
l
t~~ escfo 	similar patterns of personal But for most ofus, observing that even won- 

change? First, communities are small social derful people around us also have glaring 
entities so the social relationships among imperfections is a releasc.from our own cx-
members are intimate and intense. And be- pectations of perfection, and from self-pun. 
cause community groups are self-selecting, ishment for our failings. 
inevitably more homogeneity is present than 	The community mirror reveals our capa- 
in the culture at large. And most communi- bilities and keeps us from effectively hiding 
ties are, to some degree, socially self-reliant. our shortcomings. We tend to blossom with 

Two other less obvious but profound diE- previously unknownsntngths, and acceptand 
ferences between mainstream society and shrug off the revelation of any shortcomings, 
communal living have farreaching effects on rather than being devastated by them. 
the emotional well-being of members. One 	What about the quirky bit of informa- 
isa sense of physical safety ,  the other is gen- tion that community living tends to make 
erally feeling accepted. (Feeling accepted, it people less idealistic rather than more ideal-
seems, is different from feeling a sense of istic? In talking to visitors or members new 
belonging.) 	 to communiqç I have come to identifr two 

There are almost no reports of attacks or kinds of idealism—idealism about commu-
physical violence at all in any of the corn- nity living, and idealism about political ac- 

don, or more grandly, a desire to change the 
.......... 

 

world for the better. 
It seems that people who come to corn- Community is a brutally 	 munity with visions of utopia have a very 

accurate mirror, 	 difficult time adjusting to the often penyand 
aggravating realities of daily community life. 
I susped that many come to community 

munities I have visited or have knowledge expecting to find only fully self.actualized, 
of. Except for survivalist communities, the profoundly spiritual people who will, by a-
members of every community I'm familiar ample, provide virtuous examples to help 
with appear to be open and trusting. Corn- them achieve a fulfilled, moral life. Instead 
pare this to the often constant caution and they find people with some of the same in-
awareness of potential danger present in securities and negative behaviors the new 
mainstream culture. Fear limits our think- member had to deal with on the outside. 
ing and behavior in subtle and insidious This can lead to feelings ofbecrayal, and cer-
ways; the removal of fear releases much tainly, to a diminishing of one's fantasies. 
physical and mental energy. 

Another byproduct of living inmainstream 
culture is the sense of being cut off from con-
tactwith other people—variously called alien-
ation, isolation, or anomie. While members 
of communities may not always find the inti-
macy they desire, càmmunitarians at least 
seem to accept each other and encourage per-
sonal challenge and exploration. In  commu- 
nicy, without fearing of harsh judgments or 
negative consequences, its much easier to take 
personal risks. Many community members 
find this prokundly Liberating. 

All of these factors taken together seem 
sufficient to explain why community mem-
bers may become more confident, are better 
able to communicate, develop a broader per-
spective, and become more responsible. But 
why should living in community make them 
more aware of personal limitations? 

I suspect it's this: community living pro-
vides a brutally accurate mirror. We see each 
other, and we see our selves in more detail 
than most people were accustomed to be-
fore coming to community. Some members 
can't handle this incidental and unavoidable 
openness, and leave, seeking more privacy. 
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Nurturing Our Potential 

Even in very homogeneous communities 
there are differences in philosophical out-
looks. It is difficult to discover that my dos-
est friends may notshare my deepest 
convictions. It is also difficult to realize that 
even in community, idealistic change often 
comes about through political machinations. 
Members with dogmatic ideologies often 
become frustrated and burn out. More prag-
matic idealists tend to narrow their scope 
from "changing the world" to "cleaning up 
the neighborhood." The process of living in 
community tends to dampen one's idealis-
tic vision ofprofound global transformation. 
"Ill can't change my community, how can I 
hope to change the world? 

Now, what is it about community living 
that promotes dearer thinking? I have found 
it to be a joy to talk to almost any seasoned 
communard since they can typically speak 
and think coherently about any number of 
topics (not just issues involved in commu-
nal living). I suspect this is due to the neces-
sary realistic thinking and immediate 
feedback inherent in living with a group of 
people. Community members are, almost 
daily, called to voice their opinions, and to 
defend them. Few blatantly nonsensical 
opinions are allowed to pass unchallenged. 
In community we are neither engulfed in 
nor protected by bureaucracies, so complex 
issues come up which need decisions. The 
consequences of past decisions in a commu-
nity are readily apparent and help guide 
thinking about future decisions. Commu-
nicating daily and making important deci-
sions tends to hone the mind. 

h-community-members invariably tell 
me that living in community was a life-al-
tering experience and they are better people 
for having done it. Yet there are certainl' 
exceptions—ex-members who feel thar they 
were treated unfairly, or their time in corn-
:munity was a setback, or valuable time in 
their life was lost when they could have been 
building a career. 

It is true that not everyone is cut out for 
community, and I doubt that any one 
communitarian will experience growth and 
change in his or her life exacdy as I have 
outlined. (This is certainly no rigorous em-
pirical study.) In any case. I would be de-
lighted to hear people's respohses to these 
observations, and whether or not their own 
experiences are consistent with these. fl 

Keena,, has been a reside,,: of' Twin Oat com-

munity in Virginia for I! years.and has pithed 
over 20 communities in four countries. His 
primary work is in chili/care. He can be rear/nd 

Another boon: increased self-confidence. do Re. 4. Box 169, Louisa, VA 23093. 
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Finding Your Community 

Einding a Commmlity 
Fo Call Home 

) 

R ecently I visited 14 communities in theEastern United 
States while looking for a community to join for at 

ast the next few years. During my search a number of con- 
derations emerged which are listed below. Some of these 
sues are phrased as questions you might ask various mem- 
rs of the communities you visit, or questions you might 
k yourselt 

Any visit to a community for the purpose of seeking a 
'mc will have to be long enough for you to get a good idea 
how the community operates. I believe this can be done in 
o days, but some communities feel that a much longer 
dod, sometimes up to two weeks, occasionally as much as 
'eral months, may be required to get to know the corn- 
inity well enough to make decisions about major lifestyle 
Inges. 

If you plan on moving into a community with a partner or 
a family, I believe it is important that your partner and 

children involved accompany you on all visits. Bear in 
d during all community visits, particularly when asking 
stions, that decisions about community membership are 
essarily mutual dectsions! The community has to want 
as a member in the same way that you have to decide to 

tpart of the community, 
'io doubt the most importantiue has to do with the ques-
of how well you get along with the community members. 

you feel accepted generally by the group? Is at least some 
est effort made to welcome you? Many communities have 
ecific member designated to be responsible for visitors. 
even when this is not the case, some members, if not all, 
ild make an attempt to meet your effort to get acquainted. 
laturally common sense applies here; if you visit a corn-
ity that is in the middle of a major project such as com-
on of large-scale construction, then you should lower 
expectations of the amount of time community mem-
will be able to spend with you. Any visitor, however, 

by W.J. Schlicht,Jr. 

who expects to be waited on by the community members is 
no doubt due for a disappointment - and rightly so. Plan on 
helping out with some of the community work, especially in 
meal preparation or chores, if your help seems welcome. 

In most communities your work contribution is expected 
and provides a wonderful opportunity to see how well you 
can work cooperatively with at least a few of the members. 
Do not imagine that you have VU' status, but do anticipate 
that at least some of the people will want to know something 
about you and what you are doing. 

It seems tome important to trust your basic instincts about 
the vibes that community members put out to you. Do they 
seem simpatico? Are they "your kind of people"? This is not 
to say that you should look for a community of people just 
like you. Far from it. There is great benefit to be found in 
living with people who have divergent backgrounds and 
viewpoints. But there is no point in hying to fit in with people 
who are so different that there is insufficient common ground 
to form a basis for mutual communication 

How well do different members of a community get along 
with each other? Do they tend to share feelings with each 
other? Or is there a pattern of covering up feelings and deal-
ing only with material concerns and things that need to be 
done? Are community members generally supportive of each 
other? Do you get the feeling that members are genuinely 
concerned that each of the other members is able to grow 
along self-defined paths? If a member asks for special assis-
tance, are others eager to volunteer, or is it difficult to get 
cooperation? 

Are there splinter groups within the community who have 
negative feelings about the communityas a whole? The ques-
tion of equality among the membership is veiy important Of 
course some communities have definite hierarchical struc-
tures with designated leadership. Butif there is inequality of 
position, with some members working to support other corn- 

am Schllcht, Sr., lived for six months in 1984 at Woodbum 	West Review writes, and leads workshops at Unitarian camps and ::arm on  Maryland's eastern shore. After practicing and 	conferences. His spiritual pathway is a personal variant of Zen mg clinical psychology for most of his lire. Bill now lives in 	Buddhism augmented by what he's learned in his work with Vest, Florida. where he edits the literary magazine. Key 	psychology. 
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munity members who exploit leadership positions, the com-
munity may not provide support for personal growth among 
the working  members. Generally, a community that gets 
caught up in viewing some of its members as second-class 
citizens is a community that is bound to develop serious in-
terpersonal problems. 

Is the community you are considering made up mostly of 
families or mostly of singles? Depending upon your own 
status, this can be an extremely important consideration. If 
you are single and a majority of the community is made up 
of family units, you are likely to be lonely. However, if the 
community is located close to a fairly large population cen-
ter, then this need not be a major concern. Likewise, if the 
community offers frequent prograns of some kind that attract 
large numbers of people who visit for extended periods, such 
activities may provide the needed social contact with other 
people who are not in families. Speak to one or two single 
members about their life in the community. 

Many people are drawn to a community that is spiritually 
Oriented. If you fit into this category, then ask yourself 
whether you want a community that has a specific spiritual 
orientation or one that has a more general spiritual outlook. 
For example, you might consider a monastery or a lay com-
munity that follows a particular religion. 

Alternatively, there are communities with a general 
spiritual orientation that have great respect for the need of in-
dividual community members to follow their own particular 
spiritual practice. In such communities, you may find Chris- 

Do you get the feeling that 

members are genuninely 

concerned that each of the 
other members is able to 

grow along self-defined 
paths? If a member asks for 

special assistance, are 

others eager to volunteer, 

oris itdjfficultto get 

cooperation? 

tians. Sufis, Buddhists or other religious living together with 
people following spiritual disciplines that are entirely unique. 

Just how community.ortented do you want your com-
munity to be? Some communities are little more than land co-
operatives where people build individual homes around a 
central building and land owned in common. Co-operative 
members may see each other only rarely, may hold business 
meetings monthly or less frequently, and may not know each 
other very deeply. More intimacy is required among those 
who frequently share meals and work together inside the com-
munity. Based on these and many other factors, the degree of 
interpersonal involvement and intimacy varies enormously 
among different communities. 

Communities can be found in the hearts of the largest cities 
as well as in the most remote rural areas. If you want access 
to museums, concerts, libraries and a varied social life, you 
won't be as likely to find contentment out in the boondoch. 

Climatic changes should be explored when considering in- 
tentional communities in unfamiliar regions of the country. 
What may appear as a beautiful climate in the late spring will 
look different with two feet of snow on the ground. 

What size community are you sacking? If you are look-
ing for some variant of an extended family, then you should 
probably consider communities of no more than 20 people. 
That would be a large family indeed! But if you want to 
live in a neighborhood similar to the small villages existing 
long ago, then a larger community would be more suitable. 
Be aware, however, that in a community of 50 or more 
people, there will be members with whom you are only 
slightly acquainted, even after you've lived there several 
years. So you will need to be comfortable with a wide variety 
of intimacy levels in your social contacts if you choose a 
larger community. 

The practica] question of how much it will cost to live in 
a given community is of great importance. You will need to 
know the cost of personal maintenance in cash and personal 
labor. What are the job opportunities available in the com-
munity or nearby? It is vital that financial arrangements be 
clearly understood well in advance of any decision to join a 
community. 

What is the overall economic condition of the community 
that you are considering? If there is a desperate struggle each 
month to pay the bills, you will need to decide if you can hand-
le routine financial pressure. Take a careful look at all the 
buildings owned in common by the community. Are they in 
good repair? Are the water and heating systems adequate and 
usually operable? Are tools, appliances, farm implements and 
vehicles in good shape? 

What are the expectations of incoming members about 
financial and labor, contribution.5 to the community beyond 
the cost of basic food and lodging? Some common treasury, 
or income-sharing, communities require that new members 
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A Checklist for Those 
Wanting to Join a Community 

A re you wondering if you're a community person? Do 
you think you would fit in with a community? No mat- 

ter who you are, the answer is probably yes, as there's un-
doubtedly a community somewhere for every type of person. 
However, here are a few qualities that are generally needed 
inmost communities, so you can see how you'd fare in one: 

1.A willingness to think and act in terms of the good of the 
whole, not just in terms of personal needs and opinions 
- in other words, good old-fashioned unselfishness (or 
at least a willingness to grow in this direction). 

Tolerance for differences and open-mindedness toward 
different points of view. 

A willingness to work out conflicts and not hold grudges, 
with a realistic belief in the possibility of resolving dif-
ferences to mutual satisfaction. 

A somewhat adventurous and courageous spirit, open to 
change, flexible and adaptable. 

A generally social nature - liking to be with people 
much of the time (hermit types would climb the wall!). 

Although perfection in all of these qualities is hardly a-
pected (and rarely achieved), a willingness to change and 
grow into these qualities is importanL 

How would you know if community living were right for 
you, even if you had the above qualities? What should you look 
for in a community? This depends values  
are. Here are some things-you might warn to explore and reflect 
on as you read about and visit various communities: 

1) If you are mainly looking for a supportive and loving 
environment with lots of good friends, then spend as much 

Corinne McLaughlIn and Gordon Davidson, former members 
of Findhorn Community, are founding members of Sirius, a 
spiritual community in Massachusetts. They have visited over 200 
communities and helped organize the New England Network of 
Light, a grouping of over 60 New Age communities and centers 
which was active in the early 80's. 

Corinnq and Gordon are authors of the intentional 
communities reference book Builders of the Dawn: Community 
Ljfest-yles in a Changing World, and numerous published 

by Corinne McLaughlin and Gordon Davidson 

time as you can on a one-to-one basis with members of each 
community you visit. Get to know the members personaiy to 
see if you share an easy and natural harmony with them. If 
you don't feel agood heart-to-heart connection at first, it may 
be more difficult to become close friends later. 

If an active social life is your interest, check out how much 
harmony orconflict there is among the community members. 
Observe how much time the members spend hanging out with 
each other, sharing social activities like parties or sports 
events. And feel out the "vibes" - the general atmosphere 
- of the community when you first arrive. Your intuition will 
tell you whether it could be "home" for you.Even though the 
community members you visit may be good people with 
whom you share common ideals and values, you may not 
have a basic "resonance" with each other on a personality 
level. So if support and nurturing are high on your agenda, 
keep looking until you find your "family." 

2) If spirituality is a central value for you, then explore 
the common beliefs and practices of the community. Are 
these in harmony with your own? Are there regular medita-
tions or prayer times, study groups, yoga practices, a library 
of spiritual books? Are spiritual practices required or left to 
individual choice? Are they structured or unstructured? If 
practices are not required or structured, do you have the 
necessary self-discipline to practice on your own? If you seek 
some kind of authority structure or guru, are you ready to sub-
mit without rebelliousness? 

Notice what happens day-to-day in community life. Do 
members actually work at living theft spiritual beliefs? Do 
they inspire you? Is the general atmosphere uplifting and 
positive? Although many communities proclaim spiritual 

articles. The teach courses on community lifestyles through 
Haznpsire College and the University of Massachusetts. 
Corinne, a former editorial assistant at Rolling Stone magazine, 
is director of Sirius Publishing. Gordon is director of the CERES, 
the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economics, 
which is described in the compaion article, Home or Activist 
Community. Other versions of this article have been 
published previously. (Copyright, 1985, Sirius Publishing, 
reprinted by permission.) 
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Finding Your Community 

fay Day Celebration 
at Sirius Community 

ideals - love, sharing, brother/sisterhood - you have to ac-
tually spend time in each community to see how their ideals 
work out in practice. 

If equality, shared governance and decision-making 
are important to you, then explore how power and leadership 
actually function in the community. Again, go beyond the 
theory and the words and look at the practice. Are there 
authoritarian leaders or dependent, subservient followers? 
Who really makes the major decisions? By what process? 
How involved is the whole membership in decision-making? 
Is there openness to feedback in the leadership? Are mem-
bers taking their fair share of responsibility, or leaving it to a 
few leaders? How decentralized is power in the community? 

Ifeconomic equality and sharing of resources is impor-
tant, then note how income is generated and where it goes. Are 
incomes pooled and all bills paid out of a common treasury, or 
do individuals maintain separate incomes? Is everyone re-
quired to work an equal amount of time? Is all work equally 
shared and valued 	including things like cleaning and child 
care? How are land, houses, vehicles, machinery and other 

20 

resources owned - communally or individually? Or is there 
some mix of communal and individual ownership? How do 
members feel about their economic system? 

If privacy and individual freedom are high on your 
list, then check out housing and financial arrangements. Does 
everyone live in one big house, or are there individual dwell-
ings? Are these privately or communally owned? If houses 
are shared, are bedrooms and/or other spaces in the house 
designated as private? Is there internal soundproofing suffi-
cient to provide privacy? Are members quiet enough when 
time alone is needed? 

Are all meals eaten communally or individually? Is there 
personal choice of lifestyle? Or does everyone live in the 
same way? Do all members have the same spiritual and politi-
cal values, or is there room fordiversity? How much time and 
work energy are required for membership? How frequent are 
required meetings? 

If a simple lifestyle with appropriate technology, or-
ganic gardening, recycling and "living lightly on the earth" 
is what you desire, explore how homes are built and how they 



Independence Day 
Celebration at Sirius 
Community, MA 

are heated. How many appliances and gadgets are in use? 
How is kitchen waste handled—is it recycled into compost? 
Is food home-grown and organic, or is it store-bought? How 
vital and productive is the garden? Are furniture, clothing, 
equipment, tools mostly new or recycled (used)? How exten-
sive is the use of wind, water and solar energy? 

if feminist values are important to you, then observe 
who does what jobs in the community. Do men share cook-
ing, cleaning, child care? Are women working in administra-
tive and leadership positions and sharing heavier work like 
construction and mechanics? How is sexuality viewed in the 
community? Are there a majority of celibates or families? 
Singles or gays? Are women's opinions as highly valued in 
the community as men's? Are certain behaviors deemed more 
appropriate for just one sex? Is there freedom of expression? 

If a supportive and safe environment for children 
and/or shared child care is what you're looking for, then ob-
serve who has responsibility for children - individual 
parents, the whole community or somewhere in between? 
Notice also whether child care is structured or informal, and 
whether there are good teachers and schools in the com-
munity or nearby. Are there adequate accommodations avail-
able in the community or nearby for families? 

How much time commitmcnt is asked of community 
members, and does this leave time for family? What are the 

Resonating Values to look for in a 
community: 

• Personal support 
• Spirituality 
• Equality 
• Group Economics 
• Privacy 
• Simplicity 
• Fe/Male Roles 
• Child Support 

trade-offs between a totally nuclear family 
setting and an active life in the community? 
Are there children of similar age to your 
own? Are there community playgrounds or 
spaces just for children? Is there a genral 
sense of happiness and harmony among 
families in the community? 

No one community is Utopia, and no one 
community will meet your ideal arrangements in all of the 
areas discussed above. Each community has its special focus, 
based on its own values and philosophy. If you find a com-
munity you really like, but are disappointed that it doesn't 
provide something you feel is important, then perhaps it's a 
message to you to do something yourself to change or im-
prove it, if the community members agree. 

It's easy to throw stones from the sidelines. It's harder - 
and yet more rewarding - to create something better. So, 

make a gift to all those who will come later to the community. 
Considerjoining to help provide focusing energy for that spe-
cial something you feel would make the community beaer.. 
another step closer to Utopia. 

If you find that no community seems to live up to your 
ideals, then perhaps it's best to turn within and ask whether 
you are living these ideals yourself. Maybe you are search-
ing in vain for something outside yourself that only can be 
found within. Perhaps that is the place to begin. Otherwise, 
you may visit any number of communities without ever find-
ing your own community home. + 

(Builders of the Dawn: Community L (festyles in a Changing 
World, 365 pages, is available for $17.95 plus $1.50 postage 
and handling from Sirius Publishing, Baker Road, Shows-
bury, ?v[A 01072) 
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Consensus Ingredients 
v Camline Estes of Alpha Farm, Deadwood, Oregon 

D tiring the past few decades, while we have 
been searching for new ways of doing things 

a order to be inclusive, the decision-making process 
flown as consensus has begun to be used Increas- 
igly and In many different situations. Government 
using It to try to find ways that do not Involve 

Durt cases on controversial laws, such as in the 
nest Service. Flewlett-pacicapj uses It in Its facto- 
es; and many social services are beginning to use it 
t their work. 

in simple texms, consensus refers to agreement on 
'me decision by all members of a group, rather than 
majority or a select group of representatives. The 
nsensus process is what the group goes through to 
acE this agreement. The assumptions, methods, 
id results are different from Robert's Rules of Order 
traditional parliamentary procedure. 
Over the past nearly 40 years, since I was first 

troduced to the use of consensus in Quaker busi-
ss meetings, I have been in widely different situa-
ns In which it has been used, and I have been 
iching it for the past. 15 years. The Greens Party of 
rth America used It in the beginning of Its orga-
ation, and the bioreglonal movement of North 
ierlca uses It exclusively In its biennial meetings. 
my intentional communities use the process, as 
U as the board of the Fellowship for Intentional 
mmunity (FTC). Departments within government 
i universities, school faculties, and administra-
is are beginning to find it useful and efficient. 

The Basis 

Consensus Is based on the belief that each person 
has some part of the truth and no one has all of It 
(no matter how much we like to believe that we our.. 
selves know it all). it Is also based on a respect for all 
persons involved in the decision being considered. 

In our present society the governing Ideals that 
we can trust no one, and therefore we must protect 
ourselves if we are to have any security In our deci-
sions. The most we will be willing to do Is compro-
mise, and this leads to a very interesting way of 
viewing the outcome of working together. it means 
we are willing to settle for less than the very best-
and that we will often have a sense of dissatisfac-
tion with our decisions unless we can somehow 
outmaneuver others involved in the process. This 
leads to a skewing of honesty and forthrightness In 
our relationships 

In the consensus process, we start from a different 
basis. The assumption is that we are all trustworthy 
(or at least can become so). The process allows each 
person complete power over the group. For exam-
ple, the central Idea for the Quakers is the complete 
elimination of majorities and minorities. If there are 
any differences of view at a Quaker meeting, as 
there are likely to be in such a body, the considera-
tion of the question at Issue proceeds with long peri-
ods of solenm hush and meditation, until slowly the 
lines of thought thaw together toward a point of 

line Estes Is a founding member of Alpha Farm and a board 	writing a book on the subject This article Is adaitetj from a piece tber of the Fellowship for Intentional Community. The Is a 	published In the Fall 1983 issue of In Context: A Quarterly of itator of mass meetings, Including Turtle Island Sloreglonal 	Humane Sustainable Cuitiue, Balnbrfdge Island, Washington 'enings and meetings of the TIC Caroline Is a Quaker with 	(reprinted by permission). exPerience as a framer In consensus decision making and Is 
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Taking Care of Business 

unity. Then the clerk frames a minute of condusion, 
expressing the "sense of the meeting." 

Built into the consensual process is the belief that 
all persons have some part of the truth in them, or 
what In spiritual terms might be called "some part 
of God." We will reach a better decision by putting 
all of the pieces of the truth together before proceed-
ing. There are indeed times when it appears that 
two pieces of the truth are in contradiction with 
each other, but with dear thinking and attention, 
the whole may be perceived induding both pieces, 
or many pieces. The traditional either/or type of 
argument does not advance this process. Instead, 
the consensus process is a search for the very best 
solution—whatever the problem. That does not 
mean that there is never room for error—but on the 
whole, In my experience, it Is rare. 

The consensus process makes direct application 
of the idea that all persons are equal—an idea that 
we are not entirely comfortable with, since it seems 
on the surface that some people are "more equal 
than others." But If we do indeed trust one another 
and do believe that we all have parts of the truth, 
then we can remember that one person may know 
more of the truth at one time, while another person 
may know more at another time. Even when we 
have all the fads before us, it may be the spirit that 
is lacking; and this may come forth from yet 
another who sees the whole better than anyone else. 
Everybody's contributions are important. 

Decisions which all have helped shape, and with 
which all can feel united, make the necessary action 
go forwaxd with more effidenc> power and smooth-
ness. This applies to persons, communities and 
nations. Given the enormous Issues and problems 
before us, we need to make decisions in ways that will 
best enable us to move forward together. When peo-
pie join their energ)' stiea4, miracles can happen. 

The Process 

How does the consensus process actually work? It can 
be a Powerful tool, yet like any tool, this process needs 
to be used rightly. To make the most of Its possibilities 
we need to undemd the pan and the process. 

Consensus needs four ingredients__a group of 
People willing to work together, a problem or Issue 
that requires a decision by the group, trust that there 
is a solution and perseverance to find the truth..  

........................ 

Built into the consensual 

process is the belief that all 

persons have some part of 

the truth in them... 

It is Important to come to the meetings with a 
dear and unmade-up mind. This is not to say that 
prior thinking shouid not have been done, but sim-
ply that the thinking must remain open throughout 
the discussion-_or else there Is no way to reach the 
full truth. Ideas and solutions must be listened to 
with respect and thist, and must be sought from all 
assembled. This means everyone, not just some of 
the group. Consensus Is the practice of oneness for 
those who are committed to that Idea, or it is the 
search for the best possible solution for those who 
are more logic-based. 

The problems to be considered come in all sizes, 
from "who does the dishes" to "how to reach accord 
on limiting the arms race." The consensus process 
begins with a statement of the problem-_as dearly 
as possible, in language as simple as possible. It Is 
Important that the problem not be stated in such a 
way that an answer is built in, but that there be an 
openness to looking at all sides of the issue—what-
ever It may be. It Is also necessary to state the prob-
lem in the positive: "We will wash the dishes with 
detergent and hot water," not "We will not wash the 
dishes In cold water." Or "We need to wash the 
dishes so they are dean and sanitary," not "The 
dishes are very dirty; and we are not washing them 
correctly." Stating the issues in the positive begins 
the process of looking for positive solutions and not 
a general discussion of everything that is undesir-
able or awful. 

The meeting needs a facilitator/clerk/convener, a 
role whose importance cannot be too strongly 
emphasized. It is this person whose responsibility it 
is to see that all are heard, that all ideas are incor-
porated If they seem to be part of the truth, and that 
the final decision Is agreed upon by all assembled. 

Traits that help the facilitator are patience, intu. 
itlon, articulateness, ability to think on one's feet, 
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The facilitator needs to be 

able to keep the discussion 

from being dominated by a 

few and to encourage those 

who have not spoken to 

share their thoughts. 

and a sense of humor. It is important that the facili-
tator never show signs of impatience. The facilitator 
is the servant of the group, not Its leader. As long as 
the group needs the derk, he/she should be there. it 
Is also Important for a facilitator to look within to 
see If there Is something that Is missing—a person 
who Is wanting to speak but has been too shy, an 
Idea that was badly articulated but has the possibil-
ity of helping build the solution, anything that 
seems of importance on the nonverbal level. This 
essence of intuition can often be of great service to 
the group by releasing some active but unseen deter-
rent to the continued development of a solution. 

The facilitator must be able to constantly state 
and restate the position of the meeting and at the 
same time know that progress Is being made. This 
helps the group to move ahead with some dispatch. 

And last but by no means least—a sense of 
luznor. There Is nothing like a small turn of a phrase 
it a tense moment to lighten up the discussion and 
iflow a little relaxation. Once you have found a good 
2erk or facilitator, support that person and encour-
Lge them to develop their skills as much as possible. 
)ften there are participants who want to talk more 
ban necessary and others who don't speak enough. 
he facilitator needs to be able to keep the discussion 
ram being dominated by a few and to encourage 
lose who have not spoken to share their thoughts. 
here are a number of techniques for achieving this. 
ne  method is to suggest that no one.spealc more 
Ian once, until everyone has spoken; another Is for 
en and women to speak alternately If those of one 
ender seem to be dominating the discussion. 
However, it Is not good to use any arbitrozy tech-

kue for too long. These methods can bring balance 
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into the group, but artificial guidelines should be 
abandoned as soon as possible. For instance, the teth.. 
nique of alternating men and women speakers might 
be used in only one session. My experience is that a 
single two- or three-hour session using such tech. 
niques will establish a new pattern, and there will be 
little need for guidelines to be conthued any longer. 

No matter how well the discussion is carried for-
ward, how good the facilitator, and how much 
integrity there is in the group, there sometimes 
comes a point when all are in agreement but one or 
two. At that point there are three courses open. One 
Is to see whether the individuals are willing to "step 
aside." This means that they do not agree with the 
decision but do not feel that It Is wrong. They are 
willing to have the decision go forward, but do not 
want to take part in carrying it out. 

If more than two or three persons start to step 
aside from a decision, then the fadlitator should 
question whether the best decision has been reached 
yet This would depend on the si.ze of the group, nat-
urally. At Alpha it is OK for one person to step aside, 
but as soon as others step aside also, the facilitator 
begins to watch and to reexamine the decision. At 
such a time the facilitator might ask for a few min-
utes of silence to see if there was another decision or 
an amendment that should have been considered 
but had been overlooked, something that would 
ease the situation. 

Another possibility is to lay aside the issue for 
another time. Although this alternative always 
seems to raise serious questions, we need to have 
some perspective on what we are doing. it is likely 
that the world will continue to revolve around the 
sun for another day, week, or year, whether we come 
to a decision at this moment or at another. The need 
to make a decision promptly is often not as impor-
tant as the need to ultimately come to unity around 
a decision that has been well seasoned. 

Personal experience has shown me that even the 
most crucial decisions, seemingly time-bound, can 
be laid aside for a while_nd that the time, whether 
a few hours or days, Is wisely allowed If a later meet-
ing can  create a better decision than was possible in 
the first attempt 

The third possibility is that one or two people may 
stop the group or meeting from moving forward. At 
that time there are several key considerations Most 
Important, the group should see those who are with- 
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holding consensus as doing so out of their highest 
understanding and beliefs. Next, the individual(s) 
who are holding the group from making a dedsion 
should also examine themselves closely to assure 
that they are not withholding consensus out of self-
interest, bias, vengeance, or any other such feeling. 
A refusal to consense should be based on a very 
strong belief that the decision is wrong—and that the 
dissenter(s) would be doing the group a great disser-
vice by allowing the decision to go forward. 

This is always one of those times when feelings 
can run high, and it is important for the group not 
to use pressure on those who differ. It Is hard enough 
to feel that you are stopping the group from going 
forward, without having additional pressure exerted 
to go against your examined reasons and deeply felt 
understandings. 

In my personal experience of living with the con-
sensus process full-time for 23 years, I have seen 
meetings held from going forward on only a hand-
ful of occasions, and usually the dissenter(s) was jus-
tified—the group would have made a mistake by 
moving forward. 

Sometimes, though rarely, one person is consis-
tently at odds with everyone else in the group. 
Depending on the type of group and its membership, 
it would be well to see if this person is in the right 
organization or group. If there is a consistent differ-
ence, the person cannot feel comfortable continuing, 
so the group needs to meet and work with that per- 

son concerning alignment 
of basic values and goals. 

Consensus Is a very con- 
servative process—once a 
decision has been made, 
another consensus is re- 
quired to change it. So 
each decision must be well 
seasoned and generally be 
relied on for some time. 
While decisions should not 
be made in haste, they can 

X  be tried on a temporary 
basis by including expira- 
tion dates. At Alpha Fann 

we have made temporary decisions on a number of 
occasions, usually trying the decision for a year and 
then either making a final decision or chopping it 
entirely. This necessitates keeping minutes, which is 
another aspect of consensus that needs consistent 
attention. 

Minutes on each decision should be stated by the 
clerk, facilitator, or minute-taker at the time of the 
decision, so that all present know they have agreed 
to the same thing. It is not stiffldent for minutes to 
be taken and then read at the next meeting, unless 
there ii to be another meeting very soon. Copies of 
the minutes should be disiributed promptly, because 
those who make the decisions are also the ones to 
cony them out If the minutes are not distributed 
until the next meeting, some of the original decision 
makers may not be present. The minutes may or 
may not be correct, but the time for correction is 
past. This is a particularly important but little 
respected part of the process. 

Several years ago, I was privileged to facilitate 
the first North American Bloregional Congress, held 
in Missouri. Over 200 persons arrived from all over 
the continent, and some from abroad. We worked 
together for five days, making all decisions by con-
sensus. Some of those presenr had used the process 
before or were currently using it in the groups they 
worked with at home, but many had not used It. 
There was a high degree of skepticism when we 
began as to whether such a widely diverse group of 
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The need to make a 

decision promptly is often 

not as imponct as the 

need to ultimately come 

to unity around a 

decision that has been 

well seasoned. 

• people could work in the degree of harmony and 
unity that consensus demands. On the final day of 
the Congress, there were very many resolutions, 
position papers, and policies put forward from com-
mittees that had been working all week lbng. All 
decisions made that day were made by consensus_.. 
and the level of love and trust among the partici-
pants was tangible. Much to the surprise of nearly 
everyone, we came away with a sense of unity and 
forward motion that was near mlraculo 

A Second Point of View 
by lanto Evans 

•Thlneen years of experience at Aprovecho Institute 
have taught us some valuable lessons about con-
sensus and our practice of consensnn1Jnune 

Initially, coming from conservative backgrounds 
;snd fearing an inability to achieve unanimous 
(Igreement, we decided to mti' decisions if all but 
Dne person agreecL We saw this as a way to get bust-
ftess done without some obdurate individual hold-
rig the whole show. Our bylaws say something 
(Ike "with one member dissenting." What it means 
['If twopeople oppose something, they  can block it, 
ut an individual can't 

In fact, we seldom get a dissenter, but we're pro-
ted against tin accountable insanity or teinporazy 
its of grumpiness. Neither has ever been an Issue, 
we've found that if one person strongly opposes 
'ething, we usually try to discuss it to a point 
?re they at least feel OK about the group going 
ac. Then the dissenter can say, "Well, I still dis-
nut I don't feel unsupported in my views." 

Effectively, this gives everyone a vote, as of Course 
they have with total consensus, but there's a differ-
ence. in total consensus, one Individual can gradu-
ally take control of an organization by cumulatively 
swaying what doesn't get done in a direction s/he 
wants to see it go. By refusing to agree to black, the 
group is left only with white to dark grey. Later the 
options can be narrowed further by refusing to sup-
port darker shades of grey. Over a period, and som e- 
times going unnoticed, a single subversive can push 
the whole group to accepting only white. 

Reflections on Consensus-Minus One 
by Caroline Estes 

At one level, the differences between these two 
approaches are slight—in practice probably hardly 
noticeable. Yet there is a difference In spirit that 
harks back to the difference between unitary and 
adversary democracy. Total consensus assumes and 
requires a high level of trust and maturity, If these 
qualities can be developed in the group, then using 
total consensus is well rewarded by a bonding that 
goes deeper than the reserve implied in consensus.. 
minus-one But even with the most unpromising 
groups a good facilitator can do wonders. 

On the other hand, there are many groups_-esp& 
daily with loosely defined membenhJpwhe re  it 
would be naive to assume that every member will act 
in "unitary good faith," especially since our society 
trains us to act as adversaijes Consensnus-ne 
can permit these groups to gain many of the benefits 
of consensus and avoid risking the subversion that 
tanto fears. The lesson, it seems to me, Is to have lots 
of tools in your toolbox, and use each where it fits. ® 
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This past February, Caroline Estes 
presented a four-day Consensus 
Facilitiation workshop in Boulder, 

Colorado. I went there believing in 
consensus as a decision-making tool 
for groups of highly conscious individ-
uals who already knew and trusted one 
another. _____ 

I left four days later con-
vinced that, properly learned and 
facilitated, the consensus pro-
cess itself can elevate the con-
sciousness of a group. It can 
build trust, bond the participants, 
encourage shy people to speak 
up, and teach overly verbal or 
energetic people to slow down 
and wait their turn. At its best, a 
series of well-facilitated consen-
sus meetings can teach a bunch 
of suspicious know-it-ails how to 
treat each other respectfully, real-
ty listen to other points of view, 
and put the group's long-term 
interests before their own per-
sonal needs. 

We learned this from one of 
the most exoerienced consensus 
facilitators In North America. Caroline 
Estes has worked with the consensus 
process in both Quaker and secular 
activist groups for the last 35 years. 
She's facilitated the process for the 
Green and Bioregional national confer-
ences, as well as businesses, universi-
ties, and local and national government 
agencies. 

How it works. Consensus decision-mak-
ing is not like voting. It seeks instead to 
create an agreement, about a particular 
issue, that takes into account everyone's 
concerns. The group members do this by 
modifying and re-modifying a proposal 
until it is acceptable, or nearly so, to 

everyone. The "decision" is final when 
no group member has any further objec-
tion to the latest version. Consensus is not 
necessarily unanimity; it's more like 
unity, where people can unify behind a 
decision everyone can live with, and to 
which everyone consents. 

A consensus facilitator, unlike a chair- 
person, does not join in the discussion and 

is not part of the decision- 
making process. The facilita- 
tor calls on people to speak 
who have raised their hands, 
periodically summarizes what 
has been said thus far, and, 
when it seems like the group 
may have reached agreement, 
formally calls for consensus. 

The Quakers have used 
consensus for 300 years. It 
arose from their belief that 
there's a bit of God in each of 
us, and that therefore each of 
us has a piece of the truth. It's 
a conservative process: if the 
whole group doesn't agree, 
they don't change anything. 

In consensus, one lone person can 
stop the group from agreeing on a deci-
sion, by "standing in the way of," or 
"blocking." But in a well-trained group, 
blocking is rarely used. That's because 
anyone objecting to a proposal would 
have discussed these objections quite 

openly beforehand. Throughout 
the discussion, the group would be 
modifying and refining the pro- 
posal to meet these objections. 

I Adva

ntages   for Communities. 
The advantages of consensus over 
voting can be particularly appeal-
ing to intentional communities 
because in consensus everyone's 
ideas and concerns are valued. 
The facilitator draws out all mem- 

 bers, including normally quiet 
ones, and doesn't let the louder, 
more verbal or energetic members 
dominate the others. Consensus 
empowers a group as a group, 
whereas voting tends to reward 
the most aggressive members. 

Consensus can produce more 
innovative solutions than might 

be generated by an "either-or" voting sys-
tem. It also helps generate trust, cohe-
siVeness and strength in a group. A 
delighted "We did it!" can come over a 
group when they discover a workable or 
innovative solution to a previously 
intractible problem. 

Consensus process builds trust, but it 
requires trust to start with. Caroline sug-
gests, therefore, that an intentional com-
munity group start slowly, deciding only 
small, minor issues at first, such as what 
to have for dinner. As skill in the process 
and trust in each other build, the group 
might make larger decisions, such as 
whether or not to buy a used freezer. 
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With more trust built on mid-range deci-
sions, consensus can be used for deciding 
the really big stuff: Do we buy our 
neighbor's land? Do we welcome the 
Joneses as members? 

And Disadvantages. Consensus deci-
sion-making is a little like operating a 
chainsaw. You'll cut more wood in less 
time, but you have to be trained in how to 
operate the thing. 

And not everyone should use it. For 
example, untrained groups—which can 
flounder in frustration and burnout. Many 
political activist groups of the '60s and 
'70s thought they were using consensus, 
but were just guessing at how to do it. 

Only groups that already have a 
common purpose should use consensus. 
This was brought home when I met some 
folks recently at a rural intentional com-
munity that has made consensus decisions 
since 1963. The original members had no 
common purposes other than to shun the 
wider society, have no rules, and never 
use chemical fertilizers. Any new mem-
bers who bought a departing member's 
Land automatically had full decision-
making rights. Over the years this com-
munity rarely agreed to take action on 
anything because someone always 
blocked the proposals, perhaps to support 
the ideal of "no rules!"—er sometimes for 
ust sheer, individualistic,"! don't want 
:o!" Alter several years most community 
rojects folded, common areas were 

ibandoned, and members lived separate 
ives with very little contact. Some rea-
;oned they should revive majority-rule 
toting for making decisions, because 
hen at least no one peson could stop 
:veryone else. Unfortunately, the corn-
nunity hasn't switched to voting because 
me lone person or another has always 
'locked this proposal as well! 

This story illustrates several signifi-
ant points about consensus. First, a 
roup must have a clear unifying pur-
ose. Second, brand new members with 

Anodacn and lbw opinion, 
nizalion do not fltttflfllyrt 

no common links or common history 
with the community shouldn't have deci-
sion-making privileges right away. 
(Alpha Farm in Oregon requires new 
members to attend three consecutive 
meetings before they can participate ful-
ly. At the first they observe silently; at the 
next two they can offer ideas but have no 
power when it comes to actual decisions.) 

Finally, some members of the above 
community don't realize that "block-
ing" was not designed for the exercise of 
one's own personal preferences. It has 
solely to do with honestly feeling that the 

decision would not be in the long-term 
best interests of the group as a whole-
that it would split the community, expose 
them to danger, hurt their reputation, 
bring financial disaster, or compromise 
the community's integrity. 

The blocking privilege is for the 
member whose "piece of the truth" 
reveals something important the rest of 
the group hasn't seen. One uses this 
privilege only after a time of earnest, 
objective, soul-searching. I've heard 
tales of a community group, untrained in 
consensus process, whose members 
sometimes blocked proposals because, 
say, a member wanted this kind of front 
door and no other! This is not the con-
sensus process. This is self-indulgence. 

Attitudes. Before the workshop I had 
been sure consensus wouldn't work if 
some suspicious, negative person blocked 
most decisions out of sheer egotism, or if 
loud, aggressive folks steamrollered their 
opinions over those of timid, unsure 
ones. However, in a demonstration skit 
(in which we gleefully acted out all our 
worst-case scenarios), we saw how Car-
oline quietly, respectfully and like an 
Aikido master, deterred the loudmouths, 
drew out the shy folks, dc-fused yelling 
matchings, trimmed the aggressors, 
stopped the cross-talk, and repeatedly 
brought us back to the task of generating 
our very best solutions. It was awesome. 

It is true, however, that certain atti-
tudes and personality characteristics can 
greatly slow down the consensus process 
and make it more difficult. For example, 
competition, which we've trained for since 
childhood; egotism and seif-centeredness, 
(according to Caroline, the narcissistic 
person is the most difficult to work with in 
consensus); the inability to feel emotions, 
or feeling anxiety when someone else 
expresses theirs; and wanting to "own "  the 
ideas you offer to the group. 

Conversely, here's what works: 1) 
The ability to cooperate actively (express-
ing ideas or objections, rather than simply 
keeping quiet if you don't agree); 2) en-
couraging conflicting and widely diver-
gent opinions rather than suppressing 
them; 3) validating, not just tolerating, 
feelings and emotions; and 4) being 
willing to let your ideas become the 
group's ideas. 

Caroline is convinced that, under the 
right conditions, most groups using con-
sensus can can build trust and rapport, 
empower theft membership, and come up 
with better solutions than any one mem-
ber could ever have created alone. How-
ever, in addition to a common purpose, 
they must have equal access to power, and 
a willingness to trust the consensus pro-
cess and each other; experience strong 
emotions or outright conflict; devote 
enough time to the decision-making pro-
cess; and learn new communication skills. 

Power, Emotions, Conflict and Time. 
Consensus doesn't work well when one 
person in a group is the "supervisor" or 
"boss" with the power to fire or demote 
others, or perhaps the landowner, with the 
power to sell the land or evict the others. 

Emotions are important because they 
can represent important pieces of infor-
mation, or concerns that may not have 
reached conscious awareness. A group is 
discussing whether to buy a used freezer, 
and Joe, with a disgusted look, exclaims, 
"Damn! There's something about this 
that stinks!" Joe is not out of line here; 
he's reaching for a piece of information 
that may be valuable for the group. When 
the facilitator draws out the reasons behind 
his feelings, Joe realizes what's bothering 
him—buying a used freezer is itself inim-
ical to the community's primary purpose 
of living a simple, resource-efficient 
lifestyle. No one else had seen this; they 
were too focused on what a bargain the 
used freezer was. Some peàple access 
their mental processes by feeling an emo-
tion first, and-only later knowing what 
they're thinking. "It takes all of you, not 
just your mind," says Caroline. "If you 
don't use all of yourselves in consensus 
groups, you short-change your decisions." 
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Conflicts and differences will arise 
as fiercely in the consensus process as 
they do in any other form of decision-
making. But in consensus, different 
viewpoints are considered an adtiantage 
because diversity give rise to a rich 
store of alternatives from which an agree-
ment can be crafted. Different people are 
like the different facets of a diamond, 
some of which are Opposite to one anoth-
er. To create a really sustainable healthy 
solution, says Caroline, it is important to 
engage all the facets. 

Consensus takes time. For example, 
a group could take two or three hours of 
discussion before reaching an agree-
ment on the used-freezer proposal. After 
that, they either buy the freezer or don't, 
and the issue never comes up again. 

A voting process might have taken 
them only a half hour. But had they vot-
ed to buy the freezer, the thirty percent 
who voted against it would repeatedly 
bring up how using that much electricity 
for food storage is undermining the com- 

munity 's purpose. If you counted all the 
discussion time and conflict after the ini-
tial decision was made, this.voting pro-
cess would have cost them a great deal. 

The Potential. What amazed and 
inspired me most at this workshop was 
personally experiencing how this very 
simple process-if done right-can 
transform meetings from overlong, frus-
trating, draining sessions into spirited, 
stimulating events where everyone's 
ideas are turned into surprisingly creative 
and workable solutions. I'm now con-
vinced that average North Americans, 
trained since birth in self-centered, 
"rugged individualism," can learn to 
cooperate, respect each other's views, 
and forge agreements and alliances 
beyond what anyone could have envi-
sioned. And have a great time doing it! 

-Diana Leafe Christian 

Next thn4 "Fad!ftating the Consensus Process. '"j 

RESOURCES FOR CONSENSUS 
PUBLICATIONS 

Building United Judgement.' A Handbook for 
Consensus Decision 'faking, The Center for Conflict 
Resolution. Pb. 124 pp. 512. 731 State Street, ltfadj-
sort WI 53703. (608) 255.0479 Or, Communji 
Bookshelf, East Wind Community, Tecumseb, 
85760. (417) 679-4682 

"Consensus Ingiedients," Carolyn Estes, in Direc-tory of Intentional Communities, FTC, H 1992' Pb. 326 pp. $19. Bookstores, or G: (816) 883-5543 
"Making Decisions and Governing," in Creating 

Comnuvuty Anywhere, Carolyn R. Shaffer & Kijsu 
Anundsen. Tardier, 1991 Pb. 334 pp. $15.95. 

AUDIOTAPE5: "CELEBRATION OF 
COMMUNITY" CONFERENCE 

- "Introduction to Consensus, " Laird Schaub. 
- "Introduction to Facilitatio,,," Laird Schaub 
• "Problems and Issues in Conse,,sus Facilitatio,," 

Laird Schaub, Betty Didcoct. 
All tapes 120 minutes. $8.50 ea. (+ $I P&H). One 
tape free for every five ordered. PlC/Tapes, P.O. Box 
814, Langley, WA 98260. (204) 221-3064. 

CONSENSUS TRAINERS 
' Betty Didcoct, ,P0, Box 814, Langley, WA 

98260. (206) 221 -7828. 
' LairdSc/zau4 Sand/ill Farm, Pt. 1, Box 155-

C, Rutledge, MO 63563. (816) 883-5533. 
'' Caroline Estes, Alpha Farm, Deadwood 

Oregon 97430. (503) 964-5202 	'j' 

Ithough the geographic focus of "Communi- 
ty Classifieds" is the  West, we welcome ads 

ont readers anywhere. Cost is 20+ a word. 
100 words maximum. Please type or print your ad 
and send it with your check and the Subs criprion/Ad 
Coupon (p. 15) no later than MAY15th for the July 
94 issut Be sure to include your complete address 

and phone number. Thanks!! 

COMMUNITIES SEEKLNG MEMBERS 

5UNSHIP COMMUNITy, LYONS, COLORADO. 
We are a spiritually oriented, Vision-insp

nd
ired rural 

community on 106 acres of beautiftil laalong the 
Little Thompson River, 20 minutes from Boulder. 
Eagles, deer, abundant wildlife. Nine individually 
owned one-acre housesites; common interest in 
land, future community buildings. $72,500. Midge 
t"feager, 1160 Eagle Way, Lyons, CO 80540. (303) 
823.9040. 

RURAL PROPERTY FOR SALE 

FIND YOUR COUNTRY HOME in a monthly land 
mtalog packed with bargains! Nationwide listings by 
owners and and agents: Farms, Ranches, Acreages, 
Rural Homes, Survival Retreats, Hunting & Fishing 
Land, Waterfront Properties, Small Town Homes, 
and a separate section on Businesses For Sale. 
$1613tear 0 2 issues); $2/sample copy. Rural Prop. 
erty Bulletin, Box 37-0, Sparks, Nebraska 69220. 

660-ACRE RANCH FOR SALE, ideal for an linen-
tional community, near Crestone, Colorado, a spir-
itual/New Age community in the San Luis Valley. 
Pasture, 2 houses, 10 artesian wells, greenhouse, 
erganic garden, pond, 10-panel photovoltaic system. 
9260,000 cash. Owner. (719) 256-4107. 

CLASSES, WORKSHOPS, EVENTS 

PERMACULTURE_H.API (High Altitude Perma-
ilture Institute) sponsors Colorado permaculture 

bun and "hands-on" workshops, including Instant 
Garden Beds, Apartment Gardening, Solar Greenhouse 
besign, High-Altitude Gardening, Spiritual Gardening, 
Cold-Season Gardening, Permaculture Design. Box 
148-GC, Ward, CO 80481. (303) 459-3494. 

PERMACULTURE_.Jerome Osentowski offers 
workshops on permaculture design in Colorado and at 
CRMPI (Central Rocky Mountain Pennaculture 
Institute) in Basalt, Colorado, including Introduction 
to Pennaculture, Gardening with Nature, Pemiacilnire 
Greenhouse, and 8th Annual Pemiaculture Design 
Course (9/24-1017)LBOX 631-CC, Basalt, Co 81621. 
(303) 927-4158 

CONSCIOUS EATING WORKSHOP with 
GABRIEL COUSENS, M.D. will be presented in the 
Boulder, CO area June 11, 1994. Gabriel is a vege-
tarian physician, medical researcher, homeopath, 
holistic family psychiatrist, as well as an international 
workshop leader on the relationship of diet, lifestyle, 
and spiritual life, and author of Sevenfold Peace, 
Conscious Eating and Spiritual Nutrition and the 
Rainbow Diet, Presented by the Noerr Programs. 
Tuition is $85. (303) 642-7147. 

INTUITION AND FIJrURISM: AN EVENING 
WITH KEVIN RYERSON, presenting his latest dis-
coveries in the exploration into Consciousness and 
the Future. May 6th, 7:00 pm at the Unitarian Uni-
versalist Church of Boulder, 5001 Pennsylvania 
Avenue. Kevin is an expert intuitive, teacher, and 
trance channel prominently featured in Shirley 
MacLairie's book and film. Out on a Limb. Admis-
sion $30. Workshop and Personal Guidance Sessions 
will also be available May 8-11 in the Boulder area. 
Presented by the Noerr Programs. (303) 642-7147. 

BOOKS, PUBLICATIONS 

PERM4CUfl7JRFjçJflqgr, A quarterly magazine 
of solutions by and for people designing their own 
way of life. Front aquaculture to tree crops and offi-
cial investment to zoodoc, examples that work, 
ideas that simulate. 4 issues/$Th. Rt. I, Box 38-0G. 
Primm Springs, TN 38476. 

We run our home and business on renewable energy 
You can rca/HOME POWER MAGAZINE tells you 
how. Since 1987 we've provided how-to information 
on solar, wind and hydroelectric systems, electric 
vehicles, solar hot water and architecture, hydrogen 
and methane production, solar cooking, home-brew 
projects, project reviews and more- Bi-monthly. 

100+ pages for only $1S'r, Home Power puts you in 
touch with manufacturers, dealers, and folks living 
your dream around the world. Sample $4.50. Monte 
Power, P.O. Box 520-GC, Ashland, OR 97520. (91 
475-3179. 

HEBE4V'S WORKS by Heben W. l9nnemore, is a col-
lection of articles and stories on spiritual real estate 
and fixing your environment, designed to entertain, 
inform, challenge your thinking, and give you some 
tools to work with in your spiritual growth. $5 per 
copy; 51.50 postage and handling. For more infor-
mation, or to order, write Heben's Works, P.O. 
Box 159-GC, Johnston, IA 50131. 

BOOKS ON EARTH CHANGES, PROPHECY 
AND HEALTH, including unique, hard-to-find and 
imported books on these subjects. Also herbal prod-
ucts, water distillers and water filters, Antoinette Den-
ning, Regeneration Realities, P.O. Box 1544-CC, 
Anacortes, WA 98221. (206) 299-0722. 

PRODUCTS, SERVICES 

LEARN TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS and bring out 
the best in others through the Strider System of 
Empowered Communication. Errol Strider has spent 
30 years developing and teaching a methodology for 
successful communication. Call for information on 
how to bring these powerful relationship-building 
tools into your community. (303)541-0607 

EXPERIENCE COLORADO COHOUSING, at 
Sumati '5 Bed & Breakfast in Lafayette (nr. Boul-
der), Colorado. A stay in my sunny twin-bedded 
guest room with breakfast at the Nyland Commu-
nity offers a taste of what CoHousing is like and a 
chance to participate in community life. Suntazi, 
3501 Nyland Way South, Lafayette, CO, 80026. 
(303) 499-8915, 

GEODESIC DOME KITS Economical frame kits 
from 14' to 60.' Unique design suitable for houses, 
greenhouses, barns, meditation rooms, hot tub covers, 
etc. We provide pre'drilled, precision-cut wood 
struts, connecting hardware, and instructions for fin-
ishing. Econ-O-Do,ne, 20246 Gibnan Road, Lake' 
hea4 04 96052. (976) 238-2586, 



COMMUNITY 
HOME 

by Buzz Burrell 

A well-meaning communitorian built this inexpensive dwelling 20 years ago in Ounmire 
Hollow community, with a /Wing tree growing through the root and diagonal, diamond-
shaped windows in the door. With no foundation, the wood has rotted, and wind 
swaying the tree has gradually pu/led the house, apart. 
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A fool makes mistakes over and over 
An intelligent person makes mistakes 
once, and learns from them. A wise 
person learrzsJ*om other peoples mis-
takes. —Anonymous 

Ilouses 
yE BUILT A NUMBER OF [HE IY's)c' .l\7t12 	in my time, including a 

 stick-built, a rammed-earth 

TO BUILD YOUR block, and now, a pumicecrere  
house. 

But the first house I ever built was 
a concrete slab that's still sitting in 
my front yard in western Colorado. 
After three months of drawing 
squiggley lines on graph paper all I 
got was a 20' x 24', 8-con monolith. 
(Upon which, every muddy spring, 
neighborhood tots ride endless circles 
with their tricycles.) I've often 
thought of digging up the slab, but 
that would be expensive, and besides 
it's become something of a monu-
ment—a never-ceasing reminder to 
me of how not to build a house. 

Communitarians and owner-
builders are usually idealists, risk-
takers, and self-actualizers. 
Communitarjans often are owner-
builders, building their own homes 
and community buildings, often 
choosing alternative construction 
methods. And while building one's 
own home or living in community is 
considered abnormal and risky, these 
are merely returns to practices that 
were utterly normal for most of hu-
man history. 

There are good reasons for being 
so bold as to build your own alterna- - 
tive home. For one, the construction 
industry is rife with problems. 

Environmental: In Colorado, for 
example, houses account for 22 per-
cent of the total energjr use, and con-
struction waste comprises 25 percent 
of landfills. Carbon-dioxide emis- 
sions from home heating contribute 
a substantial proportion of air pollu-
tion in the state. 

Cost In Boulder, where I now 
live, the average yearly salary is 
$25,000, which qualifies one for a 
mortgage of approximately $70,000. 
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3. Innocent Arrogance: Because 
most communitarians and alterna-
dye-structure owner-builders see the 
world from a different viewpoint 
than that of the mainstream, one 
that is often more broad, insightful, 
and holistic, we can be tricked into 
thinking we know more than the 
carpenter down the street with 30 
years' experience. 

Some friends of mine in a small 
community were elated about their 

4. Too Good to Be True. There is 
no shortage of articles telling us how 
to "Build Your Home in the Woods 
for $19.95." Believing these fables is 
the sure path to a rude awakening. If 
a new construction method is that 
inexpensive and that easc most 
people would already be doing it. 
The building industry may be pol-
luting the planet, but it's not stupid. 

I know a successftji, intelligent 
couple who moved to Colorado to 
live in a new community that had 

However, the median house price in 
Boulder is $229,000. 

'Alienation: The construction 
industry has separated itself from its 
roots: nowadays homeowners basi-
cally give up any connection to their 
dwellings or to the process of creat-
ing them. The homeowners' function 
has become that of "walking wallets," 
who, feeling anxiety tempered with 
hope, watch impotently as their fit-
ture home is designed, planned, and 
constructed with little input from 
them—except for the requirement 
that they now work without inter-
ruption for the next 30 years. 

Our homes and community 
buildings make important statements 
that reflect our values, lifestyles, and 
goals. However, to break from the 
current non-sustainable pattern of 
sticic-built, non-energy-efficient, 
non-solar, "production" homes and 
embrace strawbale, adobe, or cob is 
not.as  simple as it seems. Knowing 
what is wrong with a system is easy; 
the hard part is knowing how to do 
what's right. The transition from the 
former to the latter is trickier than 
one might expect—as those of us 
who have spent decades making as-
sorted mistakes can readily tesd5 

In this spirit I offer the following 
top ten list of the "best" mistakes-
all taken from my own personal in-
ventory of whoppers. 

1. Exploding Budget Your house or 
:onirnunity building is going to cost 
nuch more than you think—a lot 
nore. How can I say this, without 

'uving seen what you've planned? 
;imply because, almost without fail, 
his turns out to be the case. The 
esult of running out of money is 
xtreme stress, awkward half-finished 
uildings, and relatives who are sud-
tenly poorer for having known you. 

Expanding Thneframe: Learning 
ow to do something new takes 
me. Bucking the system takes time. 
Vhatevcr time you have estimated 
Dr building your new house is 

almost assuredly too short. This can 
cause career crunches, more stress, 
more financial difficulties, and (it's 
happened) failed marriages. The first 
summer, your out-of-state friends are 
happy to stop by and beat a few nails 
into submission, but by the second 
season, you are bypassed in their July 
vacation plans. 

Cost and time overruns can occur 
even with celebrated buildings, such 
as the residence/office of the Rocky 
Mountain Institute in Snowmass, 
Colorado. This innovative, curved 
double-rock wall structure—once 
featured on the cover of Architectural 
Digest—was owner-built by Amory 

Lovins, a physicist who creates model 
energy-efficient programs, consults 
for major utility companies, and 
testifies before Congress. Here is a 
brilliant man doing extraordinary 
work—a man responsible for shifts 
in national energy policy—who was 
astonished to discover that th e  
project was taking twice as long as 
expected, and was more than 50 
percent over budget. 

If this can happen to the world's 
smartest guy, it can happen to us.  

new building material—recycled 
wood wall forms that, they assured 
everyone, "won't burn or rot, and 
creace 'breathable' walls." Excited 
about being the first in their stare to 
use this wonderful new product, and 
by their innovative ideas about creat-
ing a natural, nontoxic house, they 
dismissed the idea of hiring an expe-
rienced building crew. Instead they 
decided to build it themselves with 
the help of a farmer and former con-
.tractor who had brilliant ideas for 
cutting costs and saving time, who'd 
work partly for cash and partly for 
trade. It II cost a fraction of a con-
ventional house," they enthused. 

My friends and the farmer/builder 
spent weeks redesigning the house 
(the original design failed to make 
the walls support the roof loads).and 
incorporating the builder's new ideas. 
Construction was delayed weeks, 
even months at a time: waiting for 
the engineer, for the weather to clear 
up, for the farmer to finish planting. 
Months into the project my friends 
realized they couldth afford the 
house as designed and totally revised 
the plan. Then more delays. A.year 
and a half later these folks had a hole• 
in the ground, a half-finished foun-
dation, a nearly empty wallet, and a 
serious case of humility,  

"Innocent arrogance" is tricicy 
because it's so well intentioned. It 
causes us to ignore warnings, not 
heed advice, and in general not avail 
ourselves of helpful professional 
resources. 
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Building your own home represents the largest single investment of money and time most 

people will make in their lifetimes. Without thorough preparation, owner-builders may 

encounter great frustration, delays, and even squander their money. 

—Robert Sardinsky, Rocky Mountain Institute 

advertised, "Build your dome home 
for $50 a square foot." In spite of 
suggestions that there could be more 
to this than met the eye, my friends 
pursued it. A year later they had a 
lovely dome home they're completely 
happy with—at a cost of$130 a 
square foot. 

Apples to Apples. Houses can be 
built for very little money—if you 
don't have to comply with code; if 
you don't need a mortgage or fire 
insurance; if you get used materials; 
if you contribute a lot of free work, 
etc. When comparing building sys-
tems, suppliers, or results, beware the 
trap of not making a fair compari-
son. The straw bales for your wails 
may cost only $400, but that doesn't 
mean your completed strawbale 
house might not end up at 
$100,000+. Furthermore, those inex-
pensive walls will probably require 
more expensive plumbing, electrical 
work, and finish treatments. 

An architect friend who specializes 
in strawbale design and construction 
gets many queries from people who 
want him to design their strawbale 
house. When he says it will cost 
about $100 a square foot, they're 
shocked. "But what about that article 
in Mother Earth News?" they plead. 

If you want all the amenities we've 
come to expect in a house, and you 
live in a county that enforces code, 
then an alternative house is going to 
cost you the same as—if not more 
than—a conventional one. 

"Bluejeans and a Beard." Please 
excuse the generalization, but I've 
noticed that if a woman owner-
builder has no idea what she's doing, 
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she will ask for advice. If a man has 
no idea what he's doing, he will pre-
tend to know. Thus, if the former 
encounters the latter, very bad advice 
may result. 

Mother friend is building a 
timberfrarned clay-straw house on a 
butte with a spectacular view in 

western Colorado. She'd never built 
before, and asked a neighbor for 
advice. He convinced her to extend 
her greenhouse area across the entire 
front of the building ("It'll only cost 
about $800 more") and told her how 
to angle the rafters for the roof. Now, 
many thousands of dollars later, she 
realizes that the greenhouse extension 
was several orders of magnitude more 
expensive than quoted, and her new 
roof has a pitch too low for the snow 
load at her elevation. "Don't believe 
someone just because he knows more 
than you do," she advises. "That still 
doesn't mean he knows enough." 

New Age Prophets. If a person 
shares your philosophy, lifestyle, and 
vernacular, you will tend to follow. 
his or her advice, even if the person 
has an unproven track record in 
building. However, your house won't 
notice anyone's philosophy. It will 
simply perform according to the laws 
of physics. 

My same friend with the clay-
straw project paid all travel expenses 
to bring a timberframe expert—an 
eloquent, even poetic, advocate of 
natural building—to Colorado to 
conduct a workshop in these arts. 
Halfway through the workshop she 
noticed there didn't seem to be 
enough vertical posts to support a 
beam over a wide expanse. 

"Er, what's going to hold up the 
second floor?" she asked. 

"It will become ... apparent," 
sniffed the natural building guru. 

Except that it never did, and in a 
few weeks the beam began to sag. An 
engineer gave my friend a series of 
consultations, instructing her to 
install posts, at strategic load-bearing 
points. Good advice—at several hun-
dred dollars a pop. 

Cheap Labor. When the elan is 
good and the people know what 
they're doing, buildings get built at 
amazing speeds. When workers are 
not experienced, things don't get 
built at speeds equally amazing. 

The first construction crew that 
the Rocky Mountain Institute used 
was a bevy of enthusiastic volunteer 
interns, attracted by Amory Lovins' 
krneand the opportunity to work 
on one of the first passive-solar 
buildings in the country.,But soon it 
became alarmingly dear that the 
Institute was spending more money 
feeding the free workers than if they 
had paid a professional crew full 
wages. The job was finished with 
professionals. 

Rose-Colored Glasses. If your 
best and niosttrusted friend tells you 
it will cost $100,000 to build your 
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I. Cost Plus. Take your best and 
most realistic estimate of costs, and 
then add 20 percent. That is abou 
what your house will cost, and that is 
how much money you'd better have 
available. If you don't have that much 
money, then cut back on th e  house 
plans—now. Once under construc-
tion, cost-cutting  is a very inelegant 
procedure that is pain&l, results in a 
clumsy finished product, and can 
initiate phone calls to lawyers. If you 

2 CoMMUNITIES 

proposed house, and a complete 
stranger says it will cost you 
$70,000—you will tend to believe 
the complete stranger. Remarkable 
but true. 

10. Owner Mafflinction. When the 
stress gets too high and the bank 
account too low, the owner/builder 
might finaily cave in under the 
weight of the unfamiliar. The project 
now is in serious trouble. It will 
probably still get done; it will still 
turn out surprisingly well, but only 
after "a year of living hell," as the 
couple with the $130 per s/f dome 
recently described it. 

IT DOESN'T HAVE TO BE THIS WAY 
With the above in mind, here are 

five suggestions that can lead to 
homebuilder happiness. 

3. Make It Easy; Reinventing the 
wheel is hard work. Since building 
houses is hard enough already, take 
steps to make the process more 
reasonable: 

• Listen to criticism; it may be the 
most helpful advice you ever get. 

• Observe filures; they offer good 
information. 

• Talk to your building code offi-
cial before you do anything else. 
Listen to the official's concerns, and 
then address them. 

• Make friends with experienced 
locals and find out who does what in 
your area. 

• Visit completed projects of the 
type of alternative construction you 
wish to do. 

• Learn something of standard 
commercial building practices. These 
will still be the basis of your project, 
no matter what progressive method 
you will be employing. 

• If this is your first building 
project, don't be too ambitious. The 
solar-collecting, heat-storing, gar-
bage-recyding, food-producing fish 
pond in the living room can wait till 
your next house. 

2. Time Plus. The Time Multiplier 
is even bigger than the Cost Multi-
plier, so add 33 percent to your well 
researched timetable. Interestingl y, 
this ratio is uncannily accurate at an y  
stage of the game: whether in the ini-
tial planning stages or laying down 
the carpet, the move-in date is always 
one-third farther away than you 
think. Again, if you have not done a 
realistic timetable then it's better to 
doubkthe estimated time to comple-
tion. If you cannot afford to be off a 
paying job that long, or if winter is 
rapidly approachin& then the best 
time to make a new plan is now. 

• 4. Get Good People. You're not 
going to do it alone, so this is 
important: 

• Consider hiring a builder who 
can manage all the technical aspects. 
You should decide the outcome ;  he 
or she can provide the means to get 
there. 

• It's nice, but not essential, to 
have workers who share your phi-
losophy. It is essential that your - 
workers know how to do the work. 

• It is imperative to have excellent 
communication with the people you 
work with, especially your main 
contractor. 

5. You Are the Overall Managet 
Understand this role, understand its 
implications and requirements, and 
then do a good job of it. It is not 
necessary for you to know how to 
calculate the mitre-angles on hip 
rafters, or the correct proportions of 
gypsum, sand, and water in the fin-
ish coat of stucco, unless you are 
truly building your own house by 
yourself (which is uncommon). It is 
only necessary for you to hire people 
who do know how to do these 
things. Owner-builders can get 
caught up in fun details, and some-
times don't do the really important 
but boring tasks. So don't Forget to: 

Create a good budget, refine it, 

haven't yet done a thorough budget, 
then add 50 percent, maybe 100 per-
cent to whatever you've been thinking. 
And then get right on that budget—. 
it's a more important tool to you than 
all the power saws in the world. 
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Community Interlink 

and use it continually  from start to 
finish. 

• Hire, consult, or form some type 
of relationship with a qualified 
builder, mentor, or advisor. 

• Perform adequate research and 
feasibility studies. Check people's 
references. 

• Write and sign clear contracts 
with all your contractors. 

• Set the best example you can-
of happiness, honesty, excellence, 
humility, and courage. 

Building your own home is much 
like having a child: it's an instant 
reality check on your self-image; it's a 
path of great pain and great joy it's 
something that used to be easy but 
in today's world is quite tricky and 
expensive; and it's a process of in-
credible growth and learning. The 
practice of building our own homes 
is what this society needs to re-
establish, not only for the sake of 
our environment, but for the sake of 
our souls. 	- 

Without question, the world 
needs people like you, who are ready 
and willing to apply their personal 
philosophies to the real world. It can 
be done—you can physically mani-
fest what your heart, spirit, and ide-
als envision—but not without a great 
deal of skill, energy, help, and intelli-
gence. We must synthesize the 
home-building knowledge that exists 
now with the home-building knowl-
edge that has come before: that is the  
future. 12 

Having never before built even a bin/cage, 
Buzz Burrell constructed hisfirst house (a 
canvas geodesic dome) in 1974. He 
recentlyfinisheda solar adobe house, is 
curirntly building a 5,300 sifho use wing 
pumicecrete, and i. project manager fir 
and member ofthe Geneva CommunipA a 
coho using project on 176 acres north of 
Lyons, Colorado. 
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lurturing Our Potential 
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The Challenge of Conflict 
by Julie Mazo 

A Nmw. RIGHTS ACTIVIST HERB IS 
outraged by Allan's provocatively 
stated preference for an omnivore 

diet. Lou worried chat the influx of new 
members will destroy the community as an 
extended Family, and Betsy fears the com-
munity becoming an exclusive and exclu-
sionary enclave. John is a vocal advocate of 
borrowing  money to purchase additional 
land For the communjç while Susan values 

ja

,he commwlity being free of debt. 
The experience  of interpersonal conflict 

almost universal, unless we choose to live 
isolation. All interactions hold the poten-
1 for expressio n  of our very hum differ-
ces, and therefore provide fertile ground 
t Conflict. It may be that intentional corn-
uttes generate even more conflict than 

1995  

impersonal, mainstream environments. It's 
not that communitariaris are more conten-
tious, but rather that the enmeshing of our 
lives makes our differences more readily ap-
parent, and joint decision making highlights 
them. When people live together, work to-
gether, play together, and determine together 
the use of common resources, interpersonal 
disputes and opposing positions about com-
munity actions are to be expected. 

This being so, communities have a spe-
cial need for conflict-resolution and prob-
lem-solving skills. As a mediator and 
facilitator by training and profession, I've 
spent decades helping people to deal effec-
tively with conflict, and have trained count-
less others in the valuable skills of the field. 
This background should come in very  

handy, right? Well ... nor necessarily. The 
longer I live in community, and the more 
history! develop with other members, and 
the more invested I become in group issues, 
the more challenging it becomes to exercise 
my skills. Sometimes it seems that life as a 
cornmunitarian would hold fewer frustra-
tions if I knew less about conflict resolu-
tion. In case this raises any eyebrows, let me 
explain. 

In the world outside of my community, 
automatically shift into "mediator mode" 

whenever I deal with conflict. The attitudes 
and approaches of mediation fit like old, 
comfortable shoes, so well have they been 
integrated over the many years. It's second 
nature for me to empathize, yet remain neu-
tral; to hear contradictory stories without 
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judgment. I clarif' communication, redress 

power imbalances, ensure that positions are 
heard and understood, and engage all the 

many other skills of mediation. In short, my 
detachment from the content (the "what") 
of the dispute enables me to effectively fa-
cilitate a process (the "how") for its resolu-

non. 

At home, it's different. Even with no per-
sonal axe to grind when mediating a dis-
pute between two members, my 

relationships with them carry the potential 

to compromise my neutrality—and there-
fore my effectiveness. Sympathy or antipa- 

thy, whether conscious or unconscious, can 
affect the balance which a mediator needs 
to contribute to the process. It's not enough 

for me to exercise caution that I don't a-
press or demonstrate bias or judgment. I 
must also guard against the tendency to 
over-compensate; that is, to swing too far 
in the opposite direction when my personal 
frelings are engaged. 

Disputed community issues are even 
more problematic. It's rare that I don't have 
my own view about "right" and "wrong," 
since community decisions influence my 
life. Naturally enough, I have a personal 
stake in what the community chooses to do. 

When the community is polarized by a con-

tentious issue, I can walk into a meeting 
telling myself. "OK, this time you're going 
to stay cool." Hah. It doesn't take much for 
me to find myself drawn into heated parti-

sanship. This tends to compromise my abil-
ity to listen and respond to opposing views 
with openness and sensitivity. Advocacy and 
objectivity don't combine well. More often 
than I like to remember, post-meeting re-

flection has left me regretfully await of 
missed opportunities to put into practice my 

large repertoire of peacemaking skills. 
My goals (and perhaps yours) are to be a 

responsible, effective agent for resolving dif-

ferences in my community, and to 
strengthen community support and com-
munity skills for dealing with differences 

constructively. Are these goals achievable? 

Yes, I think so. It will take more discipline 
than I manage to practice consistently, but 

a more harmonious community is surely 

worth that effort. And there are things we  

all can do to encourage movement in that 
direction. 

Raising consciousness 
Do you ever walk away from a meeting 

saying to yourself, "Yuck, that was awful!" 

or "Wow! Why can't it be like that all th e  
time?" Whether the process is satisfying, frus- 

trating, or somewhere in the middle, there's 
much to be learned by taking time to reflect 
as a group on what we've just experienced. 

For example, when during the meeting did 
we feel positive or negative, and why? Which 

comments left us feling more open and flex- 

ible or more rigid and defensive? 

Can we identify the nature of th e  
statements that influenced us one 
way or the other? Did we feel that 

the group heard and truly under- 
stood our position? If not, what 

was missing for us? Was there 
enough space to say what was on 
our minds? Did it feel safe to put 

forth our views? If not, what would have 
helped us to participate? 

These kinds of questions can stimulate a. 
useful evaluation. Answers will deepen both 

individual and grOup awareness, provide 
timely feedback, and generate insight that 
can improve future meetings. Since we are 
all experts about our own experience, exper-

tise about group dynamics is irrelevant for 

an evaluation process to be worthwhile. 
Everyone's input is valuable. Over time, as 
consciousness grows about the kinds of par-

ticipation that influence the group in posi-
tive or negative ways, the potential for 

constructive participation expands. And 
that's what we're after. 

Developing and spreading skills 

Take a course in mediation or in group 
dynamics to enhance your knowledge base. 
Your community probably includes others 
who don't like the way conflict affects the 
group. Bring in a trainer, or organize a study 

group for you and other interested mem-
bers to learn what you can on your own. 
The more people are exposed to the skills 
of managing conflict, the greater under-

standing and support there will be for your 
efforts, and the quicker the community's 

style of handling differences will become 

more satisfying and comfortable. Also, as 

communitarians well know, it's fun to work 
towards a common goal with others. 

Observing the process 

If you identify with my struggle to dis-

engage from the content in order to be more 
effective with process, give yourself permis- 

sion to observe and take notes on what's hap-

pening during a heated discussion. Good 
observation requires the use of eyes and ears, 

not mouth. The paper and pencil in your 
hands for note taking  can do wonders as a 
reminder to reserve your content opinions 
for another occasion. 

Pay careful attention to both verbal and 

nonverbal language and write down 

enough detail to help you remember par-
ticular moments. Thoughtful observation 

can increase your personal sensitivity to 

the nuances of what escalates or reduces 
hostility, exacerbates or soothes had feel' 

ings. 
Observations can also be offered to the 

group when appropriate. For example, dur-
ing a discussion you might interject, "I 
thought Ann was talking about A-B-C, and 

Joe's comment seemed to be about X-YZ. 

I'm confused about what we're trying to ac-
complish." You get the idea. As you think it 
would be helpful, you presentyourobserva. 
tions to achieve clarification, facilitate un-
derstanding. etc. 

Another useful occasion for presenting 
observations is during evaluation or de-
briefing after a meeting. You might share 
with the group the tension you began to 

feel at a certain point, or express that, "It 
seemed to me we lost our focus when... 

•..••.....s.... •.... 

Eliminating differences is not 

the goal ... their absence would 

deprive the community of the 

richness that diversity brings. 

Did anyone else experience it that way?" 
You're not criticizing, blaming, or judg-

ing, but simply offering your perception. 

Including a question with your observa-
tion opens a door for others to reflect on 
what was going on with them during the 
meeting. 

Many good models for process obser-

vation are available. Visit your local library 
to research "group dynamics." or write to 
me for references. As other community 

members become intrigued by what you're 

doing, they can become observers, too. 
This would not only multiply the insights, 
but would also allow you to trade off.That 

is, you observe for 15 minutes, then Joe 
takes over while you become free tocon-

tribute your thoughts about the issues in 
dispute. 

......................... 

The enmeshing of our lives makes our 

differences more readily apparent, and 

joint decision making highlights them. 
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• Nurturing Our Potential 

habitual patterns, learnin g  new skills, and using  them mindfully. It can be done. Let's 
do it! Q 

Julie Maw has lived at  Shannon Farm since 
1989, ant/has been working with conflin 
lution as a mediator andfacilt'mto,. Since 1967. 
She can be reached at Shannon Farm, Rj, z 
Box 343, Afion, VA 22920. 

Partnering for support 
In preparation for an upcoming meeting, 

cell someone else who will be present about 
your intention to remain detached from the 
content in order to focus on the process and 
ask her/him to keep an eye on you. If it be-
comes necessary, your partner an send a 
nonverbal message (like puffing an ear) from 
across the room to serve as a signal that what 
you just said sounded to your 
partner like advocacy. 

An interesting Outcome of 
parmering just knowing that 
our partner will be giving care- 
ful attention to our behavior 	LIvI 
helps us stay in the role we 
have chosen for ourseif. The 	MOP partner can also provide feed- 	

BELIE back afterwards, and help us 
fine-tune our efforts for the hi-
ture. 

t4ING, TERR.L YOJLL NEW 
VE fliis E&rr JERgy AND 

'EkE Up IWE 1MOcE NIGH -i 
QG, AND WEgEF*.jEN05 6AIN 

1MC IEG*JIQUES YOU AND 
U5€D kEAuYG4 US 
IMSIGHT INTO WOW 

FOOLISH WE WERE 

Nd 	tEJNG. 
\ 

MG- IN SIN-CERITY 

can be accepted by those concerned. To 
meet that challenge requires skills to help 
both sides walk in the shoes of the oppos-
ing parties and thereby gain a greater ap-
preciation of the other's experience. It 
requires nurturing the perception that mu-
tual satisfaction is more desirable than hav-
ing winners and losers. It requires 
stretching ourselves, reaching beyond our 

YEAc4, CctqFucr SEEM So SftLy 
Wl.1EN YOU BREAk CUT OF TWCM 
L MEnU, SuRE WE- SIILL I-IAVE 

OUR. blScREEME?4y5, BUT 4RNOW 
AND '(a) SI-loWb US HOW TO 

lW4kE WR5ftv5 IN A MAflcj 
.-_ AND NEACA1Y Mk'4NER 

Using outside facilitators 
However much you know 

about resolving conflict, and 
however well you use your 
knowledge, it may be that an 
especially difficult issue calls 
for an external person with 
appropriate skills. An outside 
consultant comes with a good 
measure of authority and 
credibility simply by virtue of 
having been invited, and 
communities are often more 
willing to accept process 
guidance from an outsider 
than from one of its own 
members. 

When I ant invited to an-
other community in the role 
of outside consultant, I walk 
in acleann of direct experience 
with the issues or investment 
in any particular outcome. The 
group's asswnption of my neu-
trality gets us off to an easier 
start. To be effective, I then 
have to demonstrate that I 
have what it takes to help the 
group accomplish its purposes. 

Eliminating differences is 
not the goal. Even if that 
were possible their absence 

I would deprive the commu-
nity of the richness that di-

I'ersity brings. The challenge 
1 13 to  work with the whole 
I3?trum of opinions and 

cws to arrive at a resolution 
Ithat respects all positions and 

1995 

"rEA-, THAT'S 5WELL , 
CAi '(00 aeTu DO 
ME ONE FAVOR? 	

WHAT? 

NEVEP, M.ENTION Aos 
NAME AROUND ME A1GAJN!! 

'I 

-C 

Q 
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Were looking for people who feel confi-
dent and good about themselves, who have 
achieveda degree ofemotionalmaturitj and 
who can get along with others in a group 
situation. 

We're interested in people who don't feel 
that they've been harmed or taken advan-
tage of by others. Who don't frequently feel 
angry with or blame others for hurting them. 
People who don't get feedback that they are 
moody, or touchy People who 
are willing to say what they 
want and need, what they 
don't like, and what, ideally 
they'd like changed. 

In our experience, what 
works well in a community 
are people who feel good, ask 
for what they want, and 
don't often feel victimized by 
others. 

The 31-year-old Find- 
horn Foundation in Scot- 
land uses statements in its brochure and 
ongoing personal interviews to screen new 
people. Here's an excerpt from its brochure 
for its Foundation Year: 

Our aim is to embody demonstrate, and 
teach aspects ofpersoreal and world service. 
The demand, and challenges ofliving in this 
community require emotional maturity and 
sp:rttual awareness. 

We are looking.fhr those who have moved 
beyond a sole concern for their own growth 
and are ready to live, sEct and work in a col-
lective environment, making a d3fference in 
the world Before you commit for one year 

we require that you participate in the 
Experience week and ... complete three 
months in the Living in Community 
Programme. 

You will either leave at the end ofthe year 
with a toolbox for personal and spiritual 
growth and deep understanding of service, 
or agree to stayJbr another year andjoin our 
staff training. It is necessary that all con-
cernedfeel a mutual sense of rightness. 

Findhorn's brochure also stares, "Par-
ticipation is not guaranteed in advance." 

In screening for potentially compatible 
new community members, look for a good 
history of love and work How can you 
tell? By asking questions. 

Past behavior is the best predictor, ac-
cording to psychological studies, of future 
behavior. Let's say your community has 
published "admissions standards" like the 
first example above. Community members 

might ask the new person: How have you 
supported yourself financially until now? 
Can you describe some of your long-term 
relationships? What was your experience 
in high school or college? How much 
schooling did you complete? If you chose 
to leave, why was that? Have you pursued 
alternative educational or career paths such 
as inrernships, apprenticeships, or on-the-
job-trainings? Where, and for how long? 

Did you compLete them? 
Asking such questions 

benefits new people as well 
as the community. It can 
help potential members 
look at and plan their lives. 
And it sets a tone for the 
community. By directly 
stating what you want, you 
help manifest it. 

Manifestation requires 
first visualizing what you 
want in a rough form, and 

then spelling it out in detail, often out loud 
or in writing. Asking for strengths, whether 
real or potential, articulates that your com-
munity has individual and community goals. 

To put it another way, if your commu-
nity front door is difficult to enter, healthy 
people will strive to get in. If it's wide open, 
you'll tend to attract unhealthy people, 
well versed in resentful silences, subterfuge, 
manipulation, and guilt trips. Once these 
people are in your community; the energy 
of the group may be directed to getting 
them out again. In the process, both the 
bouncers and bounced can get hurt. 

Consider this. A new member who is 
later rejected and asked to leave may be 
deeply scarred. However, if the person 
wasn't accepted for membership in the first 
place, he or she is just disappointed. A big 
difference. 

Another process from the Findhorn 
Foundation that's worth passing 21on If 
a potential new member doesn't make it 
during the trial period, he or she is gently 
told, "Not now. Work on your issues that 
you've identified here and come back 
later." 

Fair? Yes. Loving? Yes. 
An ideal solution in a perfect world? 

No. 
In my opinion such a world doesn't 

exist—in or out of community. 
But our goal as communitarians, and 

that of our prospective members, is to 
try.Q 

If your 

community front 

door is difficult 

to enter, healthy 
people will strive 

to get in. 

An Intentional Community 
and Learning Center for 
Sustainable Living Skills 

1st Annual Lost Valley 
• P ermaculture Reunion 

October 3-6 
A gathering of permaculture enthusiasts from 
throughout the reon to work on ptojts to- 

ther, learn fromeach other, and have fun. 
Jude Hobbs, Rick Valley, Tom Ward 

and the Lost Valley Community 
$754150 s/s including meals and camping. 
Rooms availableforan addldonal$lopernlght. 

Naka-Ima 
October 24-26 

AcoureaboutdisSOLvingob5t2cleS,lettIngg0of 
auachments, and being honest fully alive and 
deeply connected. This pross has been pro-
foundly beneficial for our community. 

Deborah Riverbend 
$3004450 s/s including meals and lodging. 
Community scholamhips available. 

7th Annual Two-Week 
Permaculture Design Course 

December 1-13 
Three of the Northest's leading permaculture 
practioners and teachers will present the fun. 
damentals of pemnculture dign, theory and 
prac1i. Graduates will rive a certificate of 
compleon from the Permacultiire Institute. 
Jude Hobbs, Rick Valley & Tom Ward 
$7004900 s/s including meals and lodging. 

Please contact us for informa- 
lion about our 1998 apprentice- 
ships in Deep Agroecology and 

Sustainable Living and our 
ongoing Work Study program. 

To register or for a FREE CA TA- 
LOG of our up coming programs: 

Lost Valley Educational Center 
81868 Lost Valley l..ane, Dexter, 0R97431 

6I1L (541) 937-3351 
•• 	visit our website at: 

www.efn.org/-lyec  



fartII:R&itina 
By Pat Wagner 

What went wrong? Over a two-
year period, this successful com-
munity had deteriorated to the 

point where it was running solely on past 
achievements. The group meetings Were 
tense, and simple issues were taking 
months to decide. The community had 
split into two warring camps, and despite 
the intentions of many people, the good 
feelings members had had for each other 
were slowly dying. No one seemed to have 
the energy for fun. 

For years the community had relied on 
a single conflict management model based 
on the personality and wisdom of the 
founder. When she left, the remaining 
members decided to go to a more collabo-
rative model, where all of the adults would 
make the important decisions together. 
After one year, community meetings had 
become shouting matches; needless to 
say, few decisions were being made. 

What had happened to turn this kind, 
good-humored intelligent and committed 
community into a group of confused, 
angry and ineffectual adults? 

Learn how to run meetings. Com-
munity members had received.no training 
on how to run meetings and make deci-
sions. (See "Facilitating a Meeting," P. 8.) 

Because the group was college-edu-
cated and most of the participants had 
experienced therapy and various kinds of 
growth work, they didn't think they would 
need specific education in conflict man-
agement, negotiation, consensus-build-
ing, etc. They didn't realize how much 
they had relied on their founder. 

They now know that learning the art 
of community building is a lifelong pro-
cess that is greatly helped by using the 
resources of those outside the community 
with erperience and wisdom. 

Support leadership when it 
emerges. The real leadership had left 
when the founder left; unfairly, her ghost 
Was being asked to make things work. 

The same people who had been quick 
to Criticize the somewhat controlling style 
of the former leader had nothing to give as 
an alternative. When she first departed, 
many people felt relieved; they did not 
;reale.that freedom is not an end but a 
means. As a group and as individuals, 
there had been no investment in creating 
and SUpporting new leadership via con-
versation and structured activities. 

teeping  the community going via 

rei
red leadership means engaging in a pro-
0f sometimes painful dialogues. Also, 

tr 'ans those who do have a strong vision 

asics 
need to step forward and share that with 
everyone in the group. Sadly, unless some-
one has both the vision and the influence, 
things will be rocky for quite a while. 

Create bonds of friendship outside 
of meetings. Communication had bro-
ken down among members of the leader-
ship team. Only a few of the people had 
responsibilities that caused them to inter-
act on a daily basis with the other com-
munity members. More and more, they 
relied on the weekly group meetings to 
both solve problems (productivity) and 
create relationships (community). One 
result was the growth of cliques of four'of 
five people; which clique would take 
what side in a dispute became predictable. 

Community me,nbers must purposely 
seek each other out as individuals and cre-
ate bonds offriendship and respect outside 
of formal meetings. Of course, one may 
feel closer to some people than to others. 
But it is easy, eveti in a relatively small 
group, to leave certain people out; these 
people can feel like strangers after a 
while, particularly during a dispute. 

Be specific about desired behaviors. 
There were all kinds of guidelines about 
how people should feel (internal, intu-
itive), but little information about how 
people were actually to behave (external, 
behavioral). 

A lot of "ought to" was creeping into 
the conversation, a good dose of mind 

-reading, and with it some self-righteous-
ness. It was coded in the jargon of the 
group so as to sound both vague and 
important at the same time. "We ought to 
cherish each other." "We ought to value 
what is important in each other." Nice 
words, but they had not kept people 
from screaming insults at each other 
from across the room at their last com-
munity meeting. 

18 RoundButte 

Now, during this period of rebuilding, 
community members are more Willing te 
fall back on language that is less flowery 
and more precise. "Agendas will be lim-
ited to three items." No meetings will last 
more than two hours." "NO interruptions 
while someone else has the floor, except 
clarifying questions at the end." 

Take responsibility for how you 
affect people. During a program on com-
munication skills, the instructor asked 
each person to decide what he or she was 
going to do differently in order to help the 
community stay together in both a loving 
and a productive manner. Some members 
found it very difficult to understand how 
their actions were contributing to the cur-
rent problems. 
-- We forget how the details of our 
communication style can matter to others. 
Do you say hello to everyone? Are you 
conscious of the tone of your voice and the 
look on your face when you confront 
another person? On the other hand, do you 
make allowances for other people's errors? 
To succeed, community members must 
re-learn courtesy. And forgiveness. 

Laugh and play together. Finally, 
the sense of joy had been lost. Humor was 
sarcastic and spiteful. There was no energy 
left for play. 

- 	In an article about sex and headaches, 
the author said that since sex is a great way 
to flood the body with pain-numbing 
endorphins, headaches should be an 
excuse for making love! By the same 
token, when community members told a 
consultant they called in that they were too 
tired and angry for fun and joy,The con-
sultant told them that joy is ,a prescription 
for creating energy and creativity. 

Laughteç good humor Mzzdness and all 
of the other positive characteristics we 
lump with joy are a way to measure the suc-
cess of a community. If all of the resources 
are going into the grim business of only sur-
viving, something is seriously wrong. 

• 	Most people in the Middle Class of 
Western culture have uncountable riches 
and choices. Our spiritual poverty is anoth-
er matter. Many communities on this plan-
et that do not have the luxuries that we 
consider basics—.clean water, plumbing, 
readily accessible food, and dry, warm 
shelter—still find time for music, laughter, 
ritual, theater, and yes, prayer and worship 
together. These acts atate the environment 
for sane and humane problem-solving. 

In brief, the community in uouble had 
forgotten the basics. Once they began to 
renew themselves with the simpler wis-
doms of life, conflict management became 
much easier. 

Pat and her partner, Leif Smith, run Pat-
tern Research, a 19 year.oId information ser-
vices company in Denver, Colorado. Part of 
Pat's work is presentingprograms on managing 
conflict to businesses and organizations. She 
has worked on community and information 
issues for 25 years. She can be reached at Pat-
tern Research, P.O. Box 9845, Denver, CO 
80929 (303) 778-0880. 
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Part III: More Than OnèWày ioSoiQëdj%r 
By Pat Wagner Wa at  is the best way to mange 

onflict in a community? How 
bout not limiting ourselves to 

only one way! No one model of human 
behavior and interaction can provide us 
with all the information we need to resolve 
disputes; human beings are too complex to 
fit into neat textbook diagrams. 

All models are limited by being 
unable to deal with data that falls outside 
rhe; .model. For example, someone who is 
immersed in Transactional Analysis will 
tend not to see and hear what is going on 
except in terms of Parent, Child and 
Adult. Someone who uses the work of 
Albert Ellis might not appreciate how 
spiritual values might affect a situation. 
And many people who use the NLP 
cognitive and behavioral tools won't 
pay enough attention to such homely 
information as how much sleep everyone 
had the night before. 

However, models offer a handy 
shorthand in discussing action. But are 
there any techniques that do not require 
everyone to take the same training or 
experience the same psychological tests? 

Finding out what we want. We 
can help grow a community that stays 
resourceful and flexible by repeatedly 
paying attention to the preferences mdi-
victuals have for resolving conflict. As a 
formal activity, determining preferences 
has proved very useful at uncovering 
potential problems and diagnosing exist-
ing miscommunications. 

In this process, each person in the 
community is given the opportunity to 
discuss in the larger group how they 
would want to be treated if someone else 
were upset with them. The person speak-
ing is asked to provide information that 
focuses on external, observable behavior, 
so as to make it as easy as possible for 
other people to act accordingly. 

This is done in the spirit of sharing 
information, and listeners make no judg-
ment however, they are allowed to ask 
questio5 to clari' what the person means. 
- What do people say? Here are some 
real examples, taken from do2ens of 
forkshops on communications in com-
unities and workplaces. 

"1 am not a morning person, so 
ICase don't start the day telling me 
elything,r have done wrong. Wait until 
nc/i; / will be much more receptive." 

"Some people want you to wait 
til you 'cool down' to discuss a poten-

0lp1•oblem Not me. I would rather you  

raise your voice and vent a little than 
wait; I hate knowing sotheone is angry 
and not knowing why." 

"Just the facts; no emotion please!" 
"Don't tell me what you want me to 

do. Tell me the problem, so we can 
share the solution." 

"Sleep on the problem, then tell me 
first thing in the morning." 

Although most people seem to agree 
that they preferred to be told in personal 
and privately, and that they want to be 
the first to know, it is interesting how 
varied the details can be from person to 
person. Only a small percentage of peo-
ple who have gone through this exercise 
don't state a preference, and a sizeable 
percentage are sure their way is the 
"reasonable" or "best" way. 

How this can help. First of all, a 
friendly group setting where people talk 
about how to solve problems in the 
future is a wonderful opportunity to 
learn about each other before a nasty sit-
uation occurs. It is not as important that 
everyone remember what everyone else 
said, but it is important that the commu-
nity gives permission for people to ask 
each other. 

Also, just talking out the prefer-
ences seems to kssen the pressure people 
feel. For example, in one setting, a very 
results-oriented member requested that 
she be sent a computer message when 
someone felt angry at her! After a little 
friendly teasing, she admitted that she 
had a hard time dealing with other peo-
ple's emotions because she was afraid 
she would lose control. The outcome was 
that she agreed she would try not to take 
bad news personally, while the rest of the 
community offered to send friendly mes-
sages to her on her computer, not just 
negative news. 

In another situation, two people dis-
covered that their very different prefer. 
ences were hurting their ability to solve 
problems. The first person wanted every. 
thing resolved in one sitting, while the 
second wanted to have several meetings 
to discuss the situation. After the gener-
al meeting, they went off together for a 
cup of tea and a discussion of how to 
accommodate each other. 

Notice how little jargon is necessary 
during this process. We don't have to use 
Meyers-Briggs, VAK, or left-brain/right. 
brain terminology to discuss prefer. 
ences. It should be as simple as saying, 
"I prefer ice cream with my pie," or, "I 
prefer to sleep with the windows open." 

Finally, leadership in a community 
can encourage flexibility. When someone 
says "never," the group can respond 
with, "and what if ...?" The person who 
only deals with issues through emotions 
might concede that writing things down 
once in a while is not a bad idea, and the 
strict rationalist might learn to have a box 
of tissues handy when tears flow. 

This method should not be used as a 
way of classifying people or imposing 
one model of behavior on the group. 
Instead, it can be a neutral and caring way 
to learn about one another constructively. 

By the way, it works in personal 
relationships, too. 

Fat and her partneG Leif Smith, run 
Pattern Research, a 19-year-old infoF. 
mnation se/vices comnpany in Denver Col-
orado. Part of Fat's work is presenting 
pro grams on managing conflict to busi 
nesses and organizatüjpj. She has worked 
on community and information issues for 
25 years. She can be reached at Pattern 
Research, P.O. Box 9845, Denveç CO 
80929. (303) 778-0880. 
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more effective as group lad Pita It 	We get to clii hotly in ou rse I yes what 
we lope to iLl mire in the group: the realization that our greatest good lies 
in service to the whole of vhich we are a part, an(I that we serve best when 
"C are liill' lioLTrislied and have hlll' developed our own inner abilities. 

L., )CCCLLL"-' I. 

Six INGREDIENTS FOR 
COMMUNITIES 
That Help Reduce Conflict Down the Road 
by Diana Leafe Gliristian 

Diana Lea fe Cliristia n has studied i own tional 

COhlioiuTlities and ceo-villages intelisively Si lice 
1992. She has edited Goininustitie, Magazine 
in Ni ,rth America since 1993, and was former 
pu bus her/edi t w c,f Gron'inq Gimmu,,:' newsletter. 
She has eolirribtlted articles for the Fellon'shipfor 
Intentional Comtnunfty's(Flc) 1995 Communities 
Directory. She has presented her workshop, 
'Six I ligredients for h ,rm ing Comm Il i ties 
That Help Reduce Conflict Do'n the Road' at 

sustainable communities conferences, permaculture design courses, alternative 
colleges, regional educational centers, and for forming coniniunitv groups all 

over North America, as well as for the F1C's regional Art of Coniniunity 

gatherings and at the Findhorn Foundation's 1998 Sustainable Communities 

Conference. Her hook on how to form new comm LI nities, Toget Pier We Call 
Make 1t, will he out in 1999. 

Diana has written articles on Pica! th and consciousness h Jr Ne,i' Aqe Journal, 
East West Journal (now Health Consciousness), Yoga Journal, Shaman's Drum, 
and other alternative American magazines. She formerly worked for Fri tjof 
Capra 's El mwood I nsti HI te a lit! the Ensti RIte of Noe tie Sciences. S he Ii 'es 
in and is co-founder ofa small community in Colorado, in the US. 
A dd,tss 

Communities Magazine 

290 McEntire Road, 
Tryon, 

NC 28782 
USA 

Tel: + I 828 863 4425 

Eniai I: conimLIIiities@ie.org  or diana@ic.org  

According to my estimate, approximately one out of ten newly forming 
ilitentional eonimunities or ceo-villages in North America seem to actually 

get built. That's very few, compared to the numbers of inspired and 

visionary people who make the attempt. Sometimes a community or ceo-village 

disbands because it doesn't have enough money or because niistrustful 
a- - 
tc 
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neighbors prevent the group from getting a needed zoning variance. But 

mostly, newly forming communities dissolve because its people can't get 
al ng with each other. 

I've met with, read about, or interviewed hundreds ofpcople involved in newly 

iorniing conimunities and ceo-villages, as well as thunders ofexisting ones, and 

noticed the same thing over and over. Most of the groups that disband do so 

in conflict. Or conflict and heartbreak. Or conflict, heartbreak, and lawsuits. 

A major factor in the d issol u non of new coin mu ni ties and ceo-villages 

is what I call structural conflict, as distinct from interpersonal conflict 

(which I see plenty of too). Structural conflict arises when founders didn't 

explicitly agree upon certain important issues before they got started. 

Several weeks, months, or even years later, the group runs into a problem 

that having had that system or agreement in place would have largely 

prevented. But now it's a crisis. It's as ila time bomb has been ticking away 
u nil the community stuni bles over it, then, 'Boom!'. 

Communities and eco-villages have had great difficulty, and sometimes 

floundered and sank on the shoals of such issues as: "What do you mean I 
can't get my money out again when I leave?!" "What, my brother can't 

live here? 'What do you mean he has to pass through normal new-member 

application channels. He's my brother!" "Oh, I'm sure RafPy didn't bite 
your child. He wouldn't hurt a fly! I'm not getting rid ofmy dog; no way!" 

"I have to move my pilesofscrap lumberoffthe land? But! didn't agree to that! 

Who decided that?! I didn't vote on this!" 

In all the disbanded and dissolving would-be communities and ceo-villages 

I sav this same kind of structural conflict - and much of it preventable if 

the founders had included six ingredients in the early days: 

They identify their vision and create a Vision Statement. 

They learn what things they need to know in order to take on this complex task. 

They use a fair, participatory decision-making process in which they've 

had some training, and they have a trained facilitator for their meetings. 

If they use decide to use consensus, they learn how to do it first. 

They draw up clear agreements, in writing. 

They learn good communication skills, and they make clear, clean commu-

nication a priority. This includes ways of reducing and mediating conflict. 

They select for emotional maturity in co-founders and members. 

'1. VISIoN AND VISION STATEMENT: "WHAT WE ARE Agou'r?" 
A group's vision is a compelling idea or image that inspires and motivates. 

It is nbt verbal, but rather a feeling tone, an 'energetic presence'. It gives 

voice to the founders' deeply held values and intuitions. It is their group's 

picture or 'feel' of the kind of life they'd like to lead together. 

The vision is not the same thing as a Vision Statenien t. The Vision 

Statement is the vision articulated - it's the vision written down. 

In my opi lion it's most potent Wit's short, 20 to 40 or so words. (It can 

certainly include accompanying paragraphs oldesenption.) The Vision Statement 

is a clear, concise, compelling statement of overall purpose and goals that 

everyone can identify with, a id which serves to unify the gn nip's effort. 

The Vision Statement helps focus the group's energy like a lens. It gives 

them a reference point to retu rn to in decisions or during con fusion or 

disagreement. It keeps the members inspired, as it reminds them why they're 

creating a community. When times get tough, the Vision Statement helps 

awaken the vision as a energetic presence. It communicates the group's core 
purpose to others quickly: "'This is what we're about; this is what we hope to 
accomplish." It allows the group to be specific about what it is - and is not. 

It's what potential new community members want to see first. Ideally, the 

Vision Statement is memorized; every member can recite it. It is the 'who', 

the 'what', and the 'why' of the forming community. (It doesn't contain the 

'when', 'where', or 'how'; that's in the strategic plan). Some examples: 

(rWe  have joined togcther to create a center for renewal, education, and 
service, ded:cated to the positive transformation of our world." 
Shenoa Retreat and Learning Center, California 

crWe  are a group of individuals, couples, and families desiring to live 
and participate responsibly in a cooperative housing community.-" 
Nyland Cohousing, Colorado 

'We are creating a cooperative neighborhood of diverse individuals 
sharing human resources within an ecologically responsible community 
setting.-" 

Harmony Village Cohousing, Colorado 

'We are a neotribal permaculture village, actively engaged in building 
sacred community, supporting personal empowerment, and catalyzing 
cultural transformation... We share a commitment to a vital, diversified 
spirituality; healthy social relations; sustainable ecological systems; and a 
low-maintcnance/h(gh-satisfaction lifestyle.-' 
Earthaven Eco-village, North Carolina 

Notice that these Vision Statements are all fairlyconerete and specific. I've found 

that the greater the amount of generalized, idealistic non-specific language, 

the greater the likelihood the ceo-village or community will disband early or 

never get off the ground. But when the Vision Statement is concise, concrete, 

specific, and grounded, the ceo-village orcommunity tends to actually get built. 
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It is quite possible that people in a newly fiirniing group have more than 
• one vision ililong them - which means they're more than one potential 

comniuiiit\'. It's crucial to find this out early - before the group buys land. 

Imagine the conflict that emerges when people become land partners only to 

find out the' have two distinct visions: "We are a demonstration site that 
i caches perniacultu re to others, wi di regularly sched tiled w wkshops - and we 

live in community to do it." "We are a community of supportive friends 
valuing privacy and quiet that practi CC periniculturc together." Once they 
find this our, who gets to live on the land and who has to move away? 

Or, i niagi ne founders of a cam mu nit)' with no Vision Statement who btiy 
land, m 'ic on, put up a few btu Idi ngs - and then start to ru ii oil t of nioney. 

Now they must decide how they'll spend their remaiuling money. But they 
call '1 agree on pri C ri ties.S()I1e want to finish the corn mu nity liii Id i ng because 
they believe that creating a sense otcommunity is the primary reason they're 
together, and know that having a community building will focus their 
comniunitv spirit. Others want to finish the garden and irrigation system 

because they see their primary purpose as becoming food self-reliant. 

Different members have different visions, 'vhicli they each assume all others 

share. The group is like a hydra-headed monster in Greek mythology, with 
each head presu Tiling it knows what the cream re wants. Now there's jots of 
conflict, but at the core it's structural; it's built into the system. The group is 
arguing mightily, and it looks like interpersonal conflict. But at it's core, this 

is a built-in 'time-bomb' kind of conflict, with members unable to see that 
it's not 'so-and-so being unreasonable' or 'so-and-so being irresponsible', 

but each person operating on a different bottom line about why they're there. 
I know a small, rural income-sharing commu iii ty that didn't create a Vision 

Statement, but launched themselves enthusiastically, borrowing money for their 

land from a large, successful community nearby. Five years later the bottoni fell 

out of the market for the product they manufactured in their primary 

community business and overnight they lost 45% of their annual income base. 
Ntnv under severe financial strain, they had long meetings to figure out whai 

to do. Unfortunately different members had vastly different ideas about this. 
Major conflict time. The community had no touchstone to return to. With 

different members having vastly different ideas of their purpose, they couldn't 

agree. Because they use consensus for decisions, sonic members couldn't impose 
their vision on others who saw it differently, unlike a newly forming community 
in which people with different "isions were free to go their separate ways and 
create neighboring communities. This place was their home, and no members 
"crc going to fbrce others out because they had different ideas about what the 

community should be. Several members sav no way out, and left. Now the 
community had two crises - not enough money and not enough members to 
carn ,  out the duties of their other labor-intensive community businesses! 

If a community doesn't identi' its vision and articulate it in a Vision 

Statement at the beginning, it inevitably asks for conflict down the road. 
Please niake. creating your Vision Statement the first thing you do. 
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2. KNOW WHAT You NEED TO KNOW 
Founders ofsuccesful conimunities know the range of skills and information 
that they'll need to master in order to pull off a project of this niagnitude. 
In my opinion, forming an ceo-village or community is like simultane-

ously starting up a new business, entering into a marriage, and undertaking 
a long, involved overseas trip. It is a complex and time-consuming process and 
to not know that - or to not kin 'iv n'bat you will need to know - is another 
corn mon reasoii many fijrmi ng colnmtl ni ties and ceo-villages fill apart in 
conflict. 

I can't tell you the number of times I've seen spiritually oriented 
comniu uiity iou nders present inspi ring ideals and compelling visions, hut can't 

create a budget or timeline, or don't know how to buy land or get a bank loan. 
Or the number of times I've seen fotinders with technical or business 
expertise build a composting toilet or create a strategic plan, but can't get 

anyone to go along with their ideas and don't know the frst thing about 
effective communication. Or, the times I've seen both crash and burn when 

it comes to conflict. 

These folks didn't know what they neededto know! Forming communities 

or ceo-villages need both kinds of skills - although not necessarily in the 
saliie individtuals. And not necessarily in their own group. If the members of 
a forming corn mu in ty don't Ii ave these skills am on g t Ii ci r ow ii meni hers, 
they can always hire them. 

Forming a community or ceo-village also takes a great deal ofconimitted 

time and hard work. Even if the group meets weekly, they often need people 
on various committees - gathering information, drafting proposals, and so on 
- in-between regular meetings. In my experience this aniount of work is 
equivalent to one or more group members having a part-time job. Eco-village 
founders need to know 'heart' aspects and 'head' aspects of forming a 

community: 

• Good communication skills. 
• Fair, participatory decision-making. 

• Methods for rcducing conflict and dealing constructively with conflict 
when it arises. 

• Community agreements. 

• Budget, timeline, and strategic plan. 
• Legal structure(s) for land ownership, and for any planned community 

businesses or non-profit activities. 
• Local zoning or land-use laws. 
• Finance and real estate. 

• Site planning. 
• The land development process (roads, power, water, sewage, etc.). 

• And if it's raw land, building design and construction. 

Complex and time-consuming? Yes. Overwhelming? Probably. Can your 

forming coin munity afibrd to do without it? I don't tli ink so. 
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3. FAiR, PARTICIPATORY DECISION-MAKING 

Many conflicts occur in communities because people whose lives are 

affected by certain decisions didn't feel that they had cnough say in them. 

Or, that they participated in the decision, but their input wasn't sufficient to 

affect it. These people end up feeling powerless, and powerlessness, real or 

perceived, leads to resentment. And resentment is the acid that can eat 

away at the heart of any community. So the third 'ingredient' for newly 

forming groups to prevent tonflict later on is to choose a decision-making 

method that's fair, so that each person has a say in, or can influence to some 

degree, decisions that will affect his or her well-being down the road. 

Most people in the West think 'majority-rule voting' when they think 

about fair ways to decide things. I'd like to suggest that majority.rule voting 

isn't the best way toensure thatall community members feel empowered in the 

process of making a decision. With majority rule, up to 49% of the members 

can be unhappy with a decision, and that same 49% will have to implement and 

live with a decision they may have been diametrically opposed to. 

On the other hand, many forming coin mu ii ities choose consensus as 

their decision-making process. Unlike voting, in which people argue for 

and against a proposal and then cast their votes and it's either passed or not, 

in consensus, the proposal itself is modified as people express their concerns 

about it, until, ideally, everyone can unify behind it. If everyone can agree to 

the revised proposal, it passes. If one person blocks the proposal, it doesn't 

pass. Consensus is therefore a conservative process, which only passes 

proposals that the whole group feels fine about, and can implement 

without resentment. 
Unfortunately, groups who believe they're using the consensus process 

are often practising what I call 'pseudo-consensus' - when they are untrained 

and doing it incorrectly. Pseudo-consensus can drive people right up the wall. 

Some examples of pseudo-consensus: 

• Everything we decide on must be decided by consensus. It betrays 

consensus to use any other method. (Consensus is our religion.) 
• Every group should use consensus; it's the best way to decide things. 

(Consensus is the only reljgion.) 
• We're going to stay in this room until we make a decision - no matter 

how long it takes! (We mustgo from initial proposal to final decision in 
one fell swoop. Consensus is a tyrant.) 

• Everyone in the group must be involved in every decision, no matter 

how small. (Once we've chosen consensus, we must use it for everything.) 
• "I block! This proposal just won't work for me." (One blocksfor personal 

rcaso us, simply because one personally dislikes the proposal.) 

\ Consensus is like a chain saw - it can chop a lot of wood; it can also chop 

your leg. So while majority-rule voting can create conflict in communities 

because almost half the members can be unhappy with a decision, improperly 

lead consensus can also create conflict. 
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Keep in mind that other decision-making methods exist: 75% voting, 85% 
voting, 95% voting, consensus-minus-two, consensus-minus-one, and so on. 

My favorite method is pure consensus, however, in a group well-trained 

by a professional consensus teacher and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. 

Ideally everyone in the group has equal access to power: one person isn't the 

landlord, and the rest tenants, or the boss, and the rest employees. If the 

group can't agree, the proposal is dropped or sent to committee for further 

refinements. Blocking is used rarely, and only when someone feels that the 

proposal would be morally, ethically, financially, legally or in some other 

way harmftil to the group in the long run. Whatever the decision-making 

process a fbrming community chooses, it will help reduce 'structural' conflict 

later on if the method is fair and participatory. And if it's consensus, please 
get good training in doing it properly. 

4. CLEAR AGREEMENTS, IN WRITING 

As you can imagine, many ceo-villages and other communities have 

floundered and broken down when people don't have a written agreement 

as a reference, and simply try to remember what they agreed upon months 

or years before. Unfortunately even those with the greatest goodwill can 

recall a conversation or an agreement in such divergent ways that each 

group in a dispute may wonder if the other is trying to cheat or abuse or 

manipulate them. This is one of the greatest stumbling blocks in newly 

forming communities and eco-villages - yet so easily prevented. Please, 

write out your agreements, read them, and then stqn what you've agreed to. 
Keep these agreements in a safe place and refer to them as needed. 

Many agreements must be in writing, because they're embedded in legal 

documents such as corporation bylaws or lease agreements. Others are in 

private contracts, which are legally binding in a court of law. Others are simple 

agreements with no legal 'teeth', but which still help the participants stay 

on track with each other nevertheless. 

Forming communities need to agree who their members are. What are 

the qualifications to become a member and what is the process to do so? 

Do people need to attend a minimum number of meetings to be approved 

by the others? How are new members brought up to speed? How are 

decisions made, and who gets to make them? How will your meetings be run? 

How are records kept? Who takes notes, how are they distributed, and to 

whom? Does your group have a record of decisions to show new members? 

How are tasks assigned to members, and how are people held accountable for 

them? What are expected expenses and how will they be paid? Is there a dues 

structure? Many groups have found that a non-refundable investment of 

some minimal amount such as US $100 differentiates the 'just looking' folks 

from those willing to commit time and energy to the project. Who will keep 

records of what has been paid? Are such monies refundable? A forming 

community with these and other issues in writing (as well as all legal issues in 

writing) can save all kinds ofmisunderstandings in the months and years ahead. 
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5. GOOl) COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
Some petiple ate naturally skilful and effective comnl.unicatoS. Others, 

in 
,hahly most of us, iced to unlearn many of our habitual ways of 

ern culturc tends to systematicallY train 
0mm uniCating. Unfortunately, West  

people away 
 from any innate tendencies toward cooperation, openheartedne55 

and compassion. We're taught to be competitivC, to seek towin atall costs,and 

that we're either winners or losers. It's no wonder that nine out often attempts 

to create cooperative communities often end in conflict and heartbreak. 

Fortunately, however, there are plenty of books, courses, teachers, and 

workshops on methods of 
communicating that are heartful, inclusive, and 

not on i c t-provokiuig In my experience, the higher the degree 
of 

,flni tinicatn skill a forming community or eco.village group has, the 

higher its chances of success
.. I recommend that a Ii,rmi ng coninitinity 

agree upon and practise soiiie form of conflict resolution - ideally learned in 

a workshop with a trainer - early on when there's little or no conflict, for the 

same reason school children practise fire drills when there is no fire. 
This is also a way of preventing structural conflict because, if mastered at the 

beginning of the group's life, it can help reduce the severity ofconflict later on. 

Members of every community and eco-\llage experience conflict, even (especially!) 
those who mistakenly believe, "In true community, there would be no conflict". 
I believe a healthy community or eco.village is one that views conflict as 

normal, and, if handled right, as a bridge to further harmony and closeness. 

Conflicts usually arise as the result of a misunderstanding, or when 
someone wants something he or she is not getting (or wants something to 

stop), and refuses to speak up about it, or, asks for it in a way that alienates 

others. The actual conflict is the m isun de rs tanding, or a request for a change 

in a situation, or in someone's behavior or attitude. unfortunately, most 

people's unskilled way 0f 0mmunieating about these issues generates far more 

conflict than was there in the first place. 
Mv favorite conflict resolution method is Nonviolent Communication', 

developed by Marshall Rosenberg. He suggests that the way most of us 

respond to conflict is with an attitude and language that, directly or subtly, 
threatens, judges, or criticizes the person we're communicating with, even 

if 

that's not our intention. Nonviolent Communication is a fourstep process 
using certain kinds of words and phrases that disarms the other person by 

offering openne5s erstanding, and 
0 -reactivity, and thus defuses the 

level of conflict in the situation. We can still discuss the core conflict - the 

5nderstanding, the thing ve want changed or that someone else wants us 
eliminating th 

to change. But we're doing so neutrally and compassionately, 
	 e 

'secondary conflict that arises out of the way most of us handle conflict. 

6. SELECT FOR EMOTIONa MATURITY 
This is controversial, because some feel it's not really 'community' unless 
we're inclusive and open, and anyone can join. I heartily disagree. I have 

cccii, over and over, forming communities (with great Vision Statements, 

[inc communication an(I business skills, and good training in consensus) 

break apart in conflict and lawsuits because someone didn't have the 

miii i mu in level of sd f.esteem to get along with others. 
When a persoli is wou nded and having a difficult time in life, he or she 

can certainly benefit from living in community, and, ideally, can heal and 

grow because of the support and feedback offered by others. But a certain 

level of wounding appears to be too deep for most groups to handle. One 
deeply wounded person appears to be far more powerful than ten healthy 
people, in terms of that person's destructiveness to the group, and ability to 

derail its agenda and drain its energy. 
This is especially true of someone who has been seriously abused as a 

child and hasn't had much healing before walking into your community 

meeting. The person may be desperately seeking community, perhaps 

assuming it will be it safe haven that finally makes things right. Such a 

person frequently feels needy, and tends to interpret other people's refusal 

or inability to meet those needs as further abuse. The person expects to 

be victimized, and tends to trigger anger and annoyance in others and 

then concludes, "See, I knew you'd abuse me". 

I-low can you determine the level of emotional maturity in prospective 

members? One way is throtigh interviews. Irwin Wolfe Zucker, a psychiatric 

social worker and former Findhorn member (writing in Communities, Fall 

1997), suggests asking: "How have you supported yourself financially 

until now? Can you describe some of your long-term relationships? What was 

your experience in high school or college? How much schooling did you 

complete? If you chose to leave, why was that? Have you pursued 

alternative educational or career paths such as internships, apprenticeships, 

or on-thejob trainings? Where, and for how long? Did you complete them?" 

I also suggest asking for refercnees, from former partners, employers, 
landlords, housemates, and former traveling companions. I also recommend 
'long engagements' - provisional memberships of six months to a year, 

where the group and the prospective member can continue to get to know 
one another. "If your community front door is difficult to enter," writes 

Zucker, "healthy people will strive to get in. If it's wide open, you'll tend 
to attract unhealthy people, well-versed in resentful silences, subterfuge, 

manipulation, and guilt trips." Once these people become community 

members, the energy of the group may be tied up in getting them out again. 

In my view, creating healthy, viable communities is one 
of the finest projects 

we can undertake- And, we can learn to set systems in place - right from the 

beginning - that gicie us the best chance of succeeding at this. 

I Center for Nonviolent Communicatiofl 
Barbara Kunz, Orchidea Lodge, 

Postfach232, CH-44 18, Reigoldswil, Switzerland. 

Email: enve@eompuserve.com  
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Everyone goes to nieetings.. but most people don't like them because 
"they are too long and boring", "we get mired down in too many details", 
"nobody cares what I have to say anyway", "all we do is argue", "my ideas 
are never used", "a few people dominate all the discussion", or "the decisions 
won't get carried out anyway, so why bother". 

We probably have all participated in organizations and groups which 
were doing wonderfiul work to find creative solutions to some ofthe challenges 

in our society - only to see the group dissolve or become ineffective because 

of ego battles, people feeling left out or becoming frustrated by unproductive 

meetings. Meetings often become competitive battlefields to 'win' a decision 
and gain just enough votes to put an idea through. 

In the early '70s I was fortunate to be part of the staff for Argenta Friends 
School (APS), a small residential Quaker high school in the mountains of 
British Columbia, Canada. I had always been interested in meeting structure 
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/ and prc)écss, and I often con ii ticted 11CC tin gs or served as pa rI i a men ta ri a ii 
in groups where decisions were made by a majority vote. But my time at 

AFS opened a whole other way of conducting business - consensus. 
Consensus is about people making decisions together. It is based on 

cooperation rather than competition and seeks solutions where everyone 

benefits. Consensus decisions build unity from diverse viewpoints by 

honoring and integrating the contributions of each person. 
For the most part, our ways of making decisions together have changed 

little in the last 400 to 500 years. We still operate with competitive 'win-lose' 
styles and 'power-over' structures. We have been well conditioned by our 
competitive cultures and hierarchical power structures. We have learned to 

focus on getting results. We do not value how we do things (the process), 

but judge ourselves and others by tile results we get. Even though we might 

leave a meeting with hurt feelings and angry thoughts, if the results were 
acceptable, the meeting was considered a success. Getting results is primary - 
more important than the people and their feelings. 

We have convinced ourselves that voting is the most efficient way to 

make decisions, when actually it can be wasteful of time and result in 

inferior solutions. Voting generally leaves a dissatisfied minority, which can 

make i ni plc men tation di Ilicu It and ti me co nsu liii ng. Because everyone's 
1i11 t of view is 114 )t integrated, we may 1101 have reached the best and mc ist 

creative solutions possible. Certainly our decisions will not be as long lasting 

if some members of the group do not feel heard and become alienated. 

But things are changing. Today, all over the world, we are being asked 

to give up old ways of hierarchical decision-making structures and seek 
new methods of sharing responsibility and power. Many corporations 

have shifted to team -based management. In this climate, I have found a 
rising enthusiasm for working with consensus and other participatory 

decision-making structures because they offer systems which are inclusive 

and encourage the participation of all. 

Consensus is not an easy meeting form nor a panacea for all meeting ills, 

and its pathway is paved with many misconceptions which can result in 
unsatisf'ing experiences. We are so deeply steeped in other styles of decision-

making, most predominantly autocratic or majority voting, we tend to mix up 
these styles with the consensus philosophy and process. This can lead to trouble. 

Many groups desire to be inclusive and use consensus, but work with it as 

ifit were a unanimous voting process. Or pressed by time and impatience, they 

adopt decision-making styles such as 'consensus minus one' (or two or some 
lumber they feel they can live with) which ultimately defeats the core value of 

respecting everyone. It can still leave a disenfranchised minority. Commonly 

groups fall into demanding agreement around tiny details as we learned in 
working with Roberts Rules of Order and other parliamentary procedures. 

Until I experienced how much better decisions could be when using 
consensus, I must admit, I was skeptical. At first I was frustrated with the extra 

time it took to resolve concerns and differences, but I soon learned that once 
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we had reac lied a decision, i nip he iii en ta ti I n weuit iii itch more smoothly 
and decisions were much longer lasting. 

I learned how a decision does not niove fonvard until everyone finds it 

acceptable. Our AFS meetings were attended by students, who were in 
grade II and 12 (aged 15-18), by faculty, and occasionally by members of 

the larger Meeting community. Even though the group was diverse in age, 
viewpoints, experience, and wisdom; the input of everyone was encouraged 

and honored. I saw the process stimulate-creativity to find much better 
solutions than anyone dreamed possible before the meetings began. 

J 	
WHAT IS CONSENSUS DECISION-MAKiNG? 

Consensus is a decision-making technique in which all members of a 
group actively participate in reaching unity (agreement). It is based on the 

belief that each person holds sonic part of the truth of the group; no one 
person holds it all. It is not a unanimous voting process; in fact there is no 

voting at all. It eliminates majorities and niinorities and avoids the potential 
polarization of 'yes' and 'iio' factions created by voting. 

The consensus process seeks the synergy of the group to reach the 
highest and best solution, rather than compromising to a middle ground or 

settling for the lowest eoninion denominator. While it works best in an 

atmosphere of cooperation, the process itself can build trust and create a 
spirit of coni mu ni ty withi ii the group. 

WHAT ARE THE ADVANTAGES OF USING CONSENSUS? 
• There is no disenfranchised, unsatisfied minority. 
• Consensus gives the oppoi -tunity to reach carchilly considered and more 

creative decisions because all viewpoints are explored. 

• It motivates more participation and a higher level of investment in the 
decisions because everyone participates. 

• It saves time in the implementation of the decision. 

• It uses disagreement to help develop a clearer understanding of the 
issues and to resolve conflicts. 

• It reduces polarization. When concerns are explored, it is rare that issues 
are only two-sided with a yes-no answer. 

WHAT ARE THE DISADVANTAGES OF CONSENSUS? 
• Meetings can take longer, as there is more input to consider. 

• It can be too conservative for some, because consensus is needed to make 

a change (although there are mechanisms to try out decisions). 
• If the facilitation of the meeting is poor, time can be wasted in 

unfocussed discussion, the group being dominated by outspoken 

participants, or issues not drawn out of conflict situations. - 

• If trust is low in the group, it is more difficult to come to a consensus. 

You will need to count on extra time to build the trust. 



198 Creating Harmony 

WHAT Is THE FOUNDATION OF THE CONSENSUS PRocEss? 
Consensus is based on a clear set ofval ties which serve much more than just 
a dcci su )n - making syste iii. Cen tral to c UI Sc flSUS, as cx pressed in its 
Quaker roots, is the spin tual belief that there is 'that of God' in each 

person. When the Quaker meeting process was moved to the secular world 

in the USA during the protest days of the 'óOs and '70s, this core value was 

translated to 'everyone has a piece of the truth', which did not necessarily 

communicate the essence or importance of respecting one another. 
Deep respect fi,sters the participation of everyone, encourages careful 

listening (on many levels), builds trust, gives everyone equal access to 
power, and invites a holistic integration of the head, heart, and spirit. 
The process builds a sense of community and enhances group spirit. 

Embodying and practising the core belief of deep, respect and that 
'everyone has a piece of the tru thi' is no easy task, but in it rests the 

potential for us to truly experience the spiritual philosophy 'we are all one'. 

If we believe there is God (or spirit, or a higher self, or good, or whatever 
expression you are comfortable with) in each person, then we can be open 

to hear insights and understandings from the most unexpected sources. 

I realize these are idealistic words. I fi read this description with newcomer's 
eyes, I can hear myselfsaying, "It sounds great, but how can it possibly be done?" 
Our years oftraining in competitive structures arc hard to break. It has become 

'natural' to constantlydivide our worlds into 'we/they' groupings and to fiercely 

protect our individuality so we don't get lost in the group. As we grow spiritually 

to more fully understand our oneness, we do not always bring the fruit of that 
understanding into our daily lives - much less into our everyday meetings. 

WHATARE THE REQUmEMENTS FOR CONSENSUS TO WORK WELL? 
• The group should be clear about and have agreement about their 

purposes. These agreements are the foundation from which consensus 
is built. 

• Each person needs to act with respect for others, and a trust that 
each person is doing their best. 

• Each person needs to be willing to work for the good of the group 
and engage on the issues. 

• There needs to be sufficient time to work. Good decisions cannot be 
rushed. 

N • The group needs a skilful facilitator who can hold a neutral position 

and understands they are a servant to the group. The facilitator does 

not lead the group to a decision, but assists the group to explore its 
differences and to build its on';: solutions and decisions. 
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my perience I have seen that with a little education, an openness to the 

ty, and the willingness to make a good faith effort, any group can 

sensus decision-making into practice. When people join their 
commitment and their energy, the results can be truly amazing! 
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I-tow can you he a productive and StIl)pOrtive niecti ig participant? 
•Respect the input and opinions otothcrs. l)on't assume there is 

conflict just because there is disagreement. 

• When someone disagrees with you, don't avoid them or make them into 
the 'other side'. Explore your differences together. I have been inspired 
by Stephen Covey's hook, Seven Habits ofHighly Effective People and his 
habit which says, "Seek first to understand, then seek to be understood." 

• Value differences as an opportunity to gain more insight and clarity 

about the issue. (Rather than "That idea can't work", what about, 
"Help ne understand how you see that working"?) 

• Put your ideas into the center of the circle, then break your emotional 
attachment. When you give an idea to the group, it becomes the 
property of the group. 

• Let go of petty hurts. The greater the maturity level of the group, 
the more efficient the process will be. 

• Be flexible, keep an open attitude. Be willing to 'sit in the other 
person's shoes' and understand their perspective. 

• Be responsible for contributing your piece. Decisions will not be as 

good as they can be ifyou withhold your insights, reservations, or ideas. 
• Look at solutions and decisions with two viewpoints in mind: 

Is this decision something I can live with, even though every 
detail does not meet my greatest desire? 

Will this decision serve the group? (Rather than, does it serve me?) 

After you have experienced quality and power of consensus decisions, it will 
be difficult to go back to voting. 

BUT How Do YOU RESPECT OTHERS 
WHEN YOU DON'T AGREE WITH THEM? 
The essence ofconsensus lies in the way disagreement and conflict are handled. 

Differences, emotions, and conflict are natural in any process of decision 

making. They cannot and should not be ignored. In fact, they are the 'grist' 
for finding clarity and opening the door for more creative solutions. 

It is important for the facilitator to encourage the group to view differences 

and conflict as an opportunity to get clearer about issues, to be more creative 

about embracing a wider point ofview, and to improve the quality ofdecisions. 

As disagreement emerges, you can ask yourself some questions: "When 

someone disagrees with me, do I cave in, smile sweetly and agree only to 

withdraw my support behind their back? Does disagreement become 'me 

against them'? Do I try to sway everyone I can to my side, without first 
understanding their point of view?" 

What would happen if you approached those who disagreed with you 

with a curious, open mind? What if first you tried to understand their 
position before asking them understand yours? Can you find the good 
points in their ideas? Can you find ways for your ideas to work rna.-th.-r> 



WHAT IF, AFTER. ALL THIS Woiuc TO ExrLoIt 

AND INTEGRATE DIFFERENCES, WE STILL CAN'T AGREE? 
Each person has the responsibility to express concerns throughout the 
discussion, SC) the group can work with the reservations. But if these are not 
satisfed and you do not Feel in accord with the decision, you have two choices: 
to stand aside or to block the decision. 

Standing (Stepping) Aside 

When you feel the decision is acceptable for the group, but you are personally 

not comfortable with it or unable to support it due to other commitments, 

you can choose to 'stand aside'. A person who steps aside may be excused 

from carrying out or supporting the agreement. Too many people stepping 

aside is probably an indication that the decision still needs more work. 

Blocking 

If you feel that the group is making a mistake by the decision, then you have 
the right and the responsibility to 'stand in the way oP or block the decision. 

A block will stop the decision from moving ahead. This is a position of great 

responsibility and conscience and is rarely used in groups which fully 

understand the consensus process. A block only appears after considerable 

work has been done on the issue. (1 have seen it used only twice in 25 years 

of working with consensus and both times it was proved that the wisdom of 
the block was correct.) 

The person who holds a block must state their reasons. Generally the 

group will see a block coming and can alter the proposal to address the concerns, 

refer it to committee for ftirther work, or agrce to let the proposal drop. 

Some people are fearful that a person might block repeatedly, preventing 

the group from getting anrvhere. If this happens, it often is appropriate to 
explore the possibility that the person is not in alignment with the purposes 

of the organization. This might not be the group for them. 

CONSENSUS AS A TOOL FOR TRANSFORMATION 
It is a radical notion that everyone can agree. It is radical to satisf' the 
minority view. If we can create a world (or just a piece of the world) where 

everyone is truly heard and truly respected, we could revolutionize the way 

people interrelate and the way people relate to the planet. The way we work 

together - our process - is a key to transformational ideas becoming a reality. 
Good process can open up the doors for miracles to happen. 

The consensus process is more than just a decision-making technique. 

It is a way of being, a way of listening, and a way of understanding. 
Working with consensus has given me hope that we can overcome our 
differences and difficulties and create a more harmonious world. 

PRACTICALITIES OF CREATIVE 

COLLABORATIVE COMMUNITY LIVING 
by Catherine Widdicombe 

Catherine Widdicombe has been a member f 

the Grail community for over forty years. She was 

recently President of the English Grail, an extended 

network of people in Great Britain with a 
residential community near London. The Grail is 

basically Christian but open to people ofall fiiiths. 

She was co-founder of Avec, an ecumenical 

agency for church and community work and for 
the past twenty.five years has been engaged in 

consultaney, training and facilitation work with 

clergy, religious and lay people. She is co-author of Churches and Communitie.c 
- An Approach to Development Through the Local Church', author of Group 
Meetings That Work - A Practical Guide to Working with Different Kindj 
of Groups, and is currently writing Setting Up Small Religious Communities - 
A Practical Handbook. For her M Phil she researched over thirteen years 
work with those trying to implement the changes of Vatican Two in the 
Roman Catholic Church. 
Addresr 
The Grail 

125 Waxwell Lane 
Pinner 

Middlesex 

HAS 3ER 
England 

Tel: +44 (0)181 866 2195 and +44 (0)181 866 0505 
Fax: +44 (0)181 866 1408 

In the Grail one of our growing interests is in living more ecologically and 
using our ten acres in suburban Pinner 2  to explore with others how we can 
live more harmoniously with the earth. This desire led me to participate in 

the 1995 Eco-villages and Sustainable Communities week at Findhorn. 

As I listened to the speakers, led a workshop, and conversed with people it 

was increasingly born in on me that the ideas which have beconie central to 

my life and work in building community, have a practical application to 
those in eco-villages and communities. - 

Living in community involves a plethora of activities: hammering. out 

aims, working at tasks, making decisions, eating and celebratiqg together, 

Creating Harmony 

you know the 'wh)'S' be hi 11(1 their pC )5i Li on? 1)o yo LI CI ide rsta id FL, II y 
motivations behind your own position? 
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