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The world is facing multiple intertwined crises, like environmental degradation and socioeconomic in-
equalities. The impacts of these crises are disproportionately severe in emerging nations, such as those
in Southeast Asia. Ecovillages are emerging as a potential solution to the challenges caused by multiple
crises; however, their adoption remains relatively low in Southeast Asia, unlike in developed nations.
This research aims to understand the barriers that contributed to the low adoption of ecovillages, using
the diffusion of innovation theory as a foundation. Data was drawn from a PhD project that carried out
18 semi-structured interviews with emerging ecovillage members, sustainable community developers,
eco-farm founders/ members, and ecovillage researchers, taking Malaysia as a case study. Data was an-
alyzed using NVivo software through an inductive thematic analysis. Findings revealed five critical bar-
riers: one) lack of sense of urgency, two) money-oriented economy, three) governmental policy and ur-
banization, four) lack of awareness and knowledge, and five) socio-economic dynamics that contributed
to the low adoption of ecovillages. The theoretical implications add new perspectives to the diffusion of
innovation theory by reinforcing that factors such as perceived benefits, alignment with existing values,
and visible success remain relevant in the adoption of ecovillages. However, their impact is shaped by
external factors, such as governance systems, economic priorities, legal systems, and societal norms,
which may support or hinder the adoption of ecovillages. The practical implication is to empower ecovil-
lage practitioners about the barriers that contribute to low ecovillage adoption in Southeast Asia, ena-
bling them to adapt and tailor their ecovillage models to fit the local context.
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INTRODUCTION

The world is facing multiple crises, including socioeconomic inequalities, extreme weather pat-
terns, and natural resource depletion, which pose a severe threat to human communities and
the natural environment (Rahman et al., 2025). These crises have a disproportionate impact on
emerging nations, such as those in Southeast Asia. The region is one of the world’s fastest-
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growing economic regions, contributing nearly 4% to the global gross domestic product (Park,
2024). In addition, it is home to one of the world’s prominent biodiversity hotspots, also viewed
as a carbon sink, making it a critical region to study (Nair et al., 2023). Unsustainable human
practices have been largely linked with environmental, social, and economic challenges that
humanity is facing (Zhai et al., 2025). In this regard, ecovillages are emerging as one possible
way to transition to more sustainable human practices globally, including in Southeast Asia
(Shaw et al,, 2009; Weng, 2010). Ecovillages are intentionally designed human communities
that aim to balance human and environmental needs (Pickerill et al., 2024). The members of
the communities practice resource sharing, regenerative agriculture, participatory governance,
and a community-based economy. The concept of ecovillages is well-developed in America, Eu-
rope, and Australia, and it has shown considerable ecological, social, and economic benefits.
These benefits have also been noted by ecovillage researchers in Southeast Asia (Hashim et al,,
2014; Othman & Yusof, 2020). Although ecovillages remain marginal in terms of their popula-
tion and spatial footprint, they still hold ecological, social, and economic significance (Pinto,
2024), serving as laboratories for sustainable living and inspiring broader society. In a highly
dense urbanized Southeast Asian context, ecovillages hold greater importance, as these models
have the potential to be adapted to and tested in multi-level residential apartments. This is be-
cause some of the core practices of ecovillages, like shared facilities, common spaces, and com-
munity practices, already exist in multi-level residential apartments.

Despite consistent advocacy, the adoption of ecovillages has been relatively low in South-
east Asia compared to developed nations. The low adoption of ecovillages in Southeast Asia can
primarily be understood by the total number of ecovillages. For instance, there are more than
1200 ecovillage models globally, predominantly in the Western world, while very few well-es-
tablished ecovillages exist in countries like Malaysia and Indonesia, according to the Global
Ecovillage Network (2025). This argument can be further supported by the existing literature
on ecovillages, which is concentrated mainly in developed nations, and very few studies exist
in emerging nations (Daly, 2017; Pinto, 2024). This indicates that ecovillages have not gained
substantial traction in developing nations. The argument is based on the observed trend in the
developed nations, where a higher number of ecovillages is correlated with extensive academic
literature. Given the trend, this research suggests that it is less likely that well-established
ecovillages exist, which remain unnoticed by ecovillage researchers in the region. This under-
scores that, despite the early recognition of ecovillage potential in Southeast Asia, the concept
of ecovillage remained in a nascent stage. There exist few studies on ecovillages in Southeast
Asian countries, such as Malaysia (Shaw et al, 2009; Hashim et al, 2014), Thailand
(Roongtawanreongsri & Boonkaew, 2021), and Indonesia (Wiradimadja et al., 2019). However,
they provided insufficient insights into the barriers that contributed to the low adoption of
ecovillages in Southeast Asia, indicating a critical literature gap. Thus, the current research aims
to understand the barriers to the low adoption of the ecovillage concept in Southeast Asia, with
Malaysia serving as the research context. The rationale behind using Malaysia as the context for
the research is that the nation shares similarities with most countries in Southeast Asia in terms
of ethnicities, similar climatic conditions, and environmental and economic challenges.

By identifying those barriers, the current research offers valuable insights to aspiring
ecovillages in Southeast Asia, enabling them to navigate the challenges that may potentially
hinder their success in becoming ideal models for sustainable human settlements. The rest of
the paper is structured as follows. Section two discusses the review of literature, while section
three discusses the research methodology and analysis. Section four exhibits the results and

ASEAS 18(2) | D2


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/aepr.12462
https://books.google.com.my/books?hl=en&lr=&id=B-m9EAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PT428&dq=Southeast+Asia+world%27s+biodiversity+hotspots+and+urbanization+Nair&ots=19D7_dQlvF&sig=sw9PGwXrHrsC8sO7D6b8y3HpZGM&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S092585742400329X
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/S2040-7262(2009)0000001018/full/html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1468-2427.13209
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/abstract/document/6828957
https://journals.iium.edu.my/kaed/index.php/dij/article/view/605/492
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378954500_Spiritual_Representations_in_Rural_Ecovillages_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378954500_Spiritual_Representations_in_Rural_Ecovillages_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378954500_Spiritual_Representations_in_Rural_Ecovillages_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13549839.2017.1348342
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378954500_Spiritual_Representations_in_Rural_Ecovillages_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378954500_Spiritual_Representations_in_Rural_Ecovillages_A_Systematic_Review
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/S2040-7262(2009)0000001018/full/html
https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/abstract/document/6828957
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15575330.2021.1966062

Imran Rautan, Sivakumari Supramaniam, Hossein Nezakati, & Stephen Thomas Homer

discussion, followed by section five, which includes the conclusion, limitations, and future di-
rections.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Ecovillages are urban or rural communities that strive for holistic sustainability (Xhexhi, 2023).
They achieve this by living an alternative life, such as developing community-based economies,
self-governing systems, and shared ownership (Kunze, 2020). The contemporary ecovillage
term emerged around the 1990s, when small-scale intentional communities were recognized
as ecovillages (Roysen et al., 2024). Following the formal recognition of ecovillages, the Global
Ecovillage Network was established in 1995 to support ecovillage-like communities by bringing
them together on a single platform. The Global Ecovillage Network is now composed of regional
networks: Europe, America, Oceania & Asia, and Africa (Global Ecovillage Network, 2025), com-
prising more than 1,200 ecovillages. Of the ecovillages, approximately 900 are located in devel-
oped nations (e.g., Europe and North America), while 50 ecovillages are situated in Southeast
Asia, including two in Malaysia (Table 1 and Figure 1). In Southeast Asia, a significant propor-
tion of these ecovillages are in emerging or planning stages, which reflects growing interest and
a nascent stage (Global Ecovillage Network, 2025). The concept of living sustainably, such as in
ecovillages, is as old as the Western world. In Malaysia, the first sustainable settlement was
established in 1899, known as Kampong Bahru (New Village) (Shaw et al., 2009). This settle-
ment was established even before Gilman and Gilman (1991) defined the term ecovillage. Ini-
tially, it was merely formed to educate Malaysian children. However, later, they adopted eco-
community practices to lead a better and more sustainable lifestyle (Shaw et al., 2009).

Regions Total

Ecovillages
Europe 438
America 453
Africa 127
Oceania & Asia 213
Southeast Asia within Oceania & Asia 54
Malaysia within Southeast Asia (Oceania & Asia) 2

Table 1. Geographical distribution of ecovillages. (Global Ecovillage Network, 2025)

Since their early recognition, and up until recently, little has been done to develop ecovil-
lages, as there are merely two prospective ecovillages in Malaysia, along with a few studies on
ecovillages. However, a commitment to sustainable living is emerging in Malaysia, as people are
expressing their interest in sustainable living through ecovillages. For instance, Noble Gateway
Ecovillage is striving to become a well-established ecovillage in Malaysia (Global Ecovillage Net-
work, 2025). Another similar project is Felda Taib Andak, among the earliest Felda Schemes to
create a low-carbon society of around 600 settlers in Johor State, and Low Carbon Society for
Iskander Malaysia 2025, Malaysia (Bong et al.,, 2017), and Green Valley ecovillage, with 50
members (Global Ecovillage Network, 2015). While these numbers of ecovillages illustrate that
they are a niche phenomenon, their significance as laboratories of sustainable living is well
acknowledged (Fonseca et al., 2022). This means that ecovillages may not yet provide a mass
solution; nevertheless, they can serve as ideal models of sustainable living for mainstream so-
ciety.
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Figure 1. Ecovillages in Southeast Asia. (Global Ecovillage Network, 2025)

Few studies have been conducted in Malaysia on implementing ecovillage practices
within existing communities. This can be substantiated by the work of Hashim et al. (2014),
who investigated the potential of local renewable energy in ecovillage development, giving little
attention to the low adoption of ecovillages. Similarly, Ho et al. (2014) researched a solar town
that can potentially serve as an ideal model for ecovillages. Recently, Othman and Yusof (2020)
proposed an ecovillage framework specifically focused on sustainable waste management. This
further confirms the limited attention toward understanding the low adoption of ecovillages.
Investigating the barriers to the low adoption of ecovillages is essential, as it can provide valu-
able lessons to prospective ecovillages and emerging ecovillage researchers to further develop
the ecovillage concept.

Theoretical Foundation: Diffusion of Innovation Theory

The diffusion of innovation theory (DOI) explains how innovations spread within a social sys-
tem over time. The DOI was introduced by Rogers (1962), who stated that diffusion is a process
by which innovations are either accepted or rejected by society. This theory has been exten-
sively applied to explain a wide range of innovations over the past six decades in various indus-
tries (Xu et al,, 2024). There are five factors: one) relative advantage, two) complexity, three)
compatibility, fourth) trialability, and fifth) observability, which plays a vital role in determin-
ing whether individuals will adopt certain innovations. The relative advantage can be under-
stood as the perceived benefits (i.e., economic, social, and environmental) that are more prom-
ising than the existing innovations (Assidi et al., 2025). The complexity explains that if innova-
tions are complex, it is less likely that they will be adopted by a large number of people
(Fakhrullah et al,, 2025). The compatibility factor refers to the degree to which an innovation
aligns with existing values, needs, norms, and experiences (Zhang, 2015); hence, the higher the
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alignment with existing values, the greater the likelihood of innovation adoption. Trialability
refers to the degree to which innovations can be experienced and tested before being adopted
by a wider audience, thereby reducing uncertainty among individuals (Mamun, 2018). Finally,
observability explains that innovations can be adopted when the benefits are visible and can be
understood by the people (Mbatha, 2024). This suggests that when innovations are presented
as beneficial, they are more likely to be adopted by a wider audience.

This research utilizes the DOI to investigate the reasons behind the low adoption of ecovil-
lages in Malaysia. Ecovillage researchers have stated that ecovillage communities are social in-
novations and the diffusion of technological innovations is intimately linked (Roysen et al,,
2024). The DOI has been sufficiently incorporated in various fields, such as e-consumer health
innovation (Zhang et al,, 2015) and the adoption of Al-powered tools (Uzumcu & Acilmis, 2023)
to explore and understand the adoption or rejection of innovations; nevertheless, its usage re-
mains limited in the context of ecovillages. The current research expands the scope of DOI by
integrating it to explore the low adoption of ecovillages on a collective level rather than on an
individual level.

METHOD

The current research builds upon a PhD project aimed at developing a holistic ecovillage frame-
work for Southeast Asia. A subset of the entire qualitative dataset was extracted, explicitly fo-
cusing on the factors that contributed to the low adoption of ecovillages. The data was collected
through one-to-one semi-structured interviews, as they are employed in social science to gain
deep perspectives. The semi-structured interviews are structured but also allow for a respon-
sive exploration for new ideas to emerge, hence selected (Junnier, 2024). The participants of
the semi-structured interviews were emerging ecovillage members, sustainable community de-
velopers, ecovillage researchers, and eco-farm founders/members in Malaysia. The rationale
behind involving these participants is their direct involvement in ecovillages and sustainability-
related specializations, making them ideal respondents to provide valuable insights. A purpos-
ive sampling technique was employed, and a list of 45 potential interviewees was prepared.
The participants were officially invited by sending an email invitation, along with a participant
information sheet, consent form, and interview protocol. Upon the consent of the interested
participants, a Zoom link was shared, as scheduled for the proposed date and time.

Data Collection

An interview protocol was prepared, consisting of three main questions: “What is an ecovillage
for you?”, “According to you, why is there a lack of ecovillages in Malaysia?”, and “What prac-
tices are important to build an ecovillage?”. Nevertheless, this research focuses on the data col-
lected from the interview question two. This question was further explored by using prompts
like: “Are there any other factors that may have potentially contributed?” “Are there any other
reasons?” “You mentioned several times, people who are financially challenged, would you talk
more about it?” “You talked about different ethnicities, would you elaborate?”. This enabled the
interviewer to have a neutral stance during the data collection process, allowing themes to
emerge organically. All the interviews were conducted in English, with the majority lasting over
an hour. The interviews were video-recorded through Zoom and transcribed verbatim to cap-
ture an accurate representation of the participants’ insights. The interviewee began to encoun-
ter repeated information after 15 interviews, prompting the decision to stop the interviews at
that point and proceed with data analysis. After analysis and code generation, a series of
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subsequent interviews were conducted to confirm the findings. However, the subsequent in-
terviews did not generate any new codes that could lead to new themes, indicating data satu-
ration. Hence, the decision was made to discontinue 18 interviews. This method, known as com-
parative analysis, is recommended by Hennink and Kaiser (2022) for determining data satura-
tion. The data was collected between March 2024 and June 2024.

Data Analysis

A reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019) was adopted by the researchers
to analyze the interview data. Transcripts were analyzed using NVivo, a data analysis software
designed to analyze unstructured data, such as interview transcripts. There are several reasons
to use NVivo, as reported by Alam (2020), and one of the main reasons is that it offers more
flexibility in categorizing rich-text data. Another reason is that NVivo is very simple and easy to
use, helping researchers to save time and effort. The names of the aspiring ecovillage members,
eco-farm founders/members, sustainable community developers, and individuals were re-
placed with transcript numbers. The process of coding and theme generation follows Hanh'’s
(2011) recommendation of three levels of coding. First-level coding in which participants’ im-
portant information was coded. The second level of coding involved merging similar first-level
codes into a single code. Finally, the second-level codes were used to create a broader theme
that captured the essence of the participants’ insights. The research team later reviewed themes
to ensure objectivity and analytical integrity. Table 2 demonstrates the coding process in this
research.

First-level coding ‘ Second-level coding ‘ Theme
Privatization of land Privatization of land Money-oriented
Monopoly by private entities economy

Land rights issues

Land is expensive

Money-oriented economy Money-oriented economy
Focus on economic growth

Ecovillages not profitable

Profit mentality

Materialism and consumerism

Table 2. Coding and theme generation process.

Participants Number
Eco-farm founders/members 7
Community developers 7
Ecovillage researcher 1
Emerging ecovillages 3

Total 18

Table 3. Malaysian participants’ profile.
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RESULTS & DISCUSSION

A total of 18 participants were interviewed, comprising approximately 40% eco-farm found-
ers/members, 40% sustainable community developers, 15% emerging ecovillage members,
and 5% ecovillage researchers in Malaysia (Table 3). This shows that involving diverse partic-
ipants offered more comprehensive insights into the barriers that contributed to the low adop-
tion of ecovillages. Meaning that, the data collected through diverse participants ensures that a
wide range of insights and experiences have been captured.

Barriers to Low Ecovillage Adoption

The results revealed five major barriers: (1) lack of sense of urgency, (2) money-oriented econ-
omy, (3) government policy and urbanization, (4) awareness and knowledge, and (5) socio-
cultural dynamics that contributed to the low adoption of ecovillages in Malaysia.

Lack of Sense of Urgency

A sense of urgency can be described as recognizing the significance of timely action in critical
situations (Kotter, 2008). The lack of a sense of urgency emerged as one of the key themes that
contributed to the low adoption of ecovillages in Malaysia. This stemmed from two main rea-
sons: first, the findings revealed that wealthy individuals do not express a significant interest
in ecovillages due to their strong financial position. Second, individuals with limited resources
tend to focus on addressing their immediate challenges. The sentiments are expressed in the
following way: One participant said:

I think people, wealthy people, have another extreme end of mindset. Uh when, when
you have enough resources; you tend do not worry about whether you're gonna have
the resources in the future because the mindset is ii have money to buy.

Another respondent said: “A lot of people are content and comfortable with their current way
of life, which they think is so-called sustainable for the future.” In terms of focusing on immedi-
ate challenges, the other participant stated:

[t is a long-term approach. It is more challenging, and you know, if you want to adopt,
if you want to see quick results, people tend not to focus on that, yeah. So today is not
enough uh building our capacity, and that is why so many Malaysians do not show any
interest in sustainable communites, so yeah. The lack of interest. Um people tend to
focus on the basic needs. And one of the most basic needs is, how do I put food on the
table and have food for my family? When the focus is this uh survival and putting food
on the table, they would not be interested or give efforts of uh coming together.

These findings align with the relative advantage construct of the Diffusion of Innovation Theory
(DOI). According to the relative advantage construct, people adopt innovation when they see
tangible benefits (Assidi etal., 2025). However, the findings from this research add new insights
by revealing that the timing of those benefits is equally important. Ecovillages offer long-term
ecological, social, and economic benefits that outweigh the short-term and immediate benefits.
This potentially weakens their perceived relative advantage, leading to low adoption rates of
ecovillages. Past studies (Abidin et al.,, 2013; Kasim, 2007) have also indicated a lack of sense of
urgency in adopting sustainable behavior. It is further supported by Hasnat et al. (2025), who
noted that modern economic structures prioritize short-term financial gains over long-term
sustainability. This implies that social innovations, such as ecovillages, struggle to gain
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widespread adoption, as they do not offer immediate benefits. In doing so, the findings expand
the understanding of relative advantage by demonstrating that the immediate realization of
perceived benefits is essential in determining adoption. Hence, ecovillages also need to high-
light the immediate benefits to gain more traction alongside long-term benefits and sustaina-
bility. The lack of sense of urgency further stretches its impact on the overall economy, which
is heavily dependent on financial growth and consumerism; thereby, a money-oriented econ-
omy emerged as another critical barrier, as discussed in the following paragraph.

Money-Oriented Economy

The money-oriented economy can be understood as an economic system that prioritizes con-
tinuous financial growth (Kreinin & Aigner, 2022). It emerged as one of the significant barriers,
causing low adoption of ecovillages. Findings indicate that this is due to a greater focus on the
privatization of land for industrial farming, ecovillages not being perceived as profitable busi-
ness models, and sustainability initiatives being more influenced by profit rather than commu-
nity-driven values. It suggests that in the current economic system, resource-sharing, collective
ownership, and minimal consumerism struggle to gain legitimacy. About the privatization of
land, one participant expressed:

At the same time, we have made a few, for me, big policy decisions that over the last
40, 50 years that have resulted in this sort of lack of sensitivity to sustainability. And
one of them is palm oil, a major privatization of land in the last 40 years. So a lot of
few companies and a few very wealthy people hold rights to a lot of land. And this
land was acquired very, very cheap. And now it's just filled with palm oil and just
waiting to build houses.

Other participants stated that there are similar projects; however, their main intention is to
generate maximum profit in the name of sustainability. Two participants stated: “These are ac-
tually more of the communities, etc., but they are not looking into the aspect of ecovillages from
the true perspective. So, [ don't think it's [ think it's just it's not profitable.” The other participant
mentioned:

So, everything they think is about planting the heaviest produce, getting the maximum
profit, even though it's organic farming, and, you know, secure their crop to with their
crops. So, this is the profit mentality. After a while. I feel like it's very hard to com-
municate.

Some of the participants also indicated that the money-oriented economy influenced the mind-
set of many people; hence, they are not motivated to do sustainable things:

We've been like a money-oriented economy, everything we use, money to buy, buy a
pencil, ecovillages, not necessary.” So certain thing you produce your own food, things
like that, but you not necessarily need to use money to buy it. So for certain people, it
cuts that so it's actually easier for me to make more money and get those things why
I they do, burden myself and do all the how to get this, right? It sounds like this this
change of mindset is, I think this is the main challenge.

Others pointed out that ecovillages will become a prominent concept in Malaysia if they can
produce substantial profit for the people:
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We are following the trends of ecotourism and stuff like that, I think in the future, the
concept of ecovillage will come to Malaysia, however. I think that how fast it gains
popularity, it solely depends on how much money people can make from it, because
most of these initiative, whatever eco kind of initiative, whether it may be renewable
energy or you know, ecotourism, it's all about making money.

The findings of this research support the compatibility construct of DOI, which explains that
innovations have a high probability of acceptance when they align with the existing economic
and social structures. This means that financial return on investment is a critical driver of inno-
vation adoption, which contradicts social innovations like ecovillages, creating a considerable
misalignment and barrier to the adoption of ecovillages. In the context of Malaysia, the predom-
inant focus on a money-oriented economy can be linked to the aspiration to become a highly
industrialized nation (Gomez et al.,, 2021) and a high-income country (Jayasingam et al., 2023).
This means that sustainability-focused initiatives, such as ecovillage communities, struggle to
gain sufficient institutional and financial support. The findings suggest that sustainability may
not thrive in isolation, and ecovillages are more likely to gain traction when positioned as part
of national development strategies.

Government Policy and Urbanization

Government policy and urbanization in Malaysia were identified as major barriers to the low
adoption of ecovillages. The findings suggest that government policies are more focused on
achieving industrialization rather than promoting ecologically sustainable development, re-
sulting in economic growth and urbanization (Awan et al., 2022). For instance, participants
stated that policies are more favorable for industrial farming rather than making Malaysia an
ecological nation. At the same time, others stated that there are no strong policies for building
ecovillages in Malaysia. One participant stated: “I think it's the government policies, so Malaysia
is not known to be an ecological country, per se, it's more like industrial farming.” Another par-
ticipant explained: “In terms of policies from government, there isn't a strong policy in terms of
for ecovillages. I don't think there's any strong policy even for rural communities.” In terms of
rapid urbanization, respondents expressed that people are leaving rural areas to move to cities
in the hope of more economic opportunities:

Because the younger generation, right, they're all leaving their families in their vil-
lages. They're going off to cities”. The other participant said that the increasing devel-
opment of rural areas into urban areas was another critical factor in the development
of ecovillages in Malaysia. “In terms of our mode of urban development, it is like trying
to urbanize the rural communities when traditionally they have been living in a sus-
tainable manner.

The insights regarding governmental policies for industrialized nations (Ngu et al., 2020) and
rapid urbanization (Junsheng et al., 2024; Kuok et al., 2024) can be linked with the existing
literature, where similar perspectives have been documented. This can be further validated by
Rongen et al. (2024), who stated that policies such as Malaysia’s New Economic Policy, intro-
duced as early as 1971, had two primary objectives: to reduce poverty and improve the eco-
nomic stability of financially challenged Malaysians, aiming to become a high-income nation.
This indicates that favorable policies toward more industrialization and rapid urbanization, as
aripple effect (Bekhet & Othman, 2017), shifted attention away from creating more sustainable
and prosperous communities toward achieving greater economic stability. This signifies a gap
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in recognizing the potential of ecovillages, as a lack of favorable policies may be hindering the
development of the ecovillage concept.

The barrier between government policy and urbanization closely aligns with the compat-
ibility and trialability constructs of DOI. The findings showed that the current governmental
policies are more favorable for economic growth, urban expansion, and industrialization. This
implies that ecovillages are less compatible with Malaysia's national development strategies,
which potentially creates significant challenges to the adoption of ecovillages. Moreover, ecovil-
lages require a full commitment from a group of people, along with intensive capital, legal per-
mission, and expertise to build communities unlike any other innovation. This complicates the
easy trialability of ecovillages, influencing their adoption. It also indicates that individuals’ abil-
ity to experiment with ecovillages is insufficient to try out ecovillages without the support of
structural conditions, including economic and legal structures. Moreover, the current research
also argues that due to a lack of strong policies for ecovillages or sustainable living, predomi-
nant attention has been given to economic growth and urbanization; consequently, there is lit-
tle impetus for sustainable living awareness and education. This may have potentially resulted
in significant gaps, like a lack of awareness and knowledge about ecovillages. This was voiced
by the participants, which emerged into the following theme.

Awareness and Knowledge
Awareness and knowledge can be explained as being aware of situations or facts, as well as
possessing the knowledge and practical skills for a given topic (Khang et al.,, 2024). Lack of
awareness and knowledge emerged as another important barrier that caused the low adoption
of ecovillages in Malaysia. This means that people not only lack awareness about ecovillages,
but also those who have heard of them often misunderstand their true essence and purpose. As
one of the participants stressed: “I think for a combination of lack of awareness most people
are not well aware of eco-village as the ideal.” The other participant said: “And then of course it
lifts up awareness I don't think people will actually sufficiently aware to actually move into
something like Eco Village itself.”

Regarding their knowledge of ecovillages, respondents highlighted a common misconcep-
tion about ecovillages, often associating them with eco-farms, eco-hotels, and traditional vil-
lages. Two direct quotes from the participants reflect these sentiments:

You don't know that you don't know. That is also why when you google, eco village,
Malaysia, you have eco farms or eco farms would try to be eco village, but the meaning
is so diluted. It is not the same as what eco villagers actually are around the world like
in the UK in China, in Europe.

Actually, when we think about Malaysia, I think maybe the fact that there is not an
eco-village is that because people think that it's part of the culture, and it's a more
communitarian, and it's more that families are staying together and supporting each
other.

The limited understanding of ecovillages or zero-grid living is further compounded by the lack
of education on sustainable practices like ecovillages. This was stressed by one of the respond-
ents in the following way: “I found one is because of lack of knowledge, these Kampong people
or villages, they have a lack of knowledge of how to become a green operator or to conduct
green practices in their needs.”
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These findings align with the observability and complexity constructs of DOL. In terms of
observability, the scarcity of well-established ecovillages in Malaysia limits the general public's
ability to see working models of ecovillages, thereby reducing the visibility of their potential
benefits. Moreover, existing limited initiatives are often misunderstood or mispositioned,
which further contributes to the low observability of true ecovillage models. This potentially
creates a perceived complexity about ecovillages, where individuals view adopting ecovillages
as requiring extreme changes in their lifestyle or extensive resources, which further deters
their adoption.

Previous researchers (Abas et al., 2020; Rassiah et al., 2022) have also found that there
remains limited awareness about sustainable living in Malaysia, aligning with the insights of-
fered by the participants in the current research. Moreover, researchers such as Abidin et al.
(2013) have supported the notion that a lack of information is one of the challenges in Malaysia
when it comes to sustainability. However, Malaysia has made significant efforts to promote sus-
tainability through various programs, such as the Sustainable Development Goals (Trupp &
Dolezal, 2020), the Twelfth Malaysia Plan (Lai et al., 2023), and the Green Technology Plan (Isa
et al,, 2021). Nevertheless, such initiatives are focused on large-scale development rather than
creating awareness of alternative lifestyle models, such as ecovillages, which supports the cur-
rent findings.

Socio-Cultural Dynamics

Malaysia’s socio-cultural diversity in ecovillage adoption remains contested, as only one partic-
ipant highlighted the challenge of adopting ecovillages due to socio-cultural dynamics, while
others perceived it might not be a major barrier. The participant said:

[ am just going to highlight the main reasons. I think there are many reasons, but for
me, one that really sticks out and compared to many other countries is just due to our
multiracial makeup and the fact that there is a lot of sensitivity around our diversity.

The same participant further mentioned: “Also, we have our main three cultures and all the
different religions, and, in most places, it is not relatively possible for people of different races
and different religions to live together.” Contrastingly, other participants said that socio-cul-
tural differences become less influential when a prominent focus is placed on shared sustaina-
ble living:

[ don't think ethnicity plays a role, but the culture of each group plays a role. Though
you may say that, different races. But within these races they may have their own cul-
ture, even like, for example, the Chinese. Okay, the Chinese may have a different group
kind of Chinese where they have a different culture, a different background, and dif-
ferent religious beliefs. Things like that which may contribute to how they work on
waste management themselves right so, but like it or not, but if there's no choice. And
then they have to compose their own waste, right?

The current findings add new insights by stating that the complexity construct of DOI explains
that perceived complexity in implementing or understanding the innovation reduces the likeli-
hood of adoption. The new insights are added by stating that complexity may not be confined
to the technology and logistics of the innovation, but is also extended to the diversity in the
society, including religious, social status, and ethnic diversity, when it comes to social innova-
tions. In social innovations like ecovillages, collective living in a harmonious way becomes more
complex in highly diverse communities, as their unique religious practices, ethnic groups, and
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social status add an extra layer of complexity. In other words, in highly diverse communities
(i.e., religion and ethnicity), shared governance, equal economic participation, and cultural
equality of ecovillages require a greater level of negotiation and adaptation, making ecovillages
a complex phenomenon to adopt. However, it is worth noting that races and religions are not
widely recognized as significant barriers to the adoption of ecovillages. Nevertheless, it indi-
cates complexities within Malaysia’s diversity in the existing social structure that may have
served as an influencing factor.

Relationships Among the Identified Themes

The current research argues that the identified reasons - lack of a sense of urgency, money-
oriented economy, government policy, urbanization, and awareness and knowledge - are more
likely to be interconnected and collectively contribute to the low adoption of ecovillages in Ma-
laysia (Figure 2). The socio-cultural dynamics are not included in Figure 2, as it was only high-
lighted by one participant. These intertwined relationships can be linked to the existing litera-
ture (Huff, 2024; Liang et al., 2024; Ridwan et al., 2024), which indicates that Malaysia’s pre-
dominant focus has been on industrialization and economic growth, leading to rapid urbaniza-
tion. The broader arrow on the left-hand side of Figure 2 indicates that more attention is given
to industrialization. In contrast, limited attention is given to agriculture, as exhibited by the
narrower arrow on the right-hand side. It has a significant impact on diverting attention away
from sustainable living, which is represented by dotted lines, whereas more attention is given
to consumerism and material success, as shown by solid lines.

The insufficient attention to sustainable living resulted in the low adoption of ecovillages,
while a greater focus on consumerism and materialist success led to a lack of a sense of urgency.
This can be further supported by the work of Hasan et al. (2024), who noted that the contribu-
tion to GDP will be more from manufacturing and other industrialized practices, and less from
agriculture. Industrialization and economic growth further influenced governmental policies,
which became increasingly focused on promoting industrialization and economic growth. This
argument can be supported by Ke (2024), who mentioned that Malaysia has had more support-
ive policies for industrialization and economic growth.

It is then further argued that prioritizing industrialization and economic growth has po-
tentially contributed to a limited sense of urgency. This is because individuals may have only
observed the economic benefits of prosperity, rather than considering the environmental and
societal consequences of industrialization and economic growth. The argument aligns with Ma-
laysia’s status as an upper-middle-income nation, fostering economic stability among individu-
als (Goh et al., 2024; Puteh et al,, 2024), which in turn leads to a strong emphasis on consumer-
ism, material success, and continued growth.

The importance of sustainable living, such as in ecovillages, is often overshadowed by the
pursuit of greater economic prosperity, leading to a lack of sense of urgency to adopt more sus-
tainable practices and limited awareness and knowledge of sustainability. This underscores
that prevailing attention on the above-mentioned factors led to little effort toward creating
awareness and educating people about sustainable living, like ecovillages. This is supported by
an argument substantiated by Ogiemwonyi (2024), who emphasized that there is limited
knowledge about environmental activities. Others, such as Abas et al. (2020) and Rassiah et al.
(2022), have also noted a lack of awareness about sustainable living in Malaysia. Hence, it is
evident that barriers such as a lack of sense of urgency, a money-oriented economy, limited
awareness and knowledge, government policies, and urbanization have collectively led to a lack
of attention toward sustainable living, including ecovillages. This may have contributed to the
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low adoption of ecovillages in Malaysia, despite the ecovillage concept being as old as in the
Western world (Shaw et al., 2009).

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

The theoretical implications lie in refining the Diffusion of Innovation Theory (DOI) (Rogers,
1962) by contextualizing its application to social innovations in the context of ecovillages. The
findings of the current research suggest that the five classical factors—relative advantage, com-
patibility, complexity, trialability, and observability—remain relevant to the adoption of ecovil-
lages. However, the influence of these classical constructs is significantly shaped by structural
factors, such as governance systems, economic constraints, legal frameworks, and social dy-
namics. These findings are in contrast to the existing studies (Aamir et al., 2023; Shaikh & Amin,
2024) on mainstream innovation adoption that incorporated DOI, as they predominantly em-
phasized the individual-level decision-making or organizational readiness, overlooking the in-
fluence of structural factors. This means that even if ecovillages offer several advantages and
become compatible with the current mainstream society, they may still face low adoption if
institutional and structural conditions are not conducive.
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Figure 2. Interconnectedness among themes. (authors’ compilation)

In doing so, this research refines the DOI by stating that the adoption of social innovation
like ecovillages is not contingent only on the classical factors of DOI but also on structural fac-
tors, including governance systems, socio-economic priorities, and legal frameworks. These in-
sights align with prior studies (Banyai, 2018; Magnusson, 2018), which also acknowledge the
structural constraints in the development of ecovillages. Ercoskun and Humer (2025) also
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highlighted the significance of contextual adaptability in implementing Austrian ecovillage
practices to Tiirkiye’s unique context. These insights reinforce the findings of the current re-
search, which suggest that in social innovations, the characteristics of the innovation itself are
not sufficient; the conducive institutional and structural conditions are equally important.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The practical implication of the current research is to empower emerging ecovillages and
ecovillage developers by informing them about the barriers that have contributed to the low
adoption of ecovillages in Southeast Asia. The key barriers are a lack of sense of urgency for
sustainable living, more focus on a money-oriented economy, less favorable governmental pol-
icies, rapid urbanization, limited awareness and knowledge about ecovillages, and diversity in
socio-economic factors. These findings are useful for emerging ecovillages and ecovillage de-
velopers to design ecovillages in ways that thrive within the existing barriers rather than chal-
lenging them. The current research offers recommendations for integrating ecovillage princi-
ples into existing systems, potentially enhancing their adoption and feasibility. One way to
achieve this is to incorporate ecovillage principles into existing rural communities rather than
creating entirely new ones. For instance, promoting self-sufficiency in food, energy, and village
economies in traditional communities can be a good starting point for integrating the principles
of ecovillages without challenging the underlying structural factors.

To address money-oriented economic challenges, ecovillages should align their models
with more recognized sustainability sectors. This can include sustainable community-based
tourism hubs, local green community business initiatives, or cooperative farming, which allow
them not only to generate income but also create economic viability and environmental bene-
fits. It may change the perception that ecovillages do not offer immediate economic benefits,
but have the potential to provide long-term sustainability. Moreover, ecovillage developers
should incorporate ecovillage communities under existing frameworks, such as cooperative
housing initiatives or social enterprises, which enable ecovillages to gain institutional recogni-
tion. To increase awareness and knowledge, ecovillages should be more inclusive and partner
with various organizations, including universities and non-profit organizations, rather than be-
ing isolated communities. These initial efforts may positively affect individuals’ perceptions
about ecovillages’ long-term advantages, compatibility, feasibility, observability, and visibility.

CONCLUSION

This research aimed to understand the key barriers to the low adoption of ecovillages in South-
east Asia, with Malaysia serving as the study context. The data was collected through semi-
structured interviews as part of a PhD research project. The results revealed five key barriers,
namely a lack of sense of urgency, predominant focus on the money-oriented economy, govern-
mental policies and urbanization, limited awareness and knowledge, and socio-cultural dynam-
ics, which contributed to the low adoption of ecovillages. These practical, evidence-based find-
ings are valuable for emerging ecovillage communities to navigate the real-world barriers that
ecovillages face in Southeast Asia, thereby amplifying the adoption rate. While Malaysia serves
as the context for the research, the findings from the current study also apply to other countries,
such as Indonesia and Thailand, as the identified barriers are not unique to Malaysia. This is
because similar challenges, such as focusing on economic growth and industrialization, have
been observed in several other countries in Southeast Asia. Recognizing the potential of ecovil-
lages can create a broader ecovillage framework for adoption by Southeast Asian countries,
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enabling them to navigate the tensions between economic growth and sustainability goals. This,
as a consequence, often takes precedence over social innovations.

The authors of the current research would like to express their views by stating that social
innovations, such as ecovillages, hold the potential to make our human communities more sus-
tainable and inclusive. However, their success highly depends on addressing the identified bar-
riers, which require a stepwise approach that includes government-supported pilot projects,
financial support, and creating an enabling environment for ecovillages. Hence, emerging
ecovillages should be allowed and supported by providing institutional recognition (i.e., zoning
policies that recognize ecovillages) and financial support (e.g., providing tax incentives) to ex-
periment with alternative living models. This would enable emerging ecovillages to refine their
design, governance, and viability without facing immediate regulatory and societal resistance,
creating a proof-of-concept model for Southeast Asia. It is also recommended that emerging
ecovillages enhance their viability and reduce institutional rejection by collaborating with aca-
demic institutions, non-profit organizations, and urban planners to demonstrate their benefits
and viability. Collaboration with such institutions will allow ecovillages to become mainstream
models of sustainable living rather than isolated communities.

LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH

One of the limitations is the sample, as this research exclusively involves individuals who are
building ecovillages, are involved in sustainable community development, and are doing re-
search on ecovillages. Hence, the perception of the general public in Malaysia regarding why
they have not adopted an ecovillage lifestyle warrants further investigation. Moreover, itis also
necessary to explore the relationship between the socio-cultural dynamics and the adoption of
ecovillages. This is because, in the current research, sociocultural dynamics emerged as a bar-
rier; however, it was not predominantly emphasized, hence further research is required. This
can be investigated by understanding the perceptions of the people toward diversity in races
and religions, and creating more inclusive ecovillages in Southeast Asian regions. Nevertheless,
the limitations do not have a significant impact on the overall aim of the current research.
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