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a b s t r a c t

We use concepts from social practice theories to better understand how grassroots innovators recon-
figure their daily practices and create ‘niches of new normalities’. Through a qualitative study of a specific
grassroots organization e an ecovillage in Brazil e we explore the local dynamics of development and
normalization of innovative social practices. We describe the role of meanings, materials and compe-
tences in the reconfiguration of practices, and explain how the normalization of sustainable social
practices in the ecovillage creates new social norms that encourage members to adopt them and, in turn,
engender new circuits of reproduction. We argue for the importance of social norms as a ‘structural’
element influencing the emergence, maintenance, and development of social practices.

© 2019 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

There is a growing global consensus that we need to shift to a
more sustainable society. Researchers and policies have envisioned a
move towards sustainability through investments in cleaner tech-
nologies and eco-efficiency, without requiring major changes in
living standards and without questioning what constitutes ‘normal’
and ‘necessary’ forms of consumption (Moloney and Strengers, 2014;
Shove, 2015; Strengers, 2013). Social practice theories, however, have
questioned this eco-modernization approach, and have suggested
that changes to the way we live are required for a more sustainable
future (Moloney and Strengers, 2014).

Individuals’ daily practices e the way people cook, clean, buy,
move around, heat or cool their homes and offices e are habitual
behaviours reproduced by millions of people and which have a
significant environmental impact. Estimates suggest that approxi-
mately 40% of carbon emissions are embedded in household energy
use and mobility practices (Fudge et al., 2013). Much of this
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environmental impact is “invisible” to people, bound up with
routine and habit (Shove, 2003). Therefore, the growing awareness,
concern and acceptance of environmental values do not translate
into behaviour change e the so called value-action gap. “Paradoxi-
cally, the growing public level of environmental concern and will-
ingness to support environmental action is rising simultaneously
with energy consumption levels and use of scarce resources” (Ester
et al., 2004).

This gap can be explained by the fact that daily practices are not
a series of separated intentions, but are carried out as a habitual
flow, in a taken-for-granted fashion, connected to the available
infrastructures and technologies, to symbolic meanings, and to
embodied competences (Giddens, 2007; Reckwitz, 2002; Shove
et al., 2012). Therefore, instead of focusing the attention on
behaviour change, social practice theories have analysed how social
practices emerge and become ‘normal’ practices. In this approach,
transitions towards sustainability can be understood as the “tran-
sition of existing social practices into corresponding future prac-
tices which bring along substantially reduced environmental and
climate impacts” (Spaargaren, 2011, p. 816).

In the past decade, several studies have highlighted the
importance of grassroots innovations as incubators, protected
spaces in which groups of people from civil society experiment
with new systems of provisions and new social practices.
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Grassroots innovations are described as “networks of activists and
organizations generating novel bottomeup solutions for sustain-
able development; solutions that respond to the local situation and
the interests and values of the communities involved” (Seyfang and
Smith, 2007, p. 585). Different from profit-driven innovations,
grassroots innovations are less focused on artefacts and more
focused on new ways of doing things, that is, social innovations
(Witkamp et al., 2010). Some examples include community energy
(Seyfang et al., 2013), sustainable housing (Seyfang, 2010), com-
munity currency (Seyfang and Longhurst, 2016), Transition Towns
(Seyfang et al., 2010) and ecovillages (Boyer, 2015).

Grassroots innovations emphasise different social, ethical and
cultural rules (Seyfang and Smith, 2007). In a study about the
Transition Town movement, Seyfang and Haxeltine (2012) state
that a great part of this movement's innovation occurs in the
questioning of deeply embedded conceptions of ‘normality’ and in
the recreation of social practices according to different logics,
creating niches of ‘new normalities’. However, the innovative work
of local grassroots organizations in developing new practices and
new ‘normalities’ still remains unclear. We know that grassroots
innovations emerge from the bottom up, driven by perceived local
needs and ideologies (Hossain, 2016; Seyfang and Smith, 2007), but
we need a better understanding of how these factors are integrated
in local dynamics of transitions in practices.

A previous study of an American ecovillage using social practice
theories has shown that the presence of new elements of practices
(meanings, materials, and competences) allowed the emergence of
novel social practices and made possible a lifestyle that consumes
less than 10% of the energy and material resources than that of an
average American (Boyer, 2016). However, the mere presence of
elements does not explain how they are actively connected by
agents to create innovative practices and ‘new normalities’.

In this paper, we use concepts form social practice theories to
better understand the local processes of reconfiguration and
normalization of innovative, more sustainable, practices in a
grassroots organization: an ecovillage in Brazil. The focus of anal-
ysis is therefore, on the transitions in practices within a specific
niche organization. Our main research questions are:

1 How are social practices reconfigured within grassroots
organizations?

2 In what ways do grassroots innovations create niches of ‘new
normalities' as suggested by Seyfang and Haxeltine (2012)?

This paper is organized into six sections. In section two, we
present the basic concepts from social practice theories we use in
the analysis (2.1) and explore the concept of ‘normalization’ and the
role of social norms in the social practice approach (2.2). In section
three, we describe the research methods (3.1) and ponder on the
limitations of this study (3.2). In section four, we answer the
research questions using an ecovillage as a case study. First (4.1), we
analyse the dynamics of reconfiguration of two complexes of social
practices in the ecovillage using the key elements from social
practices theories (research question 1). Then (4.2), we investigate
how these innovative complexes of social practices create a niche of
‘new normalities’ in the ecovillage (research question 2). In section
five, we schematize and discuss the results. Research conclusions
and their implications for the theory and practice on sustainability
transitions are presented in section six.

2. Social practice concepts and the role of ‘social norms’

2.1. Basic concepts from social practice theories

According to social practice theories, practices can only emerge,
persist or change when connections between certain elements are
made, sustained or broken (Shove et al., 2012). Shove et al. (2012)
summarize the elements of practices in three categories:

� Meanings: including symbolic meanings, ideas, and aspirations;
� Materials: including things, infrastructures, and technologies;
� Competences: including skills, know-how and practical
knowledge.

Meanings, materials and competences are linked, integrated
and coordinated “horizontally” in routine and habit (Shove, 2003).
The practice of showering, for example, integrates meanings of
freshness, well-being and health; water and electricity infrastruc-
ture; and background knowledge about appropriate procedures
and bodily activity (Shove and Walker, 2010). Social practices
change when connections between these elements change,
whether in meanings, technologies, or competences.

Practices can be studied as entities we can talk about (for
example: driving, showering, doing laundry) or as performances
(moments of enactment). Practices as performances are necessarily
localized: situated instances of elements integration. Practices-as-
entities only exist and persist because of countless performances
enacted by individuals (Shove et al., 2012).

In the same way that elements connect to form practices,
practices connect to form complexes of practices: patterns of in-
tegrated arrangements, including forms of sequence and synchro-
nization (Shove et al., 2012). For example, the morning routine of
using the bathroom and using the car to take the kids to school and
go to work is a form of sequence and synchronization of practices
that create a complex with specific ecological impacts.

The reproduction of daily practices is intrinsically related to the
sociotechnical systems: people organize their lives around the
institutionalized systems of transportation, waste removal, elec-
tricity supply, and food distribution. They adapt their houses and
their lifestyles to these sociotechnical systems, tending to repro-
duce practices considered ‘normal’ and valued by the society in
which they live. Thus, people tend to reproduce ‘dominant’ social
practices (Shove et al., 2012).

Established social practices create and limit opportunities for
future developments, making certain courses of action easier or
more difficult, more acceptable or unacceptable, usually encour-
aging the reproduction of institutionalized practices that are
environmentally unsustainable. Thus, human agency is “contained
with a universe of possibilities defined by historically specific
complexes of practice” (Shove et al., 2012, p. 126). Giddens (2007)
calls this feedback of practices circuits of reproduction. An
example given by Shove et al. (2015) is the circuit of reproduction of
car dependency: as car ownership grew and became normal,
practices that used to be co-located, like shopping, school and work
could spread out in space, thus reinforcing car dependency.

The process of normalization of practices is, therefore, linked to
the creation of specific circuits of reproduction. New practices often
emerge and spread when they are easily accommodated into the
established fabric of practices that makes up ‘normal’ life.

2.2. ‘Normalization’ and social norms in social practice theories

Studies using social practice theories have explored the pro-
cesses of transformation and stability in social practices and how
certain conventions about cooking, cleaning, travelling etc. become
‘normal’. Shove and Southerton (2000), for example, examined the
‘normalization’ of the use of the freezer in the UK. Shove (2003) has
explored the ‘normalization’ of air-conditioning and its impact in
architecture (homes built for air-conditioning) and in fashion (the
suit becoming the standard clothing for standard controlled
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environmental temperature). For Shove (2003), “the real environ-
mental risk is of a sweeping convergence in what people take to be
normal ways of life, and a consequent locking in of unsustainable
demand for the resources on which these ways depend”.

Although social practice theories explore how social practices
become ‘normal’, the concept of ‘normalization’ and the role of
social norms in the reproduction and reconfiguration of practices
have not been sufficiently explored. In social psychology, social
norms are defined as “rules and standards that are understood by
members of a group, and that guide and/or constrain social
behaviour without the force of laws” (Cialdini and Trost, 1998, p.
152). Social norms may or may not be explicitly stated. They arise
from observation: “the greater the number of people who respond
to the same situation in the same way, the more correct we will
perceive the behaviour to be” (Cialdini and Trost, 1998, p. 155).
Therefore, the greater the number of people reproducing certain
practices, the more ‘normalized’ they are, and the greater their
normative power.

Many studies have shown that social norms play an important
role in human behaviour, including pro-environmental behaviours
(Goldstein et al., 2008; Nolan et al., 2008; Schultz et al., 2007;
Thomas and Sharp, 2013). Engagement in a practice is encouraged
when there is a favourable social norm. When a practice is
considered ‘normal’ and valued by the group, individuals feel social
pressure to participate in it. A study carried out in the UK, for
example, identified an increase in the number of people who claim
to recycle regularly, thus recycling has become a normal behaviour.
Therefore, the social pressure exerted by the knowledge that others
are recycling and the visibility of the practice by others have had a
positive effect on general behaviour regarding recycling (Thomas
and Sharp, 2013).

But how does the concept of social norms fit into studies using a
social practice approach? In Giddens' theory of structuration
(2007), social norms (as a form of rules) are part of the ‘structure’
(therefore both structuring as structured) and are recursively
implicated in social reproduction. According to Giddens (2007),
human agents have the capacity to understand what they do while
they do it. However, this reflexivity is largely carried not at the level
of discourse, but in practical consciousness - the practical knowl-
edge actors have about how to ‘go on’ in the contexts of social life.
Therefore, social norms are some of the rules that guide individuals
in the process of monitoring their own conduct and that of others in
daily encounters. “[A]wareness of social rules, expressed first and
foremost in practical consciousness, is the very core of that
‘knowledgeability’ which specifically characterizes human agents”
(Giddens, 2007, pos. 922).

In taking social norms into account when enacting and moni-
toring their actions, individuals contribute to the reproduction of
normalized practices and of social norms themselves. “One of the
main propositions of structuration theory is that rules [including
social norms] and resources drawn upon in the production and
reproduction of social action are at the same time the means of
system reproduction (the duality of structure)” (Giddens, 2007, pos.
870).

Although Shove et al. (2012) do not use the concept of social
norm, they suggest that the contours of a practice and its trajectory
depend on the populations of practitioners and its anchoring and
embeddeding in a society. For them, issues of access and commit-
ment to practices “combine to define the trajectories of practices-
as-entities: trajectories that are, in turn and again in combination,
relevant for future patterns of participation, experience and
commitment” (Shove et al., 2012, p. 65). Social norms, therefore,
play a critical role in the creation of circuits of reproduction:
widespread practices become ‘normal’ practices, their reproduction
becomes a ‘social norm’ which, in turn, influences individuals to
participate in them.
In this paper we suggest that it is analytically relevant to study

social norms as an important element of practices. By this wemean
foregrounding the role of social norms in the trajectories of
practices-as-entities. The extent to which a practice is shared by a
social group will determine the recruitment and the commitment
of practitioners and, therefore, its future pattern of development.

Studies about grassroots innovations have suggested that
grassroots niches offer a protected space that facilitates transitions
in practices (Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012; Seyfang and Smith,
2007). In this paper, we aim to explore the role of each of these
elements (meanings, materials, competences, and social norms) in
the reconfiguration and normalization of innovative practices car-
ried out by a specific grassroots organization.

3. Research methods

3.1. Data and methods

The selected case study is a Brazilian ecovillage and was carried
out as part of a broader research project on the ecovillage niche in
Brazil (Roysen, 2018). Ecovillages are intentional communities
created by groups of people from civil society to support a more
sustainable, collaborative and spiritually enriched lifestyle for their
members (Roysen and Mertens, 2016). They are local communities
that experiment with new social practices in many dimensions of
daily life, such as house building, sewage treatment, sharing of tools
and spaces, governance, mobility, food etc. (Boyer, 2016; Roysen
and Mertens, 2016; Roysen and Mertens, 2017). Ecovillages are
described as social innovators (Kunze, 2015) and as ‘living labora-
tories’ (Santos-Júnior, 2016) and are, thus, an ideal group for the
study of transitions in practices.

Since our focus is on the local dynamics of innovation, the
methodology chosen was a qualitative case study in a particular
ecovillage. The ecovillage was chosen from a list of 27 ecovillages
found during a previous research (Roysen, 2018). This specific
ecovillage was chosen based on the following criteria: (1) it is an
established community, with ten years of existence; and (2) its
members participate in many sustainable practices (they practice
21 out of a list of 26 sustainable practices, according to the data
collected in Roysen, 2018). The name of the ecovillage and of its
members were omitted to maintain the confidentiality of the in-
formation collected from research participants and to ensure
freedom of expression in their interviews.

Field research was carried out in the ecovillage in July 2016,
lasting approximately 20 days. To better understand how new
practices emerge and develop in the ecovillage, during the first
days in the field, we selected two complexes of practice for deeper
investigation: ‘community care’ and the car sharing, which will be
described in the next section. These two complexes were chosen
because they are innovative practices that reduce the community
ecological impact and were collectively developed by themembers.
These practices are interesting because they don't require any new
technology in order to be practiced. They only require changes in
habits and in social conventions.

In the field research, data was collected through three in-
struments: (1) individual in-depth interviews conducted with all
21 adult residents of the ecovillage; (2) field observations; and (3) a
focal group carried out with the earliest six members of the eco-
village that explored how these complexes of practices were
collectively configured and developed. After field research, all in-
terviews were transcribed and analysed with standard qualitative
data analysis methods (Sampieri et al., 2013). The codes used in the
analysis were derived from the theory summarized in section 2: (1)
symbolic elements, (2) material elements, (3) competences, (4)
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normalization/social norms, and (5) circuits of reproduction. The
goal was to understand the role of each of the elements of practices
in the reconfiguration of practices and in the creation of ‘new
normalities’ in the ecovillage e and how this reconfiguration leads
to the opening up of new opportunities for further innovation in
practices.

3.2. Limitations of the study

This single organization case study, while offering useful in-
sights about local dynamics in grassroots innovations, does not
allow for generalization of the findings. Future studies investigating
the processes of reconfiguration and normalization of novel social
practices in different grassroots organizations will be able to indi-
cate if these results are specific to the studied ecovillage, or if they
can be generalized to all grassroots innovations.

A second limitation of this study is the short fieldwork period,
which may have prevented a deeper observation of the diffi-
culties, conflicts and forms of manipulation occurring in the
enactment of their practices. However, many of the difficulties and
challenges the members face were brought up in the interviews
and in the focal group, which were the main source of data for our
analyses. In any case, observations were useful to triangulate
members’ accounts of the daily functioning of the studied com-
plexes of practice.

4. The ecovillage: reconfiguring and normalizing sustainable
practices

In this section, we first (4.1) introduce some characteristics of
the studied ecovillage and then present separately the reconfigu-
ration processes for each specific complex of practices and the role
of symbols, materials and competences in these processes. In the
second subsection (4.2), we analyse how ‘new normalities’ are
created and the role of social norms in the trajectories of practice
innovation and in the creation of circuits of reproduction in the
ecovillage. The segments extracted from interviews are stressed in
italic.

4.1. Reconfiguring practices in the ecovillage

The ecovillage is located in a rural area. At the time of the
research, it had 30 residents (21 adults and 9 children). The adult
residents were between 23 and 47 years old, ten men and eleven
women. What unites people in the ecovillage is the sharing of
certain symbolic meanings: a critique of contemporary society and
the desire to live an alternative lifestyle that is healthier for people
and for the environment. They support the principles of perma-
culture: earth-care, people-care and fair sharing of surplus
(Mollison and Slay, 1998). These principles guide the organization
and development of practices in the ecovillage.

Diverse practices and sustainable technologies are adopted by
the group: organic agriculture, composting of organic waste, bio-
construction, ecologic treatment of sewage, dry toilet, solar
panels for water heating, rainwater harvesting etc. Once a week
they have a general meeting to make decisions. These decisions are
made by consensus of all present. According to the residents, this
horizontality in decision-making, although often creates conflicts,
provides freedom to propose and experiment innovative practices.
One of the residents says that the ecovillage:

“… is a space to create. Because it is horizontal, if you have an
idea, if you see something that can be done, you can give the
idea to the group and everybody is open to hear it. … There is a
great openness to do the things you would like to do”.
Because the ecovillage is a non-hierarchical space open to new
ideas, it encourages innovation. Among the many sustainable social
practices developed in the ecovillage, we chose two complexes of
practices to be analysed: the ‘community care’ and the car sharing.
They are sets of collaborative practices, with a more social than
technological nature, and were configured and developed by the
members of ecovillage themselves.
4.1.1. Community care
“Community care” is the solution found by the group to solve

their needs for food and collective organization in a way that the
work is fairly shared among all residents. It can be considered a
complex of sustainable practices because it includes several actions
that reduce their environmental impact, such as composting of
organic waste, recycling, re-use of food, etc.

The ‘community care’ emerged in the ecovillage from social
needs (healthy food and clean spaces) and a set of shared symbolic
meanings: the wish to create a sense of community; the desire to
make daily processes more collective (instead of individualized);
the critique of the dominant regime of food production, processing,
and distribution; the wish to reduce consumption, and the per-
maculture principles that value energy efficiency, people care, na-
ture care and fair sharing.

In the configuration of this complex of practices, each person
brought competences acquired in previous experiences in college
dorms, collectives, other ecovillages and social movements to solve
the situated needs of the group. In a general meeting that lasted 8 h
to decide how they would organize themselves, they arrived at a
practice-as-entity which they called ‘community care’. It works in
the following way: each day of the week there is a team of three or
four pre-defined members who are responsible for the ‘community
care’ of the day, which consists of chores such as preparing
breakfast, lunch and dinner for the thirty residents and serving
them at the right time; cleaning the kitchen and the conviviality
centre; taking the recyclables to the shed; taking the organic waste
to the composting areas; among others.

Over time, the group createdmaterials suitable for this complex
of practices: they built a bigger collective kitchen and pantry, a
table for the ‘permacultural wash’ (bowls with water for the
washing of dishes), a chores roster, composting areas, stations for
recyclables separation etc. In the enactment of these practices, the
members had to embody new competences, such as the ability to
cook for a large number of people, to maintain good relationships,
to cook healthier food, to harvest food from the garden, to compost
etc. To ensure the reproduction of these practices, members always
make sure that a more experiencedmember is in the team together
with the lesser experienced one. This ensures that competences
necessary for the reproduction of practices are being shared.

According to the residents, this practice presents many eco-
nomic, environmental and social advantages. Since everyone cooks
in the same collective kitchen, they end up using less gas and
cleaning products. The idea is to feed a larger number of people
with less resource use. Since meals are prepared and consumed
collectively, shopping is also done collectively. A consequence of
collective shopping is the opportunity to choose suppliers that sell
in larger quantities, reducing the need for packages and trips to the
grocery store. They also discuss collectively the types of food that
will be included in the shopping list (giving preference to organic
and less processed food), and which suppliers cause less impact on
the environment and on human health (giving preference to
agrarian reform settlements that work with agro-ecology). One of
the members says:
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“Instead of each person going to the grocery store to buy their
packet of rice, we buy organic rice in big quantities, directly from
the producer.…What we can't produce, we try to buy nearby to
encourage local production.We already produce some here. And
it is like trying to do it as one entity: the peoplewho areworking
in the garden aren't spending two hours cooking their food
because there is someone else who is cooking, and they can
plant other food. One thing helps the other”.

Since its emergence in 2014, the ‘community care’ suffered
many alterations over time: in the tasks to be performed by the
teams, the weekdays to be performed, and in the types of food
served. This complex of practices was developed, therefore,
through a series of experimentations, trials and errors, individual
and collective feedback. It is a complex that is constantly changing,
according to their needs, the number of people living there, and the
evaluations of what does and does not work.

An interesting characteristic of the ecovillage is that all of its
practices are being constantly re-evaluated and improved, creating
opportunities for the emergence of new innovative practices, as
reported in the following statements:

“As we see a need, we try to apply it. If it doesn't work, we
change it. We take care not to force the community. … Some-
times, someone has an idea for a very cool practice, but we see
that it would be forcing people too much. So, let's be less sus-
tainable for now so that everybody breathes and later, we pro-
pose it again”.

“I love this proposal of the ecovillage of learning frommistakes.
We are not afraid of making mistakes. Sometimes we make
them and we start over, you know?”
4.1.2. Car sharing
Car sharing is the solution created by the ecovillage to solve

their mobility needs. The ecovillage is located in a rural area,
approximately 20 km from the city centre, where there is no public
transport available. Most members need cars to work, visit friends
and family, study etc.

Based on the group's mobility needs and sharedmeaningse the
critique of exacerbated consumerism and individualism, and the
desire to reduce the ecological footprint of their lifestyles e they
started to meet to configure a mobility practice alternative to
mainstream practices. There were already, in the group, certain
individual, previously acquired competences: previous participa-
tion in students' ride groups, the experience of livingwith friends in
college and lending cars, and the practice of using a smartphone
application to take notes of car expenses. With these previous ex-
periences, they started to create the car sharing practice: thinking
about how they would calculate travel costs and bills, how to take
notes of car use etc. Each person brought elements from their own
experience to create a practice-as-entity.

After the group decided how the practice would work, some
material elements emerged: some car owners made their cars
available for sharing; a notebook was created to write down the
mileage, date and people of each trip; a group was created on the
application What'sApp to announce trips and request rides; and
one of the members sold his car and bought a Kombi, so that more
people could travel to the city with less resource use. Not all
members have made their cars available for sharing according to
their personal needs. Nevertheless, the idea is to need fewer cars to
meet the mobility needs of more people. The community has 30
residents and only five cars, three of them shared.
To perform the new practice, the members of the ecovillage had
to acquire new competences and embody new abilities: getting
into the habit of offering rides when going to the city, being aware
of the collective organization of schedule, being able to share their
routines and get involved in other people's routines, getting into
the habit of writing down the mileage in the notebook before
departing, and renouncing the convenience of having their car
available anytime they want. Therefore, participants had to learn to
manage this sharing dynamic. One of the members spoke about
that:

“Sometimes there is a setback, it is your time and you are
waiting for the car to arrive. … But it is also a process of
detaching and trying to create some tactics, of scheduling al-
ways half an hour earlier, things like that. They seem silly, but
they make the difference to a better harmonization”.

According to the residents, this practice presents many eco-
nomic, environmental and social advantages. It allows people with
physical disabilities, people that can't drive, or people that do not
have the means to own a car to benefit from this means of trans-
portation. The cost of the car is shared among more people,
bringing economic advantages to their owners. Moreover, since
people are encouraged to share trips, it generates a reduction in the
community's ecological footprint, reducing pollution emission,
fossil fuel use, and the buying of car parts, which use natural re-
sources for their production. Lastly, this practice strengthens social
ties between members of the community, creating a sharing
culture.
4.2. Creating a niche of ‘new normalities’

But how does the reconfiguration of practices in the ecovillage
lead to the creation of ‘new normalities’? What is the role of social
norms in the trajectories of practice innovation?

Even before theymoved to the ecovillage, most members report
attempts to adopt more sustainable practices that were faced with
many difficulties. One member reports that while he was living
with his mother he tried to separate the recyclables, to plant, and to
diminish the consumption of industrialized goods, but he did not
get support from his relatives. Another member says:

“When I lived in S~ao Paulo … many things that I tried to do
didn't work out… I am here because I found a place where there
are people connected with some of the things that I was …

While I felt alone trying to do this in the city, looking like a crazy
and radical person, here I have only accomplices in this”.

These statements suggest that in everyday life outside the niche,
even with widespread availability of symbolic meanings associated
with sustainability, the emergence and maintenance of sustainable
practices is hindered by their condition as deviant practices.

This is also evident in their current relationships with their
families. Most residents report that their relatives do not under-
stand or support their new lifestyle. One of them says: “Everybody
thinks that you are crazy, that you became a hippie, that you lost your
mind, that you are irresponsible”. At the same time, they try to
encourage their relatives to change their practices, without much
success: “You start to become the most annoying person in the family.
… You start to complain when everybody goes to the same place, each
one with their own car”.

One of the members who is moving back to her parent's house
in Rio de Janeiro says:
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“Now that I'm going back to the city, I think about how this [the
car sharing practice] could be applied in my apartment building,
for example. The difference is that I do not have a relationship
with the residents of my building. So, it won't be natural. I would
have to say: ‘Hey guys, let's start to share our cars?’ It would be
kind of strange”.

Therefore, while sustainable collective practices are seen as
deviant behaviours outside the niche, in the ecovillage, prevailing
understandings of what constitutes a normal practice are allowed,
even encouraged, to be broken down. The reconfiguration of social
practices and the participation of all the members in these novel
practices generate new conventions of what constitutes a normal
practice in the ecovillage (that is, new social norms).

The emergence of new social norms, in turn, helps to sustain the
reproduction of these practices by members, especially the newly
arrived. For example, all members participate in the ‘community
care’. Although there are no explicit rules that force people to
participate, all of them feel duty-bound to do it. The group values
when people do their chores well. New members report enthu-
siasm in participating, as a means of social integration, moved by
the desire to feel part of the community. There is also group pres-
sure to participate in these practices, as we can see in the following
statement:

“When I got here, in the first two weeks, I cooked separately for
myself in the other kitchen. I did my shopping separately …

People frown upon you because they think you are using
something from here and you can't because you are not paying.
And they askwhy I do this, if I think the food here is bad. There is
a lot of judgment. … So, it makes relationships harder”.

All members also participate in the car sharing practice (either
making their cars available or using other people's cars). The new
members that arrive in the ecovillage see this new practice being
reproduced by its members as a normal practice and are thus
influenced by the group to participate, as becomes clear in the
following statements:

“When I got here I saw how it worked… and I realized this is the
way the ecovillagers moved around. And, if I am in the eco-
village, I will take part in this too.”

“[We adopted it] … because of these good points, and on our
arrival here, [we wanted] to integrate more with other mem-
bers. Because everybody is participating and we are here to be
included in these good things”.

The normalization of sustainable social practices in the eco-
village occurs, therefore, when most members participate in these
reconfigured practices which become normal practices that
everyone does. In the ecovillage, this normalization creates new
social norms that encourages, and even pressures, their members
to participate in them. In this way, the ecovillage becomes an
incubator, a protected space for ‘new normalities’.

The normalization of reconfigured practices in the ecovillage not
only encourages participation, but it also engenders new circuits of
reproduction. For instance, according to one of the interviewed
members, the establishment of the ‘community care’ allowed the
community to develop trust and abilities in sharing objects and
spaces, creating the basis for the emergence of the car sharing and
paving the way for other ideas to the future collectivization of other
elements of the community's routine. They dream about a collec-
tive car repair workshop, a collective laundry station, and a
community bank. The normalization of the ‘community care’, has,
therefore, created new circuits of reproduction that take their
practices onto specific paths towards greater collectivization.

The car sharing scheme had been created about seven months
before our field research and was still in test. The idea is to
experiment this practice, embody the abilities for car sharing, so
that, one day, they can have collective cars, owned by the com-
munity. The residents also dream about other future developments
of this practice, like developing a smartphone application to take
notes of mileage, building a collective car repair workshop and even
producing their own fuel.

The creation of ‘new normalities’, therefore, sets the ecovillage
practices onto specific trajectories, influencing the subsequent
emergence of new collective practices.

5. Discussion

Through a case study of a Brazilian ecovillage, we were able to
explore the dynamics of reconfiguration and normalization of
practices carried out by its members, and the role of social norms in
sustaining these practices and setting them into new circuits of
reproduction. The process of reconfiguration and normalization of
innovative practices in the studied ecovillage is a bottom-up pro-
cess that seems to follow a similar pattern in both complexes of
practices analysed in this paper. For explanatory purposes, we
represent this pattern in Fig. 1.

Starting from situated social needs and alternative symbolic
meanings, the collective creation of new practices-as-entities
builds on previously acquired individual competences. After the
configuration of the new practices, the ecovillage residents create
material elements, including infrastructure, appropriate for their
practices and develop new competences: learning how to cook,
how to share cars, and to do things in a collective way.

Outside niche organizations, people tend to organize their
ecovillage.
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practices and to create competences around the available materials
and infrastructures of the institutionalized systems of trans-
portation, sewage treatment and food production. In contrast, in
the ecovillage, new structures and new competences are created to
enable the sustainable social practices they intentionally develop.
This process happens in an experimental way, by trial and error,
and through a number of evaluations and modifications. Contrary
to what happens in market contexts, in the ecovillage, “mistakes”
and proposals that do not work are seen as part of the innovation
process.

As some practices become established they become normal
practices, generating ‘new normalities’. This implies a change in the
normative rules that guide individuals in the monitoring of their
actions and of the actions of others. There is, thus, another change
in ‘structure’. The normalization of sustainable social practices in
the ecovillage encourages members to participate in them in order
to feel integrated into the group. The visibility of the collective
practices in the ecovillage reinforces the power of these new social
norms. This does not mean they will be forced to conform. Ac-
cording to Giddens, “norms figure as ‘factual’ boundaries of social
life, to which a variety of manipulative attitudes are possible”
(Giddens, 2007, pos. 602).

Despite the possibilities of manipulation, the widespread
participation of the ecovillage members in these new practices
(with its symbols, materials, competences and social norms), con-
tributes to the reproduction of this new ‘structure’, engendering the
creation of new circuits of reproduction that set the trajectories of
practices in the ecovillage onto specific paths. In this way, the
ecovillage becomes an ‘incubator’ encouraging sustainable prac-
tices to develop, persist and unfold.

Structure is always constraining and enabling. Deeply routinized
practices hinder moves to more experimental practices when they
are perceived as deviant, as we could see in the difficulties mem-
bers faced in adopting innovative practices in the context of their
original social group. However, the ecovillage provides a space in
which members can bring previously habitual practices from the
practical sphere to the level of discourse so they can be reflexively
regulated in order to become more sustainable. In this way, they
have accomplished changes in the ‘structure’ (rules and resources),
enabling the reconfiguration of social practices towards more sus-
tainable and collective ones.

The intentional reconfiguration of practices is a possible con-
dition of human agents. According to Giddens, ideas produced by
social theorists feed back into social life and, in some instances,
human agents may reflexively attempt to control and regulate the
conditions of systems reproduction, either to keep things as they
are or to change them (Giddens, 2007). In trying to change the way
they live, grassroots innovators are thus similar to social movement
activists - questioning previously unquestioned assumptions,
bringing habitual behaviours to the level of critical discourse and
thus establishing new “habitual ways of being-in-the-world”
(Crossley, 2003, p. 56).

6. Conclusions and implications for theory and practice on
sustainability transitions

Social practice theories have emphasized the importance of
taken-for-granted habitual behaviours in generating cumulative,
and often negative, environmental impacts. At the same time, some
groups from civil society have been questioning ‘normal’ unsus-
tainable behaviours and making efforts to reconfigure their daily
practices towards sustainability.

In this paper we sought to explore how these grassroots orga-
nizations reconfigure their daily practices and in what ways they
create niches of ‘new normalities’, as suggested by Seyfang and
Haxeltine (2012). Through a case study of a Brazilian ecovillage,
we were able to reveal the collective reconfiguration of social
practices carried out by its members, their creation of new ‘nor-
malities’, and have argued for the analytical importance of social
norms as a ‘structural’ element influencing the emergence and
development of practices-as-entities.

The two complexes of practices analysed in this paper are
neither particularly novel nor complex. They do not need specific
green technologies or scientific knowledge to be developed.
Therefore, why do more people not group together and reconfigure
their practices in similar ways? We have argued that they are
prevented by the locking in of routine practices in specific circuits
of reproduction that constrain individuals from participating in
practices that are seen as deviant and that do not fit into their
current mainstream routines.

Therefore, instead of focusing on the diffusion of cleaner tech-
nologies, more studies could focus on the diffusion of new concepts
of normality. Breaking the normative rules that encourage the
reproduction of unsustainable practices means exposing people to
a wider variety of socially sanctioned sustainable actions. For
example, future studies could explore the role of the entertainment
industry in legitimizing unsustainable concepts of normality. Could
the inclusion of sustainable practices in soap operas and television
series accomplish a change in social norms and offer new models
for individuals to guide their actions?

Another fruitful line of inquiry is to investigate how social norms
are shared across different niches, for example, between ecovil-
lages, co-housings, Transition Towns, sustainable houses etc. The
replication and multiplication of these experiments as demon-
strative sites of alternative normalities could help strengthen these
alternative social norms, and the recruitment of new practitioners
by different niches could help to spread new ideas of normality to a
wider audience than that of any niche alone, transforming the
deviant condition of some sustainable practices and thus encour-
aging more people to participate in them.
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