually decide when we wanted to attend 

the discussion-oriented meetings, depending on our level of interest in the topic at hand.’ 

(2003 03 22 Email A1334) 

Mike agreed that he shared the concern, but worried about losing 

voice in the decision making process.  

 If we adopt this idea as a means of scheduling discussions and agreements, that will 

place a considerable restraint upon the final discussion at the meeting when we consense 

upon a proposal. If the majority of people are satisfied with the rough outline of a proposal 

arrived at through an initial discussion, and allow those who are passionate enough about 

the details to refine it to their satisfaction, that situation still requires EVERYONE to be 

familiar with and essentially AGREE with the full text of the final proposal well before 

the meeting at which we seek to reach final agreement. Otherwise, those who chose not to 

be involved with working out the details at the  discussion  meetings and subcommittee 

meetings might, at the  decision  meeting, decide they are unsatisfied with a particular 

detail or the wording and block consensus. 

Can you imagine how frustrating that might be for those who are committed and 

involved? If someone who works hours and hours on initiating a discussion, working up 

a proposal based on feedback they get at the initial discussion meeting(s), sends out 

numerous emails, arranges and attends committee meetings, works out all the fine 

details, and then finally brings it to a meeting for final decision. And then someone who 

chooses not to attend  discussion  meetings or be involved with the subcommittee, who 

doesn't thoughtfully read and reflect on each and every community email that is sent to 

them, who has invested ten minutes in reading the proposal and familiarizing themselves 

with it, objects and then wants more discussion and or substantial revisions. 

I'd ask you to refine this idea a bit. It might create the expectation that those who do not 

attend the  discussion  meetings really don't have the right to comment on or object to the 

proposal at the final  decision   meeting. 

Effective, productive meetings are desireable. But good decisions that we can all live with 

require everyone's input and involvement all along the pathway to the final agreement. 
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I really sympathize with your desire to avoid meetings that waste your time. Let's 

consider this idea of yours some more.  (2003 03 24 Email A1340) 

Tony concurred with Mike. 

 I tend to agree with [Mike[ on this point. We've chosen a consensus decision-making 

model, and consensus by its nature requires extensive discussion.  (2003 03 24 Email 

A1341) 

April 2003 – General comments 

Decision-making method: Norma and Jesse (now leading the Process Team) 

notified the group by email that they could not attend the April, May, or June meetings. 

They suggested that the approval of the decision-making method be postponed to July 

or August of 2003 (2003 04 02 Email A1353). In general, the entire community felt 

somewhat in a holding pattern, as they waited for the Town review process to approve 

(or not) the larger number of households for the development (2003 04 05 Developer 

meeting minutes). As had also happened in March (and perhaps a function of the 

holding pattern), a quorum did not exist for the community meeting in April (2003 04 

05, Community Meeting Minutes). The group assembled talked in part about changing 

quorum to a lower percentage of financially committed households.  

May 2003 

A quorum of members attended the May meeting (2003 05 03, Community 

Meeting Minutes). A revised West Branch Decision-Making Process Proposal was 

adopted by consensus (2003 05 03 West Branch Decision-making Guidelines). this 

document was identical to the draft presented to the community in March, with the 
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exception of an addition that the policy can be amended in the future. (Note that the 

West Branch Mission and Values Statement was also adopted at this meeting using the 

now approved Decision Making Process.) 

June 2003 

Decision-making method and participation: In June, an interesting conversation 

about proxy voting occurred via email (2003 06 16 Email A1479). First, as the Process 

Team prepared via email for the upcoming community meeting where rentals would be 

discussed, Tony sent a private email to the Team and referred them to a number of 

documents that would inform the upcoming rentals discussion (i.e., Mission and Values 

Statement, Decision Making Guidelines, rental policy proposal, etc). He noted that the 

Decision Making Guidelines allowed proxy statements, but not proxy votes. Jesse 

emailed Tony back, quoting a section of the community  working  bylaws that did 

indeed permit proxy voting.  

 Article III, Section 5 states,  At all meetings of Members, each Member may vote in 

person or by proxy. Proxies shall be used only when consensus cannot be reached, and 

shall be used only for votes on specific written motions and not for the general conduct of 

business. All proxies shall be in writing and filed with the secretary. Every proxy shall be 

revocable and shall automatically cease upon conveyance by the member of his/her lot.   

A private email conversation followed in which Tony stated that the community 

adopted Decision-making Guidelines preempted the bylaws. Jesse then forwarded the 

entire email thread to the entire community list serve, and stated his reasons to believe 

that the bylaws preempted the Guidelines. Patrick responded to the group, asking 

whether or not the bylaws were in effect since no one actually owned any property yet. 
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As always, with appropriate process always in the forefront of his mind, he provided a 

lengthy and thoughtful comment. 

 1) Are the bylaws in effect? I thought they were going to be in effect when we are 

actually property owners. If we are abiding by them now, we have a lot of work to do to 

become legitimate. We need to elect officers, have annual meetings, and do many other 

things. Do we use only some of the bylaws and not other parts?  

2) The bylaws state that proxies  shall be used only for votes on specific written motions 

and not for the general conduct of business . this makes sense because someone not 

present can read the written motion and know for what they are voting. If the motion is 

made during a meeting (not written) proxies cannot be used. The only way I see to do 

this is to use this next meeting to amend and finalize a proposal that, if there is no 

consensus, can be written and then be sent to all the members for a vote, without change, 

at a subsequent meeting. Perhaps this is good practice anyway. If something fails to reach 

consensus, then it is probably wise to be sure folks know exactly for what they are voting, 

be it at the meeting or by proxy.  (2003 06 17 Email A1480) 

Subsequent emails from other community members tried to determine if the 

bylaws had ever been officially adopted (2003 06 17, Emails A1481 and 1482). The list 

serve then went silent on this issue (bylaws and proxies), and the leader of the Rental 

Team posted a draft policy for discussion at the June 29th meeting. However, something 

then happened that precluded any discussion of rentals at all at that meeting, and the 

issue went to the back burner. 

On June 24th, 2003, the Town approved the Conditional Use Permit for West 

Branch for the expanded size of 46 homes (2003 06 23 Email A1490), and immediately 

those on the wait list began to clamor to be able to pay their $7,500 reservation deposit 

(2003 06 23 Email A1491), and those who had already made deposits tried to ensure the 

inclusion of the new neighbors (2003 06 28 Email A1498). 
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this development and its implications were the sole thing on the meeting agenda 

on June 29th. The developer said that the first 16 households on the wait list had been 

sent reservation agreements to return, and that all households would begin to select 

specific site lots within a couple of weeks. Teams on all sorts of topics were set up in a 

flurry to enable rapid progress on community planning (finance, construction interface, 

common house, energy, information technology, landscape, recycling, water, and 

marketing). 

July and August 2003 – General comments 

Decision-making method: The community realized that the bylaws had never 

been officially approved, nor had other documents such as the community Covenants 

and Articles of Incorporation – all of which had to be approved within the next couple of 

months to accompany construction documents to the Town and the bank. In the July 

community meeting, the Process Team was tasked with addressing issues that exist in 

the governance documents and also relate to decision-making – proxy statements, 

quorum definition, decision reconsideration, grievance procedures, and subcommittee 

process (2003 07 19, Community Meeting Minutes).  

In a subsequent email, Tony expressed well some confusion that seemed to exist 

more generally on the relationship between the various documents. 

 I think it's dangerous to use the term 'vote' in our legal documents without providing 

some definition. Historically we've had confusion on how rules on 'voting' applied. For 

example, to say that the right to vote might be revoked for delinquent payments (article 

IV, section 4), doesn't address whether the member still has a decision-making voice in 

the community consensus process. 
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It might also be important to determine where our own consensus-approved documents 

fall in the hierarchy of rules. Article 15, section 2 states that, in the event of a conflict, the 

by-laws supercede the 'Articles of Incorporation' (what are these, again?) and the 

Declaration of Covenants. In the same situation, do the by-laws over-ride our other 

documents (the rental policy, the process guidelines, etc.)? Or are they considered part of 

the by-laws?  (2003 08 15 Email A1834) 

Mike wrote a lengthy email in return, responding to these and all the questions 

that Tony had asked. 

 My opinion is that the role of voting and the circumstance under which voting takes 

place are explicitly stated in the Decision Making Guidelines (or should be). I admit that 

the term is used loosely in the Bylaws. It is usually referring to who is qualified to 

participate. I trust that the newly added Sections will address this ambiguity. The legal 

team's interpretation of who has a decision making voice in the community is as follows: 

Every adult resident is enfranchised by the decision making guidelines (as amended by 

the rental guidelines) to participate fully in meetings, including blocking consensus. But 

if it comes to a vote (remember the three meeting rule, which , it seems, also needs to be 

added to the Decision Making Guidelines), only Directors can vote 

The Bylaws trump everything (Art. XV, Sec.2) Fortunately, the Bylaws refer out to the 

Decision Making Guidelines as the means by which we conduct business. I suggest that 

our next move be to incorporate all of the decisions about decision making into the 

Decision Making Guidelines ASAP.  (2003 08 15 Email A1838) 

Discussion continued on all these documents by email and at meeting minutes 

through July and August. By late August, the community had made very detailed 

changes to all these documents, and was looking forward to their approval at the 

September meeting (2003 08 30 Email A1896). However, an event in early September, 

independent of the governance documents negated the urgency of their approval. 

September 2003 – General Comments 

In early September, some neighbors to the West Branch site filed a petition 

asking that a judge overturn the Town’s approval of the project (2003 09 05 Email 
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A1935). At the community meeting the next week, the developer stated his belief that 

this suit would not be successful, but would postpone the development by 6 months (he 

was correct about the outcome, but the delay was actually 9 months). this took the heat 

off the need to finalize governance documents, and was quite debilitating to overall 

morale of community members. None of the community meetings for the next five 

months (until February 2004) had enough attendance to constitute quorum and the 

governance documents languished. 

Decision-making method: At the meeting in mid-September Tony stated that the 

Process Team would revisit the Decision-Making Process, because it was looking dated 

(2003 09 20, Community Meeting Minutes).  

October 2003 – General comments  

Participation: At the meeting in mid- October, a long discussion was held on 

getting people to meetings, and possibly reducing the percent of households that 

defined quorum in order to be able to make decisions. Many reasons were given for not 

attending meetings: 

 Before, when we had 30 households, we ususally got 16-18 people which worked out 

great. Now we have more households but the meeting attendance hasn't really gone up 

correspondingly.  

 One thing that probably discourages some from attending is proximity since for some it 

is a really long haul.  

 If I'm out of town, or committed to doing something else I don't come Otherwise I'll be 

there. I think that people could build up feelings of resent if they regularly come while 

others don't. I really want to avoid that reaction.  
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 Life goes in cycles, things shift around. Travels can get in the way, but also weekends 

can be very needed downtime.  

 Quite honestly, maintaining sanity is a big factor. Some weeks I just really need a break 

from all responsibility. Also some meetings I feel like we spend alot of time going in 

circles, though we always get something done in the end.  

 With the farmers market I am exhausted by the middle of the day. Some times I can 

barely stay awake to eat lunch, let alone sit through a meeting. I think one 4 hour 

meeting a month would be easier to handle.  

 One thing to keep in mind is that people are in different stages of life and commitment. 

In some ways those more involved are more committed to this community. I think those 

more involved almost have more of a right to make the decisions.  

 Sometimes I'm out of town, or have work, or an event.  

  Currently I'm kind of torn between living in [West Branch] and living in the 

community that I'm in right now.  (2003 10 18, Community Meeting Minutes) 

Although the meeting did not have quorum, so no decisions could be made, the 

group present did recommend changes to increase meeting participation, such as 

changing meetings to once per month, move the meetings to Sunday to avoid breaking 

up people’s weekends, drop the formal potluck to shorten the overall time frame, and 

perhaps find a meeting location more centrally located with places for children to play. 

February 2004 – General comments 

 A quorum was present at this meeting for the first time since the neighbors had 

filed the lawsuit, and the group took advantage of this to change quorum to 33 percent 

of financially committed households rather than 50 percent (using consensus) (2004 02 

01, Community Meeting Minutes).  
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Decision-making method: In the same meeting, Tony called attention to the 

Decision Making Guidelines and provided information as to where they can be found on 

line. 

Final thoughts 

By summer of 2004, the lawsuit was complete and construction could move 

forward apace. I can’t find evidence of official consensual approval of these governance 

documents, but the construction documents had been given to the town, which had to 

include approved governance documents.  

In sum, choosing a decision-making process took the community about two 

years overall. Interlaced within this two years were a number of related community 

discussions such as what participation meant, what the community name would be, and 

how the decision making guidelines interacted with other, more formal, community 

governance documents. Painful as the process was to choose the community name, I 

believe that that experience highlighted to the community the importance of a good 

decision-making process, and increased both the amount of community interaction 

around development of the Guidelines and the care towards a participatory process that 

was taken to develop them. . 
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Appendix C: West Branch Decision-Making Guidelines 

1.0 Consensus 

1.1 Why Consensus? 

1.2 Group Problem Solving Process 

1.3 Tools for Group Problem Solving 

2.0 The Phases of Decision Making 

2.1 Time Frame 

2.2 Problem Phase 

2.3 Solution Phase 

2.4 Gradients of Agreement 

2.5 When to Seek Enthusiastic Support 

2.6 Quorum 

2.7 Proxies 

3.0 When Consensus Cannot be Reached 

3.1 The Supermajority Vote 

3.2 Urgent Matters 

3.3 When Consensus Isn't the Right Tool 

3.4 Small Groups and Expert Teams 
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4.0 Meetings 

4.1 Five Goals for a Good Meeting 

4.2 Tools for Achieving the Five Goals for a Good Meeting 

4.3 Key Components of the Meeting Plan 

4.4 Meeting Format 

4.5 Meeting Roles  

5.0 Document History 

1.0 CONSENSUS  

1.1 WHY CONSENSUS?  

[West Branch] community chooses to use a consensus-based decision-making model. 

Consensus works by a cooperative method. Essentially, everyone in the group agrees 

that the decision is made based on what is good for the group as a whole, not the 

individual. To this end, everyone works to find the best possible solution that everyone 

can feel good about. You use all the power of all the minds in the community to create 

the 'best' decision. Group members must understand in this situation that conflict can be 

good - once a conflicting opinion arises, it leads to discussion, and then to the growth of 

a better, more-widely accepted solution.  

To reach consensus decisions, we choose to use The Group Problem Solving 

Process. 
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1.2 GROUP PROBLEM SOLVING PROCESS 

Get agreement on the problem before trying to get agreement on a solution. Start open, 

then narrow, and finally close.  

Step 1: Perceptions  

To raise an issue, make it OK to discuss a difficult issue, share different points of view, 

and agree to work together. The objective is acceptance by the group to address a 

problem. 

Step 2: Analysis 

To gather information, determine why, how, where and when a problem exists, and to 

discover the causes of the problem. The objective is group understanding of the 

problem. 

Step 3: Definition 

To give direction to problem-solving, filter out unimportant issues, clarify the group's 

priorities, and identify the real problem to be solved. The objective is a common goal for 

improving the situation. 

Step 4: Options 

To generate new ideas, bring creativity into problem solving, and explore all 

possibilities. The objective is to uncover alternative ways to reach the group's goal. 
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Step 5: Evaluation 

To narrow choices, test alternatives, compare options, and identify the best option. The 

objective is to determine group preference for some options over others. 

Step 6: Decision Making 

To select a solution to the problem and reach closure on an issue. The objective is group 

commitment. 

1.3 TOOLS FOR GROUP PROBLEM SOLVING 

Step 1: Perceptions (acceptance by the group to address a problem) 

• Group members explain what they are seeing, hearing, experiencing and feeling. 

• Each group member explains how he/she is affected concretely by the situation. 

• Listen attentively. 

• Assure one another that it is OK to raise problems. 

• Accept that different people see things differently. 

• Consider what might happen if the group ignored the issue 

• Consider what might happen if the group addressed the issue. 

Step 2: Analysis (group understanding of the problem 

• Identify the details: who, what, when, where, how, and why. 

• Clarify the needs of the different people affected by the situation. 

• Break the problem into smaller parts. 
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• Cluster similar aspects of the problem into categories. 

• Diagram the problem. 

• Clarify key terms. 

• Consider: what's keeping the problem from getting worse? From getting better? 

• Consider if any kinds of experts could provide useful insights. 

Step 3: Definition (a common goal for improving the situation) 

• State the problem as an open-ended question: "How to..." 

• Define the problem in terms of people's needs and interests. 

• State the problem as a question that bridges all the main concerns: "How to 

satisfy x and y while also satisfying z." 

• Suggest an over-arching goal that everyone would work toward. 

• Consider: where does the group want to wind up at the end of this?" 

Step 4: Options (alternative ways to reach the group's goal) 

• Research what others have done to achieve similar goals. 

• Solicit ideas from people with no stake in the issue. 

• Consider whether any experts could provide useful insights. 

• Brainstorm. Explain and enforce the rules: 

• Don't judge anyone's ideas. 

• Be free (unfettered, crazy, funny, creative) with ideas. 
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• Build on each other's ideas. 

• Make up lots of ideas. 

Step 5: Evaluation (group preference for some options over others) 

• Compare the options to the goal. 

• Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of each option. 

• Rank-order the options. 

• Take a non-binding straw poll. 

• Consider: What standards usually apply in similar situations? 

• Generate and apply new criteria to fit the particular situation. 

• Consider whether any kinds of experts could provide useful insights. 

Step 6: Decision Making (group commitment) 

• Everybody seems to like Solution A; is that the way we will go?"  

• Any objections trying Solution A?" 

• Combine alternatives instead of choosing. 

• Improve one or more of the alternatives to make them more acceptable. 

• Create a new alternative from the strengths of the existing options. 

• Eliminate the least popular alternatives. 

• Poll for each individual's level of enthusiasm (see: "gradients of agreement", sec. 

2.4) 
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• Ask if all group members would abide by the outcome of a vote. If so, then vote. 

• Delegate the decision (to a subcommittee, expert, or higher authority). 

• Return to an earlier stage of the problem solving process. 

2.0 THE PHASES OF DECISION MAKING 

2.1 TIME FRAME 

Under the consensus model, there should be adequate time for discussion before any 

decision is made. However, discussion time should be limited to a reasonable period of 

discussion, and a clear method of resolution should be available if consensus is not 

found. In general, if consensus cannot be reached after several meetings, alternative 

methods should be enacted to reach a conclusion by the third meeting. The timeframe 

for any particular issue depends on the nature of the issue and how much time is needed 

to deal with it, however. 

2.2 THE PROBLEM PHASE 

During "The Problem Phase," once the group has done initial brainstorm and analysis of 

the problem, it will often be useful to create a research sub-team. 

A research sub-team is charged with further exploring the issue at hand outside 

of the whole-community meetings. This group might be made up of experts on the topic, 

but its membership should also reflect a balance of the community's views on the issue. 

It is assumed that a primary block to consensus is lack of information. The team's 
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responsibility is researching the issue and returning information and a recommendation 

to the community at the next meeting. 

Note: Ideally, the research sub-team could also be formed at any stage, to fill an 

information need. At all times, when sub-teams are formed, it should be clear both to 

them and to the group what they are to work on and what they are to bring back to the 

group and when. 

2.3 THE SOLUTION PHASE 

During "The Solution Phase", once the problem has been defined, and a number of 

solutions have been brainstormed and discussed, it will often be useful to create a 

proposal sub-team. Note: The research and proposal sub-teams may include some or all 

of the same people depending on the issue. 

A proposal sub-team is charged with continuing the discussion of the issue 

outside of the whole-community meetings and finalizing a proposal with a smaller 

group. The membership of this group should be representative of the community, but 

may well be made up of the most outspoken proponents of each facet of the issue. The 

team's responsibility is to report to the community meeting with a prepared proposal (or 

proposals, if appropriate).  
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If there is an especially contentious topic, this team may also benefit from the 

help of an arbiter, from within the community (possibly from a "resolution team") or 

from outside, to help reach consensus among the smaller group. 

As members determine their stance on any particular issue, it is useful to 

remember that there are several "Gradients of Agreement". 

2.4 GRADIENTS OF AGREEMENT 

1. Endorse: "I like the proposal." 

2. Endorse with minor point of contention: "Basically I like it, but..." 

3. Agree with reservation: "I can live with it" 

4. Abstain: "I have no opinion." 

5. Stand Aside: "I don't like this but I don't want to hold up the group." 

6. Disagree formally and willing to go with the majority: "I want my disagreement 

noted in writing, but I'll support the decision." 

7. Disagree formally and request to be absolved of responsibility for 

implementation: "I don't want to stop anyone else, but I don't want to be 

involved in carrying out the decision." 

8. Block: "I veto this proposal." 

2.5 WHEN TO SEEK ENTHUSIASTIC SUPPORT 

• The stakes are so high that the consequences of failure would be severe. 
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• The decision is not easily reversible (i.e., result will be with us for a long time). 

• Tough, complex, ambiguous problems (as opposed to routine ones) 

• Many people will be affected by the outcome. 

• Many people will have a role in implementation. 

2.6 QUORUM 

At each meeting there must be a minimum number of community members present in 

order to make any decision (a "quorum"). We recommend that this number be a 

percentage of the households in the community. In the short term, this number will be 

based on those households which have signed a contract and invested money in the 

project (currently 15 households). This percentage is open to discussion, but for now 

we're using 50%, which can be later adjusted based on attendance. In essence, this would 

mean that substantial decisions can't be made at this time without at least half of the 

financially-invested members present. 

2.7 PROXIES 

In the event that a community member is not able to attend a meeting, it is suggested 

they submit a short "proxy statement", describing their position on the issues to be 

discussed at the meeting in question. This statement will be read aloud and taken into 

consideration by the group. However, it is understood that the organic flow of 

discussion may vary significantly from what was addressed in the statement, and 
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therefore the statement won't count as a vote on the member's behalf. Likewise, the 

statement won't stand in place of the member in regards to reaching the quorum. 

3.0 WHEN CONSUSUS CANNOT BE REACHED 

3.1 THE SUPER MAJORITY VOTE 

A super-majority vote is the final option for the community when consensus cannot be 

reached in a timely fashion. It is assumed that this measure will be viewed as a last 

resort, after sufficient discussion, and that most issues will be decided by consensus. 

This system assumes one vote per household once the community has been completed. 

During development, however, the vote balance is designed to favor those who are 

financially committed to the group, giving each of these house-holds two votes to one 

vote for those on the waiting list. Observers do not have a vote.  

The idea of the super-majority is that most of the community still has to favor 

one solution, even if complete consensus isn't possible. We recommend that the super-

majority be 80% of the total votes, assuming the quorum has already been exceeded. 

Although this allows for some level of dissatisfaction among the community members 

who lose the vote, it is assumed that every effort for consensus has already been made. 

3.2 URGENT MATTERS 

If a decision needs to be made immediately due to circumstances (whether internal or 

external), the group should be able to make the decision (as long as there is quorum). If 
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consensus can't be reached, due to time pressures, super-majority vote can be used. 

These decisions should not involve expenditures over $500. 

3.3 WHEN CONSENSUS ISN'T THE RIGHT TOOL 

There may also be some decisions (like social items and design decisions) that can be 

made by super-majority vote. Rob Sandelin, in discussing consensus, says, "I see groups 

routinely fail using consensus when they try to use consensus to decide everything, sort 

of like trying to use a chainsaw to pound in a nail. Consensus is good for some kinds of 

decisions, very poor at others." He mentions color selection, multi-faceted design 

decisions where it is a matter of preference rather than finding the "best" answer. 

3.4 SMALL GROUPS AND EXPERT TEAMS 

There will be many types of decisions where only a single person or a small group has 

the interest or knowledge to make the decision. Maintenance, landscaping and other 

items can be assigned to individuals or small groups who can make decisions. They will 

report their committee activities to the group. Again, items over a given dollar amount 

(perhaps $500) would need to be cleared by the group. 

4.0 MEETINGS 

4.1 FIVE GOALS FOR A GOOD MEETING 

In order to best create an efficient consensus-building environment, we refer to the 

Dispute Settlement Center's "Five Goals for A Good Meeting": 



 

 370 

• Participants concentrate on one subject at a time. 

• Participants follow a clear and agreed upon process. 

• Conversation is open tall group members and balanced among them. 

• Roles are clearly defined and agreed upon. 

• Participants' feelings and ideas are taken into consideration 

4.2 TOOLS FOR ACHIEVING THE FIVE GOALS FOR A GOOD MEETING 

Participants concentrate on one subject at a time 

• Agree in advance on desired outcomes & agenda for the meeting. 

• Keep agenda in view during the meeting. 

• Facilitator has explicit permission to keep the discussion focused. 

• Use flip chart to record discussions. 

• Keep record of meeting discussion in full view of group. 

• Summarize and confirm agreements and next steps. 

• Remind group of the subject it agreed to discuss. 

• Ask group to defer "side issues." 

• Ask group to revise the desired outcomes and/or meeting agenda if "side issues" 

cannot be deferred  

Participants follow a clear and agreed upon process  

• Group agreement in advance on an agenda. 
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• Keep agenda in view during meeting. 

• Facilitator has explicit permission in advance to keep group using a clear and 

agreed upon process. 

• Get agreement on a way to proceed, before proceeding. 

• Remind group of the process it agreed to use. 

• Try one approach, if it doesn't work then try something else. 

• Educate the group about process 

• Offer a suggestion on how to proceed. 

• Ask group to revise the meeting agenda if the process must be changed.  

• Conversation is open and balanced 

Set up the room: all meeting participants on one level; participants can make 

eye contact and hear each other speak. 

• Get group agreement on ground rules: e.g., "Listen attentively," "One person 

speaks at a time," "Share the floor." 

• Keep the ground rules in view during the meeting. 

• Facilitator gets explicit permission in advance to promote an open and balanced 

conversation. 

• Model excellent listening and assertion skills. 

• Be positive to encourage participation. 

• Thank people for contributing ideas. 
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• Establish a queue when several people want to speak. 

• Ask for reactions to people's ideas. 

• Go around the room asking each person to speak. 

• Ask the quieter people what they think. 

• Ask people who speak a lot to give others a chance. 

• Float a trial balloon: "I haven't heard anyone mention... yet, is that relevant here?  

Roles are clearly defined and agreed upon 

• Clarify roles in advance of meetings. 

• Include role definitions as part of ground rules. 

• Facilitator gets explicit permission in advance to keep people in their roles. 

• Establish a process for rotating some roles among group members. 

• Offer reminders when people step out of role. 

• Deal with questions about roles when they arise.  

Participants' feelings and ideas are taken into consideration 

• Calm yourself. 

• Model courtesy. 

• Set up room comfortably 

• Explicit and agreed-upon ground rules 

• Facilitator gets explicit permission to enforce the ground rules. 
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• Keep the ground rules in view during the meeting. 

• Record ideas on flip charts without attribution. 

• Acknowledge people's feelings when they are expressed. 

• Diffuse intense emotions by looking at the speaker, accepting their feelings as 

legitimate, paraphrasing to ensure you understand. Do not try to minimize, joke, 

or resolve the feelings. 

• Listen to and watch the group for any evidence of discomfort. 

• Offer your perceptions of the group's moods/dynamics. 

• Ask the group to deal with questions about safety and respect when they arise. 

• Call for breaks/caucuses.  

4.3 KEY COMPONENTS OF THE MEETING PLAN 

The meeting plan is composed of a desired outcome, an agenda, and some ground rules.  

The desired outcome 

A clear and concise statement of the results or products that the group wants from the 

meeting. "What will we have in hand at the end of the meeting?" Use nouns, not verbs. 

Examples: 

• A list of concerns about a situation or a proposal. 

• Ideas for reaching a goal. 

• Options for solving a problem. 
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• A plan (tasks, assignments, deadlines) for conducting a project 

The Agenda 

The Agenda is a meeting guide that helps people prepare for and participate in 

the meeting. 

The facilitators and record-keeper are responsible for working together to gather 

agenda topics from the community (submitted publicly via the web or bulletin boards, 

for example) and organize the agenda for the coming meeting, based on such factors as 

priority and timeliness. Agenda items will often spring from topics considered at the 

prior meeting. This agenda will be made public before the meetings, preferably one 

week beforehand, so that community members can consider the topics thoroughly. Each 

agenda item should be identified with who will be the presenter. Facilitators should 

check with presenters prior to the meeting to be sure that they are prepared to present 

the issue at the meeting. Presenters' role is to present material and answer questions. In 

general, the facilitator will continue to run the meeting. Agendas should specifically 

state if a final decision on an issue is to be considered. 

Every meeting should have a clear agenda, with specific times allotted for each 

part of the discussion. The agenda will be reviewed at the beginning of each meeting, to 

discuss possible adjustments in the established topic discussion times. The agenda 

should be designed to most efficiently use the group's time, while still allowing for 
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sufficient discussion. The facilitation team will be responsible for monitoring (and 

limiting) discussion to keep the group on topic, creating new agenda items and 

adjusting the times (possibly with help from the group) as necessary. 

Agenda topics are to be submitted by the community to the facilitation team. 

Any topics submitted by community members should be accompanied by resources or 

additional information to allow other members to prepare to discuss the issue. Some 

agenda topics are announcements, others are discussions. However, in the interest of 

efficiency, announcements should be kept to a minimum (using other means of 

communication outside of meetings instead).  

The agenda identifies four essential items: The content, process, roles, and time 

allocated for each activity. 

Content: What issues or topics will be discussed? 

Process: What activities, meeting procedures and formats will the group use to address 

the issues? For example: 

• presentation 

• questions & answers 

• full group discussion 

• break-out groups 

• each person takes a turn 
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• brainstorming 

• creating categories 

• sorting items into categories 

• rank order 

• identify the pluses and minuses of a proposal 

• straw poll 

• vote 

• consensus decision  

Roles: Who is responsible for child care, room set up, welcoming, introducing 

topics, giving a report, note taking, facilitating, decision making, room clean up? 

Time: Realistic allocation for each item or activity. Pay attention from meeting to 

meeting to learn how much time your group uses to perform similar tasks. Base time 

estimates on experience, not wishful thinking. 

Include adequate time at the start of every meeting for welcome, introductions, 

and overview (reviewing and approving desired outcomes, agenda and ground rules), 

and include adequate time at the end for clarifying decisions and next steps and for 

evaluating the meeting.  

There should also be a clear list of the community's goals and principles (i.e. a 

vision) on which any decisions should be based. Group discussion of these goals, and 
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how they may or may not differ from what has already been stated for [West Branch], is 

an important first step. (Attach our values statement when completed.) 

The Ground Rules 

Ground Rules: Shared expectations about how discussions will be conducted and 

how decisions will be made. There should be a visible list of ground-rules for meetings 

available at each session; this list should be short and clear. These ground-rules should 

be based on effective communication principles, thoughtful feedback, and self-

disclosure. Two-way communication is important for the experience of all group 

members to be included. In general, it will be assumed throughout the consensus system 

that silence equals consent and agreement.  

Some ground rules we have informally adopted: 

• One speaker at a time 

• Keep task and topic 

• Listen attentively 

• Share the floor 

• Be concise 

• It's OK to disagree...please do so respectfully 

• Treat as confidential other people's personal stories 

• Decide together 
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4.4 MEETING FORMAT 

The format for these meetings will change from time to time, but roughly consist of the 

following (more detail follows): 

The Setting: 

Seating arranged in semi-circle or circle to maximize ability of all participants to be able 

to see and hear. 

Post relevant information at each meeting, i.e. Agenda as well as ongoing factors to keep 

in mind: Ground Rules, Values Statement, Problem-Solving Process overview, Gradients 

of Agreement, etc.  

The Meeting: 

• Gathering together.  

• A moment of silence. 

• A "get to know you" exercise - 5-10 minutes  

• Agenda review  

• Announcements, committee reports as appropriate 

• Deal with one to two issues depending on what stage they are in (i.e. if a decision 

was getting final tweaking only, it might go quickly; a new issue should have a 

good chunk of the meeting) 
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• Meeting review - Summarize the group's work for the day. Confirm 

establishment of sub-teams, review next steps. Review agenda bin and consider 

priorities for the next meeting. 

• Meeting evaluation - Feedback on the meeting/facilitation process from the 

group 

• Close 

4.5 MEETING ROLES  

Meetings will be led by a facilitation team, consisting of a record-keeper, a primary 

facilitator and a secondary facilitator. These individuals will assume the responsibility of 

leading community meetings for extended periods of time (6 months or so) to make best 

use of their experience. These team members should, as a general rule, be objective and 

removed from the discussions; if necessary, they might seek an alternate so that they can 

participate in issues they feel strongly about. The following team roles can be exchanged 

between the members as they see fit for flexibility and experience. The essential 

responsibilities of these roles are as follows. : 

The primary facilitator is responsible for leading the group in consensus-based 

discussions and brainstorms, filtering responses at each stage of the process, and making 

sure everyone is heard. Also responsible for keeping the group on topic and on time, 

adjusting the agenda as necessary to make room for important discussions.  
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The assistant facilitator is responsible for assisting the primary facilitator by 

writing down brainstorm ideas, handing out information, and helping to keep track of 

time. Furthermore, this facilitator will be helping to monitor the tone of the group, and 

make sure that no one is left unheard and no thoughts are overlooked.  

The record-keeper is responsible for tracking attendance at meetings and 

recording the results of brainstorms, discussions, and decisions. Also responsible for 

making these minutes available to the community in a public forum. 

5.0 DOCUMENT HISTORY 

•  May 3, 2003 - Version 1.0 of this document was accepted by consensus
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Appendix D: Chronology of An Issue -- Cats and Native 

Wildlife 

The issue of pets at West Branch was a lengthy and controversial one. More 

specifically, the community struggled with the issue of cats killing wildlife when 

allowed to roam freely outdoors. The formative question were whether domestic cats, 

when allowed outdoors, kill significant numbers of native wildlife, such as native 

songbirds, insects, and rodents, and if so, should the community mandate mitigative 

action?  

Although this issue is not one that would have high issue consequence when 

measured by the Brower and Leon criteria(Brower and Leon 1999), it provides a 

particularly interesting example of teaching and learning within the community for four 

reasons. First, it has run the course from introduction, through community discussion, to 

consensually approved voluntary collective action (the Pet Policy). Second, enough time 

has passed since approval of the policy that secondary issues have arisen, such as 

explanation of the policy to newcomers (orientation), need to document what the 

approved policy is even to long-time members (documentation/reinforcement), and calls 

for modification to the approved policy (revision). Third, this is an issue with which 

many community members were not familiar (unlike more visible issues such as 

recycling). Therefore, members to the issue with a wide variety of prior knowledge and 

of prior commitment to opinion and action. Fourth, this issue was truly community-
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driven. Few, if any, external organizations or individuals apply pressure of any kind 

(i.e., social marketing, related regulatory mandates, financial incentives or disincentives) 

to promote collective action on this issue (e.g., keeping cats indoors).  

Discussion on the policy spanned two years of meetings and emails from 

November 2002 to October 2004, encompassing three drafts and much community 

discussion. The result was the following language in the community pet policy.  

In harmony with our community’s desire to encourage the flourishing of wildlife in and 

around our community, residents should make every reasonable effort to keep their cats 

indoors. (2004 10 03 West Branch Pet Policy] 

On two occasions after approval (1 ½ years and 2 years afterwards), relative newcomers 

to the community raised the issue again, yielding interesting data on orientation, 

reinforcement, and revision.  

Initial discussion 

In November 2002, the developer introduced the issue of pets, suggesting that 

the community consider developing policies on pets and weapons, based on his 

experience that these were often contentious issues in cohousing communities. 

Immediately thereafter, a community member, Patrick, wrote an email to the 

community, an excerpt of which is provided below. With this email, Patrick established 

himself as an issue advocate, established some credibility for himself by noting his 

experience in and expertise with wildlife issues (in point of fact, he was a founder of the 
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local wildlife center), and used normative pressure by invoking the community tenet of 

sustainability. 

I would like to consider a no outside cat policy. Cats are devastating to birds, killing 

hundreds of millions per year in the U.S. (about 70 million pet cats, 100 million cats total 

in US, so that's only several birds per year per cat.) I volunteered at the wildlife center in 

[a local town] and cat injuries were second only to automobile injuries. If we are to be 

environmentally sensitive, then that means respecting the wildlife. (2002 11 09, Email 

A0850) 

A number of community members responded via email over the next 30 days. 

Some of the responses reflected pure disagreement. 

I generally have no problems with other cats being allowed to roam free, though I do 

worry about fights. I …am fine with the fact that cats hunt. (2002 11 04, Email A0823) 

Others referred to other forms of experts (in this case, a veterinarian).  

I would have to say that not allowing outdoor cats in the neighborhood would make us 

reconsider whether we want to live in West Branch. … Our vet tells us that all indoor 

cats are more prone to behavioral problems than outdoor cats: in other words, they're 

miserable being locked up all day. Wouldn't you be? (2002 11 10, Email A0851) 

Note that this member also threatened exit from the community over this issue. Thus, 

from an early point, on the community received the message that the issue could be a 

polarizing one with significant implications. Another community member saw cat 

hunting as an environmental good, invoking the community tenet on sustainability from 

the opposite angle.  

One of the reasons I've had cats has been for rat/mice control - at which they are much 

more environmentally safe than poisons. (2002 11 10, Email A0852) 

Although many, if not most, community members would consider themselves 

environmentalists, the reality of how that philosophy or belief system was implemented 
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is fairly heterogeneous, and had significant implications for consensually-made 

decisions 

A number of people suggested other mitigative actions other than an outright 

ban. One member explicitly called for voluntary collective action on the issue (3rd 

quotation below) 

I know to keep my bird-feeders high off the ground. (2002 11 04, Email A0823) 

I do not let [my cats] out during peak bird feeding times--i.e. early morning or noon or 

late afternoon. (2002 11 11, Email A0882) 

I always keep my cat inside during nesting season. At that time, parent birds are very 

vulnerable because they will put themselves in danger to protect their nests. Could all of 

us cat-owners agree to some times or seasons when we wouldn't have our cats out? A 

middle ground between always confined and always able to be out. I'd gladly continue to 

keep my cat in during nesting season and at night. Maybe we can come up with some 

good ideas for protecting bird feeding stations? (2002 11 11, Email A0885) 

These mitigative ideas caused someone to ask for information – a request for 

learning:  

When is nesting season exactly and how long does it last? (2002 11 14, Email A0899) 

Patrick took this opportunity to both answer the question (documenting that his 

answer comes from a reputable source), and to provide data again advocating his 

position that outdoor cats kill significant numbers of wildlife.  

I took a look at the [Animal Protection Society] APS Wildlife data from 2001 (the last 

complete year). According to this data the baby birds start coming in April and keep 

coming until August. Birds start breeding in March and many species make more than 

one nest per season, so this makes sense. [Here Patrick provides a link to his webpage 

showing graphs from APS.] On that webpage is also a chart of the causes for injury for 

the 3073 birds that were brought in 2001 and 2002, 511 were the result of cat attacks. 

959 are classified as unknown. … This is the single largest cause of known injury. (2002 

11 14, Email A0900) 



 

 385 

Action taken: formation of a pets team 

The community paused on this issue for a little more than a year with little to no 

conversation on the topic in meetings or on email. Minutes of several meetings during 

this period (2003) reflect brief discussion of general pet issues such as the need to 

schedule further discussion of the pet policy, or the possibility of having a group dog 

run on site. The first official discussion at a meeting took place in December 2003, and in 

January 2004 two members of the community offered to form a team to draft a policy for 

community discussion (actually the team was to discuss safety issues, discussing pets 

and firearms).  

Pets and firearm issues may affect who decides to move here and who does not. Adopting 

[other community’s] or the Million Mom March’s policy on weapons may save us time 

and work. Take a poll and find out what we are dealing with—who has what firearms, 

how many pets, etc. Should weapons guidelines be voluntary or required for all [West 

Branch] residents? Responsibility for supervising children around animals, responsibility 

for animals behaving safely around people, to be considered. Requirements versus 

guidelines: which do we want? Do we want a way to mediate pet disputes? [Jacquel] and 

[Ernest] volunteered to be a team to make a draft of safety issues discussions: firearms 

and pets. (2004 01 04, Community Meeting Minutes) 

The action to form a team constitutes the end of the initial discussion phase (see Section 

5.2 and Figure 8). 

Research, negotiation, and additional community discussion 

The leader of the team(Jacquel) was opposed to an outdoor cat ban.  

I would also heartily agree with [Victoria’s] comments on outdoor cats. My cat in an 

outdoor cat, but she stays indoors at night. She is very healthy and I believe the outdoor 

exercise, more than anything keeps her that way. She would do crazy cooped up inside all 

day. (2002 11 11, Email A0872) 
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Interestingly, Patrick did not join the pets team at this time (although he did join 

in later on, when the Team changed from solely a research mission to both a research 

and negotiation mission). The team began to garner input through email and team 

meetings. Concurrently, an article on the topic appeared in the monthly magazine of the 

national cohousing magazine, and one community member posted it to the list serve.  

In February 2004, the first documented evidence was posted that Patrick’s 

education and advocacy may have a behavioral impact. 

I currently have a 14-year-old indoor/outdoor cat whom I hope to keep only 

indoors/on screened porch when I move into West Branch, although … it will be 

challenging. (2004 02 23, Email B0309) 

In March 2004, the pets team provided an initial draft to the community for 

discussion at the meeting. No language was included that discussed the issue of 

domestic cats and native wildlife; the only requirement was that cats have a collar and 

identification. 

Pet Policy Draft 1: [West Branch] Pet Guidelines  

We at [West Branch] include pets as part of our community. We acknowledge that pets 

are important parts of many of our lives and our families. We also acknowledge that 

owner/pet relationships should not infringe upon those who do not wish to have pets or 

have a relationship with others pets. The following policy is intended to promote a 

harmonious relationship among pets, pet owners and non-pet owners and provide a 

peaceful, clean, safe environment for everyone. 

All pet owners are responsible for their animal’s behavior and should see to it that their 

pet is not a nuisance or a danger to others.  

Pets will not be allowed in the common house or in the guest quarters. Owners will be 

responsible for providing accommodations for visitor’s pets.  

Dogs must be on a leash at all times. *  
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Owners must clean up after their dogs immediately.  

Cats should have a collar with a bell and identification.  

At no time should community member’s pets encroach on another’s space, auditory 

harmony or otherwise impede their ability to enjoy their own private space.  

We ask that all [West Branch]ns be considerate to all pets. As well as we ask all pet 

owners to be sure that their pets are well mannered around other pets and other 

community members. If there is a particular problem with a pet, we encourage you to 

address it directly with the pet’s owner. Otherwise we will appoint a pet mediator to help 

resolve the issue between community members.  

At a future time we will discuss the option of having a specific off-leash time assigned for 

well-behaved dogs. When such times are decided upon, all pet owners must be on the 

premises while their pet is off leash and is still responsible for clean up after their dogs. 

(2004 03 04, Email B0362) 

Unfortunately, the laptop was stolen that held the meeting minutes from the subsequent 

meeting, and no further documentation of the meeting was provided to the community. 

I assume that a decision check of some sort was taken, because the draft pet policy was 

not approved, and discussion continued.  

Subsequent to the March 2004 community meeting, a number of people wrote 

emails stating their difficulties in keeping a collar on their cat. One person connected the 

need for a collar with bell with the issue of wildlife threat.  

I know we've had quite a time keeping cats in collars. When we had outdoor cats, we had 

a stash of extra collars and IDs. Are folks okay with the idea that cats get out of collars 

and may be collar-less at times? (2004 03 03, Email B0347) 

We share [the] problem with our cat being excellent at removing her collar if it makes any 

sound. (2002 03 03, Email B0349) 

I honestly can't keep a collar on my cat. I tried for two years and after about a dozen 

collars lost and caught around her mouth, I decided a microchip was the way to go. I'll 

definitely try to collar any future cats, but there's no changing this old kitty's ways. If 

the concern is identifying West Branch cats, as opposed to other neighbor/stray cats, I'd 
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be happy to work out a way for that to happen. Perhaps, as someone suggested, a pet 

board with pictures, names and owners? (2004 03 03, Email B0350) 

I think the concern is that a silent cat is a (potentially) deadly cat. At least as far as the 

local bird population goes. (2004 03 03, Email B0351) 

More meeting discussion occurred (but without binding decision checks), 

including about free-roaming cats, enforcement issues, and management of stray or feral 

cats on community property. One community member was active with a national 

organization that traps and neuters feral cats, and then releases them again to their 

original outdoor community. This conversation sparked Patrick, the original issue 

advocate to reenter the discussion in an impassioned and informative manner. In the 

quotation below, he let the community know he would block consensus (i.e., block an 

approved policy). He also added a new philosophical basis to the discussion (which has 

previously been centered on the killing of wildlife) – that of advocating for a hierarchy 

of native species over introduced ones. 

The pet policy was discussed yesterday at West Branch and it appears the group is headed 

towards a policy that allows outdoor cats. It seemed that many were familiar with my 

opinion on this subject, so I didn't reiterate it at the time. I find, however, that if I ask 

myself if I could consent to such a policy or, at the least, step aside and not object, the 

answer is no. Simply, the resulting killing of wildlife by these cats is, in my opinion, not 

an acceptable tradeoff for the enjoyment some receive from owning cats that cannot, or 

will not, be kept indoors and the enjoyment the cats themselves may receive from that 

lifestyle. It is my opinion that the life of a native wild animal takes precedence over the 

presence of an introduced species. (2004 06 07, Email B0550) 

Patrick went on to estimate the number of wildlife that might be killed (based on 

assumptions on number of cats from West Branch and data on killings per cat), to restate 

his argument for a higher priority for native wildlife, to mention (and provide references 
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for) other ills (like rabies, diseases transmitted through cat feces in children’s sandboxes, 

and to argue his belief that allowing outdoor cats makes bird feeders a cruel trap. He 

provided websites for outdoor cat enclosures. 

A number of responses followed. One community member stated not only an 

intention to change her behavior (or her cat’s behavior) at a future time in West Branch, 

but an actual real-time pilot behavior change.  

It has…been my intention to start keeping [my cat] indoors once I move to West 

Branch…. For a while now, I have been keeping [my cat] indoors during the day, and 

letting him out only at night, because I think he can’t do as much harm…. I hope we can 

work this out as a community. I am compelled by your views, by my own animal rights 

philosophy, and by my experience losing cats to cars to advocate an indoor-only cat policy 

at West Branch. (2004 06 07 

Note that this quotation contained a clear expression of the impact of Patrick’s 

influence, of the overall West Branch discussion, and of the complex fabric that mixes 

new information with current information and experience to contribute to new behavior. 

At this point, someone suggested yet another mitigative possibility – that of 

allowing existing cats to be outdoors, but mandating that future cats be kept indoors.  

It seems to me to be very hard to take an outdoor cat and make that cat an indoor cat. …. 

Maybe the best solution is to give people information on the harm that cats can do to 

wildlife, and hope that folks take this information seriously when they acquire new cats. 

…Providing information on cats and their effect on wildlife is certainly a good thing. 

(2004 06 09, Email B0566) 

This came to be known as the grandfathering option in community discussion. Several 

people wrote emails stating their willingness to agree to this future behavior in the 

community. 
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I don't agree that the community should take such a conservative stance regarding the 

pets many of us will bring to the neighborhood. … If I were to get another cat, I would 

make it an indoor pet. However, I am not willing to go through such a change with my 

two 10-year-old cats. (2004 06 14, Email B0596) 

We have intended to raise our next cat indoor only for all of the reasons [Patrick] 

mentioned in hi s email. …I would happily commit to raising future generations indoors. 

(2004 06 09, Email B0570) 

The person who originally threatened exit on this issue emailed at this point, 

appearing willing to not have cats as pets in order to comply with an outdoor cat ban 

(and was no longer threatening exit).  

If, by some chance, outdoor cats at West Branch became prohibited, we just wouldn't 

have one. As far as preserving various species go, I'm not sure why birds are being 

singled out as more important than other types of animals--say, earthworms (which birds 

eat), other bugs, squirrels and mice. (2004 06 14, Email B0599) 

Often along the way in such a developmental process, individuals weighed in 

with thoughts about the overall process.  

I have been watching with interest as people share their thoughts and feelings over the 

past few weeks, starting with the pet policy and now the phasing changes. How we are 

interacting now is setting a tone and building a base from which our community will 

grow. I just want to let you know I appreciate all the flexibility, consideration, spirit of 

cooperation and adventure that we are currently sharing! (2004 07 09, Email B0695) 

In July 2004, a second draft pet policy was provided to the community. The 

language was little changed from the first draft, and again no mention was made of the 

issue of outdoor cats and their impact on native wildlife.  

Pet Policy Draft 2: Cats should have a collar with identification and a bell if possible or 

have a microchip. (2004 07 22, Draft Pet Policy 2) 
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This second draft was discussed for 45 minutes at the community meeting. At the 

meeting, Patrick referenced the community’s environmental goals, including the choice 

of density (46 households on 8 acres), and continued to advocate for his point of view. 

We can choose to protect the Tapestry of wildlife around us, like we choose landscaping. 

This decision involves everyone. (2004 08 01, Community Meeting Minutes) 

Attendees discussed ‘grandfathering’ existing outdoor cats(while mandating that future 

cats be indoor cats), and a non-binding vote vas taken showing that those present would 

not approve a grandfathering clause, because (a) the issue is not one with a large 

environmental impact relative to others, (b) the goal may not be realistically achievable 

for all cats, and (c) of fears of impact of an extremist position on re-sale value. Although 

this was stated to be a non-binding vote, the issue of grandfathering was dead for all 

practical purposes, and was not raised again.  

Several attendees said that a no outdoor cats policy would cause them to not 

move into the community. A proposal was made to add strongly suggestive language to 

the document.  

In conformity with our community’s desire to encourage the flourishing of wildlife in and 

around our community, residents should make every reasonable effort to keep their cats 

indoors. (2004 08 01, Community Meeting Minutes) 

One community member specifically invoked Patrick’s efforts in stating that use 

of the word “should” was to be a serious directive for the community. A community 

norm was clearly expressed here. 

As mentioned earlier, [Patrick] has made a good effort to follow consensus process and 

has compromised; I think it’s important that if we use “should” it is an agreement by 
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everybody that we plan to try to implement this decision. (2004 08 01, Community 

Meeting Minutes) 

A subsequent modification to the language substituted the word harmony for conformity 

in the above proposal. A test for consensus was taken at the end of the meeting, and 

consensus was achieved for the language above. This was not approval of the entire 

document, but everyone realized that it was consensus of the only major stumbling 

block for approval. The August meeting closed with the note that the Pets Team would 

make changes to the entire document and bring it back to the community for official 

approval at a subsequent meeting. 

Collective agreement approved 

In September, Jacquel sent a revised pet policy to the community containing the 

new language. However, because she did not attend the September meeting, and 

because there was some confusion as to whether it was in fact the updated version of the 

policy, the issue was tabled until the meeting in October 2004. 

The following West Branch Pet Guidelines were consensually approved at the 

community meeting in October 2004. 

[West Branch] Pet Guidelines 

We at [West Branch] include pets as part of our community and acknowledge their 

importance in the lives of many in our community. We also acknowledge that pet 

ownership should not infringe upon the ability of [West Branch]ns to live in and enjoy 

the community. The following policy is intended to promote harmony among pets and 

community members and to provide a peaceful, clean, and safe environment for everyone. 

General: 
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All pet owners are responsible for their animal's behavior and should see to it that their 

pet is not a nuisance or a danger to others. 

At no time should community member's pets encroach on another's space, auditory 

harmony or otherwise impede their ability to enjoy their own private space. 

Feeding or caring for a stray or any animal who's ownership is uncertain will be 

considered establishing ownership for the purpose of these guidelines and the care giver 

for that animal will be then be subject to these guidelines as if he or she were the actual 

owner. 

Pets will not be allowed in the common house or in the guest quarters.* Owners will be 

responsible for providing accommodations for visitor's pets. Service animals will be 

allowed in the common house. 

Pets will be allowed in the outside common areas of the common house except on the deck 

during common house meals.* Service animals will be allowed in the outside common 

areas of the common house at all times. 

All cats and dogs rabies vaccinations must be kept current. 

All livestock pets fall under … Town Ordinances. 

Dogs: 

Dogs must be under voice command within an owner's sight or on a leash at all times.  

Owners must clean up after their dogs immediately.  

Dogs should have a collar with identification. 

Cats: 

In harmony with our community's desire to encourage the flourishing of wildlife in and 

around our community, residents should make every reasonable effort to keep their cats 

indoors. 

All cats that cannot be kept indoors and which are free to roam must be spayed or 

neutered. 

Cats should have a collar with identification and a bell if possible or have a micro chip. 

Since collars can come off and some cats cannot wear collars, all outdoor cats should be 

registered with the community along with proof of rabies. 

We ask that all [West Branch residents] be considerate to all pets. We also ask all pet 

owners to be sure that their pets are well mannered around other pets and community 

members. We encourage [West Branch residents] to try to resolve specific problems 
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directly with a pet's owner. If this is not possible then we will appoint a mediator to help 

resolve the issue. 

*These guidelines fall within the requirements of the … Animal Control Laws and 

Ordinances. 

community response to approved pet collective agreement 

In an interview after policy adoption, Patrick expressed amazement at the 

heterogeneity of views in the community. He had assumed that many community 

members were environmentalist, but this experience made him realize how much 

heterogeneity existed in that apparent homogeneous outlook – heterogeneity that has 

significant repercussions for community life and policy. Patrick believed his efforts 

made a difference in what people know, and in some cases in what they intended to do. 

In the end, he contented himself with this belief. 

You tend to think people know what you know. And they don’t, and also you don’t know 

what they know, so you have to understand it both ways. You’re speaking with 23 people 

who identify themselves as environmentally, socially minded…. There are people in the 

pets discussion who said…’I don’t care about wildlife. To me cats are the same", or "…a 

native species is not any better than a non-native species." That someone after reasoning 

all this thing…you know, if you see yourself environmentalist, then you hear all 

the…you know…endangered species, native species, invasive species, and there’s a 

hierarchy, and I was just understanding the appreciation that people have for pets. I’ve 

been a pet owner pretty much all my life, but there’s always been that hierarchy.  

 I thought we came to a good resolution, you know. It wasn’t that outdoor cats were 

banned, but at least somewhere the community says they are not preferred, and they’ll 

make an effort to not have them outside, and at least the community had the discussion, 

and realized that not only are their wildlife issues, but there are public health issues, and 

you know even nuisance issues involved with that. You respect their issues, and I think 

at the very end, I tried to summarize it and was corrected. Some people said OK we’re 

buying into this, we don’t agree with it, but we’re buying into it. It’s a compromise we 

ended up with. So, I think it came out to a better place than it would have been if I 

didn’t… (2002 05 07, Interview with Patrick) 

It is clear that this process provided information that was new learning to many, 
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There were quite a lot of people concerned with the bird population, so I learned 

something about that, because I never thought about that you know. I had pets, and I 

never thought you know what do they do when they go out. I was more worried they 

would get run over by a car. So I learned something about that, and how different people 

can see that. (2005 05 04, Interview with Judith) 

 I sort of had a limited understanding of that, and maybe a narrow belief about the 

desirability of cats or… and it was useful for me to see people holding diverse views way 

to either side of where my opinion and beliefs were and arrive at a creative solution that 

accommodates all of those concerns. (2004 11 13, Interview with Mike) 

and that the process itself was new to many.  

The process has been pretty neat. I guess it’s so different than anything else you 

experience, than anything else I can think of. It’s … really kind of exciting how different 

people are enthusiastic about different issues, so it does bring different folks to more 

active roles in the community. (2005 03 08, Interview with Sean) 

Some community members articulated that their attitude was changed by the 

discussion, 

I was very influenced by that discussion, because Patrick is such a strong voice that I had 

not heard on that wildlife side. (2005 02 10, Interview with Nicole) 

I would never have thought of it. Never thought of it. And so, it impacted me in that I 

would be careful about the wildlife in a way that I would never have thought to be 

previously. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

while other people made clear that their attitude was not changed by the discussion. 

I have a huge amount of compassion for animals being out and doing their work…[what 

their] biology tells them to do. And for me that really wins out in where my heart is. 

(2005 01 28, Interview with Angela). 

The thing about killing animals my cats kill birds, and they kill grouses, and moles, and 

stuff like that. I’d rather they didn’t, but I feel like that’s part of nature. This is how the 

world is now. Cats are the predators. We don’t have the big predators anymore. We have 

medium and small predators. (2005 04 20, Interview with Gloria) 

I read the studies that [Patrick] cited, because it’s pretty interesting. It’s interesting to 

see the volume of destruction that they were causing. But that did not sway my 

argument…it really didn’t. (2005 02 03, Interview with Dennis) 
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Some people anticipated a change to their prior behavior (i.e., an intent to change 

behavior),  

I would consider for example not to let them out in breeding time…”(2005 05 04, 

Interview with Judith) 

So I think it was Jane and Lori who have cats who are indoor only, and they have made 

this whole indoor structure for them …, and it kind of inspired me, along with the 

discussions that were going on to try to change my cats from being outdoor cats to indoor 

cats.”(2005 02 10, Interview with Nicole) 

I would say I would want some way of making sure that my cats didn’t run rampant in 

the local wildlife. (2004 11 16, Interview with Pamela) 

When the idea was first presented … that cats should be confined, I thought, “Uh uh. I’m 

not doing that.” …And so I was pleased when the result was we will make every attempt 

to keep our cats indoor cats, but if that’s impossible, they’ll be outdoor cats….[From that 

position, it raised my consciousness, because the fact that I had one cat who caught blue-

tailed skinks, and another one who caught butterflies on the wing that I started thinking, 

“Oh, maybe I don’t want them to be outdoor cats anymore.” And when I moved to town, 

I had to keep them indoors at least for a month so they wouldn’t get lost, and then I just 

kept them indoors... So, I’m actually hoping I can hang in there through this period …, 

and let them be indoor cats, so I shifted from “over my dead body” to all right, this is 

worth making an effort to do. (2005 08 17, Interview with Dorothy) 

Others clearly state that they do not intent to change their behavior. 

Our solution … was that we’re going to do what we need to do, and… we’re just not 

going to worry about it, and if … the policy as written… doesn’t meet our needs, then 

we’re going break the rules …and so is everyone else, because those kind of policies are 

going to become normative over time, and there’s no way around it.(2005 02 03 

Interview with Dennis) 

One community member, who not only stated her intention to change her 

behavior to keep her cat indoors, but has also begun to try to this already in her existing 

home, talked about the dynamic of flexible community policies. 

…I think the trick for me is that if I’m keeping my cats indoors … to not feel … self-

righteous or to feel indignant that somebody else isn’t even trying. There’s so much 

potential to get in other people’s stuff and have an opinion about what they should do, so 

much potential to be self-righteous. (2005 08 17, Interview with Dorothy) 
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This is a great example of the dilemma between having too many rules (but clear 

expectations of action) and having fewer rules (but then leaving the door open for 

normative judgment, or the reverse – guilt or perceptions of judgment from others that 

may or may not be true).  

A number of community members talked about their perspective on Patrick’s 

role. People saw his willingness to take time to provide information and write emails, 

they saw his passion, his single-mindedness, his tenacity. Several of these quotations 

show that some saw and valued his ability to compromise (which Patrick himself 

recognized). 

I so admire [Patrick] for… you know he’s an outsider on this one. You know…definitely 

not mainstream, and it affects people in a way. I really admire his willingness to go out 

there and say …this is where I am on this, and … here’s why, and I think he understood 

at some point …cause’ way early on the whole parking space thing and the whole bird 

issue thing I know these were his issues… and it sounded like they were deal breakers at 

the time. Like he might leave over those, and you know it sounds like he too has relaxed. 

He’s like OK, I can only move the community this far, and that’s as far as we’ve gotten. 

(2005 01 28, Interview with Angela)  

Subsequent topics: orientation, reinforcement, revision 

Subsequent to approval in October 2004, relative newcomers inadvertently raised 

this discussion at two separate times with the community, causing the community to 

entertain issues of how to orient newcomers to prior community decisions, how to 

document (and make accessible) officially agreed upon documents so that current and 

new members could remind themselves of what was agreed upon, and whether and/or 

how revision could be made to policies previously adopted by the community. 
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First, in October 2005 (one year after policy adoption), Brenda, who was a 

relative newcomer to the community sent an email whose topic was actually whether or 

not guinea fowl would be a good idea for the community. At the time of the quotation, 

she appeared not to have been aware of the policy to discourage outdoor cats for the 

very reason of their predatory nature. 

Brenda: Love ‘em. But to eat ticks they need to roam. Will they be OK that near Bolin 

Creek Forest? Or near my sneaky cat?’ (2005 10 28, Email B2659) 

This email sparked a number of responses with interesting implications. Some 

(Angela and Dennis) were from those who were members of the community during the 

topic discussions, and therefore had the opportunity to know the issue’s history and 

outcome. Some (Henry) were from relative newcomers. 

Henry: What is the established policy for cats at West Branch? ….I heard a while back 

that cats would be required to be indoor cats. Is this still the case? (2005 10 31, Email 

B2682) 

Angela: …you know, unfortunately when you see a policy so many different times in so 

many different forms, I can’t actually tell you what we agreed on. (2005 01 28, Interview 

with Angela) 

Dennis: I don’t recall reaching a consensus on cats, although we have discussed it for 

years. Others have raised your concerns. Still others have pointed out that cats from 

neighboring developments are not likely to obey West Branch's policies, whatever they 

may be. (2005 10 31, Email B2684) 

Patrick took this opportunity to email the community that the pet policy was 

adopted the year before, to paste the policy itself directly into the email, and to provide a 

link to the location on the community website where the document was archived. Note 

that Patrick was not only orienting newcomers with these moves, but was also 

reinforcing prior decisions to long-time members of the community. 
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The community was silent for a few months on the issue, but then Henry (the 

newcomer) wrote again. Although he was not specifically asking for a revision to the 

policy, his discontent with the current policy was clear. Brenda (the other newcomer 

quoted above) added her voice to his.  

Henry: It’s a shame that we are going through all this trouble to ban invasive plants, but 

we are apparently not banning invasive (outdoor) cats. As a bird lover, I was hoping this 

was going to be a covenant, but apparently not. (2006 03 23, Email B3373) 

Brenda: I’m not exactly looking for trouble, but am concerned about the banning 

language here. (2006 03 24, Email B3379) 

Some interesting responses resulted. Edward, a long-time member of the 

community described the adopted policy as proposed, which clearly confused some. 

Edward: Henry, I read through the proposed pet policy again, and I think it does indeed 

give you the right to enjoy your birdfeeders without disturbance from cats. (2006 03 24, 

Email 3377) 

Nicole: Henry, etc, I can assure you that extensive consensual discussion occurred about 

the very topic of birds & cats at West Branch, and our decisions about the pet covenant 

were taken very seriously. (2006 03 24, Email B3378) 

Walter: I am sorry to be a late-coming to the pet policy issue, but could someone bring me 

up to date? Many hours were spent on this issue years ago and I thought it was resolved. 

…it is confusing to see that a pet policy is now being called a proposed pet policy. … I’m 

in favor of reviewing things that need it, but am also wanting to be mindful of 

reinventing the wheel. (2006 03 24, Email B3382) 

Nicole and Patrick assured the newcomers that the policy was an approved policy, and 

that its adoption had involved significant discussion and compromise. Walter, another 

long-time member, expressed hope that review of adopted decisions will not be taken on 

lightly. In ensuing discussions, and notwithstanding the prior email from only a few 

months prior from Patrick that provided the text and the link to the document, Edward 
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claimed he could not find the document. Patrick again provided specific details about 

where to find the final policy and took the opportunity to specifically reprint and 

highlight the phrase about outdoor cats. Further, he noted for newcomers that the 

wording was the result of much discussion and compromise. This exchange exemplified 

some of the issues that even a small and tightly-knit community faces ensuring a 

common understanding (and remembrance) of agreed upon policies, both for 

newcomers, and as reinforcement for those who are not new to the issue or its evolution. 

This narrative illustrates the chronology of one approved collective action 

agreement with environmental implications – albeit on a small scale. Some responses 

indicate that behavior has already changed (cats previously allowed outdoors are being 

kept it), but time will tell whether the policy has broad implementation in the 

community, or in what circumstances. The topic shows a rich interplay of teaching and 

learning underpinning the policy development and adoption, and also provides rich 

fabric of interplay between information provision; impact of expertise, passion, and 

trust; result of threat of member exit or block to consensus; and choice of voice (or lack 

thereof).  
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