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This study describes the development trends of local food-buying clubs (BCs)
in Hungary and analyses how this type of grassroots initiative can contribute to
the sustainability transition. BC are consumer-driven organizations which aim
to connect local food producers with consumers. The study also discusses
how the Hungarian implementation differs from other initiatives described in
the literature. The empirical analysis employs qualitative techniques, including
participant observation, in-depth interviews with three organizers and two external
experts, and a survey of 82 BC producers. BCs may be instrumental in facilitating
the sustainability transition: on the one hand, they reach a wide range of
consumers, and on the other, they are in contact with a multitude of producers,
so everything is in place for their successful scaling up, with a particular focus
on the maintenance of core values. BCs can thus play an instrumental role
in influencing attitudes and fostering community. One of their most significant
advantages is that, while they can operate independently of the growth imperatives
of the dominant capitalist paradigm, they can also be understood within it.
The increase in the number of grassroots initiatives has led to the formation
of a meta-organization aimed at generating and sharing knowledge and the
joint utilization and development of specific resources, such as information
technologies. The variety of organizational forms and operating modes allows
the general approach of buying clubs to be tailored to specific micro-contexts.
However, there is a potential danger associated with the large proportion of
volunteer work. For BCs to be successful over the long term, it is vital that they
are self-sufficient in terms of everyday economic activities and that organizers are
at least partially compensated for their efforts.

KEYWORDS

sustainability transition, local food systems, alternative food networks, short food supply
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1. Introduction

In line with the Sustainable Development Goals, progress is required to create a just,
resilient, productive and sustainable food system (UN General Assembly, 2015). This food
system should provide sufficient food for everyone in terms of quality and quantity, offer
reasonable compensation to farmers, and contribute to mitigating climate change. There
is increasing recognition that alternative food networks (AFNs) can play a critical role in
fostering a sustainable transition (Forssell and Lankoski, 2015; Sarabia et al., 2021).

Central and Eastern Europe are associated with exciting developmental pathways
and dynamics regarding AFNs (Baldzs et al., 2016; Goszcezynski and Wroblewski, 2020
Kopczynska, 2020). Interest in local foods is traditionally high and widespread. There is
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a high rate of food self-provisioning, typically not driven by
economic factors (Jehlicka et al, 2021; Vavra et al, 2021).
Furthermore, informal food economies play a significant role
(Jehlicka et al., 2020; Pinto-Correia et al., 2021). As a result of
these processes, “quiet sustainability” may be achieved (Smith
and Jehlicka, 2013). However, farmers are usually reluctant to
cooperate due to negative experiences during socialism, such as
forced collectivization (Bakucs et al., 2012). An entrepreneurial
approach among farmers is relatively rare, and many farmers seek
solutions from a paternalistic state or other external actors (Bakacsi
etal, 2002). Consequently, self-organization among farmers in the
region is at a very low level compared to in Western European
countries. As traditional farmers often lack the skills required
to participate in AFNs, non-governmental organizations (e.g.,
consumer associations) are essential mediators (Balogh et al., 2022).

This study presents insights from Hungary, which has an
established tradition of direct consumer-producer interaction
through conventional markets, on-farm sales, and other initiatives
(Benedek et al,, 2018), although the development of modern AFNs
is considered to have significant potential (Benedek and Baldzs,
20165 Szabo, 2017). Hungarian local food-buying clubs (also known
as consumer purchase groups, shopping communities, or basket
communities) are voluntary organizations through which local
food producers and buyers come into direct contact (Képolnai and
Molndr, 2020). Consumers select and place orders with community
organizers on a weekly (less often, fortnightly) basis from a current
product list or buy pre-packed boxes of vegetables and other food
items. In recent years, the number of buying clubs has proliferated
(Szabo et al., 2019), thanks to the commitment of organizations
to knowledge transfer. A website (www.kosarkozosseg.hu) has
been set up to help create new communities, suggesting that
such Hungarian communities have embarked on the path of
networking, which could lead to the exploitation of specific
synergies. Additionally, buying clubs played an outstanding role
after the outbreak of COVID-19 in terms of ensuring food security
(Nemes et al., 2020), a phenomenon that appeared to be general
among consumer-driven grassroots initiatives across the Global
North (Wheeler et al., 2020; Fardkhales and Lincoln, 2021; Nemes
et al, 2021; Meixner et al, 2022). The aim of this paper is to
discuss the potential of buying clubs in relation to facilitating the
sustainability transition in the long term, with a particular focus on
recent networking activities.

2. Hungarian local food-buying clubs
and other consumer-driven grassroots
initiatives

The primary purpose of buying clubs (BCs) is generally
to increase collective purchasing power (i.e., to facilitate the
purchase of goods at lower prices) or to acquire products that are
challenging to obtain independently (Martinez, 2010; Hupper et al.,
2019). In addition, buying clubs may improve market relations
by coordinating the activities of multiple actors (Morley et al,
2008). Nevertheless, there is a strong emphasis on ethics and the
environment in the Hungarian local food context. The main aims
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are to demonstrate solidarity with local producers (fair prices are
accepted instead of low prices), revitalize the local economy, and
obtain healthy, safe, and reliable food associated with the smallest
environmental impact.

The pioneering Szatyor (“Shopping bag”) Association started
as a box scheme in Hungary in 2005 with the goal of connecting
urban consumers directly with nearby organic food producers
(Perényi, 2009). According to Haldy (2004), box schemes can
be characterized as food subscription systems. The distributor
typically defines the range of products, and consumers have
only a limited choice (Kummer and Milestad, 2020). In the
Hungarian context, the scope of products usually expands until
the box scheme character diminishes, or is wholly abandoned.
Thus, consumers identify their own “box,” and no subscription or
membership fee is required (Szabo et al., 2019); these systems can
be termed food delivery schemes (Haldy, 2004). However, the local
focus and importance awarded to ethical (and non-protectionist
consumption, environmental, and other sustainability) aspects
remains, as does the non-profit character (Svensson et al., 2019).
Flexibility arrangements (no subscription is required, and the
items can be flexibly chosen) make BCs similar to farmers’
markets operating online. The formation and management of
such organizations usually depend on a handful of activists who
are consumers themselves. Other BC consumers have only a
loose connection with the organizations through their purchases;
nevertheless, they often report a higher level of commitment
to their buying community than patrons of farmers’ markets
(Neulinger et al., 2020).

There are examples of well-documented consumer-driven local
food-related initiatives in the literature. The following paragraphs
discuss their similarities to and differences from Hungarian BCs.
The Italian Solidarity Purchase Group (SPG) network is a well-
known example. A comparison of SPGs to Hungarian BCs reveals
characteristic differences, despite the diversity of the former. SPGs
are more idealistic and often politically motivated (Brunori et al.,
2012). Although organizationally there is a great variety of the
latter (Barbera et al., 2020), SPGs are intended to be small in
order to promote a democratic attitude and personal relationships
among members (often groups of friends or colleagues), who
often undertake management duties (Fonte, 2013). Hungarian BCs
are typically more formal; their organizational structure is always
hierarchical; individual customers interact with the association.
SPG members are perceived to operate on a relatively tight
budget and prices in an SPG are lower than in conventional
markets (Fonte, 2013). In contrast, prices in Hungarian BCs are
usually higher than in conventional retail outlets (Szabo et al,
2019), although perhaps lower than at organic shops (Svensson
et al, 2019). Similarly to SPGs, many producers who sell through
Hungarian BCs employ organic production practices, although
they are only sometimes certified. All the differences between
the producers and their practices are clearly communicated, and
consumers can choose based on their preferences. Producers
participating in BCs often consider this marketing opportunity to
be part of their risk-sharing strategy and may have other sales
channels where most of their produce is sold (Benedek et al,
2020a). Many BCs organize yearly farm visits, which is an essential
element of control for consumers and enhances trust in producers,
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similar to their Italian counterparts (Cembalo et al., 2013). In Italy,
the rapid spread of SPGs after the appearance of the first one in
1994 made the participation of consumers living further away from
main cities possible (Cembalo et al., 2013). The same process is
also being experienced in Hungary, with the formulation of newer
consumer communities.

Compared to Anglocentric, Scandinavian, or Polish non-
profit consumer food cooperatives (as discussed by Deller et al.,
2009; Pearson et al., 2011; Katchova and Woods, 2013; Bilewicz
and Spiewak, 2015; Thorsee and Kjeldsen, 2016; Kopczynska,
2017), Hungarian BCs require no membership fee nor work
for the community. Consequently, members do not directly
influence their management or logistics. On the other hand,
community managers (often volunteers) are consumers themselves;
additionally, consumer feedback is regularly collected, and thus the
opinion of consumers is articulated. BCs usually operate through
pick-up points; the emphasis is always on the hand-over of pre-
ordered items. Thus (except for the flagship Szatyor Association),
no grocery shops nor de facto farmers’ markets are associated
with them.

Consumer-driven community-supported agricultural schemes
(CSAs) and their French counterparts (AMAPs: Association de
Maintien de I’Agriculture Paysanne, Associations for the Support
of Peasant Agriculture) are an additional point of comparison.
Similarly to Hungarian BCs, these systems operate on a non-
profit basis. However, no subscription, contracting, or payment
in advance is required in Hungarian BCs; thus, consumer
commitment is definitely lower (Lagane, 2015; Neulinger et al,
2020). CSAs and AMAPs, as a consequence of the subscription
approach, typically supply products using pre-defined boxes with a
more or less standardized selection of produce. The CSA movement
is also present in Hungary (Kis, 2014; Baldzs et al., 2016; Birtalan
etal., 2020), with schemes typically being farmer-initiated.

3. Understanding alternative food
networks and their transformative
potential

Various definitions of alternative food networks (AFNs) exist
(Corsi et al, 2018). This is hardly surprising as the term
“AFN” is an umbrella one (Nemes et al.,, 2023). In some cases,
AFNs are referred to as the production, processing, marketing,
and consumption of food based on sustainable practices (e.g.,
Seyfang, 2006; De Bernardi and Tirabeni, 2018; Savarese et al,,
2020). Others challenge the concept by identifying trade-ofts
between the different dimensions of sustainability (e.g., Nousiainen
et al, 2009; Migliore et al, 2015; Mollers et al., 2022), and
emphasize territorial considerations (Brunori, 2007; Harris, 2010),
relationships (Marsden et al., 2000; Renting et al., 2003; Kneafsey
et al., 2013; Chiffoleau et al., 2019), values (Goodman et al., 2012;
Pascuccietal., 2016; Fourat et al., 2020), or quality aspects (Brunori,
2007). There is a tendency in the literature to describe AFNs as
being in opposition to conventional, globalized and industrialized
food systems (Michel-Villarreal et al., 2019). As Tregear (2011)
pointed out, AFNs are often defined by what they are not instead of
what they are, in the sense that the term “alternative” is used purely
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to express their differences to the “conventional” food system
(see also Lamine et al., 2019). According to Maye and Kirwan
(2010), the concept of “alternativeness” is contextual, thus, the
independent analysis of initiatives is called for. To address the
definitional problems and the complexity of AFNs, some authors
(e.g., Jarosz, 2008; Tregear, 2011) approach the concept through the
identification of broad characteristics.

Acknowledging the diversity and context-dependence of AFNs,
this paper applies an understanding of AFNs based on the
approach of Forssell and Lankoski (2015), who provided a broad
and inclusive identification of AFNs based on their dominant
features. (1) Background characteristics include participants’
non-conventional sources of motivation regarding values and
sustainability. (2) Core characteristics include greater product
specificity and mode of production, referred to as “the economies
of qualities” (Callon et al, 2002). Additional features include
the diverse domains of proximity (Eriksen, 2013), from food
geographies to market relations between producers and consumers.
(3) As a result of these background and core characteristics,
outcome characteristics include strong relationships among the
stakeholders of AFNs. Buying clubs make diverse sustainability
(“alternativeness”) claims; any or all the characteristics of AFNs
identified by Forssell and Lankoski (2015) may be addressed.

The general challenge facing AFNs is how to transform the
much larger conventional food system, rather than simply inform
it (Connelly, 2010). Through participatory and ecological practices,
transformative organizations aim to scale up AFNs to induce
regime shifts (Pereira et al., 2020); their goal is to build a food
system that is sustainable and autonomous. Some authors suggest
that consumer-driven initiatives, such as buying clubs, have the
potential to efficiently scale up AFNs by being the “missing
middle” between small-scale farms and mainstream markets
(Blay-Palmer et al., 2013; Milestad et al,, 2017; Brislen, 2018;
Kummer and Milestad, 2020). In addition, grassroots initiatives can
aggregate products in a cost-efficient way, including by reducing
of transaction costs (Pacch et al., 2021), increasing volume, and to
exploiting the economies of scope in a way that is compatible with
that of conventional food systems (Day-Farnsworth et al., 2009).

Wittman et al. (2012) argue that an increase in the popularity
and sales of AFNs may risk “conventionalization,” including
the emergence of power imbalances or harmful environmental
consequences. The latter suggests that authenticity might be an
important protective factor against adverse impacts. However,
expansion, the greater involvement of family farms and more
interested consumers will not always result in scaling up and (more
importantly) transformation if the core values (such as resistance
to commodity fetishism) are challenged (Forssell and Lankoski,
2015), or if AFNs remain the playground of affluent consumers
(Beckie and Connelly, 2016). Tregear (2011) points out that one
problem related to AFNs is the premise that they are inherently
beneficial from a social, economic and ecological perspective. The
so-called “local trap” describes the intuitive perception of AFNs
as “good” without a thorough assessment of the extent to which
they challenge conventional food practices (Born and Purcell, 20065
Michel-Villarreal et al., 2018). In this paper, the neutral approach
of Corsi et al. (2018) is adopted to avoid taking a position on
this issue. Accordingly, this study seeks to increase understanding
of how Hungarian local food-buying clubs function in relation to

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2023.1124877
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org

Benedek

the context of AFNs, and to assess their transformative potential
without exaggerating their virtues or ignoring their shortcomings.

4. Materials and methods

Since the Hungarian buying club movement is still relatively
small, comprising around 25 active communities as of July 2022
(and about 30 in November 2022), a mixture of three qualitative
approaches was applied—the methods being those most widely
used to study AFNs (Michel-Villarreal et al., 2019). First, the
technique of complete participant observation was borrowed from
the ethnographic toolbox, complemented by in-depth interviews
with three BC organizers and representatives of two non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) who were familiar with and
supportive of the sector. As part of the third approach, 82 semi-
structured telephone interviews were conducted with farmers who
supply BCs. All respondents provided informed consent for their
participation in the research, which was approved by the Ethical
Committee of the Center for Economic and Regional Studies
(CERS), Hungary (Reference number: 21/02; 04/01/2021).

Complete participant observation comprised two events. The
first was a networking event of Hungarian BCs in March 2022,
attended by representatives of 13 communities, while two further
communities provided data in response to questions asked in
advance. These organizations account for about half of the total
sample. The author of this paper visited the networking event
as a representative of one of the BCs, and experiences at this
meeting inspired this research. The approval of BC managers
with respect to the publication of their data was obtained later,
when the idea of this paper was conceived. Anonymization of the
data ensures the privacy and confidentiality of the participants;
letters are used to indicate individual BCs. The second event was
a facilitated roundtable discussion that took place in September
2022 as part of a series of discussions about post-growth strategies
organized by the Human Ecology Master Program at Eo6tvos
Lorand University, the MTA-ELTE Lendiilet New Vision research
group, and the Sustainable Development Presidential Committee
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The discussion focused
on the possibilities of restructuring the food economy, with the
participation of a buying club organizer and two farmers who sell
through short food supply chains; the author of this paper acted
as a moderator. The discussion (like other events in the discussion
series) was recorded and then coded thematically.

The in-depth interviews were designed to complement
the participant observation experience. Interview subjects were
selected through purposive sampling (key informant sampling),
based on the prior experience of the author as a BC organizer.
Concerning the organizers of BCs, the main criterion for selection
was ensuring that organizations from various backgrounds (size,
mode of operation, age, and different municipalities) were
represented. Two further in-depth interviews were conducted;
one respondent was a representative of an NGO that provides
legal advice to and conducts research on the actors involved in
AFNs and runs training courses for organizers of AFNs. The
other organization provides pro-bono marketing advice to BCs.
After approval by the respondents, the in-depth interviews were
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recorded. Participants could refuse to answer or stop the interviews
at any time. Participants were also informed about the method of
recording and how the data would be stored. The interviews were
thematically coded.

The local economic structure and history of a settlement
influence the image and mode of functioning of an emerging
community. The first participant observation exercise created
interesting insights into problems associated with the recruitment
of farmers. In Hungary, some farmers have preferred to supply
wholesalers as opposed to BCs, the latter which may generate
more profit but only meet individual needs and involve small
orders- thus, some communities failed to launch. According to the
agricultural censuses (Hungarian Central Statistical Office, 2021),
the number of farmers has dropped from more than 1,395,000
(1991) to <228,000 (2020). The decreasing number of (small-scale)
farmers and their lack of capacity for (or interest in) joining modern
food distribution channels (Balogh et al., 2022) appears to be a
major threat to scaling up; some organizers reported difficulty
finding enough farmers willing to supply their BCs. Therefore, the
views of farmers about BCs are important for making assessment
about the future potential of the movement (an analysis of the
attitudes and preferences of BC consumers is presented elsewhere;
Benedek and Ferto, under review).

Identifying farmers’ perceptions of BCs was thus essential for
validating the potential for scaling up. The mapping of opinions
was aided by a database that was compiled during earlier research
in 2021. This database included the contact details of farmers who
had subscribed to the local producer database of an official body
(e.g., the National Chamber of Agriculture) or an NGO (e.g., a
Local Action Group within the EU-financed LEADER program for
rural development) or who appeared on the website or in Facebook
group posts of a BC. A list of the websites and organizations that
were mapped is displayed in Supplementary Table S1. The resulting
database contained 1,514 records. A random generator was used
to select producers for semi-structured interviews by telephone
between January and March 2021. Respondents were assured that
their views would be anonymized and classified into higher-level
groups. They were also informed that they could refuse to answer
or end the interview at any time. Financial resources permitted 224
short interviews (averaging 10 min each) with a response rate of
47%. Among other things, farmers were asked about the marketing
channels they used to sell their products. This sample was further
narrowed down to the 82 respondents who also marketed to BCs,
regardless of sales volume. According to estimates from the website
“kosarkozosseg.hu,” the number of producers that supply BCs was
already more than 400 in 2021, meaning that 20% of the total
population was included in the final sample. In the interviews,
farmers were asked about their demographic background, the start
and duration of their connection with BCs, their views about the
advantages and disadvantages of this particular mode of sales,
and their overall satisfaction with BCs. After taking notes of the
responses, the opinions were classified into higher-order groups.

The gender and role of participants are shown in Table 1.

Data analysis in qualitative research involves systematically
looking for, categorizing, and analyzing observation notes,
transcripts, and other materials to improve understanding of a
phenomenon (Bogdan and Biklen, 2007). This study, being an
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TABLE 1 Gender and role of participants.

Variable No of participants

Gender Male 51
Female 51

Role BC organizer 16
External expert/researcher 2
Farmer 84

Total 102

exploratory one, used an inductive thematic analysis to identify
emergent patterns (Byrne, 2022). General themes related to
BCs' current position and trends were the focus, as well as
the role of voluntarism, the collaboration of BCs with each
other and their respective local institutions, and the relationship
between BCs and farmers. Finally, the scaling-up potential
and the transformative impact of BCs were assessed. Specific
categories emerged through multiple readings of the transcripts,
and constant revision and refinement of the category system
(Thomas, 2006).

5. Results and discussion

5.1. Current status and trends

The first community to form in Hungary shortly after the
millennium was “Szatyor;” followed by a few other initiatives. At
that time, the cohesive force between the groups was primarily
a familiar “brand” (e.g., the Pécs Szatyor, Kecskemét Szatyor,
and Debrecen Szatyor initiatives); pre-existing communities
helped create new ones primarily by transferring experience and
sometimes by helping establish contact with producers. Some
of the newly established communities closed down, others were
transformed into farmers’ markets, and the sporadic communities
that survived typically followed their own path. The constant
evolution of different consumer-driven grassroots initiatives is not
a Hungarian-specific phenomenon (Kondoh, 2015; Hupper et al,
2019; Kummer and Milestad, 2020).

The Nyiregyhaza Basket Community, one of the largest and
oldest organizations, was launched in 2013. The financial crisis
of 2007/2008 and the following recession significantly increased
emigration in Hungary (Bodnar and Szabo, 2014), including
Nyiregyhdza. Seeing a mass of friends leaving the city catalyzed the
bottom-up organization of a series of community workshops, or
talking sessions to think over the nature of the crisis and identify
possibilities for halting negative processes.

The idea of launching a buying club developed organically,
as a means of strengthening the local economy. ... Some 25 people
started to work on launching the Basket Community of the 70
citizens who regularly attended the meetings, and the Basket
Community was organized within as little as three months, and
it has been operating continuously since then.
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The COVID-19 pandemic led to turmoil in the sector. Different
convenience-related developments occurred in many communities
(such as arrangements for credit card use at delivery points, the
development of a user-friendly webshop, setting up home-delivery
logistics, etc.). These initiatives were rolled out a little earlier than
planned in order to take advantage of the increase in demand
generated by the closures, to great success. Development was
necessary, as consumers used to the convenience of conventional
retail made similar demands of AFNs. In several cases, one of
the barriers to engagement with alternative systems (in addition
to the relatively high price of products) was found to be their
lack of convenience (Feldmann and Hamm, 2015; Albrecht and
Smithers, 2018). The big, albeit temporary winners of the rapid
reorganization of distribution channels were pre-existing BCs:
turnover multiplied from one moment to the next, and these types
of AFNs played a very important role in maintaining food security
(Nemes et al., 2021).

In many cases, the increase in interest generated by COVID-
19 accelerated the launch of new communities, too. Coincidentally,
preparatory work for these had often been long ongoing. (Although
the momentum of the preparations of some other communities was
halted by COVID-related closures) The flagship of the background
work aimed at supporting the start-up of new communities was the
Nyiregyhdza Basket Community, which has been running training
sessions for those planning to start organizing since 2017. One
interviewee stated that:

We met at a training session that was organized for folks

interested in launching their own communities. It turned out that

‘ there were several of us [from the same municipality], and later

we were joined by 1-2 neighbors and kindergarten parents, so the
organizing team quickly came together.

A remarkable training session was held in January 2020,
shortly before the pandemic. Many communities were able to take
advantage of a combination of inspiration from the training, the
sudden increase in free time due to closures that could be used for
organization, and the never-before-seen increase in demand.

Table 2 displays the main parameters of some of the
communities for 2021. Data were collected during the first
participant observation exercise. The number of communities
was around 25 in the summer of 2022, and five or six more
were expected to start in the autumn of 2022. In addition,
the table lists the organizations that attended the network
meeting in March 2022, or provided data in preparation
for the meeting and did not object to its publication. These
organizations include the BCs of Budapest’s District 8 (“Vorosbegy
Consumer Cooperative”) and District 18 (“Végtelen Kosar”),
Budafok, Godollo (“Dombvidék”), Dunaujvaros (“Duna Kosar”),
Szatyor”),
(“Somogyi

Tatabanya  (“Gerecse Kecskemét, Nyiregyhdza,

Papa, Kaposvar Kosar”), Szatyor Association,
Szigetmonostor (“Sziget Kosara”), Szolnok, and Szombathely
(“Vasi Zold Kosar”).

Most of the communities are located in the capital or county
capitals. However, there are also communities from settlements
with a few thousand inhabitants, such as the “Vértesi Kamra”
(in Csékvdr, 5,200 inhabitants) and “Etyek Szatyor” (based in

Etyek, 4,000 inhabitants), which are not included in Table 2. The
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TABLE 2 The main parameters of some Hungarian local food-buying clubs.
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 After a few years, initial momentum ceased, the organizers experimented with other modes of sales, and the community was reorganized in 2022.

bData from 2022.
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smaller the municipality, the more difficult it is to run a BC: as
consumers tend to know producers personally, the role of other
direct sales channels (e.g., on-farm sales, barter) is proportionally
more significant.

Some communities operate their pick-up points as pop-up
farmers’ markets where customers can meet the producers and
items ordered through the BC are handed over; the community
thus coordinates only the flow of information. While this
arrangement requires some additional time from the farmers
(compared to arranging for volunteers to hand over orders), the
former obtain access to marketing (and networking) channels, and
BC management requires fewer resources.

5.2. Management of individual
communities: The role of voluntarism and
paid workers

Bottom-up processes, community-based learning, and
cooperative learning are paramount in management processes.
Prior planning, results, and

measuring and evaluating

self-reflection are critical elements.

There wasn’t a leader who knew how to do it, so we decided
to become a learning organization: we would learn how to
organize a buying club together. We planned, we implemented,
we measured, we evaluated, and we redesigned...

Most organizations implement periodic surveys of their
consumers and/or producers. Such periodic evaluations of the
organizing core and redefining (shared) goals and visions help
communities maintain their function and provide an opportunity
to resolve any potential conflicts.

Based on data about experiences with organizational
development, a core of at least three, but preferably five to
six people is required for the stable, long-term operation of an
organization. In other words, the key is not necessarily having
a single charismatic leader but rather the cooperation of a small
but relatively homogenous group of people with similar values.
Most organizations rely heavily on volunteers in a variety of
roles. Their primary (and often the only) incentive is the “value
proposition,” which may be the sense of belonging to a community.
The coexistence of paid employees and volunteers is typically
acceptable in communities due to the high level of transparency.
Most consumers are only loosely connected to organizations
through their purchases.

Organizers are prone to burnout, so it is essential to compensate
them for at least some of their efforts. However, the level of
payment is a critical issue, as behavioral economics literature
suggests that incentives that are too low in value can have
the opposite effect, reducing motivation (Skinner, 1978; Itri
et al, 2019). The networking meeting of BCs indicated that
participation in such programs was a valuable source of inspiration
for the organizers, and further consideration should be given
to networking opportunities in the future (see also Section
5.3) as well as to organizational development at the level of
the meta-organization.
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Compensation is a double-edged sword when applied to
employees. Payment is critical for the survival of BCs, yet
introduces some risks, as one of the expert I interviewed explains:

If you get paid for your activity, it can trigger an urge, a kind
of dependence. You start to think that you will be paid only when
there is enough income. And then it may turn into a capitalist
model, when the focus is on generating income, and that decisions
must be made or steps must be taken that support this direction—
even if they are not entirely compatible with the [original] values
or the purpose. Its easy to go off track when you have this
dependence on money.... [But] with a mature personality, and
in a well-functioning community, this should not be a problem.

In line with earlier research that emphasized the dynamic
nature of values (Milestad et al,, 2017), the need for periodic
reconsideration of the mission of the BC is undoubtedly necessary.
In addition to having paid members, it may be pertinent to engage
other volunteers who can ensure the continuity of the core value
system in a variety of situations. Additionally, the post-growth
logic of maintaining a small scale can be applied by organizers
to determine what is “enough” in terms of capacity. A more
detailed discussion of the transformative power and potential of
communities is provided in Section 5.5.

5.3. Connections: Embeddedness and
networking

Individual BCs are entirely independent of one another. Some
farmers supply more than one community, but this is always
the farmer’s personal decision. In the life of Hungarian BCs, a
significant milestone is the emergence of networking activities
or the appearance of a meta-organization that offers a wide
range of relationships. A shared website, kosarkozosseg.hu, and a
related social media platform have been created to identify existing
communities, making it easier for producers and consumers to
join them and to act a starting point for those considering
setting up BCs. Additionally, active communities communicate
primarily through thematic mailing lists and occasional face-
to-face meetings. A practical aspect of communication between
communities is the sharing of knowledge. Furthermore, in-person
meetings are also valuable sources of inspiration, as they allow
organizers to experience belonging to a community outside their
immediate BC.

A unique link between the organizations is created by a software
implemented by the Nyiregyhdza Community. This software,
which is now being jointly operated by several organizations,
is an exceptional platform dedicated to serving the needs of
BCs through processing orders and deliveries. The platform also
functions as a participatory quality assurance system (products
are evaluated according to predefined criteria, including the
location of ownership, location of the main ingredient, mode of
production, processing, and waste generation). Organizers conduct
this evaluation to help consumers make more informed and
conscious decisions. Articles and blog posts can also be published
through the platform that can be used to raise awareness. The
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platform is modular, thus, local communities can select and
customize the elements of relevance to them. The IT tool is
currently used by approximately half of the communities (15—
17 BCs), creating new opportunities. The software was previously
developed by volunteers or on a project basis, but now...

communities that join pay a relatively small fee for the use

of the software, in proportion to their turnover, and the amount

‘ that is collected covers the full-time salary of a programmer

responsible only for developing the software, based on the
requests that are received.

Participant communities also have access to the source code (for
example, so local IT professional volunteers can make changes).

An additional community interface was provided by a
marketing study group run by a volunteer professional (one
of the interviewees) in the spring and summer of 2022, thus
the emergence of the meta-organization fostered knowledge
generation. Along with the links described so far, economic ties
have also begun to develop between communities—for example,
concerning producers supplying several BCs. Although it is not
common practice, some farmers now sell exclusively through
BCs (in addition to on-farm sales). Overall, the emerging meta-
organization may help develop economies of scale and the further
concentration of purchasing power.

For each community to be embedded, links with local
institutions are crucial. These links take a variety of forms.
For example, communities often benefit from volunteers’ direct
knowledge (human capital) or the broader social capital provided
by consumers or producers closely associated with a BC.

We are lucky not to have to pay rent for the use of the pick-
up point. Ms. X, the owner of the place, is an old friend of one of
the organizers, and she liked the “cause,” so she invited us to use
her company’s site.

Besides discounted or free delivery venues, advertising space,
and legal and food safety expertise can contribute to the
management of a community. In addition to being useful at the
early stages of development, these solutions can be of assistance
during their growth.

For some BCs, the core of the consumer community is
another stable community, typically a nearby Waldorf-school-
related group. In such cases, the challenge may be to expand beyond
this circle. The development of stable buying power is key to the
life of any BC. There is ample evidence that the free opportunities
available via social media can quickly isolate BCs in a bubble,
hindering growth. If an organization expands at a different pace
than a producer had envisioned, challenges may arise. In general,
marketing is a critical aspect of community life: on the one hand,
successfully managing this is very demanding, and on the other,
values are crucial. As BCs typically seek to avoid the capitalist
logic (see Section 5.5), marketing tools must be carefully chosen:
a delicate balance must be struck between promotion and attitude
formation. For this reason, personal contact and word of mouth are
often used to attract new customers.

In many BCs, there is a strong emphasis on being present
at local festivals and events, establishing positive relationships
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with the local press, and launching a catering service. Establishing
good relationships with various local institutions appears to be an
essential element of both survival and expansion.

In the beginning, we often went to different authorities

and asked questions—most of the time, they didn’t understand

‘ what we were asking. Then there were inspections, and then

they understood. And then, we developed a relatively good
relationship with the Food Safety Authority.

5.4. Relations with farmers

A survey of BC farmers revealed that they have been supplying
BCs for 4 years on average. Generally (~40%), farmers were
contacted or invited to participate by community organizers or
through previous acquaintance with the organizers (27%). Fewer
business relationships were initiated by producers or at the
invitation of a fellow producer (21 and 10%, respectively). New
organizations often recruit farmers at nearby farmers’ markets.
Later, as an organizations become more established, the aim is to
increase the assortment by directly inviting farmers to participate.
Social media, the databases of organizations such as the Hungarian
Chamber of Agriculture, NGOs, and nearby BCs are the most
typical sources of contact information. It is also common for
farmers to approach more mature BCs.

Interviews with BC organizers revealed that most BCs apply
complex evaluation criteria when considering the involvement of
a new farmer.

The quality of the product is of paramount importance.
For us, this means minimal reliance on fertilizers and pesticides
‘ (none of our farmers are certified), ... and no use of additives in
the case of processed products. We place emphasis on the content
of food items, including the sources of ingredients.

Geographical aspects are also taken into account. The aim of
providing a wide variety of products to allow customers to purchase
all the essential household items they require through the BC
often calls for compromise in terms of geographical distance. For
example, many BCs do not apply a pre-defined geographical radius,
but priority is awarded to farmers operating nearby, although
others are stricter in this regard.
highly

Farmers  are respected  partners. As  one

organizer explains,

Things should not be determined by profit, but let the
producer be in the spotlight, the one who has really worked
hard to ensure that the [product] reaches the people at the best
possible quality.

According to another organizer,

Markets are deteriorating, and most of the time, it is no
longer farmers who [directly] sell [see also Benedek et al., 2018].
Thats why its good to be here; you can show the producers
in person.
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BCs place importance on maintaining or improving the
relationship between producers and consumers. New farmers are
introduced on media platforms, and information about producers
and production processes is available for all food items. Consumer
feedback is constantly collected and organized; thus, farmers are
informed about changes in demand. Recognizing the potential of
community-building (i.e., that a sense of belonging to a community
can strengthen the loyalty of both buyers and producers), several
organizations are building awareness through organizing farm
visits, harvest days, and other programs.

According to the survey results, several advantages are
associated with BCs (Table 3).

For the BCs in the current sample, supply was driven primarily
by non-financial interests, which aligns with previous findings
(Benedek et al., 2020a). A majority of producers cited marketing
benefits as the primary reason for supplying BCs—the fact that
their products are accessible to a wider audience. The farmers
emphasized that BCs are particularly good with online marketing
and being present on social media, which is a weakness of many
producers. Many producers liked that they could save time by not
having to stand at a market stall all day. BCs are considered secure
outlets by many producers. On the one hand, pre-ordering allows
goods to be sold regardless of the weather, which always poses a
risk in the case of markets; moreover, there are no unsold goods—
a relevant factor in the case of perishable products. Producers
reported that they liked and perceived BCs as communities. The
participants believed that raising awareness is essential and that
conscious consumers more highly value their products and the
labor needed for their production. Moreover, they also felt a sense
of belonging with other producers: many found it motivating to
sell alongside others who produce authentic, high-quality goods.
Additionally, they commented that dealing with organizers is more
direct and personal than with the buyers at a market, allowing for
the quicker identification of needs and smoother communication.

A more complex range of disadvantages was found for BCs,
and clear-cut categories could not be identified. Several producers
indicated that delivery times were lengthy (compared to at a
wholesale outlet) and the assembly of individual orders was time-
consuming and energy-intensive, with many opportunities for
error. Some farmers indicated that they considered the sales
commission paid by the producers to be large, and felt that the
terms of some BCs were particularly unfair (e.g., if a price guarantee
was required, meaning that they could not sell their products at
a higher price than at a market). One solution would be to base
the commission on profit rather than turnover (with the possibility
of making a supporting contribution, allowing a producer to

TABLE 3 Benefits of BCs according to producers (N = 82).

Marketing 0.646
Risk sharing 0.5

Time saving 0.397
Monetary 0.171
Other 0.294
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offer any amount). Some suppliers found it difficult to deliver
to a regular or fixed delivery schedule. Some producers noted
the low overall volume of sales as a disadvantage. Many farmers
perceived that volunteers lacked capacity and were sometimes
disorganized. Consumers occasionally failed to pick up their orders.
To address this issue, many communities have various mechanisms,
ranging from charging the association’s budget to enforcing various
sanctions. Sometimes, especially in young communities with a box
system, the storage of goods between the points of receipt and
sale is not adequately managed, resulting in conflict. An additional
disadvantage of box schemes is that they do not allow for direct
contact with the consumer. Some producers were dissatisfied that
their products were not accompanied by an explanation with the
same level of detail as if they were selling them personally. The issue
of producers having to deliver even if only a few orders are received
was raised by some producers. However, many communities
have implemented order thresholds, which make cooperation
more predictable and profitable for producers. Another difficulty
affects producers of fresh products (e.g., bakery goods and dairy
products)- when unexpectedly large orders of items are received,
which results in a rush. One producer pointed out as a disadvantage
that impulse buying does not increase turnover because products
are preordered.

Table 4 presents descriptive statistics regarding satisfaction
with BCs.

Overall, producers are satisfied with their cooperation with
BCs, which is of great importance when scaling up is considered.
Most producers either plan to continue supplying at a similar
volume (30%) or expand soon (68%), indicating that even
though their sales may be relatively minor, they take the
opportunity seriously.

5.5. The potential of buying clubs for
scaling up

Organizers with a long history of community activity agree that
long-term operations must be self-sufficient in terms of everyday
economic activities. External funding or a supportive environment
provided by a network of contacts can be helpful at the start-up
phase of a community. Nonetheless, external funding can quickly
become a hindrance to operating because it obscures the real needs
and potential of actors; i.e., it prevents organic growth. In addition
to the need to cover the rent for a venue, organizations should
at least secure the “employment” of organizers (the magnitude of
the latter makes it more accurate to talk of fees) for a period of a
few years, which can then be increased as the community grows.
According to one expert:

TABLE 4 Satisfaction with BCs from the producer perspective.

Variable N Mean SD Min Max
Satisfaction with BCs 77 4.62 0.81 2 5
Organizers are reliable 76 4.83 0.64 2 5
Processes are transparent 75 4.44 0.84 1 5
Shared goals 75 4.45 0.93 1 5
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What I see is that in many communities, a lot of energy
goes into the day-to-day running and organization, but less into
strategic thinking. It’s like, “if we have the time, we'll do it.” In
this respect, it is the same pattern as in a small business... It is
important to develop a core of organizers as fast as possible who
can talk over strategic issues.

Barriers to scaling up include the burnout (and rapid turnover)
of volunteers, the relatively high commission that farmers should
pay, and, depending on the area, the lack of farmers who see the
potential in participation, or can meet expectations (Balogh et al,
2022). In some instances, (especially in areas with weak purchasing
power), the lack of dynamic community growth in the early stages
of an initiative can be dangerous as it may cause the participating
farmers to miss their targets and the community to fall apart before
it has the chance to grow stronger. Networking may support the
expansion of a movement and can contribute to the exploitation of
economies of scale.

The number of consumers who believe that globalized
consumer society is at a crisis point has increased due to
recent wars, epidemics, and ecological crises, including climate
catastrophe. One organizer summarizes their motivation as follows:

We are trying to do something. The “buying club”is a tool, a
space to build the new economy.

Interviewees explain their expectations of an increase
in consumer interest as being due to the intensification of
these processes and believe that the role of BCs and their
transformative impact will become increasingly critical. Such
success is foreshadowed by the recent trend in Hungary for
(formerly more expensive) local food to become competitive with
that sold in conventional chains due to rising energy prices and a
price cap on gasoline applied to private consumption (Sgaravatti
et al., 2022). This relative decrease in prices is likely to accelerate
the growth of the consumer base, although the pervasiveness of
this trend remains a question.

This study has focused primarily on the organizers of BCs
and, to a lesser extent, on producers. Consumers have only been
partly addressed in conjunction with the other two stakeholder
groups. One widespread criticism of AFNs is that their higher prices
attract a relatively affluent audience (Martinez, 2010; Kneafsey
et al., 2013; Baldzs et al., 2016), despite attempts to highlight local
products’ excellent value for money. Although local production is
not always organic, craft foods typically contain fewer additives
than conventional products, a factor that is attractive to many
consumers (Feldmann and Hamm, 2015). As a result of ongoing
awareness-raising activities, the dominance of affluent shoppers
is less apparent with BCs than in other modern AFNs. An
organizer reports:

Many of our customers are low-income but conscious
[environmentally and socially aware] intellectuals. They have
small shopping baskets, but they always order.

The participation of disadvantaged and marginalized social
groups in BCs is not typical, despite many organizations being
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highly sensitive to issues of social inequality. For example, some
groups collect food regularly or through campaigns to help
needy families and organizations. Others maintain partnerships
and participate in joint awareness-raising campaigns with other
NGOs and social organizations. For example, several communities
reported that they had organized fundraising activities to support
refugees from Ukraine. The credibility and transparency of
organizations are crucial to this type of community work.

Small-scale food systems, including BCs, can contribute to the
transition to a post-growth world if their expansion occurs so long
as their core values are sustained, and despite manageable risks
related to conventionalization. Although BCs can be interpreted
within the mainstream capitalist paradigm (which is relevant,
since it applies to the development of connections among actors
driven primarily by individualistic interests), their small scale
and lack of growth imperative suggest their sustainability. What
is “enough” for a small-scale farmer may be defined (e.g., the
amount of land that can be cultivated in a day, how many animals
a person can feed, etc.). Although most communities are still
expanding, some have already reached their limits in terms of the
number of customers they can comfortably serve. Additionally,
although some communities are more permissive about their
delivery-related footprint, farmers may personally define whether
it is worth supplying the relatively small volumes of products
(compared to other distribution channels). Thus, “enough” can be
understood at the organizational level, too. Beyond being more
independent of a pro-growth logic, BCs are also beneficial from a
sustainability perspective since they tend to distribute rather than
concentrate capital. As one participant of the facilitated roundtable
discussion summarized:

The money goes into farmers  pockets, not those of
multinational retail companies.

Additionally, even if AFNs do not necessarily boost the local
economy (Benedel et al, 2020b), they certainly help to retain
the population.

6. Conclusions

Based on participant observation, interviews, and a producer
survey, this paper was written to improve understanding of
the recent evolution and transformative potential of Hungarian
local food-buying clubs (BCs). Rather than focusing directly
on the various aspects of sustainability that are often difficult
to quantify (Corsi et al, 2018), the functioning of BCs is
addressed. By helping create a healthier, more resilient, and
more inclusive food system, BCs are undoubtedly an alternative
to conventional retail and its mass-produced, homogenous
imports. These particular types of AFN represent an innovative
way to look at the future of food. They advocate lifestyle
food
food production.

change, activism, experimentation, and sustainable

Compared to other types of AFNs, the essence of BCs can be
summarized as follows. First, they are more stable and predictable
for farmers than standard markets because no surplus is created due
to pre-ordering. Producers are exposed to greater risk than those

associated with community-supported agriculture (CSA), wherein
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consumers reserve capacity at the beginning of the season. Since
CSAs are typically organized around a single farmer in Hungary
(Baldzs et al., 2016), BCs reach more producers; thus, the scaling-
up effect is more pronounced. Additionally, markets and CSAs are
associated with considerably greater sales volumes per farmer than
BCs. Although not as much as with CSAs, BCs involve relatively
close relationships between organizers and producers compared to
other forms of AFN. Consumer cooperative models are not typical
in Hungary, so there is no comparison to be made in this respect.

Social proximity, links between producers and consumers, and
transparency are imperative in mediating trust and enhancing
consumers’ perceptions of food quality (Prigent-Simonin and
Hérault-Fournier, 2005). While these processes help maintain
authenticity (Wittman et al., 2012), BCs may reach a wide range of
consumers, including less affluent ones and institutions. Through
organized action and bargaining power, consumers can provide
producers with valuable insights, such as how they would like
food to be produced, processed, and packaged, which (given the
large number of farmers who are involved) can facilitate faster
change and more substantial transformation. The relationship
works the other way around, too, by educating consumers about
the importance of seasonality, food cultures, etc., which may result
in dietary shifts.

The relatively small number of small-scale farmers who are
willing or able to supply, and the fact that individual BCs play a
minor role in the livelihoods of farmers prevents the emergence
of power imbalances, the marginalization of farmers and thus
conventionalization (Mount and Smither, 2014).

The efficiency of BCs might be attributed to the diverse ways
communities contribute to reducing transaction costs (Pacch et al.,
2021). First, by including many farmers—farmers, who sell their
own products, BCs can offer a wide variety of authentic food items;
and by pooling the requests of many customers, they facilitate the
provision of supply. Institutionalization enhances the cooperation
of farmers in a context where collaboration is not typical (Bakucs
et al., 2012). Compared to marketplaces, the application of strict
and transparent evaluation criteria, and regular farm visits ensure
that those who really produced the products come in contact with
consumers (Benedek et al., 2018). The use of IT tools throughout
the order and distribution process keeps transaction costs to a
minimum (King et al, 2010). Finally, through a combination of
awareness-raising and transparent communication, BCs mediate
stakeholder trust. Considering the weak state of civil society and
the low level of cooperation in Hungary, the importance of the
work of BCs related to increasing community cohesion cannot
be overstated.

Although the financial dependency of paid organizers risks
forcing growth or growth at any cost, the presence of the
value-based community and, more importantly, the well-defined
geographical and capacity limits of individual BCs make this risk
manageable. This ensures that core values can remain intact as
communities grow and mature. The resulting transformative effect
may be a result of the expansion of the movement or networking
rather than the growth of individual BCs. This type of AFN
may be particularly significant in the Hungarian context during
sustainability transition.

Although BCs have a bright future, most such communities are
still in their infancy, and are vulnerable due to the high proportion
of volunteerism. Growing networks of BCs and annual meetings
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could be valuable means of strengthening BCs in the immediate
future. It remains to be seen if BCs can strengthen and fulfill their
promising role. However, many current trends are encouraging
the development of BCs as grassroots initiatives, including the
climate crisis and the (sometimes greater) rise in the relative price
of conventional products.

The contribution of this piece of work to the literature is
twofold. First, the study attempts to fill a knowledge gap by
describing the current state and prospects of a specific type of AFN
in a region that has its own distinct development trajectory. Second,
emphasis is placed on local food-buying clubs, about which there
is limited knowledge compared to that about farmers’ markets and
community-supported agricultural schemes, in spite of the former’s
recent development and importance with respect to food security.

The research described in this paper is not without limitations.
Most importantly, the author’s involvement in complete participant
observation may compromise its objectivity. In order to overcome
this limitation and ensure rigor, additional research methods were
employed. A further limitation is that the number of BCs is
presently relatively small, and the majority of communities are
young, so the generalizability of conclusions may be limited as
the movement matures—suggesting an avenue for research. An
additional interesting line of research would be an analysis of
BCs from the perspectives of marginalized and vulnerable groups,
both in terms of producers and consumers. Gaining a deeper
understanding of the barriers faced by marginalized traditional
small-scale farmers may help empower the latter to join BCs, and
perhaps other distribution channels associated with AFNs. As for
consumers, while the evidence suggests that less affluent customers
are also involved in BCs compared to other forms of Hungarian
AFN, the involvement of people with very low socioeconomic
status appears less likely. This issue raises concerns about food
democracy, although broadening the consumer (and producer)
base would ensure scaling up. The related trends, opportunities and
challenges call for further research.
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