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Abstract  
Intentional communities have long provided an 

alternative living solution for those wanting to live 

with a group of others who share their values. 

Intentional community residents throughout the 

U.S. were surveyed to discover their intrinsic satis-

factions and motivations, and community features 

they envision in their futures, as well as to investi-

gate their psychological well-being and if they 

experience or search for personal meaning. Of the 

204 U.S. communities identified with a gardening 

or agricultural focus, 83 agreed to be surveyed, gar-

nering 259 responses. It was found that engage-

ment in local food systems elicits intrinsic satisfac-

tion in the areas of community food (such as growing 

and sharing food with neighbors) and participation 

(such as contributing to a larger goal or purpose). 

However, local food system engagement does not 

strongly increase psychological well-being, suggest-

ing that those living in agricultural communities 

may have their well-being supported in other life-

style areas. Recommendations for communication 

and recruitment are then addressed: it is important 

to emphasize communitarian and social values 

when advertising intentional communities to inter-

ested parties. Secondary values, such as environ-

mentalism, and the intrinsic satisfaction associated 

with participation can also be successfully used in 

communication, especially when paired with 

future-oriented envisioning of their communities.  
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Introduction 
Intentional communities provide unique living 

solutions for individuals seeking to live with others 

who share their ideals. While many definitions 

exist, intentional communities may be broadly 

defined in this way:  

[A] group of people who have chosen to live 

together with a common purpose, working 

cooperatively to create a lifestyle that reflects 

their shared core values. The people may live 

together on a piece of rural land, in a suburban 

home, or in an urban neighborhood, and they 

may share a single residence or live in a cluster 

of dwellingsthese groups [place] a high pri-

ority on fostering a sense of community⎯a 

feeling of belonging and mutual support that is 

increasingly hard to find in mainstream 

Western society. (Kozeny, 1995, p. 1) 

 Various iterations of intentional communities 

have existed during most of human history, with 

the earliest recorded about 525 BCE (Metcalf, 

2012). These communities have occurred through-

out much of American history as well, with their 

popularity rising during periods of cultural and 

social instability (Brown, 2002). Although modern 

intentional communities are distinct, many value 

the importance of social connections and environ-

mental sustainability. While commonalities exist 

between intentional communities, there are also 

many different types, such as cooperatives, cohous-

ing, and communes (Kozeny, 1995), as well as 

ecovillages (Litfin, 2012) and religious communi-

ties, e.g., kibbutzim (Anson et al., 1991). The com-

munities may differ in terms of their governance 

structures, types of housing, social or cultural 

norms, or ecological and spiritual commitments. 

Some intentional communities seek to improve the 

psychological well-being of their residents through 

participating in civic agriculture, e.g., Sylvan 

NeighborWood near Chelsea, Michigan. Civic agri-

culture may be broadly defined as “a locally-based 

agricultural and food production system that is 

tightly linked to a community’s social and eco-

nomic development” (Lyson, 2000, p. 42). Civic 

agriculture contributes to community cohesion, 

development, and empowerment through individ-

uals’ participation in community supported agricul-

ture programs, farmers markets, and food coopera-

tives, as well as providing opportunities for social 

and cultural events (Obach & Tobin, 2014; 

Saldivar-Tanaka & Krasny, 2004, Veen et al., 2015). 

This suggests that sustainable agricultural commu-

nities may also contribute sociological benefits to 

the larger community.  

 This research was conducted to investigate 

psychological aspects of the residents of intentional 

communities throughout the United States, specifi-

cally those that feature agricultural or gardening 

components on their land. Surveys studied resident 

intrinsic satisfactions, their envisioned ideal futures, 

psychological well-being, and meaning in life. The 

research was designed to test the relationships 

between these concepts in an exploratory manner, 

which traditionally does not use hypotheses as the 

building blocks of the study. However, these con-

cepts have not yet been studied within this popula-

tion, creating an exciting opportunity to better 

understand this understudied group.  

 The concept intrinsic satisfactions refers to the 

feelings of satisfaction that are felt by someone 

when they are internally motivated to engage in a 

behavior (De Young, 1996). Studying the intrinsic 

satisfactions of community residents will help 

intentional community developers to better under-

stand what motivates their future residents and 

what activities elicit the most satisfaction, and allow 

developers to organize their community structures 

to most benefit their residents. In general, individu-

als are intrinsically motivated to pursue behaviors 

that increase their competence and use fewer 

resources (De Young, 1996; Howell, 2013; Sheldon 

et al., 2011). However, it is important to under-

stand the specific motivations that drive those who 

live in intentional communities so as to provide 

opportunities for them to emotionally prosper (De 

Young, 2012).  

 Envisioning is the process of cultivating an indi-

vidual and community vision for the future; this 

process has been argued to be essential to building 

a sustainable society (Meadows, 1994, 2012). Envi-

sioning naturally occurs while intentional commu-

nities are in development as well as individually 

when residents decide to join the community. In 

both instances, individuals alone and collectively 
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take time to envision a desired future, which they 

work toward within the community. As this pro-

cess has not been extensively empirically studied, it 

will be important to document and analyze what 

current residents of intentional communities envi-

sion when they imagine the qualities of the com-

munities in which they are living in an ideal future. 

This information will better allow developers to 

plan for and eventually provide such qualities in 

their communities.  

 In addition, there is considerable theoretical 

support for the idea that a sustainable agricultural 

community can support psychological well-being. For 

example, the practices of gardening and small-scale 

agriculture have numerous psychological benefits, 

including well-being, such as reduced stress and 

increased mood (e.g., Lovell et al., 2014; Wood et 

al., 2016). As these activities would be common in 

an agricultural community, they could well support 

the well-being of their residents. More directly, 

however, intentional communities also create posi-

tive psychological benefits in their residents, such 

as improved well-being (Hall, 2015), restored atten-

tional capacity (Ouellette et al., 2005), and greater 

connection to the community and nature (Kirby, 

2003; Sanguinetti, 2014). Unfortunately, there has 

not yet been documented research linking inten-

tional community living and meaning in life. How-

ever, there has been a noted connection between 

well-being and meaning in life (King et al., 2006; 

Mascaro & Rosen, 2005), suggesting that inten-

tional community residents may experience a 

heightened sense of existential meaning as well. 

 The lack of empirical research studying this 

specific topic presents an opportunity for an 

exploratory study. This research helps shed light on 

the psychological needs of intentional community 

residents while supporting the endeavors of those 

who are developing new or current communities. 

The results of this research may inform future 

recruitment, marketing, or communication strate-

gies developed by intentional communities, as well 

as physical and social planning within communities. 

It may also be used by those working in gardening 

or agricultural not-for-profit organizations whose 

members or volunteers are actively involved in 

local food systems.  

Methods 
A U.S. nationwide survey was conducted from 

January to July 2018 to study the psychological 

qualities of those who currently live in agricultural 

intentional communities, including their intrinsic 

satisfactions, visions of future community life, 

psychological well-being, and the meaning they 

search for and experience in their lives. Commu-

nities were identified in the Fellowship for Intentional 

Community database (www.ic.org) by administering 

an online search using the keywords “agriculture” 

and “farm.” An additional search was completed 

for communities which identified “garden” as a 

common facility in their community profile pages. 

The search identified 214 communities; ten were 

excluded based on their closing or not fulfilling the 

search criteria (e.g., therapeutic communities of 

residents with intellectual disabilities). In addition, 

two Ann Arbor, Michigan communities, Sunward 

Cohousing and Great Oak Cohousing, were added 

to the sample due to the researchers’ familiarity 

with them and the fact that they fulfilled the 

study’s eligibility requirements. Of these 206 com-

munities, 83 agreed to participate in the study. 

Community representatives were asked to email 

survey links to the community listserv or interested 

members, which yielded 259 responses. Generally, 

responses were evenly distributed among each 

community.  

 The survey included previously validated as 

well as new sets of questionnaire items. Previously 

developed scales included 16 items of the Intrinsic 

Satisfaction scale (De Young, 2000), 18 items of 

the Ryff Measure of Psychological Well-Being 

(Clarke et al., 2001), and the Meaning in Life Ques-

tionnaire (Steger et al., 2006). Newly developed sets 

of questions included additions to the Intrinsic Sat-

isfaction scale and a scale measuring envisioned 

features of future community life. Additional ques-

tions inquired about respondent support for inten-

tional communities, experience living in them, 

involvement in local food advocacy organizations, 

the ways in which they support and engage in local 

food systems, and demographic information. When 

appropriate, the survey instrument used a five-

point Likert scale, with a response of five indicat-

ing the highest endorsement of the item.  

 Independent variables include meaning in life, 
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envisioned community features, experience in 

intentional community living, and demographic 

information. Dependent variables include intrinsic 

satisfactions and psychological well-being. Depend-

ing on the context, engagement in local food sys-

tems (Food Engagement) serves as either an inde-

pendent or dependent variable.  

 The first set of statistical tests utilized factor 

analysis, a test that uncovers patterns in how the 

sample thought about and answered the survey 

questions (Yong & Pearce, 2013). The purpose of 

the factor analyses is to reveal how survey respond-

ents perceived and categorized the primary ques-

tionnaire items, including intrinsic satisfactions, 

envisioned community features, psychological well-

being, and meaning in life. Each analysis identified 

a series of categories, which were then tested using 

Cronbach’s alpha, a test that measures the con-

sistency between a group of survey items 

(Cronbach, 1951). In other words, Cronbach’s 

alpha measures the extent to which the group of 

items would receive similar scores if a new sample 

retook the survey. As this is an exploratory study, a 

minimum alpha of .60 for each category was 

accepted for initial analysis. Secondary regression-

based analysis required a minimum alpha of .70 for 

each category. Finally, the pairwise comparison of 

means for each set of categories was conducted 

using the T-test, which compares the means of two 

samples for significant difference.  

 Stepwise regression analysis then determined 

which independent variables most contribute to 

changes in the tested dependent variables. Stepwise 

analysis was chosen because of the research’s 

exploratory nature, given that the variables’ rela-

tionships are still largely unknown to researchers.  

 The responses to the questions about Food 

Engagement were averaged into a new variable which 

was used in the stepwise regression analysis (Table 

1). This set of questionnaire items measured 

engagement through purchasing produce from 

farms, volunteering on or visiting farms, buying 

community supported agriculture (CSA) shares, or 

attending events held on farms (e.g., farm dinners). 

 

1 Some of the percentages presented in this section are skewed due to respondents skipping select demographic questions.  

Results 

Sample Demographics1  
The majority of the respondents were 55-64 years 

old (27.3%; n = 59), followed closely by those 

65−74 (24.1%, n = 52). The average age bracket of 

the sample was 45−54 (M = 4.41, N = 216). 

 The sample was well-educated. Most respond-

ents attained a master’s degree or equivalent (36%; 

n = 77), followed by those who graduated with a 

bachelor’s degree (25.7%; n = 55). The average 

education level was at the bachelor’s degree level, 

bordering on completing some graduate or profes-

sional schoolwork (M = 5.7, N = 214).  

 Most respondents reported an income of less 

than US$15,000 per year (19.9%, n = 41). The sec-

ond most common income category was between 

US$50,000 and US$74,999 (17.5%; n = 36). The 

average income was between US$35,000 and 

US$49,999 (M = 4.32, N = 206).  

 The race and ethnicity of the sample was 

homogenous. 92% of the sample identified as 

white (n = 195) and 4.7% selected “Other” (n = 10; 

N = 212). Only 2.9% of the sample identified as of 

Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish ethnicity (n = 6; N = 

205).  

 Respondents were asked about their experi-

ence living in different types of intentional commu-

nities. Respondents had most experience living in 

Table 1. Questions Included in the Food 

Engagement Variable 

Food Engagement 

I support local food systems by… 

… Purchasing local food products 

… Volunteering on farms 

… Buying CSA shares 

… Visiting farms 

… Attending farm dinners or other events 

… Other: _______________  
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co-housing communities, approximately 1−2 years 

on average (M = 3.2; N = 208). This was followed 

by planned agricultural communities, or communi-

ties planned with a strong agricultural focus, with 

less than a year on average (M = 2.3, N = 198).  

 Representatives from each community were 

asked to describe their community using categories 

from the Fellowship for Intentional Community data-

base. Eighteen representatives described their com-

munity using multiple categories; one representa-

tive did not return the information by the deadline. 

Co-housing was also the most common type of  

community in which respondents were currently 

living (n = 143), followed by ecovillages (n = 86; N 

= 259; Table 2).  

Intrinsic Satisfactions 
Intrinsic satisfactions were 

measured by asking participants 

about the actions which they find 

meaningful. Responses to these 

questions were evaluated on a 

scale of 1–5 (Not at all–A very 

great deal). Factor analysis was 

performed on the questionnaire 

items, and six categories of in-

trinsic satisfaction were identi-

fied: Community Connection, 

Participation, Sustainable Living, 

Frugality, Community Food, and 

Luxuries (Table 3). Notably, three 

of the categories (Frugality, 

Participation, and Luxuries) were 

identified in prior research use of 

these items (De Young, 2000). 

Community Connection, Sustainable 

Living, and Community Food com-

posed items newly developed for 

the present study. Pairwise t-tests 

were performed to compare 

means, and found that all cate-

gories were significantly different 

from each another (p  .05). 

 The first category, Community 

Connection, is the most highly 

endorsed by the survey respond-

ents (M = 4.41). This category 

encompasses meaning derived 

Table 2. Frequency of Community Type in the 

Sample 

Community Type Frequency 

Percentage  

(N = 259) 

Cohousing 143 55.6% 

Ecovillage 86 33.2% 

Shared Housing  34 13.2% 

Commune 27 10.4% 

Other 23 8.9% 

Spiritual 19 7.3% 

Student Co-Op 3 1.2% 

Respondents could select multiple answers. 

Table 3. Categories of Intrinsic Motivations 

Category Name and Items Included Mean* SD Alpha 

Community Connection 4.41 .54 .66 

Sharing with my community    

Participating in community initiatives    

Feeling connected to where I live     

Participation 4.30 .65 .77 

Taking actions which can change the world    

Helping to make sense out of the world    

Doing things that help bring stability to the world 

Doing things that matter in the long run    

Sustainable Living 4.20 .69 .65 

Living a low-carbon lifestyle    

Positively impacting the environment    

Avoiding industrialized agriculture    

Frugality 4.10 .75 .81 

Finding ways to use things over and over    

Keeping something running past its normal life    

Repairing rather than throwing things away    

Finding ways to avoid waste    

Community Food 3.79 .97 .82 

Growing food with my neighbors    

Providing food for my community    

Buying fewer groceries by growing my own foods 

Luxuries 2.42 .74 .69 

Having many items to choose from when purchasing 

Having the luxuries and conveniences of our society  

Having clothing that is in style 

Being a citizen of a country with vast resources 

* All pairwise comparison of means is significantly different at p  .05 
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from the social connections found within a close-

knit community. It includes ideas of sharing with 

others, engaging in local initiatives, and feeling 

personally connected to the individual’s commu-

nity of residence. 

 The second category, Participation, was also 

highly endorsed by respondents (M = 4.30). This 

concept involves the internal satisfaction provided 

by the feeling that an individual’s personal actions 

will positively influence the world. This positive 

influence usually signifies that the individual is 

doing something that they consider contributes to 

a greater good. 

 The third category, Sustainable Living, was simi-

larly highly endorsed (M = 4.20). This category 

refers to finding meaning in pursuing a lifestyle 

with little environmental impact, such as limiting 

personal carbon dioxide emissions and purchases 

of produce grown by industrialized agriculture.  

 The fourth category, Frugality, was also highly 

endorsed (M = 4.10). Those who endorse this cate-

gory find internal satisfaction associated with 

avoidance of waste as well as reuse and fixing of 

items. Overall, the category’s emphasis is placed on 

the intentional, nonwasteful use of resources. 

 The fifth category, Community Food, received 

modest endorsement from respondents (M = 

3.79). This category represents meaning associated 

with agricultural activities. These activities may be 

performed in collaboration with neighbors, with 

the eventual goal of sharing with community mem-

bers, or simply involve purchasing fewer groceries 

at the supermarket. 

 The sixth category, Luxuries, received moder-

ately low endorsement (M = 2.42). This category 

relates to gaining intrinsic satisfaction from living 

in a developed society with modern affluences, 

conveniences, and choices. The category does not 

describe finding meaning from luxurious pur-

chases, but instead from the affordances of living 

in a developed society. 

 As stated, the first four categories—Community 

Connection, Participation, Sustainable Living, and Frugal-

ity—were each highly endorsed by survey respond-

ents (M ≥ 4.10), suggesting that the respondents 

strongly related to these concepts. This suggests 

that intrinsic satisfaction involving each of these 

categories is experienced often and is familiar to 

the respondents. The remaining categories, Commu-

nity Food and Luxuries, were endorsed less often by 

respondents (M = 3.79 and 2.42, respectively). The 

proximity of Community Food to the mid-point of 

the scale suggests that the experiences that the cat-

egory encompassed may not have represented 

much to the respondents, such as usually lacking 

the opportunity to grow their own food. Further-

more, the moderately low endorsement of Luxuries 

suggests that respondents did not experience a 

great deal of satisfaction from this concept. This is 

perhaps not surprising, as this concept focuses spe-

cifically on the modern conveniences of techno-

industrial society which some individuals are will-

ing to forego for the sake of living in a developing 

community. However, it is worth noting that the 

average satisfaction derived is not extremely low, 

suggesting that these conveniences are still found 

to be somewhat satisfying to the sample.  

Envisioned Community Features 
A second analysis was conducted on a series of 

questionnaire items measuring the extent to which 

various community features were envisioned in 

respondents’ ideals of a future neighborhood. 

Responses to these questions were also evaluated 

on a scale of 1–5 (Not at all–A very great deal). 

Factor analysis identified four categories: Thriving 

Community, Transportation, Gardens, and Consumerism 

(Table 4). The Transportation category was excluded 

from further analysis due to the thematic dissimi-

larity among its survey items. 

 The first category, Thriving Community, received 

the highest endorsement from the survey respond-

ents (M = 4.67). This concept encompasses fea-

tures that determine a safe and happy community. 

Neighbors live comfortably with access to the 

resources that they need, they gather in shared 

spaces, and their communities are situated in natu-

ral environments free of pollutants.  

 The second category, Gardens, was also highly 

endorsed by the sample (M = 4.21). This concept 

describes neighborhood and community features 

specifically relating to agriculture, including both 

the physicality and the social realm of gardening. 

These features include caring for livestock, private 

gardens, and teaching gardens.  
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 The third category, Consumerism, involved tan-

gible representations of modern capitalism in a 

community. It would include perceiving fashion 

trends, consumer products, and corporate advertis-

ing throughout the community. This category had 

an extremely low endorsement (M = 1.55). 

 It seems worth noting that the high endorse-

ment of Thriving Community and Gardens suggests 

that these features are important to respondents in 

the present and that they hope to see them as a 

central part of their communities in the future. 

Physical representations of modern consumerism, 

however, seem to be considerably less important to 

the respondents because they are rarely included in 

their ideas of what should be included in a future 

neighborhood.  

Psychological Well-Being 
A third analysis measured the psychological well-

being of the sample using a 1–5 scale (Strongly dis-

agree–Strongly agree). Factor analysis investigated 

categories of psychological well-being experienced 

by residents of intentional communities. As this set 

of questionnaire items used the 

18-item Ryff Measure of Psycho-

logical Well-Being, researchers 

expected that factor analysis 

would reveal the six categories 

associated with the Ryff scale: 

self-acceptance, positive rela-

tions, environmental mastery, 

personal growth, autonomy, and 

purpose in life (Ryff & Keyes, 

1995). However, the results of 

the factor analysis do not reflect 

these categories, revealing, 

instead, that the respondents 

organized the items into two 

categories, Behavioral Aesthetics 

and Autonomy (Table 5). Addi-

tional categories were identified 

but did not meet the Cronbach’s 

alpha criteria for further study.  

 Behavioral Aesthetics received 

relatively high endorsement from 

the sample (M = 4.01). The con-

cept delineates a life with positive 

and warm relationships, personal 

fulfillment, and satisfaction with one’s achieve-

ments. “Behavioral aesthetics” refers to the idea of 

a life well-lived, almost as a work of art, which, 

when reflected about as a whole, one would feel 

that they lived beautifully (De Young, 2019). The 

survey respondents indicate that an aesthetically 

beautiful life would include many of the concepts 

described within this category.  

 The category Autonomy received modestly high 

endorsement from respondents (M = 3.87). This 

concept indicates resolve and confidence in one’s 

own opinions. It generally aligns with Ryff’s defini-

tion of Autonomy (Ryff & Keyes, 1995) but in-

cludes one additional item (“Some people wander 

aimlessly through life…”). This addition suggests 

that respondents associated the sense of purpose 

conveyed by the item with the internal strength 

that is needed to be confident in oneself. 

 The relatively high support for both categories 

suggests that those respondents who live in inten-

tional communities experience significant psycho-

logical well-being. They seem to be happy with 

their lives, as well as with their experiences and 

Table 4. Categories of Envisioned Future Community Features 

Category Name and Items Included Mean SD Alpha 

Thriving Community 4.67 .52 .83 

Happy neighbors    

A thriving community center    

A healthy natural environment    

A safe neighborhood    

Neighbors who have what they need    

Transportation (Excluded from further analysis) 4.21* .73 .71 

People riding bicycles    

Public transportation    

Ethnically diverse neighbors    

The newest energy technologies    

Gardens 4.21* .77 .71 

Neighbors taking care of livestock (e.g., chickens, goats) 

Gardens outside of houses    

Teaching gardens    

Consumerism 1.55 .67 .72 

The newest consumer products    

The latest fashion trends    

Corporate advertising    

* All pairwise comparison of means is significantly different at p  .05 except for those 

marked with an asterisk.  
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relationships in particular. It also seems that they 

are satisfied with their decisions and generally con-

fident in their opinions.  

Meaning in Life  
The fourth analysis investigated the meaning in life 

experienced and searched for by residents of inten-

tional communities. This concept was operational-

ized using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire 

(Steger et al., 2006), which utilizes a 1–5 scale (Ab-

solutely untrue–Absolutely true). This question-

naire divides this concept into two categories, Pres-

ence and Search, which were replicated by factor 

analysis using the current study data (Table 6). Pres-

ence was the most highly endorsed category (M = 

4.08). It indicates the felt presence of meaning: a 

strong sense of purpose, an understanding of one’s 

life direction, and the meaning associated with 

one’s life and actions. Search received modest 

endorsement by the sample (M = 3.10). The cate-

Table 5. Categories of Psychological Well-Being 

Category Name and Items Included Mean* SD Alpha 

Behavioral Aesthetics  4.01 .56 .83 

Maintaining close relationships has been difficult and frustrating for me a     

In many ways, I feel disappointed about my achievements in life a    

When I look at the story of my life, I am pleased with how things have turned out     

I have not experienced many warm and trusting relationships with others a     

The demands of everyday life often get me down a     

I like most aspects of my personality     

In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live     

People would describe me as a giving person, willing to share my time with others    

I am quite good at managing the responsibilities of my daily life    

Autonomy 3.87 .56 .60 

I judge myself by what I think is important, not by what others think    

I tend to be influenced by people with strong opinions a    

I have confidence in my own opinions, even if they are contrary to the general consensus     

Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them     

* Pairwise comparison of means is significantly different at p  .05. 
a Items reversed for factor analysis.  

Table 6. Categories of Life Meaning Perceptions 

Category Name and Items Included Mean* SD Alpha 

Presence 4.08 .75 .89 

My life has a clear sense of purpose    

I have discovered a satisfying life purpose    

I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful    

My life has no clear purpose a    

I understand my life’s meaning    

Search 3.10 1.07 .89 

I am always searching for something that makes my life feel significant    

I am searching for meaning in my life    

I am looking for something that makes my life feel meaningful    

I am always looking for my life’s purpose    

I am seeking a purpose or mission for my life    

* Pairwise comparison of means is significantly different at p  .05. 
a Item reversed for factor analysis. 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 12, Issue 2 / Winter 2022–2023 223 

gory describes the search for life meaning, either 

internally (through reflection) or externally (by try-

ing various activities). The commonality within this 

category is the search for a sense of purpose and 

meaning in one’s life. 

 The high endorsement of the Presence category 

suggests that intentional community residents feel a 

strong sense of life presence and meaning. It is 

possible that they discovered the sense of purpose 

as a result of living in an intentional community 

setting, although this cannot by confirmed without 

additional data from a longitudinal or comparative 

study. In contrast, the modest endorsement of the 

Search category suggests that a search for life mean-

ing is not prioritized highly by intentional commu-

nity residents.  

A series of stepwise multiple linear regression anal-

yses investigated the relationships among the varia-

bles that predicted engagement in local food sys-

tems (Food Engagement), and if the engagement leads 

to intrinsic satisfactions and/or personal well-

being. A forward stepwise regression analysis was 

chosen because the addition of each variable would 

strengthen the model. Analyses using categories 

created by factor analysis (i.e., Envisioning, Meaning 

in Life, Intrinsic Satisfactions, Well-Being) only used cat-

egories with high internal consistency ( ≥ .70).  

  Four analyses were performed (Figure 1). First, 

a series of independent variables and categories 

was analyzed to determine the strength of their 

contribution to the likelihood of individual Food 

Engagement (see below, “Which variables contribute 

to food engagment?”). Then Food Engagement was 

analyzed in three separate tests in combination 

with demographic variables to determine its likeli-

hood of contributing to intrinsic satisfactions and 

personal well-being (see below, “Which variables 

does food engagement contribute to?”). Thus, in 

the analyses discussed 

below, Food Engagement was 

used first as a dependent 

and then as an independent 

variable. Note that each 

table below presents the 

final version of each 

model, as determined by 

stepwise regression anal-

ysis. For all model itera-

tions developed in each 

analysis, see Appendix A. 

Which Variables Contribute 
to Food Engagement?  
In the first analysis, experi-

ence living in a planned 

agricultural community was 

the largest predictor in 

determining Food Engage-

ment (Table 7). Meaning in 

Life: Presence also contrib-

uted positively to the 

model. The results indicate 

that the independent 

variable Age may have a 

negative effect in deter-

mining Food Engagement, 

Figure 1. Diagram Outlining Regression Tests Described in the Sections 

“Which Variables Contribute to Food Engagement?” and “Which Variables 

Does Food Engagement Contribute to?”  
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such that younger individuals 

are more likely to participate 

in these behaviors (β = -.19). 

The variables Income and 

Envisioning: Gardens both have 

a positive effect on the 

model, suggesting that those 

with a higher income and 

who see a role for gardens in 

their ideal future report being 

more likely to engage in local 

food systems. Cumulatively, 

these results suggest that 

those who have experience living in a planned agri-

cultural community, who feel meaning in their 

lives, are younger and have higher incomes, and 

who envision gardens in their ideal futures, are 

most likely to participate in local food systems and 

their associated activities. This model accounts for 

a modest 21% of the variance in Food Engagement 

behaviors (R2 = .21), meaning that 21% of the  

model is explained by the independent variables. 

Which Variables Does Food Engagement 
Contribute To?  
The next stage of stepwise multiple regression 

analyses test if Food Engagement contributes to the 

various categories of intrinsic satisfaction and 

well-being. In the following analyses, the 

independent variables included Food Engagement, 

Age, and Income. Additional independent variables 

were tested but did not contribute to the strength 

of the models. 

 Table 8 documents the stepwise regression 

results from investigating the variables which pre-

dict deriving intrinsic satisfaction from Community 

Food, or activities which involve growing and shar-

ing food with one’s neighbors. Two independent 

variables were found to predict this type of intrin-

sic satisfaction: Food Engagement, which provided 

the largest effect, and Income. Notably, Income has a 

negative effect on obtaining intrinsic satisfaction 

from Community Food (β = -.33), suggesting that  

those who have lower incomes find greater satis-

faction from these activities. It is possible that peo-

ple of lower income levels are more likely to appre-

ciate the gains from supporting local food systems, 

such as buying produce from local farms or pur-

chasing CSA shares, due to the socioeconomic bar-

riers challenging their ability to access and engage 

in these activities. This model accounts for 24% of 

the variance for this variable (R2 = .24).   

 Table 9 shows the results of stepwise regres-

sion analysis of the intrinsic satisfaction from the  

Participation category, that is, the satisfaction gained 

from feeling as if one’s actions are contributing to 

a larger purpose. In this analysis, only Food Engage-

ment predicted experiencing this type of intrinsic 

satisfaction. Perhaps individuals of all ages and 

incomes are equally likely to experience this kind 

of intrinsic satisfaction, while engaging with the 

local food system could elicit a greater sense of 

Table 7. Dependent Variable: Food Engagement 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Planned Agricultural Community Experience .20 .05 .30 .000 

Meaning in Life: Presence .30 .11 .20 .005 

Age -.14 .05 -.19 .006 

Income .10 .03 .21 .004 

Envisioning: Gardens .24 .10 .16 .021 

R2 .21 

Adj. R2 .19 

F 10.87* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 

Table 8. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic 

Satisfaction From Community Food 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Food Engagement .33 .05 .40 .000 

Income -.13 .02 -.33 .000 

R2 .24 

Adj. R2 .23 

F 31.3* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 

Table 9. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic 

Satisfaction From Participation 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Food Engagement .21 .04 .39 .000 

R2 .15 

Adj. R2 .14 

F 35.38* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 
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supporting community members and the local 

food movement. However, this regression model 

only accounts for a modest percentage of the 

variance in this variable: 15% (R2 = .15).  

 The final regression model investigated the 

predictors of the Behavioral Aesthetics well-being cat-

egory (Table 10). In this model, Food Engagement 

was the largest predictor of experiencing this form 

of well-being. Age was the second main predictor,  

with the likelihood of experiencing this well-being 

slightly increasing as respondents grow older (β 

= .15). However, the relationship of both variables 

to well-being is weak. This model only explains 9% 

of the variance in well-being relating to Behavioral 

Aesthetics (R2 = .09).  

A second stage of stepwise multiple regression 

analyses was conducted to determine the role of 

intentional community experience, envisioning, and 

meaning in life in influencing intrinsic satisfactions 

and psychological well-being (Figure 2). While the 

previous set of regression analyses used the Food 

Engagement category as a mediating variable, the 

second stage of analyses determined the direct effect 

of these variables on intrinsic satisfactions and psy-

chological well-being. These tests utilized a forward 

stepwise regression, that allowed the variables to 

build upon each other while strengthening the 

models. Like the previous set of regression anal-

yses, categories that demonstrated high internal 

reliability ( ≥ .70) were used.  

 Table 11 shows the results of the analysis 

exploring the relationship between the independent 

variables and the intrinsic satisfaction gained from  

engaging in activities related to Community Food. Of 

the four variables found to predict this type of 

intrinsic satisfaction, the Envisioning: Gardens cate-

gory was the foremost predictor (β = .42). This 

prominence, combined with the second main pre-

dictor, Planned Agriculture Community Experience, is 

possibly due to the heightened valuing of and 

direct experience in gardening and other agricul-

Table 10. Dependent Variable: Behavioral 

Aesthetics 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Food Engagement .14 .03 .27 .000 

Age .05 .02 .15 .027 

R2 .09 

Adj. R2 .09 

F 10.43* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 

Figure 2. Diagram Outlining Regression Tests Described in the secton “Additional Predictors of 

Intrinsic Satisfactions and Psychological Well-Being 
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tural operations associated with agricultural com-

munity living. Income also served as a negative 

predictor in the model, suggesting that there is a 

relationship between decreasing income and 

increasing satisfaction from Community Food (β 

= .17). Finally, Meaning in Life: Presence serves as the 

fourth predictor, indicating that those who experi-

ence this meaning may be more likely to gain  

satisfaction from Community Food activities. This 

model explains 34% of the variance in experiencing 

intrinsic satisfaction from Community Food activities 

(R2 = .34).  

 Table 12 documents the effects of the inde-

pendent variables on intrinsic satisfaction gained 

from Participation. Four variables were found to 

predict this satisfaction, with Meaning in Life: Pres-

ence the largest predictor. As both Meaning in  

Life: Presence and Meaning in Life: Search appeared in 

the model, it seems that meaningfulness increases 

the likelihood of experiencing intrinsic satisfaction 

from Participation. It is possible that the activities 

that these individuals engage in are more likely to 

give them a sense of purpose. Envisioning: Thriving 

Community was also a positive predictor in the 

model: those respondents who value this type of  

future community may be more likely to engage in 

activities with their current community which 

would then elicit their reported satisfaction gained 

from Participation. Prior experience living in a coop-

erative living community also had a modest effect 

in the model (β = .16), possibly because of the 

value placed on collaborating and working toward 

common goals in these communities. This model 

explains 35% of the variance in the intrinsic satis-

faction gained from Participation (R2 = .35).  

 Table 13 shows the results of the final  

regression model, which explored the predictors of 

a sense of well-being derived from Behavioral Aes-

thetics. Three variables were found to contribute to 

Behavioral Aesthetics, with the most significant pre-

dictor an experienced Meaning in Life: Presence. Nota-

bly, the second predictor, Meaning in Life: Search, has 

a negative relationship with well-being from Behav-

ioral Aesthetics (β = -.18), suggesting that those 

searching for meaning are less likely to experience 

this form of well-being. The final predictor of 

Behavioral Aesthetics was Envisioning: Thriving Commu-

nity (β = .12), indicating that those respondents 

Table 11. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic 

Satisfaction From Community Food 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Envisioning: Gardens .53 .08 .42 .000 

Planned Agriculture 

Community Experience  

.14 .04 .25 .000 

Income -.07 .03 -.17 .008 

Meaning in Life: 

Presence 

.17 .08 .13 .038 

R2 .34 

Adj. R2 .32 

F 23.51* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 

Table 13. Dependent Variable: Behavioral 

Aesthetics 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Meaning in Life: Presence .40 .04 .54 .000 

Meaning in Life: Search -.09 .03 -.18 .003 

Envisioning: Thriving 

Community 

.12 .06 .12 .050 

R2 .38 

Adj. R2 .37 

F 37.85* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 

Table 12. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic 

Satisfaction From Participation 

Independent Variable B SE B β p 

Meaning in Life:  

Presence  

.38 .05 .43 .000 

Envisioning: Thriving 

Community 

.43 .08 .34 .000 

Meaning in Life: Search .15 .04 .25 .000 

Cooperative Living 

Experience 

.07 .03 .16 .007 

R2 .35 

Adj. R2 .34 

F 24.78* 

* F-test is significant at F ≤ .05 
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who value these community-based social structures 

are modestly more likely to experience greater 

psychological well-being. This model explains 38% 

of the variance in well-being in the form of 

Behavioral Aesthetics (R2 = .38).  

Discussion  
This data has been interpreted and organized into 

three primary themes:  

1. Intentional community living and psycho-

logical health; 

2. Food system engagement, intrinsic satis-

factions, and well-being;  

3. Communications and recruitment strategies 

for intentional community developers.  

This section is intended for those planning and/or 

working in intentional communities. It may also 

inform the practices of those working in organiza-

tions involved in local food systems and other 

environmental issues.  

The increased social connectedness that results 

from living in an intentional community likely leads 

residents to experience feeling greater psychologi-

cal health and well-being. According to the survey 

results, there seems to be a positive relationship 

between living in an intentional community and 

heightened psychological health. Overall, the sur-

vey respondents demonstrated high psychological 

well-being (Table 5, Behavioral Aesthetics, M = 4.01) 

and experienced a high degree of meaning in their 

lives (Table 6, Meaning in Life: Presence, M = 4.08).  

 These positive psychological health outcomes 

are possibly due to the significant social benefits 

associated with living in an intentional community. 

This interpretation is supported by the high rates 

of intrinsic satisfaction associated with community 

living, such as heightened sense of social connec-

tion and of one’s actions being meaningful and 

purposeful (Table 3, Community Connection, M = 

4.41; Participation, M = 4.30). This interpretation is 

also consistent with past research that has demon-

strated that social and community support is crucial 

for ongoing psychological well-being and health 

(Sameroff & Rosenblum, 2006). In summary, 

intentional community residents report experienc-

ing heightened satisfaction from social support 

likely due to their close-knit community structures. 

This support likely influences and increases the 

psychological health—such as well-being and a 

sense of meaning—experienced by community 

members.  

Intentional community residents report that engag-

ing in local food systems is intrinsically satisfying to 

them, though this engagement does not yield 

increased psychological well-being. Many inten-

tional communities that engage in ecological 

resilience also prioritize involvement in local food 

systems. This may involve buying food from local 

farmers, volunteering at farms, or purchasing CSA 

shares. However, the role of such engagement in 

increasing intrinsic satisfaction and psychological 

well-being has not been previously studied.  

 Generally, this study shows a positive relation-

ship between Food Engagement and two intrinsic sat-

isfactions: those derived from Community Food and 

from Participation (Table 8, R2 = .24; Table 9, R2 

= .15). However, we note that Food Engagement is a 

behavioral concept and satisfaction from Community 

Food is a motivation. Satisfaction from Community 

Food derives from both the social and personal 

benefits of engaging in gardening and other food-

related activities. In addition, those who engage in 

local food systems are likely to derive satisfaction 

from Participation because they feel like they are 

involved in an important, large-scale movement 

while also contributing positively to their local 

community. Thus, the link between Food Engagement 

and intrinsic satisfactions has policy implications: 

involvement in local provisioning can be promoted 

by leveraging the motivations embedded in those 

same behaviors. 

 There is not a strong relationship between Food 

Engagement and Behavioral Aesthetics, a measurement 

of psychological well-being (Table 10, R2 = .09). 

This suggests that engagement in local food sys-

tems does not directly contribute to individual psy-

chological well-being. It seems that these activities 

instead result in satisfaction from fulfilling individ-
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ual desires and motivations, such as wanting to 

grow food with one’s community or to participate 

in a movement. However, these activities and satis-

factions do not seem to contribute meaningfully to 

individual psychological health.  

 It is worth noting that other variables in the 

study supplement the measured intrinsic satisfac-

tions and well-being. For example, Meaning in 

Life: Presence contributed to intrinsic satisfaction 

from Community Food and Participation, and well-

being from Behavioral Aesthetics (Table 11, R2 

= .34; Table 12, R2 = .35; Table 13, R2 = .38). 

The sense of having meaning in one’s life likely 

provides a sense of purpose that contributes 

positively to these variables.  

Based on survey data, intentional community resi-

dents would be supportive of communications 

emphasizing the importance of community living 

and the value of sustainable living to protect envi-

ronmental health. When developing communica-

tion and recruitment plans to attract new members 

to an intentional community, it is important to 

consider the profile of the typical person who 

would be interested in joining this kind of commu-

nity. Communications and marketing materials can 

be crafted to emphasize messaging that is likely to 

resonate with this audience after better understand-

ing their values and motivations.  

 Communitarian values are repeatedly empha-

sized in the survey data, such as the significant 

amount of intrinsic satisfaction gained from con-

necting with one’s community and the significant 

inclusion of vibrant community features in an ideal 

future (Table 3, Community Connection, M = 4.41; 

Table 4, Thriving Community, M = 4.67). Other sig-

nificant themes that may inspire individuals are 

finding intrinsic satisfaction from Participation, and 

satisfaction from contributing to a larger goal or 

purpose (Table 3, Participation, M = 4.30).  

 Finally, it is worth noting that the typical inten-

tional community resident finds meaning in adopt-

ing a sustainable lifestyle and using far fewer 

resources (Table 3, Sustainable Living, M = 4.20; Fru-

gality, M = 4.10). Residents are less likely to find 

meaning in modern conveniences but seem unwill-

ing to fully give them up (Table 3, Luxuries, M = 

2.42). However, the respondents generally did not 

report perceiving advertising or a heightened cor-

porate presence in their ideal future (Table 4, Con-

sumerism, M = 1.55), suggesting that they are not 

envisioning a materialistic future or interested in 

needless purchases. In marketing materials, inten-

tional community planners are advised to highlight 

the sustainable features of the community, espe-

cially those related to sharing with others in order 

to reduce resource use or wasteful purchasing (e.g., 

a tool library).  

The survey data was limited by the number of 

responses received on a per community basis. 

Almost all intentional communities studied had a 

relatively low number of residents complete the 

survey. This may have skewed the data in that indi-

viduals who completed the survey may have had 

more time available, perhaps due to being older or 

wealthier than other residents. Furthermore, the 

low number of respondents per intentional com-

munity limits data analysis by restricting the statisti-

cal capacity to derive meaningful comparisons 

among communities and types of communities.  

 Future research might investigate psychological 

trends within intentional communities to determine 

if they are congruent with the explicitly ratified 

goals of the community, thereby causing some to 

prosper and others to fail. In addition, future 

research might include interviewing and surveying 

those interested in and supportive of intentional 

communities but who have not yet joined any, to 

further inform communication and recruitment 

tactics used by intentional community planners.  

 Finally, intentional community research must 

expand to communities other than those operating 

within a traditional physical and planned frame-

work. For example, this could include “living in 

place” communities: groups of people who have 

developed a significant social bond while living in 

their existing homes and trying to tackle difficult 

cultural, environmental, and political issues. In con-

trast to the conventional idea of an intentional 

community⎯if such a convention exists⎯new 

structures on new parcels of land may not be built 

or even need to be built. It is necessary to explore 
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this alternative approach to creating an intentional 

community because of the unsustainability of new 

development, due both to the required physical 

and energy resources as well as the use of land that 

could otherwise be used for provisioning to protect 

against food insecurity (Preservation Green Lab, 

2011; Smith & Gregory, 2013).  

Conclusion  
Intentional communities provide exciting opportu-

nities for individuals to embrace alternative com-

munity solutions while prioritizing shared values. 

This research confirms positive consequences of 

living in such communities which have a gardening 

or food provisioning focus, as their residents 

report beneficial psychological health outcomes. 

The results also suggest that resident participation 

in local food systems can be increased through 

highlighting various personal and social benefits 

that are associated with this engagement. Finally, 

those seeking to start their own intentional com-

munity or recruit new residents should emphasize 

community features associated with social and 

environmental benefits, as these qualities most 

often drew current residents to their communities 

or were part of the ideal futures that these residents 

imagined for their communities.   
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Appendix. Supplemental Regression Tables 

 

Table A1. Dependent Variable: Food System Engagement 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Independent Variable B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p 

Planned Agricultural  

Community Exp. 
.21 .05 .31 .000 .20 .05 .29 .000 .19 .05 .29 .000 .20 .05 .29 .000 .20 .05 .30 .000 

Meaning in Life: 

Presence 
    .33 .11 .21 .003 .38 .11 .24 .001 .34 .11 .22 .002 .30 .11 .20 .005 

Age         -.11 .05 -.16 .021 -.14 .05 -.20 .005 -.14 .05 -.19 .006 

Income             .08 .03 .16 .022 .10 .03 .21 .004 

Envisioning: Gardens                 .24 .10 .16 .021 

R2 .10 .14 .17 .19 .21 

Adj. R2 .09 .13 .15 .17 .19 

F* 20.19 15.22 14.1 12.2 10.87 

* All F-tests are significant at F ≤ .05 
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Table A2. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic Satisfaction From Community Food 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Independent Variable B SE B β p B SE B β p 

Food System Engagement .30 .05 .36 .000 .33 .05 .40 .000 

Income     –.13 .02 –.33 .000 

R2 .13 .24 

Adj. R2 .12 .23 

F 29.75* 31.3* 

* All F–tests are significant at F ≤ .05 

Table A3. Dependent Variable: Psychological Well-Being Behavioral Aesthetics 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Independent Variable B SE B β p B SE B β p 

Food System Engagement .13 .03 .27 .000 .14 .03 .29 .000 

Age     .05 .02 .15 .027 

R2 .07 .09 

Adj. R2 .07 .09 

F 15.62* 10.43* 

* All F–tests are significant at F ≤ .05 
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Table A4. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic Satisfaction From Participation  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Independent Variable B B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p 

Meaning in Life: Presence  .34 .06 .39 .000 .32 .06 .37 .000 .36 .05 .42 .000 .38 .05 .43 .000 

Envisioning: Thriving Community     .42 .08 .33 .000 .41 .08 .32 .000 .43 .08 .34 .000 

Meaning in Life: Search         .15 .04 .25 .000 .15 .04 .25 .000 

Cooperative Living Experience             .07 .03 .16 .007 

R2 .15 .26 .32 .35 

Adj. R2 .15 .26 .31 .34 

F 33.95* 33.37* 29.56* 24.78* 

* All F–tests are significant at F ≤ .05 

 

Table A5. Dependent Variable: Intrinsic Satisfaction From Community Food 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Independent Variable B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p 

Envisioning: Gardens .60 .08 .48 .000 .59 .08 .47 .000 .55 .08 .44 .000 .53 .08 .42 .000 

Planned Agriculture 

Community Experiences 

    .16 .04 .28 .000 .15 .04 .27 .000 .14 .04 .25 .000 

Income         –.06 .03 –.14 .027 –.07 .03 –.17 .008 

Meaning in Life: Presence             .17 .08 .13 .038 

R2 .23 .30 .32 .34 

Adj. R2 .22 .30 .31 .32 

F 54.91* 40.65* 29.34* 23.51* 

* All F–tests are significant at F ≤ .05   
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Table A6. Dependent Variable: Psychological Well-Being Behavioral Aesthetics 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Independent Variable B SE B β p B SE B β p B SE B β p 

Meaning in Life: Presence .43 .04 .58 .000 .41 .04 .55 .000 .40 .04 .54 .000 

Meaning in Life: Search     –.09 .03 –.17 .004 –.09 .03 –.18 .003 

Envisioning: Thriving 

Community 

        .12 .06 .12 .050 

R2 .34 .37 .38 

Adj. R2 .34 .36 .37 

F 95.60* 53.98* 37.85* 

* All F–tests are significant at F ≤ .05  
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