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Abstract 

This ethnographic research was conducted to better understand how living in an 

intentional community may be promoting environmental integrity, personal and community well-

being and to gain insight into the intentions and motivations of individuals engaged in living in 

an intentional community. Intentional communities are a group of individuals who have chosen 

to live together with a common purpose of creating a cooperative lifestyle that reflects their 

shared values. These communities function collaboratively, address the practical and social needs 

of individuals, and recognize the importance of social relationships as antidotes to alienation, 

disempowerment, and stress. The end result of this research project, undertaken in collaboration 

with a 12 year old intentional community called the Dangle Dome, is an accessible and easily 

shareable film and digital resource, which contributes to the ongoing conversation about housing 

practices and housing policy.  
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Please view this project at:  www.thedangledome.com 

Video URL: https://www.thedangledome.com/the-film  

Video password: jimdangle 

 

 

Introduction 

The future of the housing sector in southern British Columbia is a huge topic of discourse 

in the media, in politics, and in our living rooms. In an age of globalization, speed, and 

increasing social isolation(Lacy, 2000; Pittman & Reich, 2016; Steele, 2012), it is important to 

explore venues for creating viable, accessible models of living that promote social equity and 

environmental sustainability. Many communities in British Columbia have undergone rapid 

development and transformations that have eroded their capacity to maintain community well-

being and sustainability (Lacy, 2000; Meltzer, 2006). Individuals are losing the sense of 

relationship that comes from sharing common lived experience and becoming more isolated by 

dominant media and lifestyle choices (Lacy 2000; Pittman & Reich, 2016).  

Since 2015, I have lived with two different intentional communities and became 

interested in how housing scholarship offers a way of creatively challenging and informing 

housing policy and practice. I wanted to explore how my living situation could help inform and 

engage co-constructed progressive housing practices in the City of Victoria, BC, an expensive 

city in the midst of a housing crisis (McDonald, 2015). For many individuals, adopting the daily 

practices of an alternative living situation like intentional community offers an opportunity to 

http://www.thedangledome.com
https://www.thedangledome.com/the-film
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move away from consumerism, individualism, and wasteful living practices.  This multimedia 

project is the end result of two years of research grounded in the conviction that living in 

community is one of the most radical things we can do to change western society for the better.  

This project aims to share how our community functions collaboratively, how we address the 

practical and social needs of our chosen family, and how we recognize the importance of social 

relationships as countermeasures to alienation, disempowerment, and stress. 

An intentional community is a group of individuals who have chosen to live together with 

the common purpose of creating a cooperative lifestyle that reflects their shared values. These 

individuals are often characterized by how they see themselves as part of a continuing group, a 

“we-consciousness”, that is separate from the society that it emerged from (Metcalf, 2012).  

Intentional communities are often empowered communities positioned to temper the impacts of 

globalization and high-speed technologies, strive towards social justice and environmental 

integrity, and sustain a high quality of life (Lacy, 2000).  Intentional communities function 

collaboratively, addressing the practical and social needs of individuals and families, and 

recognizing the importance of social relationships as antidotes to alienation, disempowerment, 

and stress (Meltzer, 2001). Empowerment is an active social process promoting the participation 

of individuals, organizations, institutions, and communities towards goals of improved quality of 

life, increased control, political efficacy and ultimately social justice (Wallerstein, 1992). In the 

context of housing, empowerment should enhance the possibilities for people to control their 

own lives (Rappaport 1987, p.119). Feeling like valued members of their communities, involved 

in decision-making processes and delivery, increases community members’ feelings of 

empowerment and well-being (Meltzer, 2001). The freedom to choose to act on subjective values 
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and contextual motivations empowers individuals by giving them a greater sense of control and 

identity. Eventually, freedom to choose can empower people to make different lifestyle decisions, 

possibly even to seek out an intentional community.  My research examined how intentional 

communities may be promoting personal and community well-being by undertaking a research 

process in alliance with the Dangle Dome, a 12-year-old intentional community that I have lived 

with for the past 4 years in Victoria, BC. This research is presented in the form of an 

ethnographic documentary video that is 25 minutes in length and designed for the general public 

titled Dome is Where the Heart is, as well as an accompanying website. The website was 

designed for both the Dangle Dome community at large, as well as anyone in the general public 

that is interested in the structures and mechanisms that make an intentional community function 

daily.  

 Widespread use of the internet, streaming technology, and handheld devices has 

enhanced the accessibility documentary projects, expanding the size and demographic of 

potential audiences.  This increases the visibility of research and improves its potential to 

influence social or cultural transformation (Vanninni, 2013). By directly engaging with some of 

the critical social issues of our time  with the intentions of educating, engaging, and moving the 

public to action (Tedlock, 2005), this ethnographic research intended for the public positions 

newly emerging academic knowledge at the intersection of popular culture, current affairs, and/

or public debate.  

Method 

The research was undertaken by using an interpretive ethnographic approach. According 

to the Interpretivist paradigm, meaning making is culturally negotiated and socially constructed 
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(Epstein, 2012). Through this lens, I hoped to garner a better understanding of how members of 

the Dangle Dome lived experiences may reflect a shifting negotiation of socially constructed 

norms in the realms of the social, political, cultural, and environmental. I used the observations 

from my own participation with the community to understand and then visually portray the lived 

experiences of an unusual group of individuals. Nineteen current and past members agreed to be 

interviewed on camera in the community’s current home or an offsite location, chosen based on 

availability, diversity, personality, and duration of their involvement For example, the community 

has always had a majority male-identifying demographic which meant that I specifically sought 

out the non-binary or female-identifying members perspective for balance. There were also 

several individuals who had lived in more than one of the physical structures, giving them a 

unique perspective on how an intentional community transforms or transitions. The objective for 

collecting data was to explore the personal connections, lived experiences, and the motivations 

of past and present community members.  Drawing on Rodham, Fox and Doran’s (2015) core 

principles of qualitative work as a guide, a grounded interview process with a rigorous 

commitment to transparency and coherence, a sensitivity to context, and an understanding of 

impact and importance was adopted. This was of significance to me given that, in some cases, 

the participant being interviewed was also someone with whom I was currently cohabiting with. 

Each participant signed a release form regarding the recording and use of their interviews. The 

interviews were conducted informally, using all or a portion of 15 semi-structured, open-ended 

questions meant to allow for replies that were personal and reflective. Examples of questions for 

the participants are:  

-  How and why did you become part of the Dome? 
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- How have you changed since you first started participating or living with the 

group? 

- Do you think this type of living is possible for others? If so, why?  

- Do you think can small-scale community living affect society on a larger scale? If 

so, why?  

The data collected was analyzed using an Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

structure, in order to capture and give voice to the claims and concerns of the participants, while 

offering an academically-grounded interpretation of their accounts (Smith et al., 2009).  Each 

video file was collected, recorded, and transcribed in their entirety, then analyzed by carefully 

reading and re-reading through the transcriptions, and watching and re-watching video clips. IPA 

is an iterative process requiring multiple revisits.  Eventually the commonalities, nuances, 

patterns, and connections between each separate interview and across multiple interviews 

emerged. Initially working from an emotional, creative, biased, and unsystematic stance, or “free 

coding" and I then moved to a more in-depth analysis, line-by-line, to identify or “code” the 

main objects of concern and the linguistic and narrative clues as to the meaning of those objects 

of concern (Smith, et al. 2009).  During this time, I also collected film photography and sourced 

original music created by roommates for use as b-roll and soundtrack in the film. I also kept 

detailed written journals to complement the videos to ensure continuity, and to further reflect 

observations, ideas, thoughts and other research avenues that may need more exploration 

(Merrigan et al., 2012, p. 210).  Borrowing from Riessman’s (2005) common analytical 

approaches to narrative inquiry to further examine and validate the themes that arose, I 

inductively coded the data into categories and sub-categories in order to begin to document 
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patterns and topics such as community engagement and participation, conflict management, daily 

operations, daily challenges, and potential for societal impact (Merrigan, et al, p. 211, 212).  

Undertaking research in alliance with a community can help create vibrant discourse surrounding 

equality, freedom, and respect, as well as empower cultural expressions from diverse people and 

places. As a member of the Dome, it was important to me to practice an engaged ethnography 

that could provide both critique and enlightenment to the members of my own society 

(Rappaport, 1995) as our journey in collective living continues to evolve.  

 

A Public Ethnography Project 

Film allows the community to share their story in a way that is both returned to them and 

goes beyond them and could help shift dominant social and cultural expectations (Fleras, 2011). 

The video gives the audience a visual snapshot of the Dome’s past and present, but also 

speculates on the community’s future.  It looks at how living in intentional community can be a 

powerful antidote to globalization, to loneliness, and to wasteful living practices.  Finally, the 

film examines this model’s potential relevance for mitigating high housing costs and fostering 

community development in Victoria, BC. During the interview process, several participants 

expressed an interest in being able to watch their raw interview footage online. Combined with 

my personal desire to make this type of living more accessible, I built out a website for the 

community. The website includes a section about the Dangle Dome, a section about the film, and 

a section about with resources for anyone who wants to try to create an intentional community or 

explore the existing communities in their region. The raw interview footage has been posted as 

well; however, it is password protected and intended only for the interview participants and not 
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the general public. The website also features the entire collection of film photography and the 

music gathered during the research process, whether it was used in the final cut of the film or 

not.  

I  had never made a movie before. I studied film during my undergrad, which was a huge 

influencer in why I was interested in making a film for this project. I did not know how steep the 

learning curve would be. The first major hurdle was organizing the interviewees during summer 

2018.  The participants who were current roommates  ended up being the hardest to nail down, 

since we were actively sharing a living space and the interview process  didn’t feel organic to our 

interactions.The other major issue I ran into while shooting the initial interviews was related to 

the fact that I don’t own and can’t afford my own video camera. I was lucky to be able to rent the 

equipment from the university and borrow from friends, but in the end, the biggest problems 

were sound related. I ended up with some raw footage with very quiet audio tracks which limited 

what I could actually use within the film, others were extremely loud.  Limited by my own 

technical ability, I ended up calling on my brother who is also a former Domer and editor, and 

my cousin, who has a production studio, and we worked together to get more appropriate b-roll 

footage, to find creative ways around the audio issues. I was initially very concerned about 

getting enough of the data crammed into the story that I lost sight of the heart of film, which are 

the people.  The first rough cut was all taking heads and b-roll was shot of the house rather than 

the people in it.  This focus on getting “academic” interview footage ended up being limiting 

from a creative perspective, and while I really value the data I ended up with, I was disappointed 

by how  sterile the project was.  I also found that as a roommate in one on one, unrecorded 

conversations, I was able to get more authentic or less performative answers from roommates. In 
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a do-over situation, I would like to find ways to incorporate or translate the comfort and trust that 

participants have in me off camera  into the film.  In the end, returning to a very structured 

narrative interjected with what b-roll footage and additional media like photos and music, was 

what gave the film a sense of flow.  Because of my difficulties with the technical side of this 

project, I didn’t feel like I was able to draw out enough of the values of the community in a way 

that showed both the intention and the struggle, or to illustrate why different individuals chose to 

live in the dome, whether it was financial or emotional, mental or spiritual,  cultural or political 

to really get to the heart of the phenomenon on a deeper level. One of the biggest components of 

living in a community that is not addressed in depth in the film is conflict. Within an intentional 

community tension can build when deeply ingrained, individualistic lifestyles can come up 

against the reality of collaborative lifestyle tendencies. Conflicts can occur over daily operational 

processes, expectations over resident involvement, or from a lack of privacy due to forced social 

interaction. Within the community, commitment to the shared values may be affected by 

emotional, time, and financial costs. These are all issues we live with everyday and this is a 

question I would particularly like to have had prepared for the long term roommates since I know 

what I think and feel about how our shared values are affected by emotional, time, and financial 

costs but I have my biases and I cannot speak for the group.  While I was interested in conflict, 

tension and resolutions, I found that most roommates were more interested in talking about the 

positives of living communally as well as how they perceived positive effects within themselves 

and the society they move within.  

 The data collected during the process is more than just research to me. When I set 

out to explore this topic, I did not realize how impactful it would be for me personally as an 
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empowerment project. Backed by the Dome as an extended community at large, I have the 

courage, energy, and support to pursue meaning making in my life in a way that was not possible 

before sharing a living space so many people. We have grown closer as a community, partially 

due to how the research questions lead us to examine our purpose in living together.  Our daily 

lives at home have improved by creating the space for intimacy, for vulnerability and for sharing 

our deepest lived experiences. We’ve become more aware of our impacts on each other and have 

more dialogue surrounding how and why we live the way we live. There is space for further 

exploration surrounding intentional community and alternative housing. I was not able to find 

any existing quantitative research about how many intentional communities are active in 

Victoria, or how many of those intentional communities are renting versus owning, which could 

inform housing policy or by-laws to help alleviate the cost and scarcity of housing. Knowing 

whether intentional communities are renting or owning could also allow for further research into 

the financial models needed to accommodate mortgages or loans for individuals who are not in a 

marriage or common-law union and unable to invest in alone. When it comes to intentional 

communities environmental impact, much of the existing body of literature focuses on eco-

villages or off-grid housing, whereas the Dangle Dome is in an urban environment and must 

make decisions within that context. Finally, there are endless opportunities to delve into the 

qualitative experience of living in community. Whether it’s focusing on a sense of belonging or 

well-being, or living with ethical guidelines around inclusion, accessibility, environmentalism, 

the way we live in intentional community indicates societal discontent with the status quo.  

Further research into alternative or intentional living scenarios could provide valuable data sets 

that informs inclusive policy making in order to benefit a wider social group of underserved or 
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excluded populations to build a stronger, equal, and sustainable society. By allowing individuals 

with experience in creative living models a voice in the ongoing debate about the housing crisis, 

this research contributes to the conversation about the future of housing and housing policy in 

Victoria.  
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