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Introduction: Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is an emerging model within alternative food networks (AFNs). It shapes close relationships between food producers and consumers, thereby contributing to food sovereignty and agri-food system transformations. Despite rapid growth from about 10 to over 500 CSAs in just over a decade, the model in Germany still remains niche. We argue that further and faster scaling up requires better understanding of its diversity, yet a comprehensive conceptualization of CSA types is lacking, with insufficient differentiation in research and practice.

Methods: This study employs a transdisciplinary mixed-methods approach (literature, qualitative, and quantitative data) in cooperation with the German CSA Network. By integrating organizational perspectives, we found that CSAs are highly complex and diverse organizations. Therefore, we firstly aimed at identifying characteristics that we summarized in a CSA framework. In a second stage, we used this framework as guiding structure for co-developing a survey with the Network covering 70 participating CSAs.

Results: As the defining characteristic within the CSA framework, community financing (domain A) clarifies the uniqueness of the CSA model, thus enables delimitation from other AFN forms. Then differentiation characteristics (domain B) encompass the diversity of CSA configurations. CSA governance (domain B1), regarding the predominant characteristic of organizational governance, distinguish between Producer-led, Consumer-led, and Integrated (all-in-one) CSA types. Varying characteristics (domain B2) specify CSA configurations and enable additional distinction between CSAs. Based on the developed CSA framework, the survey results verify the applicability of governance types in particular, while confirming a high level of diversity of  differentiating characteristics in general.

Discussion: This study can be used to reveal existing generalizations about CSAs, providing a starting point for more nuanced and critical views in research and practice. When seen against the background of AFN and food sovereignty discourses in particular, CSA is an alternative production-distribution model, but not every CSA is governed or structured in alternative ways. CSAs can simultaneously contain both more conventional, traditional elements, as well as more alternative elements. Moreover, the framework provides easy-to-access differentiation criteria for matching members with their most suitable CSAs and vice versa. Overall, this study illustrates that CSA cannot be considered as homogeneous AFN type but be rather marked as a diverse field of its own.
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1 Introduction

The current provision of food, systematically aligned with industrialization and growth, faces multiple interlinked crises such as climate change, environmental destruction, social inequalities, and threats to democracy around the world (e.g., Battilana et al., 2022; Mirzabaev et al., 2023). Against this backdrop, both socially and ecologically-sustainable food systems are being called for (e.g., Hinrichs, 2000; Mars, 2015; Campbell et al., 2017). Under the umbrella term Alternative Food Networks (AFNs), a diversity of approaches and involved actors are subsumed, whereby Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is widely mentioned as an impactful model within the AFN movement (e.g., Mount et al., 2013; Chiffoleau et al., 2019; Ribeiro et al., 2021). The CSA model is described briefly as being a partnership between producers and a community of members which cover the cost of production of the farm, wherein the members receive a food share of the harvest throughout the season in return (Parot et al., 2023). According to this, the CSA model aims to “reshape dominant capitalist producer-consumer relations” (Plank et al., 2020, 51) and is ascribed as having significant potential in achieving food sovereignty, and also in contributing to the sustainable transformation of agri-food systems (e.g., McMichael, 2014; Galt et al., 2019; Plank et al., 2020).

Although various conceptions of CSAs have evolved internationally, given geographical and historical contexts (e.g., Whatmore et al., 2003; Goodman, 2004; Watts et al., 2005; Bashford et al., 2013; Si et al., 2015), most studies that consider CSAs as a homogenous phenomenon among others in AFN typologies tend to lump together different organizations that are using the CSA model (e.g., Si et al., 2015; Ribeiro et al., 2021). For instance, CSAs are often described in a generalized way as collectively managed by a community, although in practice CSAs are very often organized just by single farmers or farming families, that do not involve their members in decision-making processes (e.g., Adam, 2006; Bashford et al., 2013; European CSA Research Group, 2016; Hvitsand, 2016; Espelt, 2020; Plank et al., 2020; Grenzdörffer et al., 2022). It is therefore essential to define some terms related to the CSA terminology in this paper: (i) “CSA model” refers to a specific AFN form; (ii) “CSA organization” (hereinafter abbreviated as “CSA”) relates to the entire organization of producers and members; (iii) “CSA farm” is an agricultural or horticultural farm that operates using the CSA model. These distinctions are essential, as among other things, several CSA farms can establish partnerships with other CSA farms to form so-called “multi-farm CSAs”1 (e.g., Adam, 2006; Woods et al., 2017).

Due to the generalizations mentioned, studies often make neither sufficient distinctions between different CSA configurations nor state the multifarious effects or individual challenges they have [see Galt et al. (2019) for United States, Dong et al. (2019) for China]. For instance, good labor and employment practices may not be employed by each CSA, as there have been incidents of (self-) exploitation of producers (e.g., Hinrichs, 2000; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019; Galt et al., 2019; Ajates, 2020; Böhm et al. 2020; van Oers et al., 2023). This can be explained by the fact that CSAs are strongly embedded within their environments and socio-ecological and economic systems (Muñoz and Cohen, 2017). Another example is that, depending on the individual CSA configuration, they may often have different degrees of participation and may struggle with a lack of participation by its members or inadequately integrate low-income individuals (e.g., Pole and Gray, 2013; Watson, 2020; Pitts et al., 2022). In strong contrast to the mentioned generalizations and studies that lump CSAs together, some scholars do highlight that not all CSAs are the same and can take a wide diversity of organizational forms “as farmers and members shape it to their own needs and expectations” (Samoggia et al., 2019, 1). Yet, even though some studies see CSA as a highly complex, diverse, and multi-faceted phenomenon (e.g., Blättel-Mink et al., 2017; Baronov, 2018) with diverse configurations (e.g., Carlson and Bitsch, 2019; Espelt, 2020; Koretskaya and Feola, 2020) an overarching conceptualization of the diversity of CSAs is missing. One explanation for this could be that existing research on the CSA model is concentrated on the membership perspective, such as the motives of consumers for joining and participating in CSAs (e.g., Feagan and Henderson, 2009; Pole and Kumar, 2015; Blättel-Mink et al., 2017; Zoll et al., 2018; Gruber, 2020; Fomina et al., 2022). While this research and existing typologies offer valuable insights, they are limited in terms of research perspective and scientific disciplines, often sidelining the crucial viewpoint of CSAs as diverse organizations. This has meant there is a paucity of organizational perspectives in the CSA discourse. It is therefore helpful to adopt King et al.’s (2010) suggestion that organizational perspectives should focus on the unique features and practices of organizations. Accordingly, CSAs can be considered as complex arrangements wherein organizational perspectives are considered and combined in formal structures (e.g., as a legal entity) with various forms of organizational governance, as well as property and decision rights. Examples of these characteristics include different forms of contracts, coordination mechanisms, and the (non-)formalization of decision-making (see Ménard, 2013). A focus on the CSA organization itself through the inclusion of organizational perspectives also has the potential to address challenges of CSAs, again depending on their respective configuration.

For a better understanding of the diverse configurations of CSAs, the first aim of this paper is the development of a differentiating framework. The second aim is to use and apply the framework to show the diversity of CSAs in Germany. This study is based on a mixed method approach including literature, qualitative, and quantitative data and is conducted in a transdisciplinary research partnership based on knowledge co-production with the German CSA Network and its actors. The specific two research questions that guided our research are:

1. According to which characteristics discussed in literature and practice can CSAs be differentiated?

2. How is the diversity of CSAs manifested in Germany?

To answer these questions, we first introduce the research methodology and design of this mixed-methods study (chapter 2). Accordingly, we present our results (chapter 3) and discuss the potential and limitations, as well as the implications of our framework for practice and future research (chapter 4). A conclusion summarizes all results of our paper (chapter 5).



2 Methodology and transdisciplinary mixed-methods research design

This study was conducted by a transdisciplinary research partnership based on knowledge co-production (Jahn, et al., 2012; Lang et al., 2012; Weber et al., 2014; Schuttenberg and Guth, 2015; Schäpke et al., 2018; Hilger et al., 2021) with the German CSA Network2 between January 2020 and December 2023, and was embedded in the research projects “nascent” and “SolaRegio”.3 We first describe this transdisciplinary research partnership (chapter 2.1), and then describe the used data material within the two-stage-process of knowledge co-production that contains the development of the CSA framework as well as the survey (chapter 2.2).


2.1 Research partnership with the German CSA Network

Knowledge co-production is defined as “an inclusive, iterative approach to creating new information; […] distinguished by its focus on facilitating interactions between stakeholders to develop an integrated or transformational understanding of a sustainability problem” (Schuttenberg and Guth, 2015, 1). Transparent research therefore requires awareness of the different roles combined with overcoming the researcher-practitioner dichotomy in the collaboration between researchers and non-scientific actors (see Hilger et al., 2021). As researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds, including alternative and critical organization, as well as social and sustainability science and sustainability economics perspectives, we combine research areas and are able to move across different fields and disciplines. The authors’ preliminary work in the field being studied build necessary trust with the Network and eased the entry of the object of study. Involved actors in this study are people working and engaged in the Network, for instance, experts from their internal working groups (e.g., “Research,” “Consulting,” “Cooperatives”), practitioners such as individual CSAs, and various participants in events, workshops, and meetings of the Network. In this sense, the Network cannot be classified exclusively as a non-scientific actor. More specifically, a particular “Research Working Group” bundles and coordinates research and scientific work around the topic of CSA, collects practice-relevant questions, tries to avoid duplicate surveys, and is involved in several research projects. By being actively involved in such collaborative processes, research can be managed in order to meet the needs of the CSAs. The Network has formulated, for example, research ethics recommendations for good cooperation (German CSA Network, n.d.) that the authors of this study followed.



2.2 Two-stage knowledge co-production process and used data material

To answer the two research questions, the entangled nature of the used transdisciplinary mixed-methods design (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018) unfolds in this study by combining three different data materials (literature research, qualitative data and quantitative survey, displayed in Table 1).



TABLE 1 Combination of three different data materials during the two-stage knowledge co-production process (own illustration).
[image: Table1]

The knowledge co-production is divided into two stages. Stage I is the parallel development of the CSA framework and the survey using an iterative approach. Stage II is the framework application and survey conduction.


2.2.1 Stage (I) iterative development of framework and survey

The first stage is divided into the framework development (stage Ia) and the parallel survey development (stage Ib). The whole development of this paper is embedded in the process of planning, conducting, and then analyzing an extensive quantitative survey in 2022 as a joint project between research4 and the Network. The survey development is therefore connected to the parallel framework development. For this development process, an iterative approach is applied which involves numerous steps through analyzing CSA literature (literature research) and by including discussions with the Network and its actors (qualitative research). These steps are described in the following in a chronological order.

This study was initiated by both a focus group meeting between the Network and researchers as well as a participatory observation at a Network’s one-day conference (qualitative research). Both took place in January 2020 in order to specify research demands (for a chronological list of used qualitative data material and question categories, see Supplementary material). After this first step, we inaugurated a sample of CSA literature (n = 35 publications) to identify characteristics and types from the current discourse (literature research). Due to terminological heterogeneity, as well as the fact that characteristics for differentiation and CSA types are often only a by-product and are not explicitly mentioned in titles, abstracts, or keywords, we took an exploratory approach. For this, we started with recently published peer-reviewed articles from 2019 and 2020 to look at the current research discourse. We identified literature with the keyword “Community Supported Agriculture*” used to search the online catalog Web of Science (WoS) database. Furthermore, we added frequently cited scientific literature, as well as suitable articles based on our own knowledge. This included, for example, key publications by or in collaboration with CSA Network associations from different countries and the international CSA Network association, URGENCI. This starting literature sample intentionally included gray literature (e.g., not peer-reviewed book chapters, project reports, in-house publications of institutions and Networks) as they were cited several times in the identified peer-reviewed articles and often served as the starting points for these publications.

In the next step, we analyzed this literature sample with regard to their extent characteristics and types. We extracted the designations and terminologies of identified characteristics and types (e.g., forms, models, schemes), and, if available, also the descriptions, definitions, and distinguishing criteria (literature research). As part of the iterative approach, we discussed first drafts of identified characteristics and types with the Network and its actors (qualitative research). To include their practice-based knowledge, we conducted in total four focus groups with 25 participants overall, six individual interviews, and used participant observations (Kawulich, 2005) at 10 non-scientific Network conferences (e.g., biannual meetings of the Network). In addition, various discussions with 16 participants in total also comprise part of this iterative approach (for data details see Table 1 above). In doing so, we used audio recordings, as well as research diaries, and MAXQDA-Software for transcription, data management, and analysis. Many events and interviews were conducted online due to COVID-19 restrictions. The involved actors in qualitative data collection included people working and engaged in the Network as well as CSAs (see chapter 2.1). Furthermore, several persons of the Network brought in their knowledge and contacts as field experts and participated, partly with other researchers.

As part of the iterative approach, we discussed the prototypes of the framework and the survey as interim results several times with actors of the Network (qualitative research) leading to recommendations for additional characteristics as well as the modification of existing ones.

In the next step, we actively searched for these identified aspects in the literature sample. Wherever necessary, we also expanded the sample (literature research). To carry out the literature research, we followed a simplified snowball approach (Wohlin, 2014) including suitable articles. Our research for the framework development snowballed until saturation occurred so that no other or new CSA characteristic or type could be named or differentiated. Using this literature identification process, a further 25 publications were identified. In sum, 60 publications made up the final literature research data sample and were used for the iterative development of the final framework and final survey.

Regarding research question 1, we identify various characteristics for differentiation of CSAs in stage (Ia) (chapter 3.1). We provide therein a CSA definition of this study in the German context with the defining characteristic of the CSA model, which is community financing (framework domain A). We identified various differentiation characteristics (domain B), whereby organizational governance has been identified as the predominant one. This predominant nature of CSA governance (domain B1) could be confirmed by both literature and practitioners. According to this, we provide a CSA governance typology based on three CSA governance types. In accordance with Doty and Glick (1994), typologies provide a reduction in complexity by providing a set of identified types. In this context, we considered organizational governance literature. During the iterative development of the framework, we identify further varying characteristics (domain B2) that express even greater diversity of CSAs within these characteristics. The result of the final CSA framework is visualized in chapter 3.4.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Two-stage knowledge co-production and used data material: (Stage I) Parallel development of the CSA framework (Stage Ia) and the survey (Stage Ib) using an iterative approach; (Stage II) Framework application and survey conduction (own illustration).




2.2.2 Stage (II) framework application and survey conduction

In the second stage of this study, regarding research question 2, the finalized survey was conducted between the end of 2021 and the end of 2023. The survey is designed as an internal database of the Network, aimed at providing well-founded data over time. The Network intends to update the data at regular intervals (for details see Supplementary material). The survey follows a discursive methodological approach in which, for example, the CSAs were asked to assign themselves according to specific characteristics. The survey and the data collection process itself (e.g., invitation, mailing) was coordinated by the Network. The technical implementation was carried out by their “IT Working Group.” At the time the survey was sent out, there were about 400 CSAs in Germany. As defined in the introduction, a distinction can be made between the entire CSA organization and the individual CSA farms (see chapter 1 and characteristic Single/Multi-farm in chapter 3.1). Consequently, some questions are answered at the level of the CSA organization and others at the level of the individual CSA farm. The Network contacted all CSAs who were official members within their association at that time (in total 164 CSA farms) via email and newsletter and send out several reminders. The survey was open to respondents from November 2021. This paper considers all records up to and including December 18, 2023. Until this date, a total of 81 out of 164 CSA farms (51% of the Network members at that time) responded to the questionnaire and generated quantitative results on CSA in Germany (chapter 3.5). In total, 81 farms that are part of 70 CSA organizations responded to the survey. However, each question (relating to a specific framework characteristic) had a different respondent rate (i.e., not all participants answered every single question of the survey).



2.2.3 Visualization of the knowledge co-production process and used data material

Regarding the visualization of Figure 1, the methods and used data material are illustrated in blue (literature research, qualitative data, quantitative survey conduction. For details see Table 1). The interim results (prototypes and final survey) are presented in light green, and of the final results (CSA framework, quantitative survey results) in dark green.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 CSA framework (own illustration).






3 Findings

This section is divided into two subchapters. Firstly, the framework development (chapter 3.1), and secondly, its application to the field of investigation in Germany using the survey (chapter 3.5).


3.1 CSA framework

Elaborating from research question 1, the characteristics of the CSA framework are explained in detail along two intertwined domains which build on each other. These domains relate to (A) defining characteristic, that can be found in every single CSA, and then (B) differentiation characteristics, that delineate the diversity of CSAs. Domain (A) community financing is the central defining characteristic and is mandatory to be considered a CSA. In this sense, domain (A) is mandatory, clarifies the uniqueness of the CSA model, and delimits it from other AFN forms. After this clarification and delimitation, then domain (B) encompasses the diversity of CSA configurations through differentiation characteristics. These characteristics can vary from one CSA to another. The key distinction lies in the mandatory presence of domain (A) for all CSAs, whereas domain (B) varies depending on the individual CSA configuration.

More specifically, differentiation characteristics (domain B) comprise two sub-domains. The individual configuration of CSAs depends upon the respective organizational governance as the CSA model can change the way organizations are governed. Domain (B1) proposes three CSA governance types as a predominant characteristic to differentiate CSAs as their governance approaches vary. Domain (B1) is intertwined with domain (A) since CSA governance specifies the how of community financing through a particular type of governance. These types can be specified by further varying characteristics (domain B2) to express even greater diversity of CSAs, and which enable an individual CSA configuration within these characteristics depending on the governance type.

The domains are intertwined as they build on each other. Differentiation characteristics (domain B) shed further light on the distinct expression of community financing (domain A), while varying characteristics (domain B2) specify CSA configurations, whereby the configuration depends on the respective CSA governance type (domain B1). In the following all domains are outlined in detail, summarized at the end, by the introduction of the framework-visualization (see chapter 3.4).


3.1.1 Framework domain A: defining characteristic community financing

We define the CSA model as a system of risk sharing and transparent co-financing by membership fees of the entire CSA operations in exchange for a food share for the CSA members. Thus, we wrap the uniqueness of the CSA model into the characteristic community financing which is mandatory to be considered a CSA (framework domain A). This defining characteristic is based on fee financing, cost coverage/full financing, risk sharing, transparency, and direct relations which can be shaped in different ways by CSAs (see description of the elements and their diversity in Table 2). Community financing describes the collaborative investment of the farm’s operating costs that comprise fee financing, true cost coverage of the production, risk sharing, transparency, and direct relations between the food production and consumption side (e.g., Groh and McFadden, 2000; Ostrom, 2007; Cox et al., 2008; Bloemmen et al., 2015; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019; Fomina et al., 2022; Rommel et al., 2022). Consumers jointly become members of a CSA and help cover the farm’s total budget over a particular growing season. This will have been done through regular, usually monthly, contributions (e.g., Haney et al., 2015; Galt et al., 2019). The members share the risks and benefits associated with weather dependent and seasonal farming and in return receive a proportional harvest share, typically on a weekly basis (e.g., O'Hara and Stagl, 2001; Brehm and Eisenhauer, 2008; Opitz et al., 2019).



TABLE 2 Community financing as defining characteristic of the CSA model and its elements (own illustration).
[image: Table2]



3.1.2 Framework domain B: differentiation characteristics

The diversity of CSA becomes visible through differentiation characteristics (domain B). Literature research as well as our empirical results attribute CSA governance a predominant characteristic as the other varying characteristics are often shaped and formed according to it. On this basis, three different CSA governance types can be distinguished (domain B1), whereby organizational governance affects and interacts with the varying characteristics (domain B2).




3.2 Domain B1: CSA governance as predominant characteristic

The aspect of how and by whom an individual CSA is governed, organized, and managed is ascribed a central and predominant characteristic in CSA and AFNs literature and by CSA practice (e.g., Krcilkova et al., 2019; Rosol and Barbosa, 2021; see also examples below). A CSA can be managed by an individual or a core group, which ranges between being solely led by the producer (i.e., single farm or farmer) to being led by a community with a corresponding decision-making process taking on most managerial responsibilities. The focus of this characteristic lies in the responsibility for higher level “management decisions” (Adam, 2006, 2), particularly the managerial “ownership of the operation” (Harmon, 2014, 2), which addresses who organizes and operates the CSA and who “makes most of the management decisions” (Adam, 2006, 2). An example from the CSA literature is the managerial decisions by the directors or growers that run the CSA. Mert-Cakal and Miele (2020, 11) distinguish between lower and higher decision-making levels, whereby the core question being addressed is, “Who makes the [(managerial)] “decisions” in CSA organizations?.” The predominant characteristic of governance is also consistent with organizational governance literature. To understand the organization requires knowledge of its governance concerning direction and control (Cadbury, 1992). Organizational governance includes how decision-making processes and thus the distribution of power between the involved actors (e.g., managers, shareholders, employees, volunteers etc.) is attributed. Establishing and running an organization in general requires defined rules about who is in charge, who is involved in taking vital decisions, how potential profits are distributed, and who bears risk. Establishing the rules that shape organizational action creates the governance structure of an organization (e.g., Cadbury 1992; Klein et al., 2019). Thereby, governance is not static but also evolves from social norms and beliefs (Wiersema and Koo, 2022), which is why different governance types exist.

By reviewing the CSA literature, various typologies and a diversity of type-terminologies can be identified (for details, see Supplementary Table S5). What these identified typologies have in common is that they are neither literature- or theory-based, described in their development, defined in detail by CSA actors, nor differentiated in empirical studies. For example, the often cited report by Wilkinson (2001) uses a classification based on who organizes a CSA. The only sizable two-sided practical report distinguishes between four types: farmer managed, shareholder/subscriber, farmer cooperative and farmer-shareholder cooperative. Here, the type “farmer cooperative” correlates, for instance, with another differentiation characteristic which is multi-farm CSA (see below). In contrast, the often cited peer-reviewed case study by Ostrom (2007) summarized the management strategies of CSAs into three types: farmer-founded-and-driven-CSAs, CSAs initiated as a non-profit with a board of directors and supported by community financing, and a business-oriented and farmer-directed entrepreneurial approach, however, different characteristics, such as governance, management, foundation background, legal form and/or labor, are included and mixed together in these type-terminologies. Another example cited is the four distinct approaches to CSA by the CSA Network in the United Kingdom (UK) cited by Espelt (2020): producer-led, consumer-led, producer-community partnerships, and community-owned farms (see CSA Network UK, 2022). Even in this typology, there is no clearly recognizable distinguishing criterion. Governance, management, founding background, ownership and legal forms, as well as the aspect of labor, blur and partly overlap making difficult a clear distinguishing between the UK “consumer-led type” and “community-owned farm type.”

Our literature research as well as qualitative data that take into account insights of key CSA-experts in Germany shows that it could be helpful to subsume CSAs into CSA governance types by asking how or by whom the CSA is governed (Krcilkova et al., 2019), (self-) organized (Bashford et al., 2013; Zoll et al., 2018 Opitz et al., 2019), driven (Adam, 2006; Bashford et al., 2013; European CSA Research Group, 2016; Hvitsand, 2016; Tang et al., 2019), led (European CSA Research Group, 2016; Espelt, 2020; Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020), run by (Ostrom, 2007; Feagan and Henderson, 2009; Bashford et al., 2013; Hvitsand, 2016; Espelt, 2020; Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020; Plank et al., 2020), operated by Adam (2006), Bashford et al. (2013), Ouahab and Maclouf (2019), and Koretskaya and Feola (2020), or (self-) managed (Wilkinson, 2001; Ostrom, 2007; European CSA Research Group, 2016; Krcilkova et al., 2019; Espelt, 2020; Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020; Plank et al., 2020). The examples cited show that the aspect of governance is often used. As we have shown, no common use of terms satisfactorily distinguishes the identified various CSA types, used descriptions and terminologies. Using the predominant characteristic of organizational governance, three CSA governance types can be distinguished by asking how or by whom the CSA is governed: Producer-led CSA (Type 1), Consumer-led CSA (Type 2), Integrated (all-in-one) CSA (Type 3). For definitions, see Table 3.



TABLE 3 CSA governance types (own illustration).
[image: Table3]

According to a consultant from the German Network, the differentiation into these three CSA governance types within the framework is useful and has potential to remove uncertainty: In the same sense the consultant points out: “In the past I saw only two types, namely the producer-led CSAs [(type 1)] and the others. But especially in the development of the last years, I actually see type 2 and type 3 as independent groups.”



3.3 Domain B2: varying characteristics

The individual configuration of CSAs depends upon the respective organizational governance. The CSA governance types unfold their specific nature through the interplay between various additional characteristics. These further varying characteristics express even greater diversity of CSAs within these characteristics and are presented in the following. The characteristics are summarized in the framework-visualization in chapter 3.4 (see also Supplementary Table S6).

Degree of co-decision by members/workers: It relates to both workers and/or members in terms of their integration within decision-making processes. Besides multifarious existing methods and approaches toward co-decision-making, it varies considerably in a spectrum from relatively low to medium to high (e.g., Koretskaya and Feola, 2020; Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020). The lower level includes, for example, online polls or annual shareholder meeting. Daily decision-making belongs to the producers or a core group, whereby members have only informal participation. The medium level includes, for example, majority member decisions-making during the year in addition to the shareholder meeting or working groups possibly with voting rights. The higher level of co-decisions-making includes members’ participation that is done, for example, by voting at the annual general meeting of the CSA (e.g., basic democratic decision-making structures, sociocratic form of organization, consensus, or consent decisions).

Founding impulse: Several studies differentiate CSAs by asking by whom the CSA was founded (e.g., Ostrom, 2007; Hvitsand, 2016; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019). recognized that every CSA is organized uniquely based on its history, geographical, and founding context. For example, Carlson and Bitsch (2019) do not distinguish between different CSA governance types, but on whether it was initiated and founded by producers (farmers) or consumers. Existing farms may be owned by farmers who are searching for a community in order to become CSA members, or a core community group may look out for one or several farms with which to cooperate and establish a new CSA model (see also single or multi-farm characteristic below). Another possibility is that a community may establish its own CSA which will include its own farm (Bashford et al., 2013). A combination of both, farm/farmers and consumers, is another possibility. In addition to this, researchers name a third-party founding impulse, such as a government or a restaurant [see Chinese CSA study by Tang et al. (2019)]. Vlasov et al. (2021) show that CSAs can be founded by people with non-agrarian backgrounds.

Establishing paths: There are several paths toward establishing a CSA. One path is a full or partial conversion of an existing agricultural farm to the CSA model (see also characteristic scope of CSA operation). In addition, a CSA can be founded by establishing a new agricultural start-up. Other establishing paths include the handover of an existing CSA, for example as part of a generational succession process (e.g., inheritance) as well as a spin-off from an existing CSA (e.g., Bashford et al., 2013; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019).

Legal form: CSAs are designed in a wide spectrum between individual and independent privately-run farms where the business is under sole proprietorship, to non-profit forms like a association, or CSAs legally registered as a cooperative. Others exist in mixed forms, such as the combination of non-profit and for-profit legal forms. Examples are non-profit associations registered as clubs and non-profit organizations organized as cooperatives where only the workers are stockholders (e.g., Cameron and Wright, 2014; Bloemmen et al., 2015; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019).

Ownership and property for land / operation: Some CSAs are existing farms that are owned by the producer or more precisely by the farmer(s) (Bashford et al., 2013). The commonly-known subscription CSA is initiated by the farmer, who maintains ownership of the operation (Harmon, 2014; Espelt, 2020). Other producer-led types may be joint owned by a couple of growers (Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020), wherein both examples can lead to CSA governance type 1. Another possibility is that CSAs are “jointly owned by both producer and consumer members” (Bashford et al., 2013, 21) or even people starting a new CSA in the form of a legal cooperative, whereby the community of members owns the farm (Espelt, 2020) (can lead to type 3). Ownership and property are mentioned as important, but are rarely empirically investigated in CSA studies (e.g., Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020). Few researchers, such as Koretskaya and Feola (2020, 306), ask questions like, “How is access to property structured?.” Ownership and property is predominantly discussed with a focus on land or other resources, which are owned, rented or (temporarily) occupied by CSAs (European CSA Research Group, 2016). Thus, it seems important to also consider the ownership and property structure of the CSA itself. In the literature, it is touched upon in only a few cases and named as “collective property” (European CSA Research Group, 2016, 77), “shared ownership” (Bashford et al., 2013, 21), “co-operatively owned” and “non-farm owned” (Woods et al., 2017, 4) initiatives, where almost no distinction is made between land and CSA operation.

Labor and work: This characteristic includes diverse forms from paid to voluntary labor, full- or part-time work, as well as seasonal employment contracts, also including aspects of fair working conditions. Due to labor-intensive agricultural production, such as with vegetables, most CSAs have different forms of work. Examples are the individual self-employed farmer or gardener as well as employed or volunteer family members. Other CSAs hired full-time additional workers, seasonally or on an hourly basis. CSAs can also have trainees, interns or unpaid volunteers (e.g., Harmon, 2014; European CSA Research Group, 2016; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019; Krcilkova et al., 2019; Espelt, 2020; Koretskaya and Feola, 2020; Watson, 2020). Labor and work can be differentiated by quantification. For example, in relation to the number of workers (full-time and part-time) and the number of seasonal workers. A further differentiation can be made if CSA members work as volunteers in the CSA. Thus, the co-production by the CSA members can be of differing degrees: voluntary or mandatory, unpaid, serving as a discount on the share, or a paid position. Some CSAs limit the mandatory labor of their members to the main summer harvest season in order to provide support for peak workloads, such as during vegetable harvests, and by organizing ‘working party days’ (Watson, 2020). Other CSAs offer work-share memberships for its members. In this case, members can do work shifts to pay less for a share. Members can work a certain number of hours per week, month or season in the CSA (e.g., planting, harvest, sorting, and cleaning from the harvest, packing shares, or share distribution) and receive in return a partial or full discount on the share price (Cone and Kakaliouras, 1995; Goland, 2002; Cox et al., 2008; Shi et al., 2011; Watson, 2020).5 There are also CSAs that limit volunteering by members to only a few work activities per year, since instructing and teaching new members in rotation is a time-consuming process for the employed team.

Farming method: Various methods can be identified depending on the country and are either conventional (not organic), organic (not certified) or organic (certified). The CSA movement is often closely linked to organic farming practices as the majority of CSAs seem to be certified organic or at least use organic practices without official certification (e.g., Bashford et al., 2013, European CSA Research Group, 2016; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019). In some regions, there are also Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) or third party (organic) certifications with more adaptive possibilities as specified by the CSAs (European CSA Research Group, 2016). Reasons not to seek official certification include a lack of credibility of the certification [for China, see Tang et al. (2019)], financial reasons due to the cost of certification, or the sufficiency of trust between producers and members that make certification unnecessary for some CSAs.

Single or multi-farm: CSAs can be established as a single farm CSA or in a partnership with multiple farms (e.g., Adam, 2006; Woods et al., 2017). In the latter, two or more producers cooperate in a formal partnership with each other and with one group of members. Through this cooperation, the CSA is able to offer a greater variety of products and allow the specialization of individual farms, for example, in vegetable and fruit cultivation or in arable farming (Bashford et al., 2013). This CSA could then provide full supply cooperation for a broad range of food products (European CSA Research Group, 2016). The multi-farm approach can also permit risk sharing between involved farms (European CSA Research Group, 2016). Aside from this close formal partnership, more informal co-operations also exist. These benefits described are reduced competition between CSAs in the same region, which mean the “benefits could also include sharing marketing efforts, customer and delivery logistics, and the use of farm equipment” (Galt et al., 2019, 18).

Product variety: This relates to products offered by the CSA, ranging from CSAs which exclusively provide vegetables and fruit (Blättel-Mink et al., 2017), to full supply CSAs that integrate processed food, such as milk, yogurt, meat, bread, etc. Some CSAs offer animal products only as an additional option for their members (e.g., Bashford et al., 2013; European CSA Research Group, 2016).

Degree of self-production: The food share may not include goods produced only by the CSA farms but may also be enhanced by external purchases. Additional purchases can be market-based, based on cooperative structures such as binding contracts, or even be organized as a community-supported cooperation with corresponding risk sharing in which external farms are not paid for a guaranteed amount of products but for the farming of a specific and fixed cultivation area (Rommel et al., 2022). The respective degree (e.g., own production, additional purchases with or without risk sharing, marked-based purchase) can be indicated as a percentage and thus made more transparent.

Share distribution channels: The food share can be carried out and organized by the individual farmer, the CSA organization, or the members themselves. Home delivery, self pick-up by the members from the farm or at collection points (so-called depots) are share distribution channels according to which CSAs can be differentiated. Such depots are often established in cooperation with the members in their neighborhoods at restaurants, cafés, schools, workplaces, markets or in basements and garages of private households. This depends on the possibilities, the composition of the share (for example, because of perishable products and the necessity of cold chain logistics), and the creativity of the members. In addition, self-harvesting, although rare, is sometimes available, or can be provided in a supportive way as the need arises. If multiple CSAs are in the same region, they sometimes collaborate in the packing, grading, storing, cooling, and delivery with other CSAs, as well as AFN initiatives such as food hub concepts or food co-ops. Such cooperation in logistics or in operating a depot help in the sharing of infrastructure resources and thereby reduce costs (e.g., European CSA Research Group, 2016; Woods et al., 2017; Zoll et al., 2021).

Share distribution area: CSA members are more likely to be in urban, suburban, or peri-urban settings and tend to be rather educated, middle-class people who know about the concept and can afford the financial contributions as well as the additional effort required to engage, organize pick-ups, cook etc. (e.g., Goland, 2002; Bloemmen et al., 2015; Plank et al., 2020; Si et al., 2020). In contrast, CSA farms and the farmland are often located in rural or in the urban hinterland near to one or between several cities (Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020).

Share payment options: The prices of the food share can be determined by CSA operators as a fixed amount. In most cases this is arranged in cooperation with members (Sanneh Njundu et al., 2001). With a diversity of different payment options (combination of fixed amount and a solidarity pot as well as graded contributions), CSAs aim to respond to differing economic conditions as well as to the needs of their (potential) members. Barriers related to financial access for membership are often reduced through so-called financing or bidding rounds (e.g., Carlson and Bitsch, 2019; Krcilkova et al., 2019). This special pricing mechanism encourages members to decide individually on the amount of their contribution and takes into consideration their own needs as well as their willingness and ability to pay (Blättel-Mink et al., 2017). Individuals or households with higher incomes are invited to ease the burden on financially-disadvantaged members by paying more.

Scope of CSA operation: Refers to whether the farm is fully or partially operated with the CSA model. For example, some farms still have traditional distribution channels in addition to the CSA. They use direct sales or other distribution approaches, such as farmers markets or self-harvest gardens, that are not part of the CSA (Chen, 2013; European CSA Research Group, 2016; Carlson and Bitsch, 2019). This allows an existing farm to continue with its other forms of distribution or for the entire farm to graduate step-by-step to the CSA model (see also establishing paths).

Size: It is possible to differentiate CSAs according to size, using number of members and households, number of food/harvest shares, as well as the productive land for CSA (e.g., in hectares), or the total revenue of the CSA (e.g., Bashford et al., 2013; Krcilkova et al., 2019; Paech et al., 2021).



3.4 CSA framework visualization

When the various characteristics are considered together, then a CSA framework is reached, which was the first result of this study. Visualized as a framework (Figure 2), it supports a more differentiated view of an individual CSA organization. In this, community financing is the defining characteristic of the CSA model and is mandatory to be considered a CSA (domain A). It comprises fee financing, cost coverage/full financing, risk sharing, transparency, and direct relations. Furthermore, various differentiation characteristics (domain B) illustrate the complexity and diversity of CSAs. By taking the predominant characteristic of organizational governance into account, CSA governance types (domain B1) enable the distinction according to the question, “who organizes and manages the CSA?.” CSAs with different constellations of actors can be classified as Producer-led CSA (type 1), Consumer-led CSA (type 2), and Integrated (all-in-one) CSA (type 3). The typology contains a definition of each type (see Table 3). CSA governance affects the additional varying characteristics (domain B2), which are: Degree of co-decision by members / workers; Founding impulse; Establishing paths; Legal form; Ownership and property for land / operation; Labor and work; Farming methods; Single- or multi-farm; Product variety; Degree of self-production; Share distribution channels; Share distribution area; Share payment options; Scope of CSA operation; Size (see Figure 1). In sum, there are various differentiation options within each differentiation characteristic. For some characteristics, it is possible to choose one out of many options (e.g., one type of the CSA governance types at domain B1 or one of the farming methods at domain B2). For other characteristics, multiple options are possible (e.g., product variety at domain B2) or a number could be specified to quantify the diversity [e.g., Number of members (persons) at domain B2]. This selection of options makes the framework usable for research and practice (see survey results in the next chapter as well as discussion in chapter 5).



3.5 Diversity of CSAs in Germany

Regarding the characteristics of the CSA framework, the results of the survey elucidate a diversity of CSA configurations in Germany. Beforehand, we need to point out that some survey questions were answered at the level of the CSA organization (CSA) and others at the level of the individual CSA farm (see definition in chapter 1 and differentiation characteristic Single/Multi-farm in chapter 3.1). Overall, 70 CSAs (n = 70 CSAs) and in total 81 individual CSA farms (n = 81 CSA farms) participated. However, each question (relating to a specific framework characteristic) had a different respondent rate.

The main result is that 55 out of 70 CSAs assigned themselves to one of the three CSA governance types (for the distribution of the types see Table 4). This validates our proposal of governance types with a broad distribution in the German context.



TABLE 4 Formulation in the survey of the German CSA Network with result for distinguishing CSA governance types (own illustration).
[image: Table4]

Moreover, the survey confirms the existence of diverse ways of co-decision in CSAs. 28 out of 41 CSAs integrates forms of consensus and consent, which could be a criterion for both employees and members to help choose a CSA that is right for them. This interrelates with the founding impulse of CSAs. For example, 20 out of 57 CSAs were founded by members. In 15 cases, an existing farm initiated the CSA, and in 7 cases, members searched for an existing farm for a partnership. A current German trend is the growth of horticultural farms with only vegetables and/or fruits being founded as new ventures (24 between 2016 and 2022) in relation to farms with livestock being converted (18) (see characteristic product variety). In the German context, there is also a diversity of legal forms such as sole proprietorship (11 out of 43 CSA farms), non-profit forms like associations (18), and those legally registered as a cooperative (3). As each country has its own legal system with country-specific legal forms, naming and comparing such forms is difficult, however, it should be emphasized that hybrid forms of organizations can exist simultaneously as combinations of different non-profit and for-profit legal forms. Concerning ownership and property forms, Blättel-Mink et al. (2017) noted that only a few CSAs used collective ownership forms at the time of their study. Our empirical findings confirm this assumption, yet indicate a continuous growth of CSAs with communitized property (15 out of 39 CSAs between 2016 and 2022). Regarding labor and work, for example, only seven out of 70 CSAs have requirements for co-production by members using a certain daily or hourly contingent per year. Concerning the farming methods most CSA farms produce organically. 26 out of 41 CSA farms are certified and 15 are organic but not officially certified, thereby preventing access to government organic subsidies. Another interesting finding is that 13 out of 81 CSA farms are organized within multi-farm CSAs (i.e., CSAs with multiple farms). In terms of product variety, the majority integrate vegetable products (67 out of 80 CSA farms) into their food share. A little less than half produce fruits (31) and animal products (36), some produce beverages (34), grain products such as flour, semolina, pasta (11), others bread and bakery products (7). Producing plant-based foods offers great potential to expand product range by the diversification of crop farming or food processing (e.g., European CSA Research Group 2016). Concerning the degree of self-production 14 out of 70 CSAs executed marked-based purchases, 8 CSAs went further and integrated binding trading relationships, and 6 CSAs went even further by incorporating risk sharing within their trading partnerships. Regarding share payment options, so-called financing or bidding rounds are possible ways to address low-income members in Germany. 39 of 51 CSAs indicate that they use this approach in order to determine share costs. 10 CSAs add the option of a so-called “solidarity pot” to organize their fixed-contribution scheme in a more inclusive way. In terms of size variations, the average share size is 141 shares (31 responding CSAs). The size of agricultural land (30 responding CSA farms) ranges from 1 to 58 hectares (mean 5.4), however, there are also farms of up to 200 hectares, although only a percentage of the entire farm is part of the CSA (see scope of CSA operation).

An additional empirical result of the survey is linked to various characteristics such as CSA governance types, founding impulse and establishing paths of CSAs. The survey shows that generational succession processes are not yet widely present in German CSAs. 29 out of 81 CSA farms answered in general to the answer options concerning whether or not the succession and handover processes of a CSA operation has been arranged. For example, for 19 CSA farms, succession processes are not yet an issue as most CSAs had only recently started. This could indicate that the question of succession will arise sooner or later, depending on the configuration of the CSA. A further additional result of the survey, without a direct reference to one of the framework characteristics, is that 53 out of 59 CSAs who took part in the survey advise other CSAs that exist or are in the process of being founded. We will discuss this and the other results in more detail in the following chapter.




4 Discussion

This study found that farms using the CSA model are complex organizations whose diversity can be differentiated with the help of the CSA framework. The results show both, a diversity of different characteristics, as well as the variety within each characteristic. This CSA diversity is synthesized and presented in a visualized framework and illustrated with empirical results from Germany. In the following we discuss the findings within the framework domains from both an organizational (chapter 4.1) as well as member (chapter 4.2) and AFN and food sovereignty discourse perspective (chapter 4.3). We conclude with some limitations and include implications for further research (chapter 4.4).


4.1 CSA organization perspective along the framework domains

Based on domain (A), by clarifying the uniqueness of the CSA model, CSAs can be delimited through the defining characteristic community financing from non-CSAs such as other AFNs, especially those that call themselves a “CSA” but do not realize its defining characteristic. This mandatory domain, therefore, has benefits for this discourse, since in practice and in literature, inaccuracies occur. For instance, the CSA definition from Si et al. (2020, 68) does “not include a requirement that the consumers (members) share the production risk (i.e., crop failures) with the farmer.” Another example is, that in numerous “CSAs” in the United States, consumers can book and cancel food on a weekly basis without comprehensive risk sharing (community financing), that lies at the heart of the CSA model. These “CSAs” rather correspond to a box-subscription approach with month-to-month subscriptions [see Smith et al. (2019) for various examples]. Our presented definition of CSA in the German context likely goes much beyond the CSA reality in North America as indicated by Rosol and Barbosa (2021). We do see the necessity to define the core of the CSA model to prevent dilution, especially since similar developments are taking place in Germany, where for instance a so-called “solidarity subscription box” is officially promoted as a mixture of CSA along with a monthly cancelable subscription box. In the end these self-labeled “CSAs” do not follow the defining characteristic community financing. To prevent confusion and a dilution of the CSA model in Germany, the term “Solidarische Landwirtschaft” (literally translated “solidarity agriculture” or “solidarity farming”) has been legally protected as a trademark.

Based on domain (B1), CSAs can be classified into the CSA governance typology and thereby distinguished among each other through the three CSA governance types by using the predominant aspect of organizational governance. This typification appears to make sense from both a practitioner and a research perspective and is proven to be useful and coherent even for complex CSAs, as our results show. For example, at a first glance it appears difficult to assign the Australian “Food Connect Brisbane CSA” into our typology. Cameron (2015) describes this organization as registered not-for-profit company that operates as a cooperative. A particular rather unusual detail, however, is that the cooperative shares are not held by the consumers (CSA members), but rather exclusively by the CSA workers. That means, that the workers – and in this understanding the employed producers, farmers, gardeners, and organizers of the CSA cooperative – are simultaneously the managerial decision-makers and responsible people in this organization. Asking the predominant organizational governance related question of our typology, by whom the CSA is governed, (self-)organized, and (self-)managed, leads us finally to classify this CSA as type 1. The Brisbane CSA seems to be a producer-led CSA, here in the sense of a worker-led CSA cooperative. In addition, this example illustrates the relevance of taking additionally varying characteristics into consideration when classifying CSAs into the typology (see also discussion domain (B2) below).

Based on domain (B2), CSAs can be differentiated through varying characteristics and the diversity within them. Even though our empirical survey covers just a sample of CSAs in Germany, the results are significant enough to confirm the diversity of CSAs, both, in terms of CSA governance types as well as various ways of configuring the further characteristics. For some varying characteristics, it is now possible to choose one out of multiple options. For other varying characteristics, a number could be specified to quantify the diversity (see chapter 3.1 with the CSA framework visualization). This selection of options can prevent binary understandings and generalizations and makes the framework usable for further research and practice. Based on the study results, we highlight that each CSA is a unique combination of different characteristics and that each can be positioned on a spectrum of different expressions and selection options. Hence, the framework has the potential to open up tensions within discourses inside the German Network, for example, between peasant farms (mostly type 1 producer-led CSA) and on the other hand a significantly larger type 3 CSA [for coexisting discourses within the Network see Guerrero et al. (2024)]. Our findings, moreover, show that the framework has, for example, the potential to support the matching of (potential) founders and workers toward finding their best fitting CSA configuration if based on the framework characteristics. In the meantime, our transdisciplinary research partnership with the Network has already encouraged thinking, talking, and working with different CSA types and their configurations in the context of the Network, and the presented types have been integrated in their consulting activities (see also result transfer by handbook publication in chapter 4.4). In this way, we argue that the framework can be useful for peer consulting among existing CSAs as well as with founding initiatives. This could potentially support organizational development and, as a result, help to maintain and stabilize CSAs over the long term. Thereby, establishing the perspective of CSA organizers as important. For Adam (2006, 3), the success of a CSA depends on the “highly-developed organizational and communication skills” of the organizers. In this context, training courses and the aspect of learning, for example, in managerial, communication, multicultural, leadership, and business running skills, are mentioned (Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020).

More comprehensively, the framework can be used to avoid generalizations. Our findings show that, first and foremost, a CSA, in its narrowest sense, with its defining characteristic community financing, can be seen as an alternative production-distribution approach. By incorporating organizational perspectives, we show that CSA can be seen also as an organizational approach. CSAs are complex organizations but not every CSA is also an alternative organization governed, managed, organized, and structured in alternative ways (see diverse expressions within these characteristics). For instance, Grenzdörffer et al. (2022, 79) reveal that a CSA “can be still owned and managed in a conventional, traditional way by a single individual not sharing any decision-making or property rights.” This could indicate that family farms using the CSA model could correspond in particular with the type 1 producer-led CSA, even if they are otherwise organized and structured in traditional ways. In addition to this, it is possible that a family farm exists only to some extent as a CSA (see characteristic scope of CSA operation). In this case, the CSA model functions as an independent operation of the farm while there are also parallel farm operations, such as direct sales, that are not part of the CSA model. This may encourage existing (family) farms to change, establishing and expanding their CSA configuration step-by-step over time. In this regard, besides advancing and promoting “alternative” organizational forms, the CSA model proves to also have distinct potential for the preservation of (family) farms, that are organized in “traditional” structures. Interestingly, the CSA model opens up a development space in which both worlds mutually fertilize each other.

In connection with possible changes over time, our findings prove the possibility of dynamic development within CSAs as changeable organizations, especially in times of succession processes, where a window of opportunity can open up for CSAs to change their governance type. Of course, this is possible at any time, for example when a type 1 CSA decides to communitize their entire property in order to set in stone the ecological and social structures of the farm for future generations to come. This perspective is also confirmed by a consultant who states that these “type 1 CSAs most likely will not remain such, at the latest during the generation succession.” He argues that “a high level of trust is necessary for a member-community, that had financed a privately inherited farm for decades in a process of handing it over to people who might not even want to continue this farm [as an CSA].” In these cases it seems possible that the CSA can be transformed into a type 3 by founding their own organization and entering into their own agricultural production [see, for example, Carlson and Bitsch (2019)]. This option is consistent with organization research by Wiersema and Koo (2022) which shows that organizational governance is not static. The dynamic development of and changes in characteristics is also confirmed by CSA studies, such as van Oers et al. (2023), that examine the aspect of unlearning in CSAs based on solidarity and, in particular, the CSA farm conversion process toward solidarity payments (see characteristic share payment option). The researchers demonstrate the added value of this unlearning approach to transitions in sustainability. Based on this cited study, we emphasize that, depending on the CSA configuration, the members of a CSA could, for example in producer-led CSAs (type 1), be the initiators of such an unlearning process for farmers and the designers of modified characteristics. This last example illustrates the interrelations between the perspectives of CSA organization and CSA members, which we will discuss next.



4.2 Members’ perspective: more differentiation to choose their “suitable” CSA

Employing a broad understanding, it can be seen that CSA members can be both the holders of a food share as well as the co-owners of community-owned farms, founders and organizers of a CSA, or co-producers and volunteers in CSAs depending on the specific CSA configuration and governance type (e.g., Matzembacher and Meira, 2019; Rosol and Barbosa, 2021). In the following, we focus the narrow understanding of CSA members as co-financiers that exchange membership fees for a food share. Currently, it is hard for (potential) CSA members to distinguish between different CSAs in a low-threshold way, especially considering the individual needs and life circumstances of the members (e.g., time aspects related to wage and care work). Currently, joining a CSA is often a random occurrence due to a lack of choice. The reasons for this could be, for instance, that the respective CSA’s pick-up location (see characteristic share distribution channels) is close to them, or recommended by a known person who is already a member, or simply because it is the only CSA where free membership shares are available. Based on the results of this study, we argue that public and an easy-to-access differentiation criteria for members could have the added benefit of enhanced commitment stay rates, which can positively impact the long-term stability of CSAs. The diversity within the characteristics of the framework suggests that some CSA configurations can enhance the exclusion of certain kinds of members, whereas others can be a better match. The requirements and unfulfilled expectations of the composition of the products (e.g., wrong or too much food; see characteristic product variety) or forms of co-decision-making (see degree of co-decision) can lead to dissatisfaction of the members. Other reasons for members leaving a CSA are time constraints and scheduling conflicts (e.g., additional time for picking up the products as well as for cooking food) (Ostrom, 2007; Zoll et al., 2021). These reasons can result in the cancelation of membership, or in the leaving of one CSA for another. It should be noted, however, that for some members, activities such as meetings, events, or educational activities and, in general, having a close connection to a farm are all important aspects of membership. Other members prefer that a CSA be not privately inherited, and that they can become co-owners of a CSA farm (see type 3 and characteristic ownership and property). In contrast, Cone and Kakaliouras (1995, 30) observed already in the 1990s that “from the average member’s perspective, the demands of membership may begin and end with the bag of vegetables.” To prevent any exclusion effects of CSAs, it seems especially necessary that members find a CSA configuration that most suits them. But the results of this study show that so far it is hardly possible for (potential) members to compare CSAs in detail. The presented framework characteristics with its diversity within the characteristics can help to make the diversity of CSAs more visible for members. The findings reported here suggest that in regions with many CSAs, there seems to be a great potential for a digital matching platform (e.g., website, app, quiz) with some selection questions that could support (potential) members to find a CSA that matches their needs, life realities, and values. This platform could indirectly increase the creation of new CSAs. In addition, if members do not find the best CSA configuration in a given region and the potential membership of the demand group reaches a certain number, the respective CSA Network association could support establishing a new CSA. The founding of new CSAs in this way could also be supported through institutional support by policymakers.



4.3 CSA in AFNs and food sovereignty discourses: more differentiation instead of overgeneralization

Besides these discussed CSA-related findings, this study has implications for a more differentiated view and analysis of other AFNs in revealing generalizations. By including organizational perspectives, the results of our study confirm the impression that there are currently multiple ways to position CSA into existing AFN typologies. Overall, AFN research in general, and typologies in particular, are often based on a trimmed CSA definition that leads to an incomplete classification of this diverse phenomena. Ribeiro et al. (2021, 500), for instance, define CSAs in their AFN typology as a separate type (alongside five others) as “groups of people who have a joint commitment with a farmer, who is paid in advance (for a year or a season), for the produce” (Ribeiro et al., 2021 p. 500). This excludes, for example, the existence of type 3 CSAs (see definition in Table 3). In general, AFNs are associated with shorter distances between producers and consumers as well as small farm size and scale instead of large scale production (Jarosz, 2008). This often underlines a deterministic opposition between alternatives (such as good, small, local, embedded) on the one side, and conventional (such as bad, big, global, dis-embedded) on the other (e.g., Hinrichs 2000; Moragues-Faus 2017). Nevertheless, this binary conception is challenged because of the fluid relationship between alternative and conventional systems and its involved actors, such as AFNs. Alternatives, like CSAs, are embedded in existing economic systems, which can lead to multiple organizational challenges and has implications for the organization itself. The presented framework of this study offers opportunities for a more differentiated view and consideration of these challenges. It shows, for example, that within one CSA conventional, traditional elements are even preserved and deliberately strengthened, whereas at the same time alternative structures are developed showing that alternative and traditional elements may fruitfully complement each other. In addition, the framework enables more differentiation within AFNs. Watts et al. (2005) delimit AFNs based on the two pillars (alternative) food products and (alternative) distribution systems. Accordingly, alternative food can be described as production processes, such as sustainable, organic, or holistic farming and production methods can instead be considered industrial agribusiness (Jarosz, 2008; Forssell and Lankoski, 2015). These aspects can be gathered in our presented framework within varying characteristics in domain (B2). According to the second pillar, alternative distribution systems are described as distribution networks that have a producer-consumer relationship within the food sector and a minimal number of intermediaries (Forssell and Lankoski, 2015). This pillar can be connected to the defining characteristic community financing in domain (A) of our framework. In favor of a complementing consideration of AFNs, Rosol (2020) argued it does not only include the two pillars of food products and distribution systems, but also their (alternative) economic practices. This third pillar includes (un-)paid work of members, equal pay for all employees regardless of rank, and different forms of economic organization under which cooperatives and collectives are subsumed. This pillar can be incorporated into varying characteristics in domain (B2). In studying AFN and CSA discourses, it becomes evident that these are often focused on challenges in sustainable transformations of agri-food systems at the macro (i.e., system) level. In parallel, and in contrast with this level, researchers and food movements rarely integrate internal perspectives of organizations and challenges at the organizational level of AFNs like CSAs, as the additional pillar of Rosol (2020) illustrates. We conclude that a CSA should not be generalized and regarded as a homogeneous AFN type, but be rather marked as a diverse field of its own.

Finally, the findings of this study suggest that a more differentiated consideration of the diversity of CSA characteristics could also help in revealing existing generalizations about CSA, for example, in the food sovereignty discourse. CSA has been described multiple times, both by researchers as well as the CSA movement and the food sovereignty movement, as a practical example of being in line with food sovereignty (e.g., McMichael 2014; Duncan et al., 2019; Paul, 2019; Stapleton, 2019; Matacena and Corvo, 2020; Plank et al., 2020; Parot et al., 2023). Both, CSA and food sovereignty, therefore, are ascribed in the literature as engaged for just and sustainable agri-food system transformations in local and regional economies and the empowerment of people and actors involved in food production, distribution, and consumption. A high degree of participation or forms of collective property in organizations can also be often assessed in a generalized way as being “positive” for food sovereignty (Dekeyser et al., 2018), but our study shows that these aspects are not highly implemented in every CSA as the results regarding the diversity in Germany illustrates (see degree of co-decision by members/workers and ownership and property).



4.4 Limits and implications

In the following, we point out limitations, give implications for further research, and further development of the framework. We have deliberately chosen a narrow CSA definition, excluding other AFN forms like self-harvesting gardens, that could lead to confusion since these are subsumed under the umbrella term CSA (e.g., Chen, 2013). We are aware that our focus on German CSAs has limited significance and could be criticized, as some researchers have made the point that European and North American research perspectives are prioritized in the study of AFNs (Zollet, 2022) although we have included CSA literature with an international scope. A shortcoming regarding the survey is that the limited response rate of CSAs which meant that the responses (i.e., number n) varied, depending on the question and linked framework characteristic. We made this transparent and provided (n) for each question. In addition, some questions were queried at individual CSA farm level, others at CSA organization level in order to take account of their complexity. Moreover, keeping the effort for CSAs and farms within practicable range, the Network decided upon the final survey questions. For this reason, not all framework characteristics include empirical data. Overall, we want to highlight, that the framework and terminology of the CSA governance types already affects the international CSA discourse through active exchange, for example, through the adaptation of the typology by research and practice (e.g., URGENCI Network).6 We emphasize, however, that CSA configurations can vary widely related to the existing diversity within the characteristics, particularly in other geographic, socioeconomic, and cultural contexts, and others may exist. The framework, therefore, needs to be further discussed and adjusted by both researchers and practitioners.

These limitations lead us to further research. Firstly, the framework could be used as a starting point to better understand CSAs worldwide. Research could conduct analyses that are more type-specific in order to avoid generalizations. In addition, there is room to explore the potential in other countries for further or new CSA types and configurations (both from a member and organization perspective). National and international surveys could query the proposed existence of yet unknown types and configurations based on further or differently-expressed characteristics. Secondly, another option to avoid generalizations in CSA and AFN discourses could be to study the individual transformative potential of specific CSA configurations, respectively regarding their social and ecological effects. Even though the aim of this study was not to develop a tool for evaluating such aspects, the framework provides starting points. For instance, it could be studied if CSAs using bidding rounds (see share payment option) contribute to the inclusivity of social groups (see matching potential above). Overall, the “differences in consumers’ characteristics, preferences, and attitudes” (Pisarn et al., 2020, 15) should be taken more into account from the perspective of CSA organizers and managers in order to include broader social groups. Further research could, for example, analyze the potential of online tools for enhancing the inclusivity of CSA (see Bos and Owen, 2016). Thirdly, the framework could be adjusted and extended in order to be more context dependent, particularly in other geographical areas where CSA and AFN research is underrepresented, for example, when studying the diversity of food hubs by incorporating organizational perspectives (see Horst et al., 2011) as part of a study that includes various countries. This could involve analyzing drivers and barriers to increase organizational stability and sustain AFNs over the long term (e.g., generational succession). The integration of organizational perspectives and internal challenges, therefore, could enhance agri-food systems-related research.

Considering the previous remarks, the question of future institutional support by policymakers arises. A challenge in policymaking for rural development arises, when assuming that all AFNs or CSAs are equal. In this sense, Grashuis and Su (2019) argue that considering differences (like analyses that are more type-specific) helps to provide a better understanding of the factors that determine their performance, as well as their constraints, by making comparisons among such organizations and across locations. For example, a less-discussed aspect is that policy could promote CSAs that use or establish memberships for low-income people through so-called subsidized or “cost-offset” CSA (CO-CSA) (Pitts et al., 2022).

To consider differences rather than make generalizations corresponds to the aim of this study. The advantage of our framework is that it helps researchers, policymakers as well as practitioners to identify and in particular appreciate diversity and complexity of and within CSAs based on their various possible configurations. As this study was conducted in a transdisciplinary research partnership with the German CSA Network, the results have already been implemented by CSA practice, for example through integration of the framework characteristics and typology into a practical handbook of the German Network, into consulting activities of the Network, as well as currently into a worldwide CSA census by URGENCI, of which both publications are linked collaboratively with the authors of this study. This makes it more practical to use the results of this study, for example, in future CSA consulting activities.




5 Conclusion

This study contributes to the understanding of the diverse CSA phenomenon at the organizational level through the development and application of a CSA framework. Based on literature research and qualitative data, this transdisciplinary study found that CSAs can be differentiated by various characteristics. The framework provides a description of CSAs, considering various characteristics and the diversity of its possible configurations. The multiple selection options make the framework applicable both for research and practice. In this way, the framework contributes to clarifying the uniqueness of the CSA model based on the defining characteristic of community financing expressed by fee financing, cost coverage/full financing, risk sharing, transparency, and direct relations (see framework domain A). This defining characteristic enables the delimitation of the CSA model from non-CSAs such as other AFNs. Furthermore, the question of how an individual CSA is governed is ascribed as a predominant characteristic by literature and practice. Organizational governance is therefore highly suitable for classification and allows the identification of three CSA governance types (domain B1): Producer-led (type 1), Consumer-led (type 2), and Integrated (all-in-one) CSAs (type 3). This typology, in combination and interrelation with varying characteristics (domain B2), reveals a diverse landscape of CSA configurations, as evidenced by our quantitative survey with German CSAs. Our results prove that each CSA is unique, exists as a complex arrangement, and is even more multifaceted than previously considered (i.e., combination of different characteristics that each can be positioned in various ways with different expressions and selection options). We emphasize that every CSA configuration has its own legitimacy since the coexistence of different CSA types as well as various AFN forms is necessary to cover different needs, life realities, and the values of the people that support them.

Moreover, our findings suggest the potential for dynamic development within CSAs over time, indicating changes in characteristics and governance types. The framework can be used for the matching of (potential) members as well as founders and workers, providing guidance for organizational configurations based on the various characteristics. The implications of our framework therefore extend to supporting the organizational development of existing and new CSAs, contributing to their overall stability and long-term survival. Although CSA is still a niche in agri-food systems limited to a minority of people, our findings offer the potential to better address broader social groups. The framework enhances visibility into the diversity of CSAs, which could benefit scaling up and replicating them.

Finally, our results challenge prevailing overgeneralizations within the discourse on AFNs. We argue that the CSA model is an alternative production model, but not every CSA can be generally categorized as alternative organization, emphasizing the existence of CSAs across a spectrum of both alternative as well as conventional configuration options. Our results even prove that oftentimes elements which are described as rather conservative or traditional are preserved and deliberately strengthened in CSAs, while at the same time alternative forms and structures are developed showing that alternative elements and more traditional elements may fruitfully complement each other. This nuanced consideration of CSAs encourages a more informed dialog, for instance, within the food sovereignty discourse, as well as with traditional farmers’ associations that are often critical about CSA. In conclusion, the CSA framework has the potential to avoid generalizations within CSA, AFN and food sovereignty discourses and beyond.
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Footnotes

1   For details, see framework characteristic “single / multi-farm” in chapter 3.1.

2   Hereinafter abbreviated as “Network.”

3   Website of “nascent” and “SolaRegio”: www.nascent-transformativ.de

4   Besides the authors, Laura Carlson was involved.

5   In literature, there are also examples of members harvesting their own vegetables (Chen, 2013; Koretskaya and Feola, 2020). In these cases, however, we speak of self-harvesting projects.

6   URGENCI conducted 2023–2024 a “Worldwide CSA census” (forthcoming). There, the results are presented along our typology. Simultaneously, a scientific publication is being prepared on this basis.



References

 Adam, K. L. (2006). Community Supported Agriculture. ATTRA - National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service. Available at: https://ruralinnovationinstitute.yolasite.com/resources/CSA_ATTRA1.pdf (Accessed May 17, 2024).

 Ajates, R. (2020). Agricultural cooperatives remaining competitive in a globalised food system: at what cost to members, the cooperative movement and food sustainability? Organization 27, 337–355. doi: 10.1177/1350508419888900

 Baronov, D. (2018). Nishida Kitarō on social contradiction: a critical Lens for analyzing community-supported agriculture. Crit. Sociol. 44, 89–106. doi: 10.1177/0896920516633277

 Bashford, Jade, Cross, Kathleen, Eichinger, Wolfgang, Georgakakis, Andreas, Iserte, Morgane, Kern, Fabian , et al. (2013). European handbook on community supported agriculture: sharing experiences: published by community supported agriculture for Europe project.

 Battilana, J., Yen, J., Ferreras, I., and Ramarajan, L. (2022). Democratizing work: redistributing power in organizations for a democratic and sustainable future. Organiz. Theory 3:263178772210847. doi: 10.1177/26317877221084714

 Blättel-Mink, B., Boddenberg, M., Gunkel, L., Schmitz, S., and Vaessen, F. (2017). Beyond the market-new practices of supply in times of crisis: the example community-supported agriculture. Int. J. Consum. Stud. 41, 415–421. doi: 10.1111/ijcs.12351

 Bloemmen, M., Bobulescu, R., Le, N. T., and Vitari, C. (2015). Microeconomic degrowth: the case of community supported agriculture. Ecol. Econ. 112, 110–115. doi: 10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.02.013

 Böhm, S., Spierenburg, M., and Lang, T. (2020). Fruits of our labour: work and organisation in the global food system. Organization 27, 195–212. doi: 10.1177/1350508419888901

 Bos, E., and Owen, L. (2016). Virtual reconnection: the online spaces of alternative food networks in England. J. Rural. Stud. 45, 1–14. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2016.02.016

 Brehm, J. M., and Eisenhauer, B. W. (2008). Motivations for participating in community-supported agriculture and their relationship with community attachment und social capital. South. Rural. Sociol. 23. Available at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol23/iss1/5 (Accessed May 17, 2024).

 Cadbury, A. (1992). Report of the committee on the financial aspects of corporate governance. London.

 Cameron, J. (2015). “Enterprise innovation and economic diversity in community supported agriculture: sustaining the agricultural commons” in Making other worlds possible: Performing diverse economies. eds. G. Roelvink, K. S. Martin, and J. K. Gibson-Graham (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press).

 Cameron, J., and Wright, S. (2014). Researching diverse food initiatives: from backyard and community gardens to international markets. Local Environ. 19, 1–9. doi: 10.1080/13549839.2013.835096

 Campbell, B. M., Beare, D. J., Bennett, E. M., Hall-Spencer, J. M., Ingram, J. S. I., Jaramillo, F., et al. (2017). Agriculture production as a major driver of the earth system exceeding planetary boundaries. E&S 22. doi: 10.5751/ES-09595-220408

 Carlson, L. A., and Bitsch, V. (2019). Applicability of transaction cost economics to understanding organizational structures in solidarity-based food Systems in Germany. Sustain. For. 11, 1–19. doi: 10.3390/su11041095

 Chen, W. (2013). Perceived value of a community supported agriculture (CSA) working share. The construct and its dimensions. Appetite 62, 37–49. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2012.11.014 

 Chiffoleau, Y., Millet-Amrani, S., Rossi, A., Rivera-Ferre, M. G., and Merino, P. L. (2019). The participatory construction of new economic models in short food supply chains. J. Rural. Stud. 68, 182–190. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2019.01.019

 Cone, C. A., and Kakaliouras, A. (1995). Community supported agriculture: building moral community or an alternative consumer choice. Cult. Agricul. 15, 28–31. doi: 10.1525/cuag.1995.15.51-52.28

 Cox, R., Holloway, L., Venn, L., Dowler, L., Hein, J. R., Kneafsey, M., et al. (2008). Common ground? Motivations for participation in a community-supported agriculture scheme. Local Environ. 13, 203–218. doi: 10.1080/13549830701669153

 Creswell, J. W., and Plano Clark, V. L. (2018). Designing and conducting mixed methods research. Third edition, international student edition. Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore, Washington DC, Melbourne: Sage.

 CSA Network UK. (2022). “What Is CSA?” Available at: https://communitysupportedagriculture.org.uk/what-is-csa/ (Accessed May 17, 2024).

 Dekeyser, K., Korsten, L., and Fioramonti, L. (2018). Food sovereignty: shifting debates on democratic food governance. Food Sec. 10, 223–233. doi: 10.1007/s12571-017-0763-2

 Dong, H., Campbell, B., and Rabinowitz, A. N. (2019). Factors impacting producer marketing through community supported agriculture. PLoS One 14:e0219498. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0219498 

 Doty, D. H., and Glick, W. H. (1994). Typologies as a unique form of theory building: toward improved understanding and modeling. Acad. Manag. Rev. 19:230. doi: 10.2307/258704

 Duncan, J., Claeys, P., Rivera-Ferre, M. G., Oteros-Rozas, E., van Dyck, B., Plank, C., et al. (2019). Scholar-activists in an expanding European food sovereignty movement. J. Peasant Stud. 48, 875–900. doi: 10.1080/03066150.2019.1675646

 Espelt, R. (2020). Agroecology Prosumption: the role of CSA networks. J. Rural. Stud. 79, 269–275. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2020.08.032

 European CSA Research Group. (2016). Overview of community supported agriculture in Europe.

 Feagan, R., and Henderson, A. (2009). Devon acres CSA: local struggles in a global food system. Agric. Hum. Values 26, 203–217. doi: 10.1007/s10460-008-9154-9

 Fomina, Y., Glińska-Neweś, A., and Ignasiak-Szulc, A. (2022). Community supported agriculture: setting the research agenda through a bibliometric analysis. J. Rural. Stud. 92, 294–305. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2022.04.007

 Forssell, S., and Lankoski, L. (2015). The sustainability promise of alternative food networks: an examination through “alternative” characteristics. Agric. Hum. Values 32, 63–75. doi: 10.1007/s10460-014-9516-4

 Galt, R. E., Kim, J. V. S., Munden-Dixon, K., Christensen, L. O., and Bradley, A. K. (2019). Retaining members of community supported agriculture (CSA) in California for economic sustainability: what characteristics affect retention rates? Sustain. For. 11, 1–20. doi: 10.3390/su11092489

 German CSA Network. (n.d.). Recommendations for good cooperation - research ethics (Name of the Title Translated into English by the Authors). Available at: https://www.solidarische-landwirtschaft.org/fileadmin/media/solidarische-landwirtschaft.org/Das-Netzwerk/Arbeitsgruppen/Forschung/Handlungsempfehlungen_f%C3%BCr_eine_gute_Zusammenarbeit.pdf (Accessed May 17, 2024).

 Goland, C. (2002). Community supported agriculture, food consumption patterns, and member commitment. Cult. Agricul. 24, 14–25. doi: 10.1525/cag.2002.24.1.14

 Goodman, D. (2004). Rural Europe redux? Reflections on alternative agro-food networks and paradigm change. Sociol. Rural. 44, 3–16. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00258.x

 Grashuis, J., and Su, Y. (2019). A review of the empirical literature on farmer cooperatives: performance, ownership and governance, finance, and member attitude. Ann. Pub. Coop. Econ. 90, 77–102. doi: 10.1111/apce.12205

 Grenzdörffer, S., Kaiser, J., Mainz, F., and Middendorf, M. (2022). The diversity of property: a potential for a social-ecological transformation. GAIA 31, 77–81. doi: 10.14512/gaia.31.2.3

 Groh, T., and McFadden, S. (2000). Farms of tomorrow revisited: Community supported farms, farm supported communities. 1st Edn. Kimberton, PA: Biodynamic Farming and Gardening Association.

 Gruber, S. (2020). Personal trust and system Trust in the Sharing Economy: a comparison of community- and platform-based models. Front. Psychol. 11:581299. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.581299 

 Guerrero, L., Leonie, G. F., and Driessen, P. (2024). Drawing boundaries: negotiating a collective ‘we’ in community-supported agriculture networks. J. Rural. Stud. 106:103197. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2024.103197

 Haney, J. M., Ferguson, M. D., Engle, E. W., Wood, K., Kyle Olcott, A. E. L., and Finley, J. C. (2015). Defining the “C” in community supported agriculture. J. Agricul. Food Syst.Comm. Dev. 5, 27–43. doi: 10.5304/jafscd.2015.053.009

 Harmon, A. H. (2014). Community supported agriculture: a conceptual model of health implications. Austin J. Nutr. Food Sci. 2, 1–9.

 Hilger, A., Rose, M., and Keil, A. (2021). Beyond practitioner and researcher: 15 roles adopted by actors in transdisciplinary and transformative research processes. Sustain. Sci. 16, 2049–2068. doi: 10.1007/s11625-021-01028-4

 Hinrichs, C. C. (2000). Embeddedness and local food systems: notes on two types of direct agricultural market. J. Rural. Stud. 16, 295–303. doi: 10.1016/S0743-0167(99)00063-7

 Horst, M., Ringstrom, E., Tyman, S., Ward, M., Werner, V., and Born, B. (2011). Toward a more expansive understanding of food hubs. JAFSCD 209–25, 209–225. doi: 10.5304/jafscd.2011.021.017

 Hvitsand, C. (2016). Community supported agriculture (CSA) as a transformational act—distinct values and multiple motivations among farmers and consumers. Agroecol. Sustain. Food Syst. 40, 333–351. doi: 10.1080/21683565.2015.1136720

 Jahn, T., Bergmann, M., and Keil, F. (2012). Transdisciplinarity: between mainstreaming and marginalization. Ecol. Econ. 79, 1–10. doi: 10.1016/j.ecolecon.2012.04.017

 Jarosz, L. (2008). The City in the country: growing alternative food networks in metropolitan areas. J. Rural. Stud. 24, 231–244. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2007.10.002

 Kawulich, B. B. (2005). Participant observation as a data collection method. Forum Qual. Soc. Res. 6. doi: 10.17169/fqs-6.2.466

 King, B. G., Felin, T., and Whetten, D. A. (2010). Finding the Organization in Organizational Theory: a Meta-theory of the organization as a social actor. Organ. Sci. 21, 290–305. doi: 10.1287/orsc.1090.0443

 Klein, P. G., Mahoney, J. T., McGahan, A. M., and Pitelis, C. N. (2019). Organizational governance adaptation: who is in, who is out, and who gets what. Acad. Manag. Rev. 44, 6–27. doi: 10.5465/amr.2014.0459

 Koretskaya, O., and Feola, G. (2020). A framework for recognizing diversity beyond capitalism in Agri-food systems. J. Rural. Stud. 80, 302–313. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2020.10.002

 Krcilkova, Sarka, Perényi, Zsófia, Winter, Johannes, Valeška, Jan, Parot, Jocelyn, Volz, Peter , et al. (2019). Solid Base: Supporting booklet for training on financial Sustainablity for solidarity-based food systems.

 Lang, D. J., Wiek, A., Bergmann, M., Stauffacher, M., Martens, P., Moll, P., et al. (2012). Transdisciplinary research in sustainability science: practice, principles, and challenges. Sustain. Sci. 7, 25–43. doi: 10.1007/s11625-011-0149-x

 Mars, M. (2015). From bread we build community: entrepreneurial leadership and the co-creation of local food businesses and systems. JAFSCD 63–77, 63–77. doi: 10.5304/jafscd.2015.053.005

 Matacena, R., and Corvo, P. (2020). Practices of food sovereignty in Italy and England: short food supply chains and the promise of De-commodification. Sociol. Rural. 60, 414–437. doi: 10.1111/soru.12283

 Matzembacher, D. E., and Meira, F. B. (2019). Sustainability as business strategy in community supported agriculture. BFJ 121, 616–632. doi: 10.1108/BFJ-03-2018-0207

 McMichael, P. (2014). Historicizing food sovereignty. J. Peasant Stud. 41, 933–957. doi: 10.1080/03066150.2013.876999

 Ménard, C. (2013). “Hybrid modes of organization. Alliances, joint ventures, networks, and other 'Strange' animals” in The handbook of organizational economics. eds. R. Gibbons and J. Roberts (Princeton: Princeton University Press).

 Mert-Cakal, T., and Miele, M. (2020). 'Workable Utopias' for social change through inclusion and empowerment? Community supported agriculture (CSA) in Wales as social innovation. Agric. Hum. Values 37, 1241–1260. doi: 10.1007/s10460-020-10141-6 

 Mirzabaev, Alisher, Olsson, Lennart, Kerr, Rachel Bezner, Pradhan, Prajal, Ferre, Marta Guadalupe Rivera, and Lotze-Campen, Hermann. (2023). “Climate change and food systems.” In Science and innovations for food systems transformation, edited by Joachim Braunvon, Kaosar Afsana, Louise O. Fresco, and Mohamed H. A. Hassan, 511–529. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

 Moragues-Faus, A. (2017). Emancipatory or neoliberal food politics? Exploring the “politics of collectivity” of buying groups in the search for egalitarian food democracies. Antipode 49, 455–476. doi: 10.1111/anti.12274

 Mount, P., Hazen, S., Holmes, S., Fraser, E., Winson, A., Knezevic, I., et al. (2013). Barriers to the local food movement: Ontario's community food projects and the capacity for convergence. Local Environ. 18, 592–605. doi: 10.1080/13549839.2013.788492

 Muñoz, P., and Cohen, B. (2017). Mapping out the sharing economy: a configurational approach to sharing business modeling. Technol. Forecast. Soc. Chang. 125, 21–37. doi: 10.1016/j.techfore.2017.03.035

 O'Hara, S., and Stagl, S. (2001). Global food markets and their local alternatives: a socio-ecological economic perspective. Popul. Environ. 22, 533–554. doi: 10.1023/A:1010795305097

 Opitz, I., Zoll, F., Zasada, I., Doernberg, A., Siebert, R., and Piorr, A. (2019). Consumer-producer interactions in community-supported agriculture and their relevance for economic stability of the farm – an empirical study using an analytic hierarchy process. J. Rural. Stud. 68, 22–32. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2019.03.011

 Ostrom, Marcia. (2007). Community supported agriculture as an agent of change: Is it working? remaking the north American food system: Strategies for sustainability, edited by C. C. Hinrichs and Lyson, Thomas A., 99–121. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

 Ouahab, A., and Maclouf, E. (2019). Diversity and struggles in critical performativity. The case of French community-supported agriculture 22, 537–558.

 Paech, N., Sperling, C., and Rommel, M. (2021). “Cost effects of local food enterprises: supply chains, transaction costs and social diffusion” in Food system transformations: Social movements, local economies, collaborative networks. ed. C. Kropp (Critical Food Studies. Milton: Taylor & Francis Group), 119–138.

 Parot, J., Wahlen, S., Schryro, J., and Weckenbrock, P. (2023). Food justice in community supported agriculture – differentiating charitable and emancipatory social support actions. Agric. Hum. Values. 41, 685–99. doi: 10.1007/s10460-023-10511-w

 Paul, M. (2019). Community-supported agriculture in the United States: social, ecological, and economic benefits to farming. J. Agrar. Chang. 19, 162–180. doi: 10.1111/joac.12280

 Pisarn, P., Kim, M.-K., and Yang, S.-H. (2020). A potential sustainable pathway for community-supported agriculture in Taiwan: the consumer perspective in a farmers’ market. Sustain. For. 12:8917. doi: 10.3390/su12218917

 Pitts, J., Stephanie, B., Volpe, L. C., Sitaker, M., Belarmino, E. H., Sealey, A., et al. (2022). Offsetting the cost of community-supported agriculture (CSA) for low-income families: perceptions and experiences of CSA farmers and members. Renew. Agric. Food Syst. 37, 206–216. doi: 10.1017/S1742170521000466

 Plank, C., Hafner, R., and Stotten, R. (2020). Analyzing values-based modes of production and consumption: community-supported agriculture in the Austrian third food regime. Österreich Z Soziol 45, 49–68. doi: 10.1007/s11614-020-00393-1

 Pole, A., and Gray, M. (2013). Farming alone? What’s up with the “C” in community supported agriculture. Agric. Hum. Values 30, 85–100. doi: 10.1007/s10460-012-9391-9

 Pole, A., and Kumar, A. (2015). Segmenting CSA members by motivation: anything but two peas in a pod. BFJ 117, 1488–1505. doi: 10.1108/BFJ-12-2014-0405

 Ribeiro, P., Ana, R. H., Feola, G., Carréon, J. R., and Worrell, E. (2021). Organising alternative food networks (AFNs): challenges and facilitating conditions of different AFN types in three EU countries. Sociol. Rural. 61, 491–517. doi: 10.1111/soru.12331

 Rommel, M., Posse, D., Wittkamp, M., and Paech, N. (2022). “Cooperate to transform? Regional cooperation in community supported agriculture as a driver of resilient local food systems” in Sustainable Agriculture and Food Security. eds. W. Leal Filho, M. Kovaleva, and E. Popkova (Cham: Springer), doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-98617-9_22

 Rosol, M. (2020). On the significance of alternative economic practices: Reconceptualizing alterity in alternative food networks. Econ. Geogr. 96, 52–76. doi: 10.1080/00130095.2019.1701430

 Rosol, M., and Barbosa, R. (2021). Moving beyond direct marketing with new mediated models: evolution of or departure from alternative food networks? Agric. Hum. Values 38, 1021–1039. doi: 10.1007/s10460-021-10210-4

 Samoggia, A., Perazzolo, C., Kocsis, P., and Del Prete, M. (2019). Community supported agriculture farmers’ perceptions of management benefits and drawbacks. Sustain. For. 11:3262. doi: 10.3390/su11123262

 Sanneh Njundu, L, Moffitt, Joe, and Lass, Daniel A. (2001). Stochastic efficiency analysis of community-supported agriculture Core management options. J. Agricul. Res. Eco. 85.

 Schäpke, N., Bergmann, M., Stelzer, F., Lang, D. J., and Editors, G. (2018, 27). Labs in the real world: advancing transdisciplinary research and sustainability transformation: mapping the field and emerging lines of inquiry. GAIA. 27, 8–11. doi: 10.14512/gaia.27.S1.4

 Schuttenberg, H. Z., and Guth, H. K. (2015). Seeking our shared wisdom: a framework for understanding knowledge coproduction and Coproductive capacities. E&S 20. doi: 10.5751/ES-07038-200115

 Shi, Y., Cheng, C., Lei, P., Wen, T., and Merrifield, C. (2011). Safe food, green food, good food: Chinese community supported agriculture and the rising middle class. Int. J. Agric. Sustain. 9, 551–558. doi: 10.1080/14735903.2011.619327

 Si, Z., Schumilas, T., Chen, W., Fuller, T., and Scott, S. (2020). What makes a CSA a CSA? CanFoodStudies 7, 64–87. doi: 10.15353/cfs-rcea.v7i1.390

 Si, Z., Schumilas, T., and Scott, S. (2015). Characterizing alternative food networks in China. Agric. Hum. Values 32, 299–313. doi: 10.1007/s10460-014-9530-6

 Smith, D., Wang, W., Chase, L., Estrin, H., and van Soelen Kim, J. (2019). Perspectives from the field: adaptions in CSA models in response to changing times in the U.S. Sustain. For. 11:3115. doi: 10.3390/su11113115

 Stapleton, S. C. (2019). Urgenci: international Network of community supported agriculture (urgenci.Net). J. Agric. Food Inf. 20, 196–205. doi: 10.1080/10496505.2019.1630788

 Tang, H., Liu, Y., and Huang, G. (2019). Current status and development strategy for community-supported agriculture (CSA) in China. Sustain. For. 11, 1–15. doi: 10.3390/su11113008

 van Oers, L., Feola, G., Runhaar, H., and Moors, E. (2023). Unlearning in sustainability transitions: insight from two Dutch community-supported agriculture farms. Environ. Innov. Soc. Trans. 46:100693. doi: 10.1016/j.eist.2023.100693

 Vlasov, M., Heikkurinen, P., and Bonnedahl, K. J. (2021). Suffering catalyzing Ecopreneurship: critical Ecopsychology of organizations. Organization 30, 668–693. doi: 10.1177/13505084211020462

 Watson, D. J. (2020). Working the fields: the Organization of Labour in community supported agriculture. Organization 27, 291–313. doi: 10.1177/1350508419888898

 Watts, D. C. H., Ilbery, B., and Maye, D. (2005). Making reconnections in agro-food geography: alternative Systems of Food Provision. Prog. Hum. Geogr. 29, 22–40. doi: 10.1191/0309132505ph526oa

 Weber, E. P., Belsky, J. M., Lach, D., and Cheng, A. S. (2014). The value of practice-based knowledge. Soc. Nat. Resour. 27, 1074–1088. doi: 10.1080/08941920.2014.919168

 Whatmore, S., Stassart, P., and Renting, H. (2003). What's alternative about alternative food networks? Environ. Plan. A 35, 389–391. doi: 10.1068/a3621

 Wiersema, M., and Koo, H. (2022). Corporate governance in Today’s world: looking Back and an agenda for the future. Strateg. Organ. 20, 786–796. doi: 10.1177/14761270221115406

 Wilkinson, James. (2001). Community supported agriculture.

 Wohlin, C. (2014). “Guidelines for snowballing in systematic literature studies and a replication in software engineering” in Proceedings of the 18th international conference on evaluation and assessment in software engineering - EASE '14. eds. M. Shepperd, T. Hall, and I. Myrtveit (New York, New York, USA: ACM Press), 1–10.

 Woods, T., Ernst, M., and Tropp, D. (2017). Community supported agriculture – New models for changing markets: U.S : Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Marketing Service.

 Zoll, F., Specht, K., Opitz, I., Siebert, R., Piorr, A., and Zasada, I. (2018). Individual choice or collective action? Exploring consumer motives for participating in alternative food networks. Int. J. Consum. Stud. 42, 101–110. doi: 10.1111/ijcs.12405

 Zoll, F., Specht, K., and Siebert, R. (2021). Alternative = transformative? Investigating drivers of transformation in alternative food networks in Germany. Sociol. Rural. 61, 638–659. doi: 10.1111/soru.12350

 Zollet, S. (2022). Hybrid food networks and sustainability transitions: shared and contested values and practices in food Relocalisation and resocialisation. Sociol. Rural. 63, 117–139. doi: 10.1111/soru.12391


Copyright
 © 2024 Middendorf and Rommel. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

OPS/images/fsufs-08-1205809-t003.jpg
CSA governance type Description of the CSA governance type

Producer-led CSA “The farm, farmer or farmers decide alone whether, how, and for how long the farm operation will be managed along the CSA

(Type 1) ‘model. The production of agricultural goods is carried out by one or several independent farm/farmer/farmers, whereby co-
workers and volunteers can also be employed. The agricultural and/or horticultural farm s supported by consumers that are a
format/informal community of members. Although the members have different opportunities to participate, most of the

‘management decisions remain with the producer(s).

Consumer-led CSA A group of consumers build a formal and legal organization (e.g, an association). This community organization has paid staff or is

(Type2) ‘managed by volunteers. The production is carried out in a partnership with one or several existing partner farmy/farmer/farmers,
whereas the CSA organization is managed and led by the group of consumers. They decide with which farm(s) they want to
partner. This also includes the aspect of whether the duration of the cooperation is to be continued after the end of the agreement,
o whether a new farm/farmer/farmers are to be selected as partners for the CSA model. Likewise, the farm/farmer/farmers can

also terminate the cooperation.

Integrated (all-in-one) CSA People create a CSA organization as single legal entity which integrates and carries out (all-in-one) the production, management,

(Type3) administration, and ownership of the entire CSA farm. People are hired to manage, organize, farm and cultivate. All production
and CSA-management related decisions are made by a board or delegated by general assemblies with workers and members. Type
3 differs from Types 1 and 2 (each with a partnership between producer and consumers - o vice versa) by its integrated approach

as one organization.
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Producer-led CSA (Type 1)

Consumer-led CSA (Type 2)

Integrated (all-in-one) CSA
(Type3)

Definition used in the survey for the CSAs

“In our case, the farm (o farms) takes over the management of the members, the communication to the members, 2
and the recruitment of members. Acceptance is done through formal or informal individual contracts.”

“We have a self-organized member community, which takes care of the administration of, communication to, and 9
recruitment of member(s). The member community bears the acceptance risk through a cooperation agreement

“The farm(s) undertake(s) mainly agricultural activities”

“We are a formal organization in which consumers are sharcholders. The organization operates the farm and is 2

responsible for managing, communicating with, and recruiting member(s)”’
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Type of data Method Data source
Literature Literature research tific and gray literature
Qualitative Focus groupsand Interviews  Researchers, experts, consultants, practitioners
Participant observations Non-scientific conferences with CSA experts,
consultants, practitioners, policymakers, researchers
Quantitative Survey ‘Member-CSAs and CSA farms of the German CSA Network.

Sample size

n

4 focus groups with overall 25 participants;
6 interviews with 5 participants overall;

Various feedback loops/discussions with 16 participants overall

10 non-scientific conferences

=70 CSAs with 81 CSA farms
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Elements of community
financing

Description of the community financing elements

Fee financing

Cost coverage / Full financing

Risk sharing

Transparency

Direct relations

Collaborative financing via fees by the individual CSA members (membership fees) which is financing the entire CSA operations
for an annual membership (often for one particular growing season). In return, the members receive a proportional food/harvest
share, typically on a weekly basis. Some CSAs take a break in winter or only provide a food share every 2 weeks. Members often pay

the fees for their food/harvest shares monthly, although there are also annual advance payments.

Consumers who become members of a CSA, jointly cover the CSA budget of a particular growing season through regular, usually
‘monthly, contributions. The membership fees cover allcosts (full financing) of the CSA operations. This requires a cost calculation

in advance by the CSA. The goal s to cover the true costs of production that includes the entire CSA operations.

‘The members share via their membership fees the risks and benefits of the CSA operation with the food producers by adjusting
their consumption to the farm produce available. The food/harvest share may be subject to seasonal and weather-related
fluctuations (i.e, crop falures).

CSA makes the cost structure and annual budget (costs of agricultural production, including wages, investments and savings),
production standards and cultivation methods, as well as (if exists) the bidding rounds transparent for members.

Members receive the food/harvest share directly from the CSA farm(s). Direct connection between the food producers (those who
grow food/work at the CSA) and the members (those who receive the food) without intermediaries, wholesalers or retailers in

between. The model, therefore, secks to reshape the nature of buying and selling agricultural goods.
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