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ABSTRACT 

Gateway to Green: The Family Experience of Community Supported Agriculture 

Tomoko Jane Iwaki 

 

 In recent years, there has been great interest in the creation and support of 

sustainable food systems through the consumption of local and seasonable foods.  

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs are one example of a sustainable 

food system model in which consumers purchase weekly produce shares directly from 

local farms.  Though participation in CSA programs has increased, very little is 

understood about the effects of CSA participation on families once they bring their CSA 

shares home.  Does increased participation in the sustainable food system via CSAs lead 

to a deeper sense of connection to the environment?  The main aim of this study is to 

understand how family participation in the local food system affects families’ food and 

environmental identities.   

 A grounded theory approach was used to construct a model of how CSA 

membership affects families.  Forty-three CSA sites in Manhattan were asked to forward 

initial recruitment surveys to their renewing and non-renewing members.  From the 384 

survey responses, 120 families were identified and contacted for interviews.  Semi-

structured interviews of thirty-six families, a total of fifty-one adults and fourteen 

children, were conducted for the study.  Interview data was coded using line-by-line, in 

vivo, focused, axial, and theoretical codes in accordance with grounded theory 

methodology.  



 

 The analysis of the interviews revealed that the CSA families embark on a CSA 

journey.  After joining a CSA, families hit the learning curve, in which they must learn to 

adapt to the structure of getting a weekly bounty of fresh vegetables through the CSA.  

The steepness and duration of the learning curve depends on families’ skills in the 

kitchen and on their ability to consume large quantities of sometimes unfamiliar “tipping 

point” vegetables.  Once families traverse the learning curve, CSAs become part of who 

they are.  However, the CSA journey does not end there.  Families aspire to meet new 

“someday” goals such as canning fruits and pickling vegetables or composting their food 

waste.  As they navigate the CSA learning curve, families reported subtle and gradual 

changes in their environmental attitudes and beliefs and hence their environmental 

identities.  The CSA journey model can help CSAs better support member families, 

especially new members, and inform further research into the effects of CSAs on 

environmental identity. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 On March 20, 2009, First Lady Michelle Obama broke ground on the South Lawn 

of the White House in preparation for the planting of the largest-ever vegetable garden on 

the White House lawn and the first since World War II.  The organic garden provides 

produce for the first family’s meals and formal dinners, but more importantly, the garden 

is used to educate school children visiting the White House about healthy, locally grown 

produce.  This is just one example of growing efforts to teach people about the 

importance of fresh, seasonal, locally grown foods and a movement towards re-localizing 

the food supply. 

In recent years, there has been increased interest in sustainable food systems. 

Nutritionists such as Joan Gussow and environmentalists such as Bill McKibben have 

long pushed for the creation of local food economies as part of a solution for numerous 

issues ranging from food security to climate change.  Books such as Michael Pollan’s 

bestseller Omnivore’s Dilemma and documentaries such as Food, Inc. have increased the 

public’s awareness of the environmental and health hazards of our industrialized food 

system and have increased the popularity of messages to eat locally and seasonally.  The 

United States Department of Agriculture has created initiatives such as Know Your 

Farmer, Know Your Food to help develop better links between local production and local 

consumption of foods.  These efforts are aimed at increasing awareness of the issues in 

the modern food supply and improving access to and participation in the sustainable food 

system.   
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Though local foods still account for a small share of total agricultural sales in the 

United States, the market for local foods is growing with increased consumer demand for 

fresh, seasonal and sustainably produced foods.  According to the USDA report Local 

food systems: Concepts, impacts, and issues (Martinez et al, 2010), direct-to-consumer 

farm sales through avenues such as farmers’ markets amounted to $1.2 billion in 2007, an 

increase from $551 million in 1997.  The number of farmers’ markets in the United States 

more than doubled between 1998 and 2009, from 2,756 to 5,274.  What began as two 

CSA programs in 1986 has grown to over 1,400 CSA programs nationwide by 2010.  In 

New York City alone, there are now 54 Greenmarkets and over 100 Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA) sites that allow consumers to buy directly from local farms. 

But does increased awareness and participation in the sustainable food system 

lead to a deeper sense of connection to the environment?  The main aim of this study is to 

understand how family participation in the local food system affects families’ 

environmental identities.  There are many ways for families to participate in the local 

food system and this study will examine one way, CSA memberships, to explore how 

participation in the local food system via CSAs affects families’ environmental identities.   

 

Background and Rationale 

CSA programs link farmers directly with a community of local consumers, 

allowing consumers to purchase farm shares directly from local farms.  In advance of the 

growing season, CSA members buy a share of the farm harvest that will be distributed to 

them directly from the farmer once growing season begins.  Shares typically consist of 
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vegetables, but other farm products such as fruit, eggs, cheese, milk, poultry, meat, honey 

and even value-added products such breads and jams may be included.   

Farmers are able to use this advance capital to cover the costs of the pending 

growing season.  The arrangement is one of mutual support and shared risk.  CSA 

members provide farmers with capital support for the impending season and farmers in 

turn provide returns for that investment via fresh, local foods often below market price.  

The farm and CSA share the risks of the farm operation, such as poor harvests due to 

unfavorable weather conditions.  The major goals of CSAs are to: 

 Provide greater economic viability for local, small-scale farms 

 Increase consumer awareness and appreciation of local agriculture 

 Shorten the distance from farm to fork 

 Provide fresh, seasonal, and safe foods to consumers 

 Protect the environment and local agriculture 

 Foster a sense of community and cooperation 

 Increase social justice within the local food system by helping make fresh, 

nutritious foods more available and affordable  

There are variations in how CSA programs are managed, but typically, a group of 

core members work with the farmers to operate and manage the CSA.  Some of the jobs 

of the core group are to run the CSA distribution sites, manage membership and 

communications, plan special community-building or educational events, and maintain 

the CSA website.  Some CSAs require all members to work for a specified number of 

hours for the CSA as part of their membership and in that case, it is the job of the core 

group to coordinate member work duties and schedules. 
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Motivations for joining a CSA.   

Conne and Myhre (2000) conducted a mixed-methods study of eight CSAs over 

the course of five years to examine CSA members’ motivations for buying CSA 

memberships, the role of women in initiating and maintaining CSA memberships, and 

how members’ perceptions about and commitment to their CSA farm related to 

participation in the CSA.  Five-scale ratings from harvest surveys sent to members of the 

8 CSAs were analyzed to determine peoples’ reasons for belonging to a CSA.  The top 

three reasons people stated for belong to a CSA were concern for a healthy environment, 

source of organic produce, and source of fresh produce.  A sense of doing something with 

a community, price, and opportunity to attend festivals and events ranked as the lowest 

reason for belonging to a CSA.  The researchers noted that results could have been biased 

by who did and did not return the harvest surveys.  However, results were consistent 

across all eight CSAs.  The overall return rate for the harvest surveys was approximately 

50 percent. 

Goland (2002) surveyed 37 members of a newly formed Green Valley CSA in 

Central Ohio.  None of the members had ever been a member of a CSA prior to joining 

Green Valley CSA and thus provided a unique sample to examine reasons for joining a 

CSA in which prior experience in a CSA did not bias answers.  The most important 

reasons for joining were the desire for fresh produce, the desire for locally grown 

produce, and the desire for organic produce.  As with the previous study, reasons having 

to do with the quality of food were ranked as more important than reasons having to do 

with supporting the environment or joining a community.  Some of the major goals and 

reasons for CSA programs are to protect the environment and build a community of 
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people who care about and support local food system.  However, these results seem to 

indicate that people are not motivated to join a CSA by a desire to protect the 

environment or to join a community of like-minded people.   

 This conundrum was explored in a 2008 study by Brehm and Eisenhauer.  They 

surveyed members of three CSAs in Central Illinois and four CSAs in New Hampshire.  

The questionnaire included measures of motivations for joining the CSA, measures of 

community attachment and social capital, and measures of general environmental 

attitudes and values.  Their survey results confirmed previous studies on motivations for 

joining CSAs.  The top three motivations for joining a CSA were strong desire for fresh 

food, strong desire for food free of pesticides, and strong desire for locally-grown food 

products.  The desire to develop a stronger sense of community and desire to meet new 

people who care about where their food comes both ranked low on the list of motivations.  

This again seems to indicate that a concern for the community and a desire to build social 

connections through CSAs are not significant motivating factors for joining CSAs.   

 Brehn and Eisenhaur next analyzed the relationship between respondents’ 

environmental values and their motivations for joining a CSA.  They found high 

correlations between environmental values and motivations for joining CSAs that are 

logically related to environmental concerns.  Desire for food free of pesticides, desire 

organic food products, desire for locally-grown foods products, desire to reduce 

packaging of food products, desire to support sustainable agriculture practices, desire for 

food products that are not genetically engineered, and desire to know where and how 

food is grown were all motivators found to be statistically significant to environmental 

values.  Thus, though environmental motivations were not ranked high as reasons for 
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joining a CSA, respondents who highly ranked motivators concerning the environment 

had stronger environmental values.   

 The relationship between motivators for joining a CSA and an overall measure of 

community attachment, based on respondents’ level of agreement to the statement, “If for 

some reason I had to move away from my community, I would be pleased to leave,” was 

also analyzed.  The measure of community attachment was strongly negatively correlated 

to the motivations desire for locally-grown food products and desire to develop stronger 

sense of community.  This means that as desire for locally-grown produce increases, 

respondents are less pleased to leave their community.  A second measure of community 

satisfaction, as measured by respondents’ level of agreement to the statement “I am very 

satisfied with my community as a place to live,” was correlated to motivations for joining 

a CSA.  Desire to support a community’s local economy and desire to develop a stronger 

sense of community were highly correlated with community satisfaction.  Thus, though 

community-based motivations were not ranked highly among the list of motivations for 

joining a CSA, overall attachment and satisfaction with one’s community has an 

influence over one’s desire to join a CSA.  

However, possession of ideological values that align with the goals of CSAs may 

not be enough to keep people in CSAs for year after year.  In order to explore why 

members chose not to renew their CSA memberships, Cone and Myhre (2000) conducted 

phone interviews of 74 non-renewing members from 5 out of the 8 CSAs in the 

previously mentioned study.  Inconvenience was the most common reason given for not 

renewing (54%), followed by variety and quality issues (50%).  Respondents felt delivery 

times were inconvenient and some weeks there were not enough of some vegetables and 
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an overwhelming amount of others.  Also, some weeks the respondents hardly ate at 

home.  Despite not renewing their CSA memberships all but 2 of the 74 non-renewing 

members agreed that CSAs were a worthwhile endeavor.  Thus, these members 

philosophically agreed with CSAs, but that was not enough for them to remain members. 

 

Behavioral changes caused by CSAs.   

Russell and Zepeda (2008) conducted a qualitative study on a subset of 23 

members of the Troy Community Farm CSA in Wisconsin to explore attitude and 

behavior changes related to cooking and eating habits associated with membership in a 

CSA.  Eighteen of the 23 CSA members recruited for the study were renewing members 

and five were non-renewing members.  According to their focus groups, they found that 

almost all renewing CSA members experienced some sort of attitude or behavior change 

while none of the non-renewing members experienced an attitude or behavior change.  

The most common behavior change noted was an alteration in food preparation and 

eating habits.  These included things such as meal planning around produce available 

through the CSA, enjoying the challenge of cooking the produce that came in their CSAs, 

eating more vegetables, and dining out less. 

These results confirm the findings of Perez, Allen, and Brown (2003) where they 

examined the effect of the CSA on member eating habits through questionnaires, focus 

groups, and interviews of members of a subset of 14 CSAs in the Central coast region of 

California.  Participants reported that they ate more vegetables, ate better quality food, ate 

more healthy food, and ate at home more.  When asked whether they or their household 

experienced additional changes besides in eating habits, some responses were that they 
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cooked differently, felt a connection with the farm, and they were more aware of 

agricultural or environmental issues and were more active regarding agricultural issues.  

CSA members who noted these changes in attitudes and behaviors were more likely to 

renew their memberships the following season. 

Cox et al. (2008) reported what they described as a “graduation effect” in 

members of their case study CSA, EarthShare CSA, located in Forres, Scotland.  As a 

result of being members of a CSA, participants were motivated to address other aspects 

of their consumption and lifestyle to include more environmentally-friendly behaviors 

such as reducing packaging and reducing chemicals in their diets.  The majority of 

members interviewed noted some change in their behaviors, but it is not clear what 

spurred this change. 

 

Purpose of the Study   

The purpose of this exploratory study is to understand the effect CSA 

memberships have on children and families, specifically on the environmental identities 

of children and families and family dynamics around food.  As the literature suggests, 

members are not initially motivated to join a CSA due to concerns over the environment.  

However, continuing membership in a CSA means having to change attitudes and 

behaviors around eating and usually, the environment.  How do these changes occur?  

What leads to this change and are these changes happening to the entire family or just the 

primary food purchaser and preparer? 
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Statement of Research Questions   

The main aims of the study are to understand how joining a CSA affects families’ 

behaviors, attitudes, and identity around food and the environment.  The study was 

guided by the following questions: 

1. What are the reasons that households join CSAs?   

2. How does involvement in a CSA affect families’ behaviors and attitudes towards 

food? 

3. How does involvement in a CSA affect families’ identities around food? 

4. How does involvement in a CSA affect families’ environmental identities? 

 

Significance of the Study   

In recent years, the numbers of and interest in CSA programs has increased.  As 

more people participate in CSA programs, it is important to understand the affect CSAs 

have on members.  This will help assess whether CSAs are a worthwhile endeavor.  

There is a high rate of turnover in CSAs and to begin to address this issue, it is imperative 

to understand the experiences of CSA members.  What can education efforts target so 

that CSAs lose less of their membership yearly?  How can we improve CSA member 

experiences?   

Within the field of nutrition education, the sustainable food movement, and the 

larger environmental movement, there is increased interest in food systems education.  

The focus of these efforts is to increase knowledge and awareness of food systems issues 

and to encourage people to eat sustainably through purchasing at farmers’ markets and 

joining CSAs.  Does participation in a CSA help increase members’ commitments to not 
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just sustainable farming and eating practices, but to overall environmental sustainability?  

The results of this project can potentially be used to help people foster a deeper 

connection to the environment that could potentially lead to more overall sustainable 

lifestyles.    

 

Scope and Delimitations 

For convenience and feasibility, forty-three CSAs in the borough of Manhattan 

were included in the study.  Manhattan is a unique urban environment with residents 

having access to all types of foods, services, and information.  Study findings may not be 

generalizable to CSA populations in more suburban or rural environments.  To explore 

the main aim of the study, only families with children were interviewed, thus, findings 

may not be generalizable to families without children.      
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, New York Governor Andrew M. Cuomo and 

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg stated in a press conference that climate 

change is a reality and New York must be better prepared for the effects of climate 

change.  President Obama, in his 2013 State of the Union address, stated, “[F]or the sake 

of our children and our future, we must do more to combat climate change.  Now, it‘s 

true that no single event makes a trend. But the fact is, the 12 hottest years on record have 

all come in the last 15.  Heat waves, droughts, wildfires, floods, all are now more 

frequent and more intense.  We can choose to believe that Superstorm Sandy, and the 

most severe drought in decades, and the worst wildfires some states have ever seen were 

all just a freak coincidence. Or we can choose to believe in the overwhelming judgment 

of science and act before it‘s too late. ”  As the realities of the havoc we have caused our 

environment become clear to even our politicians, an important question to address is not 

just how we adapt to the changes in our environment, but how we can get people, 

especially children, to become better stewards of our planet.  This chapter will review the 

concept of environmental identity and then review the current research literature on 

community supported agriculture (CSA) programs.                  

 

Environmental Identity  

Identity is the internal conception of one‘s individuality and place in the world.  

Clayton (2003) defines identity in general and environmental identity specifically as  

“[A] way of organizing information about the self.  Just as there are 

multiple ways of organizing this information, we have multiple identities, 
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varying in salience and importance according to the immediate context 

and to our past experiences.  Each level of identity may suggest its own 

perspective…an environmental identity is one part of the way in which 

people form their self-concept: a sense of connection to some part of the 

nonhuman natural environment, based on history, emotional attachment, 

and/or similarity, that affects the way in which we perceive and act toward 

the world; a belief that the environment is important to us and an 

important part of who we are.  An environmental identity can be similar to 

another collective identity (such as a national or ethnic identity) in 

providing us with a sense of connection, of being part of a larger whole, 

and with a recognition of similarity between ourselves and others.  Also 

like a group identity, an environmental identity can vary in both definition 

and importance among individuals (pp. 45-46).”   

 

As this definition implies, there is both a social and non-social aspect to environmental 

identity.  Put very simply, the development of a connection to the environment leads to 

the development of an environmental identity that can then lead to actions and behaviors 

to protect and care for the environment. 

 There has been no research on the specific role food may play in helping to 

establish someone’s connection to the natural environment and the development of an 

environmental identity.  Chawla (1999) conducted structured, open-ended interviews of 

thirty environmentalists in Kentucky and twenty-six environmentalists in Norway to try 

to understand what how their commitment to the environment developed.  Some of the 

sources of commitment to the environment for her study participants that are relevant to 

this study include an attachment to a valued piece of land such as a family farm, family 

experiences of pro-environmental appreciation such as a grandparent’s gardening, and 

participation in environmental or neighborhood organizations.  A CSA can potentially 

serve as a ground for the development of an environmental identity.  Eating the food from 

a local farm and financially supporting the farm may help foster a sense of attachment to 

the farm.  Being a part of a CSA community that is committed to creating a sustainable 
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local food system, may also lead to an increased commitment to environmental 

sustainability.  These are questions that this study will explore.  

  

Introduction to CSA  

 Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs have been growing in 

number since their first introduction to the United States in the 1984 by way of Japan and 

Western Europe.  According to the 2007 USDA Census of Agriculture, 12,549 farms in 

the Unites States reported marketing products through a CSA (United States Department 

of Agriculture, 2009).  CSAs allow a community of consumers to directly purchase 

locally grown foods from regional farmers.  Unlike at farmers’ markets, however, the 

relationship between the farmer and consumer extends beyond a simple exchange of 

goods.  At the beginning of the farm season, consumers pay for a “share” of the farm.  

These fees help farmers pay for the upfront operational costs of the season, for example, 

seeds, fertilizers, and equipment.  In exchange, when the harvesting season begins, the 

consumers get a share of the bounty from the farm, typically weekly.  The farmer and 

shareholders also share in the risk and rewards of the farm operation.  If the farm has a 

particularly bountiful season, the shareholders benefit by getting more food, and if the 

farm has a difficult season due to things such as pests or weather conditions, then the 

shareholders also suffer by not getting as much food (Henderson and Van En, 1999).   

 There is also a social and environmental contract between farmers and CSA 

members.  The farmers and shareholders have a shared commitment to create a more 

local, sustainable, and equitable food system.   A major aim of CSAs is to support and 

protect regional food systems.  By operating, CSAs improve consumer access to fresh, 
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seasonable, and local produce and ensure that regional farms are economically viable.  To 

ensure environmental viability, CSA farms emphasize biodiversity and good stewardship 

practices.  The goal is to keep small and medium sized farms in existence.     

The first CSA program in New York City was started in 1991 by Jean-Paul 

Courtens of Roxbury Farm, who started distributing shares from his farm stand at the 

Union Square Greenmarket.  His CSA eventually grew into the Roxbury Farm CSA that 

is still in existence today.  In 1996, Jean-Paul helped Just Food, a “non-profit 

organization that connects communities and local farms with the resources and support 

they need to make fresh, locally grown food accessible to all New Yorkers (Just Food 

n.d.a),” start 6 additional CSAs in New York City using his Roxbury Farm CSA as a 

model.  Since then, Just Food has helped start over 100 CSAs in New York City (Just 

Food n.d.b). 

The structure and pricing differs between CSA sites, but typically the CSA season 

in New York City runs from about June to November and a share, which is intended to 

feed a family of two to four people on a mixed diet or one to two people on a vegetarian 

diet, costs between $400 and $600.  CSAs offer half shares, as well as other products in 

addition to vegetables, such as fruits, eggs, dairy products, poultry, meat, and flowers.  

Again, depending on the CSA, there are different payment options such as installment 

payments, subsidized shares, scholarships and sliding scales and some CSAs are able to 

accept food stamps as part of payment.  Most CSAs in NYC are run by a core group of 

volunteers that manage the administrative and day-to-day aspects of the CSA such as 

recruiting membership and organizing distribution, allowing farmers to focus on caring 

for the farm.  CSA members are usually required to volunteer two to four hours every 

http://www.justfood.org/
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season to help with distribution or other CSA needs as part of their membership 

agreement.            

Though CSA programs are increasing in number, very little is understood about 

their effects on shareholders.  The next sections of this chapter will present research on 

what is known about people’s motivations for and challenges to being CSA members, 

and behavior changes as a result of being CSA members.   

 

Motivations for CSA Membership    

 There is little research on CSAs overall, but there has been extensive research 

conducted on the motivations for why people join CSAs.  Table 1 provides a summary of 

the studies examining members’ motivations for joining a CSA.  The consensus in the 

literature is that people join CSAs for access to clean, organic, and fresh food, for health 

and environmental concerns, and to support local farms.  The trend seems to be that 

reasons related to the quality of food are more important than social and environmental 

reasons in the decision to join a CSA (e.g. Brehm and Eisenhauer, 2008, Perez et al, 

2003, Goland, 2002, Cone and Myhre, 2000).  This is surprising given that one of the 

central goals of CSAs are to create a community of people dedicated to building and 

supporting an environmentally-friendly food system.  These finding will be explored 

further in the next few sections.   
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Author (Year) 

Study Participants 

Study Design, Instruments, 

Measures 
Findings 

Kolodinsky JM and Pelch LL 

(1997) 

 

184 CSA members of 3 CSAs in 

Vermont 

 

238 non-CSA members in Vermont 

Phone Surveys – income, prices, 

household productivity shifters, 

preferences 

 

Logit regression to predict 

probability of becoming a CSA 

member 

Probability of becoming a CSA member is 

0.067 

 

Variables with positive significant effect on 

likelihood of CSA membership were shoppers 

who buy organic, feels that 

political/economic/social factors most important 

in choose winter produce shopping venue, 

education level, hearing about CSA via word-

of-mouth 

 

Variables with a negative significant effect on 

likelihood of CSA membership – per person 

cost of membership, presence of children or 

teens in household, having adequate storage 

space, haring about the CSA through posters 

and flyers 

Cone CA and  

Myhre A (2000) 

 

8 CSAs in Twin Cities metro area 

of Minneapolis and St. Paul, 

Minnesota over 5 year period 

Participant observations, face-to-

face interviews with CSA members 

and farmers, harvest surveys, phone 

interviews pre- and post-CSA 

season with new and non-renewing 

members, four focus groups, 

household survey 

Top reasons for belonging to a CSA in order of 

importance – concern for a healthy 

environment, source of organic produce, source 

of fresh produce 

 

Least important reasons for belonging to a CSA 

– a sense of doing something with a community, 

price, opportunity to attend festivals/events 
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Author (Year) 

Study Participants 

Study Design, Instruments, 

Measures 
Findings 

Durrenberger EP (2002) 

 

167 CSA members of 7 CSAs and 

CSA operators in Central 

Pennsylvania 

 

Survey instrument using multiple 

paired comparison questions to 

generate rank orders 

Top ranked reason for joining a CSA was 

quality of food, followed by supporting farmers 

and concern for the environment 

 

65% agreed or strongly agreed CSA 

membership changed their eating, 83% agreed 

CSA membership changed the way they 

shopped, 91% said their CSA met or exceeded 

their expectations 

Goland C (2002) 

 

Case study of one CSA in Central 

Ohio 

Survey instrument at beginning 

(n=23 of 37 shareholders) and at 

end of season (n=24 of 37 

shareholders) 

Most important reasons for joining – desire for 

produce which was fresh, in-season, and 

organic and for health reasons and issues of 

trust 

O’Hara SU and  

Stagl S (2002) 

 

74 members of Roxbury Farm CSA 

in upstate New York 

Household mail survey – 

satisfaction with and motivation for 

CSA membership, habit and 

attitudes concerning food purchase 

and consumption, socio-economic 

and demographic information 

Top five motivations for joining – fresh 

vegetables, organic vegetables, concern for 

environment, support local farms, doing 

something for health 
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Author (Year) 

Study Participants 

Study Design, Instruments, 

Measures 
Findings 

Perez J, Allen P, Brown M (2003) 

 

14 CSAs in Central Coast of 

California 

Interviews with growers of 12 

CSAs, 274 written questionnaires 

from members of 8 CSAs, 3 focus 

groups with a total of 17 members 

from 5 CSA sites 

The three most important reasons for joining the 

CSA – to purchase organic (62%), support or 

buy local (40%), and to purchase fresh produce 

(34%). 

Ostrom MR (2007) 

 

24 CSA farms in Minneapolis and 

Madison, WI from 1993-2003 

Regional case study using mixed 

methods – 642 year-end surveys, 

six focus groups with total 55 CSA 

members, telephone interviews with 

75 non-renewing CSA members, 

interviews and on-farm research by 

farmers, participant observations of 

farm and CSA events, written farm 

and CSA materials 

Top motivations for CSA participation in order 

of importance– obtaining fresh, nutritious 

produce, buying local produce, supporting 

small-scale farmers, obtaining a source of 

organic produce, caring for the environment 

 

Building community and desire to learn about 

agriculture ranked low 
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Author (Year) 

Study Participants 

Study Design, Instruments, 

Measures 
Findings 

Brehm JM and Eisenhauer BW 

(2008) 

 

3 CSAs in Central Illinois and 4 

CSAs in New Hampshire 

Questionnaires – motivations for 

joining the CSA, community 

attachment, social capital, general 

environmental attitudes/values 

Top motivations for joining a CSA in order of 

importance – strong desire for fresh food, strong 

desire for food free from pesticides, strong 

desire for locally-grown foods, strong desire to 

support local community members who grow 

food, strong desire for organic food products 

 

Lowest rank motivations for joining a CSA – 

strong desire to develop a stronger sense of 

community, strong desire for affordable food, 

strong desire to meet new people who care 

about where their food comes from, specific 

health reasons/conditions that require this kind 

of food 

Bougherara D, Grolleau G, 

Mzoughi N (2009) 

 

264 households in Dijon and Dole, 

France – 89 CSA households, 175 

non CSA households 

Mail survey – demographics, choice 

criteria for vegetables, trust in 

organic and fair trade certification 

schemes, level of involvement in 

associations, identity of their main 

suppliers of vegetables 

 

Calculate probability of household 

participation in CSA using random 

utility model 

Being under age 35, being involved in 

associations, being sensitive to environmental 

and local social issues increase probability that 

household will belong to a CSA 

 

Caring about cosmetic aspects of goods and the 

scope of the products (variety) decrease 

probability that household will participate in 

CSA 
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Author (Year) 

Study Participants 

Study Design, Instruments, 

Measures 
Findings 

Lang, BK (2010) 

 

129 members and 2 farm operators 

of From the Ground Up CSA in 

Maryland 

59-question survey collected via 

email and mail – demographics, 

reasons for joining, community 

attachment, support for sustainable 

agriculture, concern regarding 

environmental issues 

 

In-depth interviews of 9 CSA 

members and two main farm 

operators 

 

Observations of 6 pick-up days 

Two most common reasons for joining – to 

obtain locally grown produce (86.0%), to obtain 

organic produce (83.7%) 

 

Three least cited reasons for joining – to obtain 

cheaper produce (20.9%), to meet like-minded 

people (10.9%), to learn more about food issues 

(9.3%) 

Sumner J, Mair H, Nelson E (2010) 

 

Instrumental Case Study of CSA in 

Ohio 

Interviews with 6 CSA members, 

interview with 2 founders and 

operators of CSA 

Motivations for joining – For access to healthy 

food and desire to support local farmers 

Table 1. Literature review of studies examining motivation for joining CSAs. 
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Reasons for Non-renewal of CSA Membership 

 Many CSAs have a high turnover rate, losing anywhere between 25 to 70% of 

their membership every season (Docter and Hildebrand, 1998).  Having to find new 

members yearly can be a strain on the farmer as well as the CSA core group.  Thus, it is 

important to understand why members are not renewing so that CSAs can better maintain 

their membership.   

 Cone and Myhre (2000), in their study of eight CSAs, conducted phone surveys 

of 74 non-renewing members from five out of the eight CSAs.  The most common reason 

(54%) given for non-renewal was inconvenience.  Delivery times were inconvenient and 

there were weeks that the families rarely ate at home.  Half of the respondents said that 

issues of variety and quantity led to their non-renewal.  Households felt like they did not 

get enough of certain vegetables or too much of others.  Interestingly, all but two 

households agreed that CSA was a worthwhile endeavor.  This indicates that in concept, 

these 74 non-renewing respondents supported CSAs, but the practical issues kept them 

from renewing their memberships.  Ostrom (2007) also found that though former 

members understood and agreed with the principles of CSA, these beliefs were 

insufficient to maintain their membership if shareholders were unhappy with the quality 

of the produce or if they could not cope with eating and preparing the CSA bounty.     

 In Goland’s (2002) case study of Green Valley Farm CSA, the main reason 

members gave for not renewing their membership had to do with dealing with the food 

they received from the CSA weekly.  Members reported that food often went to waste 

because they would get large amounts of produce, some of which their families did not 

like, and wanted to have more choice about what foods they received through the CSA.  
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Several members stated that food would go to waste because they were unfamiliar with 

the vegetable and did not know how to cook it.  

 The issue of choice was the primary reason for non-renewal in Perez et al.’s 

(2003) research on CSAs in the Central Coast of California.  Two-thirds of the fifty-

seven respondents who did not intend to renew or were unsure if they were going to 

renew at the time the survey was administered, stated that a lack of choice was the main 

issue leading to their nonrenewal.  The two major issues of choice had to do with produce 

mix and produce quantity.  Forty-four percent of respondents gave reasons due to 

produce mix, that is, they wanted to select the produce themselves or wanted more 

variety, and 37% gave reasons to produce quantity, that is, they got too much food, had to 

throw away too much, or could not find people to split the share with, as reasons for non-

renewal.  Other reasons for non-renewal included household issues (moving away from 

area, did not cook, etc.), cost or value issues, pick-up issues, problems with quality, 

problems processing and storing, preferred farmers’ markets, and other. 

 In a focus group of five non-renewing members of the Troy Community Farm 

CSA in Wisconsin, Russell and Zepeda (2008) found that non-renewing members tended 

to have a strong preference for self-selected vegetables, did not feel they were a part of a 

community, had perceptions that they were not being treated fairly, and/or left for 

personal reasons.  Four of the five focus group members stated that they preferred to 

select their own foods whether through shopping or growing their own rather than having 

the CSA dictate their produce choices.  Some of these former members, in fact, still 

purchased produce from Troy Community Farm, just through the farmers’ market, where 

they had control over which produce to purchase.  



 

23 

 Goland (2002) reports that many members of her case study CSA seem unable or 

unwilling to adopt new cooking and eating patterns that would allow them to eat in 

accordance to the rhythms of the farm.  This is discouraging, given that in her study, 

shareholder satisfaction was largely related to willingness to incorporate the produce 

from the CSA shares into their meals and to allow what is available in the CSA share to 

drive menu planning.  For modern food consumers, this is in contrast to typical patterns 

of shopping according to a planned menu, relying on prepared foods, or relying on a 

small basket of staple foods. 

 Cone and Myhre (2000) and Ostrom (2007) refer to this phenomenon in CSAs as 

“supermarket withdrawal.”  Supermarket withdrawal, a problem Ostrom defines as 

“receiving the wrong vegetables in the wrong quantities at the wrong times (p. 110)” was 

a significant reason for member attrition (36%).  “CSA clearly cannot compete with 

supermarkets when it comes to providing the staples people are accustomed to having on 

demand.  The unprepared found it onerous to adapt their menus to the vagaries of 

seasonality and the Midwestern weather instead of seeing each week’s share as the 

‘wonderful surprise offered up by the soil’ referred to by more positive members 

(Ostrom, 2007, p. 110-111).”    

 The major theme regarding non-renewal of CSA memberships is that members 

have issues dealing with the practical aspects of the CSA.  Those practical issues can 

range from issues with pick-up times to issues of choice over produce selection and 

quantity.  Laird (1998) characterizes these practical issues as “CSA inconveniences” and 

they are simply inherent within the structure of the CSA.  Once a week, CSA members 

get a week’s share of produce.  This means, the share needs to be picked up, processed, 
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stored, cooked, and eaten.  Though non-renewing members state that lack of choice is an 

issue in the CSA, the idea of eating what is available when it is available is a huge part of 

the concept of the CSA.  The key question then becomes why are some members able to 

overcome these “CSA inconveniences” while others cannot?   

 

“CSA Inconveniences” and Food-Related Behavior Change 

 Perez et al. (2003) also examined factors that influenced membership renewal.  

CSA members were more likely to renew their memberships if they were happy with the 

quality, quantity, and product mix of their shares, if picking up of the shares was 

convenient, if members felt that the share price was fair, if the payment schedule was not 

financially difficult on them, and if they were not throwing away or composting more 

produce than compared to before they joined the CSA.  What’s interesting is that these 

reasons sound very similar to the reasons why people did not renew their memberships, 

just in the positive.  They found that those members who reported a change as a result of 

participating in the CSA were more likely to renew their memberships.  82% of 

households that experienced a change in their eating habits renewed their memberships, 

compared to 65% of households who did not report a change in eating habits.  Their data 

suggests that if households are able to adapt to the new way of eating and cooking that 

the CSA forces onto them, they are more likely to renew their memberships.  

 Goland (2002) asked survey respondents to recount the prior seven dinner meals 

eaten at home during the Spring CSA season.  The vegetables that respondents reported 

eating the most were potatoes, onions, spinach, carrots, greens, corn, and lettuce.  The 

sort of vegetables CSA members would have been receiving at the time did not appear to 
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be mainstays of the diet of most CSA members.  This possibly suggests that CSA 

vegetables were incorporated into the diets of CSA members with great difficulty or not 

at all.  Goland reports that one CSA member said the CSA forced them to try new foods 

and new food preparation methods.  Others reported that they were eating a greater 

variety and a larger quantity of produce and that they were spending more time preparing 

food since joining the CSA.   

 

Summary of the Literature  

 The research on the consumer end of CSAs is concentrated on trying to 

understand the motivations that lead to people joining a CSA and the reasons why people 

decide to leave CSAs.  There is an agreement in the literature that people join CSAs to 

gain access to fresh organic produce and to support local agriculture.  People leave CSAs 

because they are dissatisfied with the quality and quantity of produce offered through the 

CSA and the lack of choice over what vegetables will be in the CSA share.  There is 

some indication that the CSA creates changes in people’s cooking and eating behaviors.  

It is not clear, however, how people arrive at these changes.  Some authors commented 

on the fact that environmental reasons ranked lower than expected as a motivation to 

participate in a CSA, but it is not clear whether members become more committed to 

environmental actions the longer they are in the CSA.   

 There are a very few studies examining the effects of CSAs on members and the 

studies that do exist have a small sample size and rely predominately on survey data that 

does not allow for an in-depth exploration of members’ CSA experiences.  
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Chapter 3 

METHODS 

 The main aims of the study are to understand how joining a CSA affects families’ 

perceptions and identity around food and environment.  The study was guided by the 

following questions: 

1. What are the reasons that households join CSAs?   

2. How does involvement in a CSA affect families’ behaviors and attitudes towards 

food? 

3. How does involvement in a CSA affect families’ identities around food? 

4. How does involvement in a CSA affect families’ environmental identities? 

 

Study Overview 

 A constructivist grounded theory approach was used to develop a model of how 

CSA membership affects families.  Grounded theory methodology was developed in the 

1960s by two sociologists, Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, in response to the 

prevailing positivist approach at the time.  The goal of grounded theory research is to 

develop theories that are “grounded” in the data, that is, the phenomena and the 

experiences of the participants being studied.  Since Glaser and Strauss presented their 

grounded theory methodology in their seminal work The Discovery of Grounded Theory 

(1967), there have been different interpretations as to how to conduct grounded theory 

research, one such interpretation being constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006).  

Charmaz brings a social constructivist approach to grounded theory, emphasizing the 
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importance of the point of view of not just the research participants, but also the 

researcher in the data collection and data analysis.  

“In the classic grounded theory works, Glaser and Strauss talk about 

discovering theory as emerging from data separate from the scientific 

observer.  Unlike their position, I assume that neither data nor theories are 

discovered.  Rather, we are part of the world we study and the data we 

collect.  We construct our grounded theories through our past and present 

involvements and interactions with people, perspectives, and research 

practices.  My approach explicitly assumes that any theoretical rendering 

offers an interpretive portrayal of the studies world, not an exact picture of 

it.  Research participants’ implicit meanings, experiential views – and 

researchers’ finished grounded theories – are constructions of reality 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 10).” 

 

Thus, in the constructivist grounded theory approach, it is imperative for the 

researcher to be immersed in and interact with the data.  The procedure of 

analysis is intended to emphasize meaning, rather than purely objective 

description of external reality.  

 

Participant Selection 

 A summary flowchart of the recruitment of participants for both the recruitment 

survey and for the interviews is provided below in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Summary of recruitment of participants for the study 

 

 Survey recruitment.  For survey recruitment, convenience sampling was used.  

Through Just Food, eight CSA sites in the Upper West Side neighborhood of Manhattan 

were identified for recruitment of families.  The Upper West Side neighborhood was 

defined as 72nd street north to 116th street between Central Park West and Riverside 

Drive.  In May 2012, core members of the eight CSA sites were contacted via email to 

participate in the research study (see appendix 1 for CSA recruitment email).  The core 

members were asked to email the study recruitment letter with links to an online 

recruitment survey to their 2011 and 2012 membership lists.  Three reminder emails were 

sent to the core members of the eight CSA sites, each two weeks apart.  The two CSA 

sites with the most survey responses returned would receive two cookbooks, about $40 in 

value, to use at their discretion.   There were two versions of the online recruitment 

survey.  Those CSA members for whom the 2012 CSA season was their first year of 
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membership were asked to complete the CSA Enrollment Survey. Returning or non-

renewing CSA members were asked to complete the CSA Experience Survey.  For the 

surveys, please see appendix 2.  Table 2 provides a summary of the questions in both 

surveys. 

 In September of 2012, when only three of the eight CSA sites agreed to 

participate, the recruitment protocol was changed.  The investigator decided to contact all 

the CSA sites in Manhattan, again identified through Just Food’s CSA Network.  A total 

of forty-three CSA sites were in operation in Manhattan at that time, including the 

original eight CSA sites in the Upper West Side.  The thirty-five CSA sites not originally 

contacted in May 2012 were contacted in September 2012.  Again, the core members of 

those thirty-five CSA sites were contacted via email to participate in the research study.  

The core members were asked to email the study recruitment letter with links to the 

online recruitment survey to their 2011 and 2012 membership lists.  Three reminder 

emails were sent to the core members of the thirty-five CSA sites, each two weeks apart.  

This time, the ten CSA sites with the highest number of responses were told they would 

receive two cookbooks, about $40 in value, to use at their discretion.  The survey 

recruitment was closed December 2012. 
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CSA Experience Survey CSA Enrollment Survey 

Basic Household Information 

 Name 

 Address 

 Email 

 Phone Number 

 Please list the sex and ages of all members of your 

household 

 

Basic Household Information 

 Name 

 Address 

 Email 

 Phone Number 

 Please list the sex and ages of all members of your 

household 

 

CSA Membership Information 

 Which CSA were you a member of during the 2011 
season? 

 What type of share did you have for the 2011 season? 

 How many seasons have you been a member of your 
current CSA (not including the 2012 season)? 

 How many seasons have you been a member of any CSA 
(not including the 2012 season)? 

 If you have been a member of multiple CSAs, please list 

the names of the CSAs and for how many seasons you 

were a member of each CSA. 

 Did you have a co-shareholder during the 2011 season? 

 Which payment option did you choose to pay for your 

2011 season? 

CSA Membership Information 

 Which CSA did you join for the 2012 season? 

 What type of share did you enroll in for the 2012 season? 

 Do you have a co-shareholder for the 2012 season? 

 Which payment option did you choose for the 2012 
season? 
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CSA Experience Survey CSA Enrollment Survey 

Your Experience with CSAs 

 How did you first hear about CSAs? 

 What reasons led you to first join to CSA? 

 What do you enjoy about being a member of a CSA? 

 What do you find challenging about being a member of a 
CSA? 

 How has being a member of a CSA impacted you, your 

household, and/or your family? 

 Did you renew your membership for the 2012 season?  If 
yes, with which CSA? 

 If you decided to renew your membership, why did you 

decide to renew your membership? 

 If you decided to not renew your membership, why did 
you decide not to renew your membership? 

Your Experience with CSAs 

 How did you first hear about CSAs? 

 What reasons led you to join a CSA this season? 

Table 2. Summary of questions in the CSA Experience Survey and CSA Enrollment Survey.
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 At the time recruitment was closed, eight of the forty-three CSA sites contacted 

had sent out the participant recruitment email to their 2011 and 2012 membership.  A 

total of 384 people responded to the recruitment survey.    

Eligibility Criteria.  In order to be eligible for the main interview portion of the 

research study, participants had to be families with one or two parents and at least one 

child under the age of eighteen living in the household full-time or if an adult child 

resided in the household, the family must have joined the CSA prior to the adult 

children’s eighteenth birthday.  Families that the researcher knew were excluded from the 

study.     

Recruitment for interviews.  For interview recruitment, purposeful sampling 

was employed.  As the study was interested in examining the effect of CSA membership 

on families, using the eligibility criteria explained above, only families were recruited for 

interviews.  One hundred and twenty eligible families were identified from the 384 

survey respondents.  Eligible families were contacted via email (see appendix 3 for 

interview recruitment email) and asked if their family members, the primary caregivers 

and children over the age of 6, would be willing to participate in interviews.   Families 

were informed that adult interviews would last forty-five to ninety minutes and child 

interviews would last twenty to thirty minutes.   Families were also informed that at the 

conclusion of the interviews, they would receive a goody bag filled with approximately 

$20 worth of non-perishable local foods such as honey, maple syrup, or pickles.  Three 

follow-up emails were sent two to three weeks apart if families did not respond.  

Recruitment for the interviews ended in March 2013.  All families that responded to the 

interview request by March 2013 were interviewed.    
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Data Collection and Analysis Plan 

 Family interviews were conducted between October 2012 and March 2013.   

Thirty-six families, a total of fifty adults and fourteen children, were interviewed. Most of 

the interviews were conducted in the families’ homes.  One interview was conducted at a 

public library, two at a coffee shop, and five were conducted via telephone.  Before 

starting each interview, the researcher reviewed the participant’s rights and informed 

consents were obtained.  In the case of child interviews, the child, in the presence of his 

or her adult guardian, was explained their participation in the study and assent forms 

were signed by their guardian.  If participants agreed to be audio recorded, the interviews 

were recorded using two Olympus WS-802 Digital Voice Recorders.   The researcher 

also took detailed notes during the interviews.  At the conclusion of data collection, there 

was a total of thirty-seven hours and twenty-four minutes of audio data.  

Interview recordings were uploaded to a secure folder on the researcher’s 

computer and transcribed verbatim at the earliest convenience.  An outside transcription 

service, Daily Transcription Service (www.dailytranscription.com), was used.  Names of 

participants were masked prior to sending the transcripts to the transcription service.  At 

the conclusion of data collection, the interviews amounted to a total of 982 pages of 

written transcripts.      

Grounded theory methodology calls for data collection and data analysis to occur 

simultaneously in an iterative process.   

“Grounded theory begins with gathering inductive data but relies on 

moving back and forth between data gathering and analysis.  This iterative 

process aids in focusing data collection and in conceptualizing collected 

data in our memos.  Thus, grounded theory strategies shape the kinds of 

data to collect and how and when to collect them, although this method 

emphasizes and explicates data analysis more than data collection.  The 
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major contribution of grounded theory to data collection is its emphasis on 

using tentative theoretical categories to inform subsequent data collection.  

Through collecting more focused data, we check and refine our nascent 

theoretical categories.  Through employing grounded theory strategies, we 

form successively more abstract, theoretical ideas about our data.  The 

logic of grounded theory relies on its interactive character, systematic use 

of comparisons, and abductive reasoning (Charmaz, 2011, p. 166).”     

 

A key component of the grounded theory approach to data collection and analysis 

is theoretical sampling.  Theoretical sampling in grounded theory is unique from other 

initial sampling strategies.  It is a method of data collection in which new data is sought 

in order to clarify and expand emerging themes.  As Charmaz (2006) distinguishes, 

“initial sampling in grounded theory is where you start whereas theoretical sampling 

directs you where to go (p. 100).”  Key categories and themes emerge from the data in 

grounded theory and thus, the researcher cannot know what to look for prior to beginning 

data collection and analysis. 

“What makes theoretical sampling different from conventional methods of 

sampling is that it is responsive to the data rather than established before 

the research begins.  This responsive approach makes sampling open and 

flexible.  Concepts are derived from data during analysis and questions 

about those concepts drive the next round of data collection…rather than 

being used to verify or test hypotheses about concepts, theoretical 

sampling is about discovering relevant concepts and their properties and 

dimensions (Corbin and Strauss, 2008, p.144).”     

 

Utilizing theoretical sampling allows the researcher to explore emerging categories and 

themes until theoretical saturation is reached.  Due to limitations of access to interview 

participants, a convenience sample of participants willing to be interviewed was used 

instead of theoretical sampling.  However, pursuant to theoretical sampling principles, 

new categories and themes were probed and explored during interviews as they emerged 

over the course of data collection and analysis.    
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The interviews for this study were unstructured, initially guided by the following 

questions: 

 What has been your experience with being a member of a CSA? 

 How has being a member of a CSA affected your perceptions of food? 

 How has being a member of a CSA affected your family’s perceptions of 

food? 

 How has being a member of a CSA affected your identity around food? 

 How has being a member of a CSA affected your family’s identity around 

food? 

As data collection and analysis proceeded and categories and themes emerged that 

warranted exploration, interview questions were adjusted accordingly to explore the 

emerging categories and themes.  At the conclusion of each interview, the researcher 

wrote interview field notes to capture the context of each interview and initial thoughts 

and interpretations of the interview while the interview was still fresh in the researcher ’s 

mind.  For a sample interview field note from this study, please refer to appendix 4. 

 After interviews were transcribed, interviews were coded using grounded theory 

coding strategies.  Initial coding of interviews should be open and remain close to the 

data, preserving, as much as possible, the language used by the participants.  To this end, 

line-by-line and in vivo coding was utilized.  In line-by-line coding, as its name implies, 

every line of written data is given a code.  This initial strategy allows the coder to 

examine what is going on in the data without the influence of preconceived categories 

and themes because line-by-line coding forces the coder to analyze small portions of the 
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data at a time.  Appendix 5 provides a sample initial line-by-coding of two interview 

excerpts from this study.    

In vivo codes “preserve participants’ meanings of their views and actions in the 

coding itself” (Charmaz, 2006, p.55).  Utilizing in vivo codes allows the coder to remain 

close to the data, maintaining the language and meaning used by the participants in the 

coding.  For example, if a participant has an interesting way to describe a phenomenon, in 

vivo codes allow you to preserve that in the coding and analysis.   

Throughout the coding process, constant comparative methods are used to 

compare data with data.  This process allows the researcher to identify patterns in the data 

or missing pieces of information that need further exploration, as well as constantly check 

the analysis of the data.   

“…each incident in the data is compared with other incidents for 

similarities and differences. Incidents found to be conceptually similar are 

grouped together under a higher-level descriptive concept…This type of 

comparison is essential to all analysis because it allows the researcher to 

differentiate one category/theme from another and to identify properties 

and dimensions specific to that category (Corbin and Strauss, 2008, p. 

73),” 

 

Constant comparisons help refine codes throughout the analytical process.     

 These initial coding strategies provide the analytic direction necessary to proceed 

to next phases of coding – focused coding, axial coding, and theoretical coding.   

“Focused coding means using the most significant and/or frequent earlier 

codes to sift through large amounts of data.  One goal is to determine the 

adequacy of those codes.  Focused coding requires decisions about which 

initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize your data 

incisively and completely (Charmaz, 2006, p. 57-58).”   

 

Thus, through focused coding, the most pertinent initial codes are selected for further 

analysis and development.   
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Axial coding allows for exploration of the relationships between codes and 

subcodes, categories to subcategories leading to the building of a framework.   

“Axial coding relates categories to subcategories, specifies the properties 

and dimensions of a category, and reassembles the data you have fractured 

during initial coding to give coherence to the emerging analysis (Charmaz, 

2006, p.60).” 

 

Axial codes help the coder see how different codes, themes, and categories relate to each 

other through both inductive and deductive thinking.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) stress 

that the questions of when, where, why, who, how, and with what consequences are 

crucial to ask and to answer in the process of axial coding.   

Theoretical codes help conceptualize the relationships between the major themes 

and categories that emerged as a result of focused coding.  At this stage, a theory 

explaining the phenomena or experiences of the participants begins to emerge from the 

data and theoretical codes help construct the emerging theory.  

“[Theoretical] codes may help you tell an analytic story that has 

coherence.  Hence, these codes not only conceptualize how your 

substantive codes are related, but also move your analytic story in a 

theoretical direction (Charmaz, 2006, p.63).”   

 

A key aspect of coding in grounded theory is that it is not a linear process.  As it is 

described here, the analytical process sounds like a step-by-step process.  However, it is 

an emergent process.  New ideas can emerge at any point during the data collection and 

analysis and can lead to reexamination of earlier data.  

  In addition to coding, a key analytical tool is memo-writing.  Memos are meant 

to capture the researcher’s thoughts, developments in coding, and new questions to 

explore.     

“[Memos] are the narrated records of a theorist’s analytical conversations 

with him/herself about the research data; as such, they provide particular 
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ways of knowing.  Memos are the analytical locations where researchers 

are most fully present, where they find their own voices, and where they 

give themselves permission to formulate ideas, to play with them, to 

reconfigure them, to expand them, to explore them…(Lempert, 2007, 

p.247).” 

 

Memos are an important way to keep immersed in the data and to provide a map of how 

codes and categories were developed throughout the data collection and analysis.  For a 

sample memo from this study, please refer to appendix 6. 

   

My Position as a Researcher 

 I have been a CSA member for seven seasons.  I was a member of one CSA for 

one winter season and quit because I was not satisfied with the quality and variety of 

produce I received in my share.  I switched CSAs the following spring and have now 

been a member of my current CSA for six seasons.   I have been an active member of the 

local food community in New York City for over thirteen years and am thus familiar with 

many of the CSA sites and farms that I recruited from through my personal experiences 

and through the experiences of my friends and colleagues.  I am a trained chef and hence, 

very comfortable in the kitchen and with ingredients.  My knowledge of the field as well 

as my personal experiences guided this research.  

 I remained as objective as possible through the data analyses, but the fact 

that I am an active member of the CSA community served me well during the interview 

process.  I could draw on my personal experiences to gain the trust of my interviewees.  

When the interviewees learned that I was not an outside researcher, but was an active 

CSA member, they became more open and communicative with me and I did take 

advantage of that opening.   
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Chapter 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

 This chapter describes the findings of the study.  The findings are organized by 

major theme. 

Description of Participants 

 Thirty-six families, a total of fifty-one adults and fourteen children, were 

interviewed for the study.  The list of all interviewed individuals and their associated 

families, as listed by pseudonym, is seen in Table 3, and a summary of the main 

characteristics of the families is seen in Table 4.   

 

The CSA Journey 

 Figure 2 is a visual representation of the experience of being a CSA member.  

Families become a member of a CSA and hit a bump in the road, represented by the 

learning curve in the figure.  To overcome this obstacle, families have to incorporate 

changes in their shopping, cooking, and eating behaviors.  Once they accomplish that, the 

CSA becomes integrated into their lives.  In the process, changes in their food and 

environmental beliefs and attitudes occur.  The “someday” part of the curve represents 

their expressed desire to do more or be more in the future.  Eleanor described this process 

in her interview.  

“I say on the first year it transitioned from it being like this adventure to 

being something that felt like a part of my life to then the next year feeling 

even more kind of comfortable with it and now feeling like absolutely 

wanted to be part, picked a neighborhood that had a CSA and want to get 

even more of them. I think it’s like I‘m trying to kind of pace myself and 

not like get crazy.”  

 

In the following sections, each component of the journey will be explained in detail. 
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Name of primary 

family contact(s) 

Family members 

interviewed (age) 

Other family 

members (ages) 

Years of CSA 

membership 

Amy Amy (34) Husband (36) 

Son (3) 

Daughters (1,3) 

4 

Ashley Ashley (41) 

Amir (41) 

Son (9) 

Daughter (5) 

 6 

Barbara Barbara (32) Husband (31) 

Son (6 months) 

1 

Barry Barry (46) 

Juliet (35) 

Daughter (2) 7 

Becky Becky (32) Husband (32) 

Son (1) 

5 

Chloe Chloe (57) 

Husband (56) 

Sons (18, 20, 23) 7 

Christine Christine (?) Husband (52) 

Daughter (12) 

4 

Craig Craig (45) 

Eve (36) 

Son (<1 year) 1 

Denise Denise (34) Husband (35) 

Son (2) 

5 

Diana Diana (73) 

Daughter-in-law (44) 

Granddaughter (2) 

Husband (45) 

 

>10 

Donna Donna (?) 

Andy (45) 

Son (4) 5 

Eleanor Eleanor (45) Daughter (8) 3 

Jane Jane (50) 

Husband (53) 

Sons (15,17) 

 1 

Janet Janet (?) Daughter (10) 2 

Jean Jean (33) 

Husband (44) 

Daughter (16 

months) 

3 

Jody Jody (57) 

Husband (59) 

Son (17) 

 >10 

Julie Julie (?) Husband (?) 

Children (2,5) 

1 

Kate Kate (?) Husband (30) 

Daughter (1) 

4 

Katrina Katia (44) 

David (56) 

Son (6) 2 
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Name of primary 

family contact(s) 

Family members 

interviewed (age) 

Other family 

members (ages) 

Years of CSA 

membership 

Kristie Karen (39) Husband (40) 

Daughter (3) 

Son (1) 

6 

Laura Laura (42) Husband (52) 

Son (3) 

1 

Linda Linda (?) 

Daughter (20) 

Daughter’s roommate 

(?) 

Husband (56) 

Son (15) 

6 

Marta Marta (38) Husband (35) 

Daughters (1,1) 

1 

Martha Martha (52) 

Ellen (11) 

Husband (50) 

Daughter (13) 

>10 

Mary Mary (34) Husband (33) 

Son (21 months) 

2 

Melissa Melissa (57) Husband (62) 

Daughter (16) 

Son (16) 

3 

Natasha Natasha (?) 

Steve (40) 

Son (3) 4 

Nikki Nikki (45) 

Son (9) 

Daughter (7) 

 6 

Norma Norma (57) 

George (64) 

Daughter (18) >10 

Patricia Patricia (?) 

Husband (46) 

Daughters (8,10, 12) 

 >10 

Peter Peter (53) Wife (53) 

Son (22) 

Daughter (16) 

1 

Robert Robert (?) 

Grace (50+) 

Roger (16) 

 >10 

Ronald Ronald  (55) 

Wife (51) 

Sons (11,16) 5 

Sarah Sarah (51) Husband (52) 

Daughters (13,15) 

1 

Sharon Sharon (?) Husband (37) 

Son (20 months) 

1 

Teresa Teresa (28) Husband (29) 

Daughter (1) 

4 

Table 3. List of all interviewees and their associated families. 
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Primary Family Contact Characteristics All Interviewee Characteristics 

Category 
Number 

of individuals (n=36) 
Category 

Number 

of individuals (n=65) 

Gender Gender 

Male 

Female 

5 

31 

Male 

Female 

21 

44 

Age range Age range 

20-29 

30-39 

40-49 

50-59 

60+ 

N/A 

1 

8 

7 

9 

1 

10 

< 21 

22-40 

41-50 

51-60 

60+ 

N/A 

14 

11 

13 

14 

2 

11 

Family Characteristics Children Characteristics 

Category 
Number 

of families (n=36) 
Category 

Number 

of children (n=54) 

Total number of family members Gender 

2 

3 

4 

5+ 

2 

19 

11 

4 

Male 

Female 

N/A 

26 

26 

2 

Number of family members interviewed Age range 

1 

2 

3 

4+ 

18 

10 

5 

3 

0-2 

3-6 

7-10 

11-14 

15-17 

18+ 

16 

9 

7 

6 

10 

6 

Years of CSA membership  

1 

2-3 

4-6 

7-9 

10+ 

9 

6 

13 

2 

6 

  

Table 4. Summary of the main characteristics of interviewees and their families.
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Figure 2. The CSA Journey. 
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Motivations to Join 

Although Figure 2 begins with the initial motivation to join, signing up for the 

CSA represents the culmination of an educational process that occurs in the course of 

seeking out better food choices.  One mother, Leslie, who has been a member of a CSA 

for four seasons, described it to me as an “accumulation of information.” She became 

very interested in environmental and food issues as a result of her husband’s work as an 

environmental attorney and through her membership in a non-profit organization devoted 

to children’s environmental health.   

“And so that really got me interested in food issues, not way ahead of the 

curve, but a little ahead of the curve, but I didn’t know what to do about 

that…the CSA was actually the first thing I felt like I could do.”    

 

Norma, a CSA member for 13 seasons, said,  

“I read about them in the New York Times.  And…Oh, before I joined, I 

would say it took me two or three years from the time I read about it to the 

time that I actually found a farm that I could commit to and join and all 

that.”   

 

As Norma points out, joining a CSA is a significant commitment both in terms of money 

and time.  CSAs in New York City cost between $500 and $600 for a full season share, 

which is a significant amount of money to invest in January, especially given that 

members will not be acquiring vegetables until June.  It is also a time commitment, in 

that it requires members to be available at a certain time every week to pick up vegetables 

during the CSA season from June through November.  And yet, each of the families I 

interviewed was willing to institute that commitment and join.     

Health.  As is expected given the primary function of a CSA is to provide fresh 

local vegetables, families reported that they joined a CSA for access to fresh and/or 
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organic vegetables and to support local agriculture.  Underlying the desire for fresh local 

vegetables was a motivation for health.  

“I think as I started to get older, reading more about food and health and 

where food comes from, that’s probably when I first learned about what a 

CSA was so I was really interested in that.  And then when I had my first 

child, I was really concerned about feeding him as healthy as possible…I 

wanted to be able to feed my family healthy meals.  I wanted to, I was 

interested in having the organic vegetables from a local farm.  That’s 

probably the primary reason, you know, health.” (Mary) 

 

“Yeah, I have a health issue from way back when and I was looking for 

organic food.” (Diana) 

 

“Well, three, two years ago, my sister was diagnosed with stomach cancer.  

So ever since that, she’s had to take a look at the difference between 

organic and non-organic.  And, and I think she, so there has been more 

awareness.  I think we were already there, but so definitely, you know, one 

more thing to make us think about that and kind of reaffirm our choices.” 

(Janet) 

 

“I have several friends from church and they joined the CSA.  We 

basically live in this area.  So I was always, always so interested to find 

out more information about the program.  And then that time, my child 

had a liver transplant…I care so much because my child had a surgery 

when she was a baby and I was so careful when I prepare the food and 

where I shop for food.” (Christine) 

 

The theme that emerged from interviewing parents was a real desire to feed their families 

good food.  

Trust.  The issue of trust was repeatedly raised in terms of the food supply.  

Families were confused as to what foods they should be purchasing and consuming for 

their health and the health of the environment.  The CSA simplified that choice for them 

as they could trust the quality, freshness, and seasonality of the food they received 

weekly as well as trust that in supporting a local farm, they were making an 

environmentally sound choice.   
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“Yeah, especially when you are trying to be conscientious and do, like, do 

the quote unquote, right thing.  Um, but it’s, it’s like there’s so much 

information, and yet it seems like you never have the right information at 

the right time.  Um, so you know like when I read the farm website and it 

said like all their produce is organic and their berries are organic and the 

rest of things I can, I was like, “Great. Done,” you know?  Like I can pick 

out my veggies and like not worry about it, you know?” (Barbara) 

 

Mary is a stay-at-home mother of two who has been a member for one season.  As this 

next exchange with Mary highlights, families trust both the farmer as well the core 

members of the CSA. 

Interviewer: Does the CSA make that choice easier for you when it is 

during the season? 

 

Mary: Yeah, because you know what you’re getting is grown 

organically and that it’s really fresh because it’s coming 

from so close and you feel like you know a little bit 

because of the people that are bringing it to you.  

 

Interviewer: Do you feel like you could trust your farmers? 

 

Mary: I do, yeah.  I felt that way before because the people that 

belong to the CSA seemed to know the farmers so well.  

The people that are like in charge of it and they spoke of 

them -- the way that you could probably really trusted and 

respected them and they knew them well. 

 

CSA versus Farmers’ Market. 

Technically speaking, families can obtain fresh local vegetables and support local 

agriculture by purchasing food at the farmers’ markets.  Yet, they choose to become 

members of a CSA.  This, of course, did not mean that CSA members never purchased 

foods at farmers’ markets, but for various reasons, these families preferred CSAs over 

farmers’ markets.  One mother described comparing the CSA to the farmers’ market in 

the following way:  “It’s kind of like going to the farmers’ market every weekend, but it’s 
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even less work because you just go grab a bag and pick it up.”  (Teresa)  Figure 3 depicts 

the overlap between the CSA and the farmers’ market.   

  

 

Figure 3. Overlap between CSAs and the farmers’ market. 

 

Forced variety versus choice.  The manner in which CSAs are structured ensures 

that members obtain what is available and in season at the farm that particular week.  

Some CSA farmers ask their membership for suggestions on what they should plant for 

the season, but for the most part, members’ preferences are not incorporated into what 

they will receive and when they will get it.  Many CSAs send out an email or newsletter 

that informs members of what to expect in the share that week, but that is not always 

concrete and members are not provided information on the quantities of each produce 

they will be receiving.  If families are looking for more choice, that is, if families want 

additional decision making power as to what and how much of local, seasonal produce to 

purchase, the farmers’ markets would better meet those needs.  Families that join CSAs 

expressed that they enjoy that the choices are forced upon them.   
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“I think I like CSAs.  I like the concept of just, you get what’s given to 

you, you know, and you got to deal with it.  So it makes for a lot more 

interesting, kind of, choices.  I have a lot of anxiety about actually picking, 

you know, picking individual vegetables or individual fruits you are trying 

to get, you know.  Because then you’re like, you know, you’re comparing, 

“Is this one better?  Is this one okay?” versus if you get a whole big pile, 

you know, like you are stuck with it, you got to deal.”  (Barry) 

 

“Well, I was interested in eating more local food.  But there, so I lived in 

DuPont Circle in DC, which has a great farmers’ market, but I couldn’t 

always get myself up in time to get there, you know, on Sunday morning.  

So, the CSA was particularly convenient because I have this two-hour 

window where I have to pick it up every week.  It’s right after work.  I 

don’t have to make any choices, which I actually really like, that someone 

else makes those decisions for me.  Which I always found the farmers’ 

market to be a little overwhelming in that regard.”  (Jean) 

 

“And also, for me, like I’m a horrible decision maker, like literally done 

our meal planning for the week…And it was so nice to be like, this is, this 

is what you have…because I’m right now doing a lot of the meal planning, 

and I just, I found decisions like that really challenging.”  (Barbara) 

 

“I do but I liked the CSA better because I don’t think that when you go to 

the farmers’ market, I still don’t tend to buy things that are new.”  (Mary)  

 

Some members explained to me that the lack of volitional control in the produce 

they will have to consume that week allows them to have greater creativity in the kitchen, 

finding the challenge of cooking what they receive to be exciting.   

“Well, what I like about it is, they make the choices for me in terms of 

what the food is that I get, but then I get to be creative when I get home in 

terms of what I actually do with it. So, you know maybe I get rutabagas 

six weeks and a row. But you know, that’s my opportunity for me to find 

new ways and new dishes and new spices, and that sort of things, to jazz it 

up.”  (Jean) 

 

“Yeah, and then there‘s the, you know, the fun of "make something with 

this", you know, and sort of there‘s that thing about, like, sometimes 

having fewer choices is liberating.”  (Eve) 

 

“What, actually, I’m a comfortable cook, but I hate meal planning.  One of 

the things the CSA does, you just, is it gives you the, you just have to plan 

around it, but it gives you the basics and I find that like it jumpstarts my 

whole ability to feed us.”  (Linda) 
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“One of the reasons I decided to do it was because I thought it would be 

kind of a fun challenge to take on whatever they gave out and I asked 

around a little bit to make sure I wasn’t gonna get like 16 pounds of mung 

beans or something.”  (Sarah) 

 

“I think it forces me to be creative.  It forces my children to try different 

things.”  (Amy) 

 

“That’s part of the fun.  And I think it’s more a challenge to be 

resourceful, to you know, kind of create something with what you have 

and, and that kind of, like that approach to cooking.”  (Janet) 

 

Thus, for a variety of reasons, the families that are inclined toward the structure of the 

CSA rather than the farmers’ market enjoy the fact that they do not have a choice in what 

produce they will receive every week.   

It’s like it’s free versus shelling out the cash.  When CSA members pay $500 in 

January, it can be perceived as having a significant effect on their household budget.  But 

between January and June, while members do not necessarily forget that they paid their 

installment, they begin to perceive it as a distant memory.  And when they start getting a 

plethora of produce every week, it starts to feel like a very generous gift from the farmer 

rather than a financial transaction.   

“It‘s also hard to go back to paying for produce.  The one nice thing about 

paying for it all up-front is that I don‘t feel like I am actually buying it 

when I go to pick it up.  But when I go to a grocery store, I‘m like, "What? 

I have to pay for this?"  (Jean)     

 

When I asked people if they have actually determined if the CSA is a good financial 

value, they admit that although they surmise it may be the case, they have not actually 

done the math. 

“I don’t know.  It’s kind of funny because you pay all of it up front and so 

you kind of forget that you’re paying, that you already paid for it.  And so 

I don’t know.   I think it, just, I think it, I don’t know if it is cheaper.  
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Probably it is.  Um, it seems like you get a lot.  What was I going to say?  

Oh, it feels better though.”  (Barbara) 

 

And yet, when I ask the same mother, who could not tell me how much her CSA share 

cost a week, about shopping at the farmers’ market and the cost there, she expresses that 

it is so much more expensive.   

“I won’t really stock my kitchen with it because it’s just too expensive and 

the produce I do think it’s such, it’s just a much better deal to get it 

through the CSA because I feel like sometimes you leave the market and 

you’ve spent like $30 and you have like, you know, two things or one 

thing.”  (Barbara)   

 

 In a joint interview I conducted of a co-habiting couple with a young child, when 

I posed the question of motivations to join, their conversation turned to one about the cost 

effectiveness of the CSA.  

Andy: Another interesting thing is whether it‘s cost effective 

which we really haven’t, I haven’t really looked at, but... 

 

Donna:  Remember that email they sent around? 

 

Andy: And who knows how they did that, cause it always, it 

always seems expensive to me at the beginning when you 

shell it out at the beginning, but, but um, it might, it might 

actually not be, um, and it seems like a good investment to 

be honest, but that’s one of the things I’m curious about is 

are we paying super premium prices as opposed to just 

health food, I mean uh, Whole Foods kind of premium 

prices or uh, or are we actually getting a pretty decent deal. 

 

Donna:  I honestly think it probably depends on the year. 

 

Andy:  Yeah, probably. 

 

Donna: I mean I think last year and they sent out, I don’t think I’d 

seen this before but the farmer sent out something 

comparing, you know, a week’s worth of [the farm share] 

and a week’s worth of- 

 

Andy:  Buying all the same stuff  
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Donna: And then Whole Foods and it was highly cost effective.  

And my, and I did kind of a back of the envelope, like oh 

we got five onions and three, three things of kale and look 

at Fresh Direct, you know, with that, it feels very cost 

effective to me  

 

Andy:  Which I guess means we’re not that motivated, but... 

 

Donna: Right.  I just sent in the check this week and it, it was more 

expensive this year but when I think, when I look at, okay 

that means this much food weekly, it just doesn’t seem like 

a whole lot to me, to get food that we know is, you know, 

bio-dynamic or whatever it is, and, but, it’s a good 

question.  It may be worth tracking it someday. 

   

It would be fairly easy to calculate the weekly cost of the CSA share, by dividing the total 

payment by the number of weeks in the season.  But these CSA members do not, because 

they are not motivated to, and without doing an actual calculation simply presume that 

the CSA is worth the investment. 

 As a single mother on a budget, Norma spoke about the importance of price and 

value to her when shopping for food.  And yet she too did not know how much the CSA 

amounts to be weekly and did not care to do the calculations.    

“I think the other thing is with the CSA I don’t even know how much it 

turns out to be.  But you pay it all beforehand so you don’t feel like you’re 

spending money.”   

 

And when we discussed why she does not shop at the farmers’ market, she explained to 

me that it is not because she dislikes the farmers’ market.  In fact, when she was 

receiving federal Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) assistance, she regularly utilized 

the “Farmers’ Market bucks” she received through the program. 

“I’ll just say we used to be a part of WIC when the kids were little and 

they would give us, Farmers’ Market, and we always used those.  I mean, 

not one of those ever went to waste.  So, it’s not just, it must be the 
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money.  It must be actually shelling out the money there on the spot that 

sort of dissuades and I don’t know.” 

 

This “shelling out…on the spot” appears to be the discernible difference between the 

CSA and the farmers’ market.  With the CSA, there is no weekly exchange of money.  

Picking up a bounty of produce and leaving without paying someone on the spot for it 

somehow inherently amplifies its perceived value.  

Martha described to me a humorous story about one of her daughters. 

“They thought, I remember, I forget which one it was.  They thought that 

it was free because you didn’t pay when you picked up.  So I had to 

explain to them “No, no.  We pay at the beginning of the year.”  It’s, you 

know, I had to explain that concept.  But I remember they sort of thought 

it was free.  They like the CSA because you didn’t have to pay.”   

 

Despite the fact that the adult members never quite fully forget that they paid for the 

vegetables, they have share a sentiment similar to Martha’s daughter.  It almost feels free.  
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“Doing” the CSA.   

“Doing” the CSA involves picking up, processing, cooking, and eating the share 

every week.  As a CSA member, those tasks need to be accomplished by someone or 

everyone in the family.  One member described to me her experience during the first few 

seasons she was a member.  You sign up in January, forget that you did, and then the 

CSA season begins and reality hits.  

“I think the first problem is the realization you really have to cook this 

stuff and use it pretty quickly…Then there is the realization, I don’t know 

what to do with some of this food…how do you get familiar and how do 

you start using it in a way that makes sense.”  (Diana) 

 

So when reality hits, what does “doing” the CSA look like in families? 

 

Who’s “doing” the CSA?  As they are not making the decision to purchase a 

CSA share or doing the household cooking, children are not involved in many aspects of 

“doing” the CSA.  They may, for example, accompany their parents to the weekly pick-

ups and assist with some of the food preparation, but for the most part, what children are 

doing is eating the CSA bounty.  Thus, it is primarily the parents in the family who are 

“doing” the CSA.  A major theme that emerged was that in two-parent families, men and 
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women were responsible for different aspects of the CSA and that lead to a difference in 

their attitudes towards the CSA.   

Division of labor.  Men were not involved in the day-to-day management of the 

CSA.  If they did provide assistance, it was by doing the pick-up.  The day-to-day 

management of the CSA involves activities such as maintaining membership, figuring out 

how to store all of the vegetables, planning the week’s menu so the vegetables do not get 

wasted, shopping for supplemental ingredients, and turning the vegetables into meals the 

entire family will enjoy.  That job was predominantly left to the women. 

Amy represents a unique case, as she suspects that her husband does not even 

know that their family is a member of a CSA.   

“It’s a division of labor.  He’s, he’s not a big vegetable person.  But I 

mean, he doesn’t, I don’t even know if he knows we belong to a CSA.”   

   

Though Amy is an extreme case, other wives told me that their husbands effectively defer 

the decision to their spouses because it is what they want.    

“My husband, like he wouldn’t have done this if it weren’t for me really 

wanting to do it…I mean, he, I think because he sees how important it is 

to me, but even after, he certainly enjoyed the meals I prepared and 

everything, but it’s not like he was asking me to join again, that’s 

something I wanted and he paid for.”  (Mary) 

 

“He is, definitely enjoys having the CSA, I think…Definitely talked him 

into the first year…Um, so like, he’s definitely, it’s not like begrudging.”  

(Teresa) 

 

“Um, no, I mean he, you know, I pretty much make all the food decisions 

for the family.  If it were up to him, he would, I mean prior to meeting me 

he pretty much ate every meal out, he was kind of like your typical like, 

long hour working, you know, New York professional.  He ate a lot of 

take out, he ate a lot of fast food, he ate a lot of Subway.  Um, so I think 

when I first joined, he thought I was a little bit crazy, why was I gonna 

trek to midtown when I lived on the upper west side, to carry like these 

large quantities of vegetables, and then a couple of times that I couldn’t do 
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it, I sent him to do it.  And I don’t think that he was that excited about it at 

first.”  (Denise) 

 

“He was slow to come on board, I would say, at first.  It was definitely my 

push.  Yeah.  And he has historically been kind of a picky eater not eating 

a lot of vegetables.  I’ve been working on him.”  (Kate) 

 

“I mean…for my husband, when I told him…actually I don’t tell him how 

much the CSA costs.  He just says, “Just go do it.  If it makes you happy, 

just do it,” and so I think that that’s more of a…the longer you’re married, 

the more compromises you sort of make with each other.”  (Melissa) 

 

“I think it was mostly me.  Yeah.  Because I’m sort of, I mean, I’m the one 

who does most of the cooking and the shopping, especially when the kids 

were little.  So, yeah, I think it’s been mostly me.  I mean, he likes it, but I 

guess I was sort of the instigator.”  (Martha) 

 

Essentially, the husbands acquiesce because they are not the ones making the food 

shopping or cooking decisions.   

 Ashley and Amir are an interesting case.  They are parents to two young children 

and are quite devoted to their CSA that they have been members of for over six seasons.  

Amir picks up the share every week, travelling about forty minutes from work to the CSA 

pick-up site and at least another forty-five minutes from the CSA pick-up site to home.  

He certainly enjoys the food, but when pressed about the CSA experience, his default 

answers were to either ask his wife or because his wife told him to.  For example, when I 

queried Amir about why he and his wife do not seek out a CSA closer to their home, he 

replied, “Yeah, I, I, I don’t know, I didn’t do research myself and I don’t know why my 

wife wants to keep that particular CSA.”  When I enquired what kind of qualities they 

shop for in regards to food and Amir’s answer was, “Well, well of course sort of, you 

know sort of, try to eat as healthy as possible, so, least processed, and probably my wife 

would be a better person to, but yeah, I mean, but we have tried to avoid, sort of, 

anything that’s not really good for our, for our health.”  And when I asked him what he 
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does with the week’s share once he returns home with it, he replied, “I just dump it on the 

floor.”  When I questioned his wife Ashley why she feels like the other members of her 

family do not care as much about the CSA as she does, she replied, “I mean, my husband, 

I think, could take really vegetables altogether.  So, if he just had meat and potatoes and 

cabbage, he’s probably happy.  He eats the vegetables because I put them in front of him 

and he feels like he is supposed to eat them, so he does.”  And she admits that she does 

all the food shopping and cooking for the household.   

 Barbara and her husband have an interesting division of labor.  During the CSA 

season, her husband does more of the cooking because he finds trying to determine what 

to do with the surprise bag of CSA produce exciting.   

“My husband really loves to cook, and he‘s very like, um…he likes to just 

make stuff up.  Um, so he, he thinks it‘s like a great challenge to like see 

what we get in the bag, and then figure out what to do with it and figure 

out how to use it all so that none, none gets wasted over the week so that 

you know we eat it when it‘s fresh and things don‘t go bad.” 

 

But off-season, when the cooking becomes more routine and boring, she is responsible 

for the cooking.   

“But like right now, we‘re doing a lot more meal planning or we‘re 

planning for the whole week, and like I‘m doing a lot more of the 

cooking.”   

 

There are obviously many tasks that need to get accomplished in every household and 

when it comes to CSAs, women are engendered with the responsibility for more of the 

day-to-day management of it.   

 Male versus female perspective. Due to the fact that the men were not involved in 

the daily management of the CSA, they spoke of the CSA in a more political manner.  

The men were, in a sense, a step removed from the “dirty work” of doing the CSA and 
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thus maintained a more theoretical perspective on the CSA experience.  The following 

are a few quotes from Barry.  He lives with his pregnant wife and toddler daughter and 

interestingly, he had been a CSA member as a single man before meeting his wife.   

“You know, I remember hearing about them for, for a long time. You 

know, I didn‘t actually, I went to school at Oberlin in the ‘80s and ‘90s, 

so, and then I was a member of co-ops, you know, at that, at that, at that 

point. So, the whole idea like, that kind of food being, like, somewhat 

political kind of stuff, just kind of was, I don‘t know, was inculcated or 

just made its way into my, you know, permeated its way into my brain and 

I actually didn’t join a CSA until sometime in, maybe in 2000 or 

something.”    

 

“But I mean the funny thing is about having, you know, if you come to the 

idea of a CSA as, as a political choice, the actual, for me the food wastage 

is, is, you know, I’m like, ‘Oh well, I wasted some food. That’s okay.’ 

Because, because the actual thing is like, okay, I bought a share of the 

farm for the year, and I’m helping the, I’m helping the farmers not have 

to, you know, sell the farm and have it become part of an agri-business 

kind of model. So, that, the, the challenge becomes a lot, a lot less. Then, 

we, you know, our CSA food rots sometimes, but our conventional 

produce rots too.  So, you know, you feel, I don’t feel any worse when my 

organic vegetables are rotting than, than my regular ones.” 

 

“I think I talked about it a little bit before in the context of conversation, 

but it‘s the money that gets spent for a farm share, actually has, you can, 

you know that it has a direct impact, because you know where it‘s going. 

And you know in theory at least what some of the money is being used 

for. So it‘s, it‘s sort of, in my mind it‘s sort of a...it‘s like a donation, only 

you‘re getting something back for your, for your donation. I mean it‘s, you 

know, we won‘t donate 900 bucks for, you know, for, to any charity that 

we know. But still.” 

 

For Barry, joining the CSA is a political statement and he does not feel bad if the 

vegetables go unused, as the point was that he was “donating” to the farm. Barry’s wife, 

Juliet had a subtly different take on the CSA. 

“I appreciated the biodynamic nature of their farming and then I just 

wanted to try it out. I mean it sounded like a great business adventure. I 

mean in terms of, you know, funding their crop a season beforehand and 

then seeing what was yielded. Luckily, that season was a good season. 

And I was very happy with the quality of the food. I was surprised actually 
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about, by how different it was from what we can get even get from Whole 

Foods. You know, like the broccoli was completely different and it, and it 

just lasted a lot longer, tasted different. So it was a really great year.”    

 

“We would typically go through all the share…” 

 

Though she speaks of joining the CSA for reasons similar to her husband, that is, wanting 

to support a sustainable local business, her motivations are not as political.  She speaks of 

being delighted with the quality of the produce and unlike her husband, being charitable 

was not sufficient reason to justify supporting the farm.  “Luckily” her experience with 

the CSA season was good.  The quality of the food she receives is actually a pivotal part 

of the equation for her.  And unlike her husband who could speak of food waste and not 

feel bad about it, she would not even admit to me that there was any food wasted.   

 The story with Craig and Eve is similar.  When I asked Craig why it was 

consequential for him to be in the CSA and support farmers, he stated the following:  

“No. I mean, it’s not farms specifically. For me the connection is much 

more, like...I’m politically pretty liberal and I really like…Even though, I 

mean, I have not personally participated in a lot of types of co-op types of 

arrangements, I, I appreciate that concept a lot in the world, and so and 

actually I mean I think that the CSA is probably only thing like that that I 

participate in. But I, but I really like that in the world, I like the motion of 

small business and diversification that way, and you know, not having 

what I sort of see as profit takers, who are taking profits out from people 

doing the work. And I mean, a lot of those people do contribute 

something, but when they are models that eliminate that, I feel much better 

about my money going directly to people producing my goods, and, and 

you know, like what less attracts me about the co-op model is like, I am, I 

am also a believer in specialization of labor, and, you know, what I do, I 

work really hard at what I’m really good at, and so I’m less interested in 

co-ops where I have to do a lot of work. And that, you know, that’s often 

the piece of that model. But you know, but conceptually, like I’m you 

know, very pro-labor, very. And so if it’s in, for me, it fits much more into 

that sort of piece of thinking.  Whereas, I, I have not, I’m not uninterested 

in farms, but I have no particular interest in farms.” 
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For Craig, as with Barry, being a member of a CSA is more of a political statement than 

about the food.  In contrast, when I posed a similar question to his wife Eve about why 

she sought out a CSA, she stated the following: 

“But where we were, it‘s like the produce was often, not bad, but like kind 

of meh. And you felt like you are paying a lot for meh. You know. And 

you‘re just helping, like, the food emporium, which doesn‘t feel good. 

You know?  And so, you know, doing a CSA, you know, the ideal is 

you‘re getting a higher quality produce, you know, hopefully organic, but 

if not at least it‘s, you know, grown locally and there‘s supporting a local 

business.” 

 

For Eve, again, the quality of the produce was what was most important.  Being able to 

support a local business was an additional positive quality about the CSA, but it was not 

what drove her membership. 
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Changes in Cooking and Eating Behavior 

 The notable challenge in “doing” the CSA is becoming accustomed to getting a 

large quantity of preselected vegetables once a week.  Most families are predisposed to 

going to a supermarket or even a farmers’ market and selecting what they want and the 

amount that they want.  While it is CSA season, they give up that control and learn to 

adjust their cooking and eating behaviors appropriately.  Sarah described the CSA as 

being an entirely distinct type of shopping experience.   

“You paid for this in advance, you’re getting this, go cook something with 

it really worked for me because then that really made me think okay, so 

what can I do with collard greens and half of a cauliflower and, you know, 

three carrots and, um, which, it’s just a totally different way of shopping, 

you know?” 

 

In order for families to transcend the “learning curve,” they need to incorporate changes 

into their cooking and eating behaviors.  How steep that learning curve is and how long it 

takes to get to the other side of the curve depends on the individual family and the skills 

they bring to the CSA, their willingness to make the changes, and the duration of their 

CSA membership.  Families that I spoke with, for the most part, articulated this challenge 

in a positive manner.  Obviously, given that is the manner in which a CSA is structured, 
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if a family does not enjoy having vegetable choices forced onto them, they would not 

remain in the CSA.      

 Cooking.  As Teresa explained, “It certainly takes sort of an adjustment because 

you have to do the cooking, whether you sort of want to or not that week.”  Members get 

bags full of produce every week and it’s true – if you do not cook it, it will go bad.  Diana 

explained that she feels like a certain amount of resilience is required to be a successful 

CSA member.   

“Because you need resilience.  You don’t know, I mean, you don’t always 

know what you’re going to get or how much.  You sort of know but you 

don’t always know.  You can’t count on it.  So you need a certain amount 

of resilience and flexibility.” 

 
 Becoming a comfortable cook.  Part of building resilience, in terms of the CSA, 

is to become a comfortable cook so that you can handle cooking all the vegetables that 

you encounter in your share.  Eleanor explained to me that the CSA is aiding her in 

becoming a more adventurous cook.  

“I always have a little, what do you call it, a complex that I really didn’t 

know how to cook very well. I knew basic things and I had a couple of 

recipes I liked but I didn’t feel savvy or I felt very pedestrian in the 

kitchen. And so I started to get a little more adventurous…But I really was 

kind of pedestrian. I‘m still not, I have some friends who are exceptional, 

but really good chefs and cooks, but I wouldn’t put myself in that category 

at all, but I‘m definitely much more adventurous than I was a few years 

ago.” 

 

Again, Eleanor has not gotten to the point where she considers herself a really good cook, 

let along an exceptional one, but she is making progress and the CSA is aiding in her 

progress. 

For Diana, it was familiarity with the vegetables over the course of seasons that 

helped her become an enterprising cook. 
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“Well, you know, I think because the newsletter was, it’s the informer. 

You know. That’s what they should really call it. It is an information piece 

that a) it educated me but b) they also had recipes and while I didn’t even 

use them I would look at them and after a while things begin to make 

sense even though I wasn’t utilizing it in the beginning, when I began I 

felt familiar with it somehow. And I also looked at a bunch of recipes 

from books that I had and the combination, I could begin to play with it as 

if I was familiar with it. So for me, I guess it’s first reading about it, seeing 

what it looks like, touching it, feeling it. There is a certain familiarity that 

I need. And then once the familiarity part is over with then I can get really 

curious with how many different ways can I actually cook this thing. Or 

with how many other things can I cook it and still hold its own flavor or 

you know, what happens to the flavor when I mix it with so many other 

things. I can get curious with the textures and the taste. The learning curve 

and it happens over years, it’s like peeling an onion layer by layer.” 

 

Without the familiarity with the vegetables that developed over time, Diana did not feel 

confident enough to branch out as a cook. 

Becky described the process of how when she first joined, she could not figure 

out how to cook everything well.  But now, thanks to her favorite book and blog, she has 

blossomed as a cook.   

“Yeah actually that’s a good way of saying yeah cause the first, I think the 

first two years we couldn’t figure out enough ways to cook the 

vegetables.”   

 

“Um and I say initially like yeah it wasn’t that it wasn’t fun it just was a 

challenge.  And I think it’s, it’s a good challenge.  Um we’ll use, have you 

ever used the Smitten Kitchen website?  It’s like an amazing website.  It’s 

a blog um and she’s like, what it’s, just yeah a book.  So you can just type 

in any vegetable or fruit or whatever or any or any type of food and she’ll 

pretty much have like you know tons of different recipes for that.  So 

we’ve been like just this year my husband was like, ‘Everything you cook 

is amazing!’ and I’m like yeah, ‘It’s all her.  It’s all her recipe but thank 

you.”  And yeah, so this year I feel like, we just like every, every week 

we’re eating something amazing and different and so it was a challenge, 

yeah it was a, it was cool because it was challenging to do something 

different then you normally do.” 

 

She had clearly invested a lot of time and effort into figuring out delicious recipes and 

she beamed with pride as she told me how her husband now compliments her cooking. 
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Teresa also describes how it took a few tries to figure out how to cook the 

vegetables so that she and her family would enjoy eating it.   

“And, you know, there are some things like fennel that we weren’t crazy 

about.  And, we, it did take us probably a couple of tries to find a way to 

prepare it that we actually would eat it.” 

 

Like Teresa, it took Becky a few tries cooking something before she found a recipe that 

she and her family enjoyed.   

“But we’d get kale every week and I wouldn’t and I’d make it and it wouldn’t be 

good.  Then we’d try it again next week and it wouldn’t be good.  And finally, 

like we figured out how to eat it and how to cook it and it’s amazing.  But so I 

don’t think we would’ve done that with the grocery store.  You know, we 

would’ve stopped buying it.” 

 

As Becky notes, because she would get the same vegetable several weeks in a row when 

it came into season, it forced her to figure out a way to cook it.  If she had been shopping 

for herself, this learning would not have happened as she would have either not 

purchased the vegetable because it was not familiar to her or she would have purchased it 

once and never again.   

Katrina is not sure yet if she will be a CSA member for the long haul, as she is 

still trying to figure out the cooking aspect and if it is something that she can do.   

“Um, last year we did a full share and at some point I did feel I was 

drowning in lettuce and drowning in beets and what am I going to do with 

zucchini again.  Um, but I have to say that I don’t know if it’s the CSA or 

what, but I think sort of the way I cook has changed a little bit.  Because 

after last summer I was thinking, well I don’t know if I’m going to do this 

again, I spend so much time in the kitchen, I’ve got all this to use up, it’s 

really too much, it comes on a Tuesday, I’d rather shop on the weekend.  

And then I don’t know I thought I would do it again and then I have a 

cookbook that is sort of more, um, just have an idea what you want to 

cook rather than you need specific ingredients, you can then tailor the 

recipe to whatever you have on hand and that may have appealed to me 

more because I was a part of the CSA.  So I don’t know, we’ll see how it 

is this year.  I’ve only done it twice.” 
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She was very hopeful and committed to the idea that this season, she would be able to do 

the CSA better.  She enjoys the quality of the food, but if she cannot get accustomed to 

the cooking required to be a successful CSA member, she will have to quit.  

 For one mother, Nikki, there was one particular recipe for spaghetti sauce that she 

discovered that unquestionably changed her life.  She calls it an “aha” moment and spoke 

of this sauce multiple times. 

“The ‘aha’ moment was this red sauce because you can grate…but you 

can put kale, you can put zucchini, squash, any kind of red peppers, any 

kind of carrots.  We put everything in the red sauce and that, they eat it all 

up and they love it and they never even know there’s a green in it.  They 

love it so much.” 

 

“I mean, the great final thing is like a big red sauce with kale and peppers 

and everything, everything.  Green tomatoes, it doesn’t matter, just fry it 

with onions and garlic and add a tomato sauce and they love it, they love 

it.  And they never know they’re eating kale.” 

 

“I remember the first time I decided to make, to put it all in.  There were 

lots of little bits of things left over and they all just were perfect.  And I 

remember the kids that night at dinner said, ‘What?  No vegetable?’  I was 

like, ‘Nope.”  We had spaghetti and usually when I make spaghetti, we’ll 

have like broccoli or something on the side…there were like two pounds 

of vegetables in the sauce.” 

 

This red sauce allowed Nikki to feed her two children vegetables without fussing about it 

and ensured that at the end of the week, the leftover vegetables sitting in the refrigerator 

were consumed.  It changed her relationship with the CSA.   

Menu planning.  One of the other major changes that people had to make was 

how they planned their weekly meals.  Kristie, who has been a CSA member for over six 

seasons, shared with me that the first season she was a CSA member, more food got 

wasted because she was not planning her meals properly.   

“During the season, um, you know, I really do try to cook everything up or 

prepare everything.  And it’s not, it’s not that difficult if you can actually 
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just sit down and think about what you have and plan out a couple meals.  

I mean, you have to know and it just comes with practice, you just have to 

know what food goes bad first and eat that first.  You know, it took me a 

couple of seasons.  I would say the first season probably, I mean, 

definitely more got wasted.”  

 

She explains that over time this became easier.  She now has a mental map of what is in 

her refrigerator all the time and she can figure out her meals.  

“I think just over time you just, you just know what’s in your refrigerator.  

You can kind of just mentally map out what you’re gonna do with it.”   

 

This requires a familiarity with the CSA that develops the longer that you are a member 

of a CSA. 

 For Donna and Andy, they value the change in their meal planning behavior 

during the CSA season because it really forces them to incorporate fresh food into their 

diets.   

Andy: We plan more stuff I mean when it‘s on we plan more stuff 

around what we get. 

 

Donna:  Right.  That‘s what we do. 

 

Andy: And that‘s, I think, one of the big values of it, for us is it, it 

gets, it gets the, it gets that healthy fresh food into our diet 

and it also pushes us to figure out fun things to do with it, 

so it‘s really, it does change our behavior in the, in the 

months, in the months that it‘s off for sure.   

 

Kate has ascertained the best way to ensure that the entire week’s share gets 

eaten.  It is a very specific plan, but one that she clearly determined over time.     

“I find that the weeks I maximize my food use are weeks that I’m home on 

Tuesday night which is the pick-ups.  So that I bring it home.  We make a 

dinner that’s not too complicated and then once dinner is cleaned up, I go 

through all the vegetables and fruit and prepare them as much as I can.  So 

if it’s a squash, I’ll roast it.  If it’s greens, I’ll clean them.  If it’s, you 

know, even carrots, I’ll take the greens off.  Like do as much as I can so 

that when I need to take, when I need to use it, I can take it and it’s fewer 

steps for prep to get it onto the table.  Um, things that I don’t use as often 
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or might maybe my husband doesn’t like, so I would make it for a side 

that just I eat.  So I want to make it fast.  If it’s like cauliflower or maybe 

that’s not a good example, but like some kind of bean or green bean, I’ll 

parboil it so that it just sits on my fridge cold and then all I have to do is 

heat it up with some butter and salt and lemon and serve it really fast.  

And when I do that, I go through the food easily.  When I don’t, it sits on 

the bottom of my fridge and might not get used.” 

 

Just because Kate has figured this out does not mean she does this every week.  She is 

still in the process of incorporating these behaviors fully into her routine during the CSA 

season.   

 Ashley has a process similar to Kate’s.   

“The menu, so, how I do the menu planning?  I used to do this much better 

than this year.   What I used to do was it would, you know, I’d have the 

array of whatever the vegetables were and I would plan out my week 

mostly by what in the, what we had that week and what we have in that 

week that’s going to go bad the fastest.  So, I cook that first in the week.  

And then, we can’t typically eat the whole share in a week.  So, there are 

certain things that, like the greens, most of the greens, we don‘t, we get a 

lot of greens in the summer and in the fall, but we can’t eat all the greens.  

So, at least half of the greens, I blanch and freeze and then all winter I 

make soup and I put the, the greens in the soup or I’ll do a sauce for pasta 

or something like that and I use the greens in there.  A lot of the tomatoes, 

we get so many tomatoes, I freeze the tomatoes and then I put them in 

sauces and things like that, too.  Green beans, so a lot of it.  So, what, what 

I know I’m not going to eat in the week, I put in the freezer.  What I used 

to do was right away I would sort of prep everything, put in the freezer 

right away what I know we couldn’t eat for the week and I would think 

about what foods I really like to eat and then plan my menu out based on 

what we have for that week.  Now, it’s much more of, I’m sort of running 

to catch up because I’m just so busy this, this year in particular.  So, it’s 

more of, ‘Oh no, this is going to go bad.  Quick, blanch it, stick it, stick it 

in the freezer,’ you know, what I can cook fast, and I used to put a lot 

more thought and research into trying new recipes with what I have.  This 

year I haven’t as much just because of time.”    

 

As both Ashley and Kate’s process highlights, it takes a lot of time and commitment, as 

well as trial and error, to ensure that the CSA share does not get wasted.  There is 

considerable negotiation between the different commitments in people’s lives.  Kate and 
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Ashley, when they can, virtually structure their weeks during the CSA season around the 

CSA pick-up day.  But, as Juliet said, “The food is worth the extra effort.”   

Jean and Matthew are a good illustration of what happens when you cannot 

restructure your weekly cooking schedule around the CSA.      

“One other challenge, I would say, would be that our pickup day is a 

Tuesday.  And which means mean that if, you know, I do most of my 

cooking on the weekends, that‘s four days that have gone by, and like our 

greens will be bad by that point.   Some of our, some of the fruit, which is 

so fresh and like, so ripe when we get it, may be smelling up the joint by 

the time, that point.” 

 

Jean and Matthew are still in the process of figuring out how to navigate around cooking 

and eating the CSA bounty.    
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The Tipping Point Vegetables 

 Interestingly, there are vegetables or more specifically, the mastering of cooking 

and eating certain vegetables, which symbolize whether a family is on the left or right 

hand side of the learning curve in the CSA Journey diagram.  These vegetables – kale or 

other leafy greens such as Swiss chard or collard greens and roots – represent the tipping 

point between simply “doing” the CSA and it becoming “who you are”. These tipping 

point vegetables seem to have particular salience in people‘s CSA experience, including 

how they negotiated the learning curve and how they integrated the CSA into their 

identity. 

 

 

 

Kale.  The subject of kale elicited many different responses from families, but 

there was a clear distinction between being either a kale eater or not a kale eater, a 

distinction that held significant meaning.   

Moral Value.  Eleanor, a single mother of a nine year-old daughter, when 

speaking of eating vegetables, said that “there’s like a moral value associated with eating 
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vegetables.”  She went on to express “feeling like I’ll be a better person if I eat more 

vegetables.”  But not all vegetables held equal moral value.  A self-professed vegetable 

hater, Eleanor forces herself to eat vegetables during the CSA season, especially “exotic” 

vegetables.  Kale holds a special place.  In the following passages, Eleanor describes her 

daughter’s vegetable eating habits. 

“She’s just turned nine.  That’s been really…and I look at my friend Jane, 

her kids like everything, they eat every kind of vegetable and my daughter 

is not quite there, but she really does.  She eats broccoli.  She’ll eat 

vegetables every day.  She’ll very proudly tell people that she eats kale.  It 

is a badge of honor.  It’s really, because my nieces don’t eat any at all.  I 

mean, they really live on mac and cheese, pizza.  It’s gross.” 

 

“Yeah, and I think she feels…I think there’s also that sense of, yeah, pride 

because I know we were at the doctor and the doctor said something about 

vegetables or eating healthy food.  She said, ‘I eat kale.’  I haven’t done, I 

know all these people were obsessed with dried kale.  I haven’t done that 

yet.” 

 

Eleanor and her daughter identify the consumption of kale as a source of distinction and 

self-regard that separates them from others with more traditional American diets.   

When asked whether the CSA has affected their family in a meaningful way, 

Angela, a mother to three children, stated, “My son realizes he likes kale chips, which 

otherwise probably wouldn’t have happened.”  Grace, a member of a CSA for fourteen 

years and mother to a high school son, similarly brags about how her son ate kale even as 

a young child.   

“You know, kale is like, Roger’s favorite food.  And whenever we’d ever 

take him, like, to like, you know, you know, the-the restaurants that we 

would go to, and all the people would be there and like, like, just in awe.”  

  

Melissa, a mother of twin high school children, said the following when describing the 

swap box at her CSA pick-up where members could exchange vegetables they did not 

want. 



 

70 

“And then, and then the other thing too is, because we also had a swap 

box, that if people didn’t like something, they could put it in the swap box 

and then take something else that somebody else had put in.  So I was 

astounded because we’re kale eaters and people would always give up 

their kale and we would always grab it.”  

 

For Melissa and her family, being “kale eaters” is a form of self-identification that 

exceeds mere consumption or incorporation into their diet, to the extent that she 

expresses astonishment that other members of her CSA do not share this trait, as if eating 

kale were a requirement for being a CSA member. 

 Katrina’s husband David does not like vegetables.  One of the benefits of being a 

CSA member is that David has now decided that he likes Swiss chard.   

Katrina: But you’ve decided that you like Swiss chard. 

 

David: Yes, I do.  I’m learning.  I am also learning.  I mean I’m 

improving.  I’m growing up. 

 

Now, at the age of 52, he is a grown-up because he likes Swiss chard.  Swiss chard 

clearly symbolizes maturity and sophistication, and learning to enjoy it represents 

meaningful growth. 

 Conquering Kale.  In the early part of the CSA season in NYC, members 

typically receive a large quantity of cooking greens such as kale, Swiss chard, and collard 

greens.  Thus, for those who lack the aptitude to successfully cook and eat those greens, 

negotiating the CSA experience can be a challenge.  Sarah described her relationship to 

kale and collard greens prior to the CSA as one of fear.   

“I’ve never used kale and now I use kale all the time.  It was a big fear I 

had.  I’d never used kale.  I’d never used collards.  But I wanted to kind of 

force myself to try some of these things.  You know, I used to go to the 

farmers’ market and just walk right past that stuff.  So I thought if I just go 

to the farmers’ market, I’ll never buy it.  I’m going to have it handed to 

me.” 
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In the following passages, Craig and Eve, parents to a one year-old son, describe 

their experience with kale and Swiss chard.  

“I mean, there was a bunch of stuff that was kind of new to us for cooking 

and you know, so that was a bit of a learning curve, figuring out what to 

do with that.  But now we are big fans of the kale and the chard and it was 

mostly the greens that we, you know, and now that we have a lot of 

recipes in our repertoire.”  (Craig) 

 

“And actually, one thing that has changed is, there is stuff now that’s a 

staple for us that hadn’t been before, like we didn’t eat much kale before 

and now, even in the off season, we buy kale.  We have a lot of kale 

recipes that we like.  And you know, we haven’t gone quite that far with 

some of the other greens like mustard greens or Swiss chard or something 

like that.  But every now and then we’ll now make a dish that has Swiss 

chard, again, even if it’s off season.”  (Craig) 

 

“It took me most of now, it’s too bad the season’s over, I’ve just really hit 

my stride with Swiss chard, you know?  And there was some Swiss chard 

that either, like, I’d give away to a friend who was more inspired or if I’d 

feel like, and leave it there.  You know, one of the cools things, I don’t 

know if Craig mentioned about our current CSA is that they have this 

thing that if you don’t want something, you can just put it in the swap box 

and take something that you want.  So sometimes, I’d be like, ‘Swiss 

chard, I do not have time to learn you this week.  I’m just going to leave 

you for someone else.’  Which is nice, then you’re less wasteful.”  (Eve) 

 

Craig explains that they have fully integrated kale into their diets, but have not gone that 

far with the other leafy greens, indicating again that they are traversing the journey to 

fully integrate these vegetables into their lives.  And as his wife’s conversation with 

Swiss chard illustrates, they are still in the process of “learning” Swiss chard.  

 Other families expressed this same sort of transition into becoming kale converts 

as a result of week after week, getting kale as part of their weekly CSA share.   

“Like, um, like I just made a kale and chickpea soup last week, and I never 

would have bought kale before.  But we had kale like a couple of times 

last year, and it‘s so good.  So now I‘m like, "Yeah, kale!  I‘ll buy that.”  

(Barbara) 
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“Uh, and it was through being part of a CSA that I started eating kale and 

really enjoying it and becoming somewhat of a connoisseur of different 

varieties and I notice, and my mom has called me out on this.  She’s like, 

you know, ‘You definitely eat.’  She said, ‘I never thought of eating kale 

until you started talking about it from eating it in the CSA,’ and she said, 

‘But I still I’d buy it in the grocery store and I don’t think it tastes good.’  

And shortly after that I bought it in the grocery store because it was an off 

– it was the wintertime.  And I didn’t think it tasted good either…It was 

daunting when you see it at the market.  You don’t know what it is.  Same 

with chard.  I didn’t really eat that before.  Now I do.”  (Kate) 

 

“Um and then I’m but I’m yeah one part about it I love is that we eve- and 

I mean w-we are really healthy eaters before.  I mean we certainly were 

but like I never really had kale or I didn’t think I liked it.  But we’d get 

kale every week and I wouldn’t- [laughs] and I’d make it and it wouldn’t 

be good.  Then we’d try it again the next week and it wouldn’t be good.  

And finally like we figured out how to eat it and how to cook it and it’s 

amazing.  But so I don’t think we would’ve done that with the grocery 

store…Yeah, I love it.  I prefer it.  Yeah.  It’s amazing.”  (Becky) 

 

“I still don’t use up the cabbage.  The cabbage is something, I still don’t 

use mustard greens, but I wish that I had.  Kale, I found a reason to use it.  

I might have, kale is kind of trendy now, but kale, a lot of the leafy green 

stuff.” (Linda) 

 

And as George, a CSA member with his wife Norma and their high school daughter for 

over thirteen seasons, stated, “I have gotten very attached to things like kale, which I 

never ate as a child.”  And Jane, an environmental writer who had only been a member of 

a CSA with her family of four for one season, but was longtime supporter of local 

agriculture, laments the “loss” of kale. 

“I didn’t freeze the kale.  There was a point when I didn’t, when I should 

have put the kale in the freezer for winter and I didn’t so we lost some 

kale.  That was hard.” 

 

 This next quote is from Laura, a mother of a three-year-old son, who runs a vegan 

household.   

“Yeah, they just dealt with it, which is, they didn’t really…Sometimes my 

husband was like, ‘I’m not eating kale, so you can make as much kale and 

Swiss chard as you want. I’m not eating it!’  He would have cereal and 
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milk, but um, they, I mean my son is three so he doesn’t really have a 

choice. I wasn’t making him eat Swiss chard so I mean it was a little 

annoying because I didn’t want to do eat it all by myself, but you know, 

my husband, he has his food opinions of what he likes and what he doesn’t 

like and I have to respect that. So usually I wouldn’t make things that he 

doesn’t like so if I got it from the CSA and I didn’t want to waste it I 

would have to make it for myself. So yeah, that was a little bit of a 

challenge.” 

 

In Laura’s household, the inability for her husband to incorporate kale into his diet was a 

source of friction.  

Kale has a powerful place in the lives of CSA families.  The manner in which 

these families incorporate kale and other leafy greens into their discourse, their diets, and 

their identities as CSA members symbolizes whether they have truly integrated the CSA 

into their lives.  

Root Vegetables.  At the beginning of the CSA season, members have to learn to 

conquer the leafy greens, but towards the end of the season, members have to surmount 

the arrival of a cornucopia of root vegetables.  Some are very familiar root vegetables like 

potatoes and sweet potatoes, but others are not so familiar, such as beets, turnips, 

rutabagas, kohlrabi, or celeriac.  As Katrina told me, at one point she was “drowning” in 

beets.  These too pose a hurdle for families, though not as meaningful a hurdle as learning 

to master the cooking and eating of kale.   

Moral Value.  Root vegetables hold similar moral bragging rights as kale.  

Martha recounted for me an episode from last year’s Christmas visit with friends.   

“But it’s actually interesting because like, on Christmas Day we had some 

people over for dinner and I had a lot, I had this whole bag of beets from 

the winter box. So the day before, or two days before even, I boiled the 

beets and I marinated them and put them in the refrigerator. And I said I’m 

going to serve that either with the main or for appetizer, blah, blah, blah. 

And then we served it for appetizer on some arugula and with some 

hardboiled egg and feta and it looked very pretty. And then one of the 
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people there who also has a daughter, my Ellen’s age, she said ‘Are your 

kids going to eat this?’ [laughs]…Because her daughter, she 

said…actually, her father, the father said, ‘So we are not doing the pasta 

anymore.’ Because I remember they were here in the past, I think for 

Thanksgiving or some event. And they brought pasta for her daughter, for 

their daughter because she only eats pasta.” 

 

Clearly, Martha found it ridiculous that her friends would think her children would not 

eat beets and that her friends’ children only eat pasta, and can laugh about it because her 

children are not like that. 

 Jean loves beets and describes herself and her husband as the people who love 

beets, unlike others in her CSA.  This is an exchange during her interview where Jean’s 

husband, Matt, interrupts to voice his love for beets.  

Matthew: We love beets. 

 

Jean:  Love beets, yeah. 

 

Matthew: Send us the beets. 

 

Jean: We‘re always the people who are exchanging our whatever 

for the beets in the exchange bin. 

 

Matthew: Yeah. 

 

Jean: Yeah, we really like those, and I think, we got beets almost 

every week last year, and I think that, that some people in 

our CSA were like, ‘Oh my God, are you killing us?’ But 

they‘re so good for you, and they‘re so good.  

 

Matthew: Yeah. 

 

Jean also later expressed her astonishment that some people do not even know what a 

turnip is. 

“I’m always amazed when I’m working at the CSA, or even when I go to 

pick up stuff, and hear people who don’t even know what a turnip 

is…What planet are you from?”   
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Again, as with the kale, your consumption and affinity for certain root vegetables defines 

what sort of CSA person you are. 

 Conquering Roots.  Even Diana who has been a CSA member for over 20 

seasons felt that she was just now starting to use the root vegetables well.   

“There is a learning curve, for some of the real root vegetables I’m sort of 

a someone come lately. I mean we had them, I didn’t do a lot with it, and I 

put it in stir-fry, sort of. But I really, I didn’t look at other ways of cooking 

it and other tastes and I was always burying it in sauces whereas now it’s 

just the vegetables. I’m not doing anything, there’s no salt and there’s no 

pepper because I’m on a cleanse so it’s just pure vegetables. Yeah, there 

are layers to getting to it and years.” 

 

Nikki, a single mother of two, excitedly told me that she just figured out the best thing to 

do with root vegetables this season and how it has changed her life.   

“The root roasting is a great ‘aha’ moment for the root things.  I have to 

say though, I like that.  I love that.  My children were not as, they don’t 

even like French fries.  Not big potato fans.  I love them.  I think when my 

parents are here I’ll make some roasted sweet potatoes.  Those are so 

good.  Or we make, like, little, chop them up into French fry sizes.” 

 

Eleanor too shared with me how empowering it was when she figured out how to cook 

and eat root vegetables.  As she put it, she “owned” it.  And the more that she eats, the 

better she felt about herself.   

“The winter share is just but now that I actually feel very comfortable with 

thsee root vegetables. And also just like the roasting. I had never done 

that. I never did that. I made this…and now I actually…I got so into like 

that, I started to just do like roasted sweet potatoes like a big pan of 

roasted sweet potatoes on Sunday and then having it for breakfast during 

the week with some almonds. My daughter loves it, too. I’m like, ‘It’s the 

best thing!’ So now, I don’t care what they give me. These root vegetables 

I‘m like great. I’m going to make my roasted…For me, I think also when 

I‘ve kind of feel like I can own it, you know like that chard recipe or the 

roast vegetables. When I kind of feel like I‘ve mastered something, using 

it and it taste good then it kind of I think it builds confidence.  Oh, I can do 

the same recipe with this with these weird hard broccoli.” 
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“The kohlrabi and what was…oh, the celery hearts, the celeriac. Yeah. 

Yeah, and they literally were like these really big, ugly things and I made 

the most delicious roasted vegetable—I never. I know two years ago, I 

never would have done that—you know, so having that kind of going from 

salad or the vegetables, any vegetables that I would buy that sort of out of 

my comfort zone were probably for like soup. Because I like to make 

soups and so sometimes the soups would have more exotic you know 

fennel or you know or things like that that I didn’t normally buy but that’s 

the thing that I love so I think it took for me like, it took two years I think 

because I think the first year, there were still were these vegetables that 

kind of would go uneaten sometimes.” 

 

“There are certain things like beets. I don’t …I‘m not a big beet person 

although maybe I need to try roasting them, but I like it in juice. I like 

them in juice. Yeah. It’s sort of figuring that out. I think it is a little bit like 

a puzzle, like you‘re given all these pieces and what can you do to use 

them and how can you make it fun and tasty. And the more that you eat 

them, the better that you feel about yourself.” 

 

And I think once I‘m feeling like, ‘I’ll put kohlrabi.’ Once you kind of 

used it and liked it, yes, it’s not scary anymore. Maybe, I‘m not quite at 

the point where I go looking for the kohlrabi. 

 

Melissa does the ultimate, by combining both beets and kale in one recipe that her family 

will not just eat, but request.   

“So like for instance, when the beets were coming in, and we all like 

beets.  But I have this fabulous beet recipe, an Indian beet recipe that is so 

good.  And Adam was starting to ask for it, like every week.  Now the 

recipe had beets and beet greens in it.  Now when the beets at the end of 

the season were coming like this, with no greens, I was throwing in kale or 

collard greens, mostly kale.  And he was eating the kale.  Whereas Sarah’s 

been eating kale since she was a little girl, and he wouldn’t touch it.  And 

now, he’s eating it.”   

 

In an effort to not waste beets, as her family will not eat them, Christine has figured out a 

way to feed them to another beloved member of the family, their dog.   

“Nobody will eat beets in my apartment.  I know.  So I grate the beet and 

then mix with the dough.  Then I make a very, very hard and crispy 

cracker-like cookie for my dog…So then otherwise we will just waste all 

the beets.  They won’t eat those things but my dog loves the beet.” 

 



 

77 

Again, with the root vegetables as with the kale and other leafy greens, whether 

you have mastered cooking and eating them dictates where you are on the CSA Journey.  

Because leafy greens and roots constitute a big portion of the CSA share in the spring and 

the fall, these vegetables hold a commensurately powerful meaning to families.  On the 

one hand, you can argue that if you do not like leafy greens and roots, you would not 

become or remain a member of the CSA.  On the other hand, the journey to becoming a 

kale eater or a beet eater is not one without bumps for even the families that choose to 

become and remain members.  There is, however, an additional significance to 

overcoming the hurdle and becoming the sort of people who consume these vegetables.    
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It’s Who We Are 

 When families reach the other side of the learning curve, the CSA genuinely 

becomes a part of how they identify themselves.  I asked Martha, who has been a member 

of the same CSA for over ten years, if she would ever consider leaving her CSA.  She 

gave me a very strange look and proceeded to tell me about how she remained a member 

of the CSA even during the year her husband took sabbatical and they lived outside the 

country, so that she would not lose her spot in the CSA.   

“I hope I won’t.  No, we, we‘re, we were, my husband had a sabbatical 

and we were away for a year and even during that year, I guess we came, I 

forget now. I sort of arranged, I think we’ve been, I sort of arranged for 

our share to, I don’t know, I forget.  Maybe the people who were staying 

here or, I don’t know what I did, but I, I was still a member.  Or maybe I 

told Rebecca [a core member] that I was just taking a break and then I’m 

coming back.”  

 

She stated to me that she and her family are invested in River Farm.  It is their farm.   

“Why would we, I mean, why would we not do that?  And I don’t know, 

we’re also so sort of, I feel like we’re so invested in River Farm because 

there are no other CSAs, like I know someone started one, like very close 

by actually, and they asked me, actually, if I wanted to help sort of 

organize it and stuff and I’m like, ‘No way,’ you know.   ‘Why?  The 

other, it’s all over the way over there and this one is cheaper.’  I said, ‘No.  
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No, never, I could not do that.’  So, yeah, yeah, yeah.  I guess it’s just like, 

I don’t know, it’s sort of, it’s our farm.” 

 

 Norma, George, and their high school daughter have been CSA members for over 

a decade.  During his interview, George started contemplating what he would do if he 

were left alone.  

“Because maybe even if I was alone on my own, would I still do it, and I 

think at this point I might, yes.  As long as I can get to the pickup, and I 

think I’d still probably do it, even though I don’t eat everything they give 

us.” 

 

He could contemplate a scenario where he would be left to live completely alone without 

his wife and daughter, but he could not contemplate not being a CSA member.   

 Diana has been a CSA member for over 20 years.  She split her share with her son 

who lived a few blocks away for numerous years.  Her son has since gotten married and 

Diana has a 2-year-old granddaughter.  Diana and her son’s family now live together in 

her apartment and they collectively purchase a CSA share for the household.   

“So the farm has always been very dear and near to us. I mean we feel, I 

feel emotionally connected to the farm, even though I’m not an active 

member. We look forward to the first crop, the first day, we still have a 

few of the potatoes and parsnips…I think when my kids were getting 

married they even thought of using the farm if they could. I mean there’s 

that kind of attachment. It’s part of our family.” 

 

 “I mean, we’re just in it for the long haul of our lives.” 

 

 When families get to the stage of the CSA journey where they have gotten over 

the learning curve and have fully integrated the CSA into their lives, leaving the CSA is 

not something they would even consider.  It stops being the CSA farm and really 

becomes their farm.   



 

80 

 

Someday 

 Conquering the CSA and fully integrating the CSA into their lives and identity do 

not signify the end of the CSA journey for people.  Many spoke of some goal or some 

fantasy for what they want to accomplish in the future.  Integrating the CSA into their 

lives brought these people a step closer to their “someday” dreams.   

 Garden.  Some people dreamed of someday having a garden that can contribute 

food to the families’ meals.  

“Someday, I would like to have a garden and grow a lot of vegetables and 

fruits if I found that – like that’s nowhere near happening right now.  

[laughs] I don’t have time for it, but when that happens then maybe I 

would find that it wasn’t necessary to belong to a CSA.  I just haven’t 

gotten started.  I know nothing about gardening, but my father-in-law has 

a garden and he grows a lot during the summer so I know he’ll help me get 

started.  I just think it would be nice to use the land we own to grow food 

for my family and you know, watch it grow.  I had a garden when I was 

little, you know, growing up, my family had one.  I just think that there’s 

nothing like the zucchinis just picked from the garden and we used to pick 

blueberries off the bushes in the morning and then threw them on our 

cereal, you know, and I want that for my kids too.  I’ll just have to figure 

out how to do it.”  (Mary) 

 

“I would love…I mean we, we hope to move at the end of the year, when 

our lease is up, because when we have one window that gets very little 
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light…um, so I mean I would love to have like a window with light where 

we could have an herb garden, you know.”  (Barbara)  

 

Mary just relocated to the suburbs, so obviously dreams of someday having a garden 

large enough to feed her growing family of four.  Barbara, being a resident of a cramped 

NYC apartment, is simply hoping for a modest window herb garden…if they ever move 

to a sunnier apartment.  

 Donna, like Barbara, lives in Manhattan and wishes for a garden of her own.   

“I basically would love to have a, a garden of my own and so I, you know 

am, really kind of riveted by that.”  (Donna) 

 

But unlike Barbara, Donna has access to a property upstate that is owned by her partner’s 

parents.  In some ways, she is closer to her “someday” dream of having a garden, but it is 

still something she is contemplating and working on accomplishing.  In the following 

passage, she speaks of commencing the process when her son was a baby.  He is now 

four.   

“You know, I’ve tried, my, Andy’s father had a garden in this place in the 

Catskills and um, and the, the basically it was a fencing, the fence was still 

intact and so I went down there actually just to check out the garden.  It’s 

kind of pretty far away from the house.  When he was still a baby, when 

he was a baby actually, and I cleared the, cleared away, it was around this 

time of year, cleared away some of the grass and the dirt and the junk and 

two weeks later there were asparagus growing there, so his asparagus was 

still going…the fencing is all ruined and I need to redo it and so we’ve 

been talking about getting a real, getting a real, you know, getting some 

real materials and tools…So I would like to do more gardening…it’s hard 

to really do much.” 

 

Turning this garden into a reality has been an ongoing proposition for at least the last 4 

years and although she has not made much progress, she perseveres in her dream that 

someday, it will be a flourishing garden for her and her family.   
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 Shopping, cooking, eating.  Many people’s “someday” dreams related to going 

further with their cooking and eating.  For example, Juliet, who is pregnant with her 

second child, used to can foods before the birth of her first daughter, Hannah, and hopes 

that she will be able to can again someday.   

“And actually last season we had two fruit shares. I don‘t think I‘m going 

to do that again. Because I thought, I thought, okay so, before Harriet, I 

was can...I was getting into canning and all that stuff. And I was happy to 

get, you know, large amounts of tomatoes and fruits. And so I was 

thinking now that she‘s older, I can, I’d be able to can some more again, 

so I got two fruit shares thinking that I would. And I think I only canned 

four jars of tomatoes.  I’ll do it again someday.” 

  

 Sharon dreams of someday eliminating all manufactured and processed foods 

from her family’s diet and turning her family vegan.  

“We just try to eat, like I said, you know, as many like, you know, whole 

and natural things as we can…I tend to lean, you know, more towards, 

sometimes even like a vegan cooking…we go back and forth on that 

because we continue to compile research on that…I don’t know canning 

and it seems too complicated for me right now.  Maybe one day.  Maybe 

one day, you know, when just everything we eat would be, you know, just 

from fruits and vegetables, and we’re able to completely cut out anything 

else that’s manufactured or processed would be, I guess, an ultimate goal, 

but I don’t see that happening any time too, too soon.”   

 

 Eleanor’s “someday” dream is a romantic one.  She wants to be able to shop at 

little specialty stores – go to the butcher for meat, the fishmonger for fish, and the bakery 

to get bread.  She wants to be able to shop on almost a daily basis for what she needs, and 

for the store clerks to know her.  She wants to throw dinner parties.   

“I like that old fashioned you know, I was telling my daughter, this is how 

they used to go shopping. They would go to the butcher and they get their 

meat and then they go to the bakery and they get their bread and they go to 

the fishmonger and they get their fish. You buy what you need and then 

you go back two or three days later. I think I like that…Anyways, so I‘d 

say I‘m still kind of in an evolving state in terms of how that all works, I 

mean, in terms of where I’m shopping.  Right now it’s so hard because of 

my schedule, it’s crazy. It’s hard. I mean, I end up doing like a big food 
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shopping on Sunday. I’d rather, it’d be nice to do some little markets but I 

don’t know. It’s too tricky right now. But, you know, again, you could 

pace it out. I was, there was a period and I haven’t been able to do it since 

we moved but I was baking bread. I’m trying to do that. I like that. It feels 

good. It makes you really happy. Actually, I mean, I want to do more 

dinner parties and things because there is such a great pleasure in sharing.”  

 

 Natasha is actively endeavoring to make her “someday” a reality.  I walked into 

the apartment she shares with her husband and son and they were in the middle of major 

kitchen renovations.  They had all of their kitchen things, including a mid-size chest 

freezer full of CSA meat, in the center of their living room.  During the interview, she 

explained to me that her kitchen renovations are so that she can specifically utilize her 

vegetable and meat CSAs better.     

“Part of the reason for the kitchen redesign is so that I can preserve more, 

uh, and have storage for um, I’m hoping to be doing a little bit of storage 

every week.  Um, I very specifically bought the fridge that I bought 

because it has 10 cubic feet of storage space in it.  That one has seven, and 

our old fridge had three, so I figured the new fridge had to have a 

minimum of 10 cubic feet of fridge space so that I can get rid of, um, 

freezer space, um, and then it’s got the fridge.  Um, we have cabinets that 

go up to the ceiling so that I can can things, and I’m also gonna buy a 

dehydrator so I can dry fruit, ‘cause we get fruit share, too.  Um, and um, 

and so yeah, like I mean, a portion of the redesign of the kitchen is 

specifically for the produce…The pickling, I started doing pickling and 

I’m, I’m hoping to do some uh, like fermented pickles, as well.  Um, and 

so yeah, like a-a portion of that is like that kitchen is meant as a 

functioning kitchen.  It’s almost meant more to be like a farmer’s kitchen, 

but we’re in the city.  I don’t have a root cellar and we have no storage, 

and it’s in the, in this house, in this building.  So I had to build the storage 

into, the contractor said these are the biggest wall cabinets he’s ever built.”   

 

Natasha really is trying to turn her “someday” dream into a reality by building a new 

kitchen around what she hopes to be accomplishing – canning, pickling, and dehydrating.  

This kitchen will assist Natasha and her family in utilizing the CSA fully.  Her husband, 

Steve, is fully on board. 
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Steve: Well it’s weird, because it’s like part of the reason of doing 

the CSA is you’re getting a lot more product for less money 

than you would normally... 

 

Natasha: Absolutely. 

 

Steve: It’s more sustainable, and it’s just healthier for you.  But 

the volume, you never quite understand the volume until 

you’re mid-season and you’re like... 

 

Natasha: Up to your elbows, literally.  

 

Steve: Like, Natasha had to change the way that she was cooking 

a little bit, and just would take the chicken split in half, put 

all the greens, and like literally, the greens would be piled 

up like this with the chicken and then the drippings and 

everything would, it would compact it down so that way 

you can go through everything... 

 

Natasha: So you’d actually eat all those greens, because otherwise, 

we can’t actually eat all those greens.   

 

Steve:  And we’re throwing it away. 

 

Natasha: Yeah. 

 

Steve: And it killed me, like, when I read this uh, la- Where are 

we?  Last fall, last summer, and they were like yeah, the 

average household like throws out a-a large percentage of 

the food that they buy because they don’t eat it all.   And 

I’m like here we are, and like we’re doing this thing and 

it’s good for the environment, it’s healthy for us, and yet 

there’s so much food. 

 

Natasha: Yeah.  So I mean... 

 

Steve:  So with the canning, it’s like, I’m like yeah, you know? 

 

Natasha: Yeah, so I’m hoping... 

 

Steve:  And the pickling too, is a new thing.   

 

Obviously, to fully take advantage of the CSA, you do not need to build an entirely new 

kitchen.  But for Natasha and Steve, the CSA has become an integral part of their life and 



 

85 

they are working towards their “someday” dream of not wasting the CSA produce and 

being capable of eating their CSA share throughout the year, even off-season, by 

preserving the bounty in their newly-designed kitchen.    
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Environmental Identity 

 CSA member’s beliefs and attitudes towards food and the environment changed 

in subtle, but meaningful ways over the course of their involvement in the CSA.  This 

again represents a journey, with the CSA as a step in the journey to becoming more 

committed to issues of sustainability.  In this case, the “bump” represents a challenge that 

solidifies people’s connection to the CSA and facilitates the development of their 

environmental identities.     

 Green Memories.  The majority of the adults that I interviewed had some 

memory of a garden that was very important to them in their childhood.  This is a piece 

of their environmental identity that they have carried with them into adulthood and are re-

experiencing through the CSA.  For many of the families I interviewed, the CSA was a 

means of reconnecting with the history they had with gardening and farming in a 

meaningful way despite living in the urban environs of New York City.   

 Teresa explains that gardening is in her blood.  Because she lives in an urban 

setting, she does not have a garden of her own, but it is an important part of who she is 

and something that she wants to pass on to her daughter.   
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“I grew up with a big, big garden and my dad’s a fruit and science, 

vegetable production professor, so like, it’s in my blood, kind of, and I 

think I may not have a garden, I may not, uh, like somewhere that she can 

have that, but I think she’ll definitely like, be part of, uh, cooking, and you 

know, when we’re going to this summer, we’ll be going to the farmers’ 

market to pick it up every weekend.” 

 

Patricia also recounted her fond memories of her mother’s garden.  

“You know, my mother is an organic gardener.  So I’ve, I’ve grown up 

with produce and we used to get, we get Organic Gardening, that 

magazine…And I grew up with a lot of greens, my mom, you know, Swiss 

chard and kale, because it’s easy to grow and it’s, you know, wonderful 

crops that come up pretty quickly…I mean, it was obvious to me what, 

what was, what was ripe when.  Because that, you know, we had 

blueberries and raspberries in the backyard and rhubarb, and like, you 

know, every vegetable we, that was, you know, that you could grow 

without pesticides.  So, my mom is a serious gardener and I inherited that, 

and that, you know, that expectation, you know, on the plate that you 

would have fresh lettuce.”   

 

The CSA allows her to reconnect, in a way, to her mother’s garden and share that with 

her family. 

“And, and it really, I love the seasonality of the CSA, that your, your kids 

know it’s not tomato time yet.  It’s spring, so we’re getting green onions, 

we’re going to get radishes, we’re going to, you know, get the first lettuce.  

And then of course the fall, just the transitions, you know, which I grew 

up with…And then to have the connection with the farmer, that just was 

perfect, to feel that, that we knew who was lovingly picking these 

vegetables and washing them and packaging them and driving them down 

to us.  It’s, it’s just a, such a privilege.” 

 

Just as her mother lovingly fed her vegetables and fruits from her garden, her CSA farmer 

does the same now for her and her children.  In an urban environment such as NYC, it 

may be the next best thing. 

 Matthew’s connection was not to his own family’s garden, but to his childhood 

friend’s parents’ garden.   
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“I was inspired by my childhood friend’s parents who would recycle 

everything.  They had a garden in their backyard.  Just very creative folks 

who inspired me to recycle, you know.  It’s good for the environment.” 

 

“My, my parents were the opposite of this family. My parents were, if 

you’ve ever watched Mad Men, it’s, they‘re, they‘re in that 1960s ‘open a 

box, pour it out, heat it up’ family.  It was a rare, a rare thing to have a 

meal made from scratch. It was always Swanson‘s TV dinners or a can of 

green beans. But never like, fresh green beans, on rare occasions.  It was, 

it was definitely this, my friend‘s family that has...the older I get, the more 

I see how that has impacted me so much.  That you can be impacted so 

much. It was an impactful...And they also had, I would go with them away 

on weekends, and they had, they called it ‘the ranch’ in the Sacramento 

Valley.  And you know, here’s a 500 acre garden that they had.  That they 

grew watermelons and alfalfa and all sorts of products. And then they had 

their small garden at, you know, by the kitchen house.  And I‘m like, ‘My 

God.’ This is, I wasn‘t, I mean, it was just there to me, it wasn‘t, I really 

wasn‘t, I was a kid, I wasn‘t just, I wasn‘t like, ‘Whoa.  This is, I‘m going 

to eat like this now.’ But I, I had, it, it influenced me without me knowing 

it.” 

 

Martha has a much deeper connection to farming as she grew up on a farm in 

Germany and the farm is still a part of her family.    

“I grew up in Germany, on a sort of, dairy farm, but also grow, well, not 

growing vegetables, but growing other crops like wheat mostly, and sugar 

beets and some other stuff.  And it’s not an organic farm.  I mean, it’s a 

very small farm.  It’s pretty much not functioning anymore.  I mean, now 

it’s just sort of functioning on a hobby basis for my brother, but not really 

commercial, I mean economically sustainable.  So, it was never organic, 

right?  Like actually, my brother, he is even working for a chemical 

company. It‘s like the company at the other end in terms of pesticides and 

stuff…But, so, you know, there was never organic farming, but like in the 

garden, but because my mother always had a big vegetable garden.  That 

was separate and my brother, even though he had like, tons of pesticides 

and whatnots, fertilizers around, he would never give anything to my 

mother.  Like even when she asked, whether she‘d be like, there was like 

some, I don’t know, some disease or whatever, or some fertilizers or 

something he would never give her any.  So that was kind of interesting.  

Well, I don’t think he grows his own food.  It‘s, he, he farms, you know, 

other stuff.  Some wheat. So. Yeah. So, but I grew up eating like, I know 

what, that it’s different and then like sort of the seasons that not everything 

is available all the time.” 
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“I grew up on a farm, so I, I know the difference between organic.  Even if 

it’s, even if it‘s organic, but supermarket organic, it’s just not the same.  

And, you know, supporting a farmer, and price, of course, and also just 

like not being so much buying into the big distribution networks and all of 

that…I think to me it’s important because I grew up on a farm, so I know 

about the sort of economic struggles.  So I like to cut out the middleman.  

Yeah, so that’s important to me to, to do that, and it’s, it‘s better.  It’s 

better food, too.”  

 

Having grown up on a farm, Martha has a much more sophisticated understanding of 

farm operations and is genuinely motivated to support local farms due to her childhood 

experiences of seeing her family farm struggle.   

 For Amy, her childhood memory of the taste of a tomato fresh from the garden is 

powerful.  

“I mean, I didn’t grow up on a farm or anything, I just, you know, I‘m, 

I‘m from an area that is a rural area and there are lots of farms there. And 

both sides of my grandparents farmed at one point. And you know, when I 

grew up, when I was little, the tomatoes were always from the garden. 

You know, if it wasn’t our garden it was the neighbor’s garden or 

whatever. So, like organic, fresh delicious vegetables were just a part of 

my life and I sort of took it for granted. I didn’t even realize how, you 

know, different getting a tomato even at Whole Foods is than from getting 

one from the garden. So I guess I, I am probably a little bit more 

connected. I, I like know where food comes from. I know, I know actually 

what organic fertilizer is, you know, which I think a lot of people don’t.” 

 

She also feels a connection to her families’ agrarian history and the CSA allows her to 

hold on to a part of that. 

“One of the reasons I wanted to belong to a CSA is I believe in small 

agriculture, my family on both sides has, like, agrarian history so I think 

that supporting small farms versus large commercial agriculture is 

something that is important to me. So in the abstract I feel a connection 

with small farms, even though I realize that our CSA farm is not like the 

smallest farm ever, but still, it‘s, it’s a family farm, so in the abstract I feel 

a connection, but not specifically.” 

 

She has joined a CSA to remain connected to that facet of her history, but she 

interestingly does not find the urban CSA to be a genuine experience.   
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“I think CSAs packaged for Manhattan are, are sort of, they‘re like slightly 

disingenuous, just the extent that the people still don’t understand actually 

what‘s going on.” 

 

Amy holds on tightly to the idea that she knows what farm life is really like.  She, unlike 

other people in the CSA, knows what organic fertilizer is.  She was not so much judging 

other CSA members, as much as reaffirming her agrarian identity.   

 Becoming Crunchy.  Joining the CSA represents a step towards a more 

sustainable lifestyle.  Barbara describes it as going “crunchy.”   

“I think, um, I think I had heard of CSA like a number of years ago, and I 

always thought, like, ‘Oh, that‘s so crunchy,’ and, which really makes me 

laugh now because I have a friend, um, one of my good friends from 

college, who always says that I am a dirty hippie, and she calls me her 

dirty hippie friend because I, because I had home birth at the time.  We 

cloth diaper, you know we do all these things, like breastfeed and all these 

things, and that was just CSA, and it was, I had a little chuckle with 

myself because I remember having that reaction when I first started.  I‘m 

like, ‘That‘s so, that‘s so crunchy.’  But now I‘m like, I think it just, it like 

juxtaposes nicely with the urban lifestyle, and I think you know that‘s 

partly, I think a privilege of living here…but I think it‘s, yeah.  We like to 

have visibility and you know crunchy bits to our life that is so, you know.” 

 

Like breastfeeding and using cloth diapers, joining the CSA represents an alternative 

lifestyle for Barbara.  Barbara is not quite there yet.  She describes a woman she met at a 

party recently, who represents the sort of person she wants to become more like. 

“Like we were just at this party on Saturday.  Um, the woman is a cook, 

and so she made all this amazing food, and she describes herself as very 

anal about sourcing.  And, um, which I think is awesome.  She also lives 

in Brooklyn which is like, of course you are. But, um, you know her food 

was amazing.  But she had this, um, thing on her fridge that said like, 

‘Boycott the food, these-these manufacturers because these companies, 

their parent companies donated to the -’ proposition, whatever it was that 

was against labeling for like GMO or something.  And so, and then it had 

at the bottom, so it had all these different companies listed, and then at the 

bottom it had like how much the parent company had donated to defeat 

this bill or whatever.  And I was looking in this list, and I was like, you 

know they‘re all like organic company, organic, whatever.  They are 

organic companies.  They, I mean I assume that if they say organic they 
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are.  Um, but you know the parent company is like, I was like, I was 

shocked, you know.  I was like, ‘What?  I‘ll never buy that again.’  But I 

mean I didn‘t really say that, but I was like, ‘Oh, well, that‘s the, that‘s the 

reaction that I‘m supposed,’ to have the target audience of that poster is 

supposed to have, but then you go to the store.  I‘m like how am I going to 

remember like 20 companies that you‘re not supposed to buy because you 

know their parent company did this thing?  I don‘t know.  I think it‘s 

really hard.”   

 

In the first quote, you can see that Barbara is proud to be identified as a little “crunchy.”  

But Barbara does not compare to the woman she speaks of in the second passage.  

Becoming that “crunchy” is something she is still working towards.   

  It was not just Barbara that was working towards becoming her ideal 

environmental self.  Sarah explained to me that if she can become vegan, it would mean 

that all of the pieces of the puzzle came together. 

“We’re not vegans, but I’m kind of more inspired by the vegetarian-vegan 

local food movements.  That’s all like pieces of a puzzle coming together.  

Well, okay one piece of the puzzle, my daughter came home from summer 

camp and she, one of her counselors was vegan and she said, this was two 

years ago, three years ago, she said ‘Mom, we’re gonna have to eat seven 

vegetables in every meal and no more meat.’  So that, that was like the 

first step, was okay, seven vegetables.  Um, and she became very aware of 

like local, you know, organic so, you know, I started thinking then okay, 

we’ll start moving in that direction and then, um, and then this here I join 

the CSA which kind of opened me up to vegetables and new ways to 

prepare vegetables and bringing in the farmers’ market more and reading a 

lot about the, you know, food industry and, um, and also at one point 

along the way, we realized everybody in the family had been gaining 

weight.  So we said okay, we are going to just cut carbs.  We’re not gonna 

eat processed bread anymore.  We’re not gonna just make pasta for dinner 

anymore.  We’re gonna, you know, substitute chickpeas.  When, when 

you’re hungry, you eat chickpeas.  So it’s all kind of moved into this, um, 

much more, you know, cause, you know, my daughter with the summer 

camp, CSA, and the local food movement.” 

 

Joining the CSA is one piece of the puzzle.  When that puzzle is complete, she and her 

family will be able to identify themselves as vegan.     
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 Kristie too described how she became more aware of the effects of her eating on 

the environment because of the CSA.   

“You know, I mean, it initially started off as just the food tasted better.  

You know, I mean, you know, things that are just picked of course are 

gonna be picked at, at, um, a better time than or just at, you know, at their 

ripe, um, peak freshness and then given to you right away and you have to 

eat it that week, otherwise you can’t keep up with it for the next week.  So 

it’s always very fresh.  But then the more that, um, I became involved in 

the CSA and talked to the owners and talked to the farmer, I, you know, I 

began to realize what an impact it actually makes on other people’s lives.  

You know, their livelihood and, um, and so that, so that aspect of being 

able to support a local farmer and their family really appealed to us as 

well.” 

 

“I’m definitely more picky about my food.  So, you know, and I think that 

it makes you more aware of, uh, you know, the families that grow the food 

and, you know, I think when you, when you eat meat, you know, I mean, I 

was a vegetarian purely for, um, texture issues.  But since joining the CSA 

and learning more about, you know, where your food comes from, it has 

made me more aware of how the animals are being treated.  And so, you 

know, for, you know, now I don’t really, you know, I don’t wanna eat 

meat that is from an animal that hasn’t been humanely treated.” 

 

She and her husband joined the CSA because the food tasted better, but the CSA has 

proceeded to affect their environmental awareness and their food choices.  Kristie and her 

husband joined the CSA prior to having children, but because of what they have learned 

in the CSA, it has become important to them that their two daughters have a real 

connection to their food as well.   

“Yes, that’s, that’s very important to my husband and I.  You know, we 

go, every weekend, we go to the farmers’ market to buy milk for example.  

And, um, you know, we always bring one or both of the kids with us.  

And, you know, they talk to the farmers and, you know, the farmers know 

their names and, um, you know, and it is our hope that our kids realize that 

you, you know, that food comes from a place.  Not just the supermarket.”    

 

 Prior to moving to NYC, Nikki and her family lived in Brazil so that they could 

be more “crunchy.” 
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“I mean, it’s funny, it‘s just a side story, but we went, we lived in Brazil 

for the year before we came. And we lived there because I had a house 

there. And people would ask us why we’re going to Brazil. And my joking 

answer was because the vegetables go bad if you don’t eat them in a few 

days. And people didn‘t, I mean, I don’t know what people thought of 

that. But it was one of the things that, like, you know. I mean, I am not 

obsessed with food. But yeah, one of the reasons we went to Brazil was 

just so that we could sort of get away, live in the country, eat fresher food, 

walk bare-foot on the dirt roads and just have like a year of, but, yes they 

were quite little.” 

 

This idea that good “real” food should go bad is a turning point for Nikki.  She spoke 

throughout the interview of becoming more suspicious of some foods, especially 

strawberries, because they are available year-round and do not go bad. 

“In New York you can get strawberries just about any time of year. So, it 

makes you suspicious of strawberries. [Laughs] You know, like when we 

go to Maine to visit my parents and there‘s blueberry’s season. Corn, I feel 

like they notice when there‘s corn in season.  That might be it though. I 

mean, a lot of vegetables you can get all the time.  Yeah, corn and apples.  

Apples definitely taste different when they’re in season…but like I said, 

strawberries I have started to be suspicious of, between the fact that, that 

you can get them at all the time and also, you know, you read that you, it‘s 

hard to wash off the pesticides because of the kind of skin they have and 

stuff like that. I don‘t know. I‘m not as knowledgeable about it as I would 

like to be, but well, yeah, yeah. Kind of like I said, when we went to 

Brazil and it‘s like, actually it’s a good thing when vegetable rot.  You 

know, when a head of broccoli stays beautiful for a week, it‘s not such a 

good sign. So, I mean, I don‘t know what they do to it, irradiate it. I don‘t 

even know if that‘s bad for you, but it makes you wonder. That‘s all.”   

 

Nikki is still in the process of developing her awareness of food and environmental 

issues, but the CSA is making her more suspicious of foods from other sources.    

 Eating with the seasons.  As with Nikki, other CSA members reported an 

increased awareness of the seasonality of food.   

“Like you know you’re gonna get some greens, some delicate salad 

greens.  You know you’re gonna get some hearty cooking greens.  You’re 

almost always gonna get a couple carrots.  It’s nice to be able to count on 

those and then the rest is like okay we’ll just kind of see what happens.  

Um, for it’s kind of an adventure each week and I like, and then I’m a 
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romantic but I like being in touch with the seasons that way and to get 

excited when the first of a vegetable come in and then mourn the loss of it.  

And then okay, no more tomatoes or we’re onto something else now…I 

also see the environmental benefit of buying in season and getting the 

freshness out of that.  Um, and to allow the seasons to dictate what you 

eat.”  (Kate) 

 

“I don’t always know what’s in season.  I think that was nice about the 

CSA is that it sort of does give you a connection to the land in a way 

because you learn what foods are in season and that was nice because 

otherwise, I’d have no idea.  So, I think that sometimes I inevitably buy 

seasonally because, I don’t know because like I said, I like to buy things 

from the U.S., but I’m not going to buy something that’s super expensive.  

So, it’s squashes in the winter and it’s lettuce in the spring and in the 

summer…Lettuce for example or tomatoes, it’s like, I know now well 

they’re in the supermarket, they’re being grown in a greenhouse, which, 

you know, or they’re being imported from far away, which is fine, but it’s 

nice knowing that.”  (Mary) 

 

“What I used to cook, I mean, I’m a self-taught cook, my mother never 

cooked.  My father did a little bit, but I would go to the store and there’d 

be a recipe and it wouldn’t be seasonal.  I’d be buying these things and I 

think they’re so expensive, but I wouldn’t really know what was seasonal 

and what wasn’t seasonal and I just love this.  It just feels, that’s another 

value like being in sync with the seasons and being in sync with nature 

that has, a lot of Judaism is very tied to the calendar so I felt the sense of 

time is very, this gives me a sense of time, seasons.”  (Linda) 

 

 Ashley has specific recipes she prepares when certain vegetables are in season in 

the CSA.  I asked her if there are vegetables she looks forward to getting in the CSA and 

I lost her to her daydreams of the vegetables to come. 

“So, I have certain things that, oh, I wait, I wait for when we have it, then 

make it.  The garlic scapes.  I wait for the garlic scapes.  I love that they 

have garlic scapes.  I first tasted garlic scapes when I was living in 

Kazakhstan where my husband is from and I never even heard of them 

before, never seen them before and I had them there where they cook it 

with onions and meat and you serve it over rice and soy sauce and you 

just, you slow cook the meat.  So it‘s, and, so, you slow cook it with the 

garlic scapes and soy sauce and that’s it, and it’s really tasty.  And I loved 

when I had it there and then when the CSA came and, and the first year we 

got the garlic scapes, I’m like, because I’ve never seen them in the store.  

You can‘t, you don’t see them anywhere.  So, I wait every, I think it’s 

June we get garlic scapes, and so I wait for the garlic scapes.  I wait for the 
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green tomatoes at the end of the summer.  I wait for the sweet corn.  I love 

the sweet corn and all I do is just like a two-minute boil and just eat it 

plain.  It doesn‘t need any butter, any salt, it’s, it‘s amazing.  The fennel, I 

was excited for this year.  So now I’ll start waiting for the fennel.  Let’s 

see, what else do I wait for?  The eggplant, because there’s a certain recipe 

I really like with eggplant and tomatoes, so I wait, I, I wait until we have 

the eggplant and the tomatoes together, with garlic and there’s a certain 

recipe I make with that.  What else do I always wait for?  I’m trying to 

think.  The sweet potatoes, I love sweet potatoes.  So, I know that 

Thanksgiving is coming.  So, when we first get the sweet potatoes, I sort 

of set them aside, I don’t cook them right away because I want to make 

sure I have enough for Thanksgiving.  So, I really like that.  I like the, the 

early cabbage because there’s a coleslaw that I make that’s really, really 

good with the early cabbage.  I’m trying to think of what else.  I‘m trying, 

I mean, pretty much almost all of the vegetables, I have certain things, like 

I mentioned the, the calzone that I make with the broccoli rabe.  There are 

certain things that I cook with each of the vegetables.  The butternut 

squash, there’s a dish from Kazakhstan that I make that’s a steamed 

dumpling that I make with the butternut squash.  So, my husband is 

always, all summer long, he is saying, ‘How come we haven’t had Manti 

in a while? How come?’  And it‘s, ‘Wait, we haven’t received the 

butternut squash. Last year‘s from the freezer is all gone.  So, you have to 

wait until fall when it comes again.’  And then we have the butternut 

squash, and...I really wait for June just to, like somewhere around May, 

the weather is warming up and I’m really tired of root vegetables and tired 

of eating the vegetables out of the freezer and ready for it, the weather is 

nicer and really ready for that, the first pickup where, you know, you have 

snow peas and the radishes is usually what’s in the beginning.”  

 

This long passage from her interview exceptionally highlights how the CSA guides her 

and her family’s cooking and eating throughout the season and how they have learned 

what it means to eat seasonably. 

 The CSA teaches children about seasonality as well.  Kristie told me a story about 

her three-year-old daughter and one-year-old son and out-of-season strawberries.   

“I mean, they’ll ask for some, you know, sometimes they’ll see the 

strawberries and, you know, and ask for, for them and I, sometimes I’ll, 

I’ll say fine, you know, we’ll get it.  You know and then they come home 

and they’re a little disappointed ‘cause they’re not as sweet.  And then I 

explain to them well, you know, they’re not sweet because they’re not in 

season.  And then they don’t ask for them the next time.”  
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Martha’s eleven-year-old daughter Ellen has foods that she excitedly waits for to come 

into season, and she can detect the taste difference of foods that are not in season.  Her 

family has been members of a CSA for over ten seasons so from before she can even 

remember, she has eaten food from the CSA.   

“There’s always just like, you’re so excited and then you almost forget to 

leave too, and then you go and then everything just tastes so much fresher 

and nicer, and you’re like, ‘Oh, summer!’ Yeah, that’s pretty 

awesome…In the fall, it’s nice when we get the carrots, when we get 

carrots and in the summer, the food is always good, like the peaches…The 

CSA tomatoes, those are my favorite.  Like me and my dad are the only 

people can, who eat tomatoes, so that’s always cool.  My mom and my 

sister just don’t like them…The one, the tomatoes you get in the winter, 

they’re pretty disgusting, like grainy somehow. Yeah, I don’t like 

them…Like clementines are in the fall, and then like watermelon of course 

is in late in the summer, which is...it‘s actually pretty good that 

watermelons are in the summer. And sort of like the more fall vegetables, 

like potatoes and stuff are, yeah…Yeah, berries usually are best in the 

summer, melons, lettuce is really nice and crispy in the summer also. And 

tomatoes are the best in the summer of course as well, yeah.  Tomatoes 

usually are just sort of in the spring and the summer because in the fall and 

the winter, they’re just not good.  Yeah, you can always like, you always 

look forward to the tomatoes.” 

 

The CSA plays a powerful role in teaching not just parents, but children, about 

seasonality and the rewards of waiting all year for strawberries or tomatoes to come into 

season.   

 Hurricane.  An unanticipated happenstance related to the timing of the research 

was that the New York area was hit with several major hurricanes, Hurricane Irene in 

August 2011 and Hurricane Sandy in October 2012.  These interviews were primarily 

conducted between October 2012 and March 2013.  This meant that the 2012 CSA 

season for all of the families that I interviewed were affected by Hurricane Sandy, and 

that most interviewees were members in the prior season when Hurricane Irene cut that 

CSA season very short.  Farms in the New York area were devastated and this meant that 
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CSA members did not receive the usual amount of produce, if at all.  But for these 

families that I interviewed, experiencing the devastation that the hurricanes caused served 

to increase their commitment to the CSA and their CSA farms.  

“I felt glad that we were supporting them, and that even though it sucked 

for us that we didn’t get any more fruits and vegetables the rest of the 

year, they were able to survive.”  (Teresa) 

 

“When I mentioned that the hurricane ended the season, even though we 

just – my husband, like he wouldn’t have not done this if it weren’t for me 

really wanting to do it.  But, it was, we knew that when you become part 

of a CSA like that’s part of the risk and we knew that it was the first time 

that it happened in their history.  We still felt like we were glad to be part 

of it and we knew that this is something really good because if this was a 

small farm that was not attached to a CSA or they didn’t, they probably 

would’ve been hit a lot worse or would’ve lost a lot more money.  So, we 

felt like we were doing something, a few hundred dollars isn’t that much 

to us and it was nice to feel like you were helping to sustain this farm.”  

(Mary) 

 

“I mean, you know, you know, if, if there was a good season, then, you 

know, you had a good season too.  You know, for example, the year that 

there were no tomatoes, everyone was really sad.  But, I mean, what could 

you do, you know?  They didn’t have tomatoes, so you don’t have them 

either.  So I’m actually surprised to hear people getting upset…No, I 

mean, that’s always been our understanding is that, you know, you kind of 

just risk and reward.  And I think there was one year where maybe two 

years ago where there wasn’t very much lettuce either because of I can’t 

remember now, like storms, winds, I don’t know, just tore up all the 

lettuce.  What can you do?”  (Kristie) 

 

The loss due to the hurricanes really made what until then was a more theoretical 

appreciation of how their membership supported the farm more tangible.  Though CSA 

members are told of the risk shared with the farmer, it is rare for members to experience 

the loss of an entire half season due to weather.  And for the families that I interviewed, 

losing half the season was sad, but it did not negatively affect their relationship with the 

CSA.  Rather, it reinforced the fact that part of the reason for being a member is to help 

local farms. 
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The informer.  The communications from the farm, if they could happen 

consistently and well, have a tremendous effect on people’s understanding of farm life, 

and in the case of the hurricanes, the devastation to the farm.  The newsletter, or as Diana 

referred to in a previous quote, the “informer,” really connects people to the rhythms of 

the farm and farm life.  Getting the weekly vegetables acts as an impetus to make 

changes in cooking and eating behavior, but the change in knowledge and awareness 

regarding farming and environmental issues results from communications from the CSA 

farmer in the form of emails, newsletters, or blog posts.   

The newsletter helped Diana gain a new appreciation for how weather affects her 

food.  

“It makes a huge difference, it really does. And it’s also, for me as an 

urban person, the purpose of the newsletter was really connecting to rural 

living. When there’s a drought it’s affecting what I eat. I don’t think when 

I hear the weather forecast, as an urban person, that I would sit there and 

say, ‘Oh, that is going to affect my food!’  It’s not like an automatic. 

Whereas now, when I hear those kinds of reports it’s automatic like, ‘Oh, 

what’s that going to do?’ Or when we are having these horrendous 

rainstorms I’m like, ‘What’s that going to do?’  I connect the weather now 

to the food growth, to what the farmers are experiencing, not just to what – 

I mean I never was connected before like that. And now, I can, we went up 

to for a wedding last summer up near Syracuse to spend some time with 

my friend first, and it’s, there like a month later weather-wise so that was 

like the first week that farmers’ market was open with fresh corn. And I 

started talking to the farmers and I felt, ‘Wow, I can talk to any farmer 

anywhere I really feel comfortable now!’ whereas I wouldn’t have gone 

near them years ago.”  (Diana)  

 

Upon overhearing our conversation, her daughter-in-law chimed in to rave about the 

newsletter. 

Daughter-in-law:  I think that the newsletter recipe is really helpful. 

 

Diana:   See? She uses the newsletters also. 
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Daughter-in-law: Yeah, the newsletters are really awesome. Without 

that I think most people would be lost. And that one 

newsletter that comes out annually of like how to 

store this stuff – that’s really useful. 

 

Donna expressed the same sentiments regarding the newsletter.   

“Yeah, definitely, yeah, there are, I mean, and that‘s what one of the 

things I love is there explanation about here‘s what we have to do because 

of what‘s happened with the weather, to- you know, this month or this 

week.  I think it was maybe, we had a warm period in the Spring and then 

it got cold or something and they were trying to keep you know, 

everything from freezing and it was totally compelling, you know, to hear 

what the kinds of things they had to do and, or maybe it was drought, oh it 

was the drought I think, no that‘s what it was, ‘cause remember it was 

really dry until maybe mid-August or something, so they were um, 

explaining sort of how they had to, how they were keeping the vegetables 

alive basically.” 

 

 These CSA newsletters were education for more than just the immediate CSA 

members.  Quite a few CSA members shared the CSA newsletter with family and friends 

that did not belong to the CSA.   

“I send the newsletter to my relatives…like when [our farmer] had written 

something about the sunflower seeds in Afghanistan.  You know, like the 

sterile seeds.  And you know, that whole thing, right.  And he’d written 

about that in one of the newsletters.  And, I sent that around to all my 

family members.  And they were shocked.  Like, so many people have no 

idea about, you know, Monsanto, and what, how small farmers around the 

world are being forced, you know, to give up their land.  And then, you 

know, it’s like the Industrial Revolution all over again.  So, so they 

were…So those things, when it’s, like written by him from the kind of 

daily impact point of view.  It helps them to see it in a different way.  So, I 

think it’s been helpful.”  (Norma) 

 

“The farmers’ newsletter is very important to me. I read it, you know, 

religiously and it just teaches me so much, and it makes me feel part of 

this community even though we hardly ever visit the farm because we go 

other places on the weekends, and not so far north…And sometimes I’ll, 

I‘ll forward it to my mother and my brother. You know, they live in Texas 

and Ohio but, or my sister, she’s in California and she’s a big, big 

gardener.”  (Patricia) 

 

 Some families also read the CSA newsletter together on CSA pick-up days.   
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“When the kids were younger, we always like read the newsletter and I 

still read it, but then it was sort of like a family thing to read the 

newsletter.”  (Martha) 

 

“And we read that newsletter at dinner on Thursday.  Yeah.  To this day.  

That’s our family activity.”  (Norma) 

 

In these cases, the CSA newsletter quite literally served as an educational tool to teach 

children about farming. 

 

Summary 

 A summary of the themes and subthemes identified in the analysis is provided in 

Table 5 below. 
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Themes Subthemes 

Motivation 

Health 

Trust 

CSA vs. Farmers’ Market 

Forced variety versus choice 

“It’s like it’s free” versus “Shelling out the 

cash” 

“Doing” the CSA 

Who’s “doing” the CSA? 

Division of labor 

Male versus female perspective 

Changes in Cooking and Eating Behavior 

Cooking 

Becoming a comfortable cook 

Menu planning 

The Tipping Point Vegetables 

Kale 

Moral value 

Conquering kale 

Root vegetables 

Moral value 

Conquering roots 

It’s Who We Are 
 

 

Someday 
Garden 

Shopping, cooking, eating 

Environmental Identity 

Green memories 

Becoming crunchy 

Eating with the seasons 

Hurricane 

The informer 

Table 5. Themes and subthemes identified in the analysis of interviews. 
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Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION 

 The main goal of the CSA is simple – to shorten the distance from farm to table.  

Farmers and consumers are able to have a direct relationship via the CSA.  The literature 

on CSAs is concentrated more on the producer side of the chain rather than on the 

consumer side.  Very little is understood about what actually happens after a family joins 

a CSA and gets the weekly produce.  What happens after the food actually enters the 

home?  The purpose of this study was to explore how CSAs affect families through a 

grounded theory approach. 

 At the onset of this research study, I was primarily interested in exploring how 

participation in the CSA affected families’ environmental identities.  I wanted to 

understand whether being a part of a CSA and eating seasonably made people more 

aware of environmental issues and increased their desire to make more environmentally 

friendly decisions.  As I conducted more and more interviews, the story of the CSA 

journey emerged.  The subtle changes that occurred in families’ environmental beliefs 

and attitudes occurred in conjunction with the larger process of the learning curve that the 

families were going through.  The learning curve is an important piece of the puzzle, such 

that if a family cannot get through the learning curve, they will not continue to be CSA 

members, and they will drop out of the CSA.  Also, many of the initial changes to 

families’ environmental beliefs and attitudes happen as a result of families going through 

the process of the learning curve.   
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Motivation to Join 

 The motivations for joining a CSA for the families in this study were consistent 

with previous research (Cone and Myhre, 2000, Brehm and Eisenhauer, 2008, Lang, 

2010, etc).  Access to fresh and organic produce and the desire to support local 

agriculture were the top reasons why these families joined CSAs.  Overall, as the primary 

objective of a CSA is to provide an avenue for selling and distributing local produce, it 

makes sense that the strongest motivation to join is to gain access to fresh local produce.  

There were underlying reasons for why families were seeking fresh organic produce.  

Parents sought out fresh organic produce so that they can feed their children high quality 

foods.  As a matter of fact, for the families with very young children that I interviewed, 

having a baby transitioning into solid foods led parents to seek out fresh, organic 

produce.  Some families also reported experiencing a health crisis that made them seek 

out healthier food options.   

 The families I interviewed expressed confusion regarding an overwhelming 

amount of information about what foods they should be eating for their personal health 

and for the health of the environment.  One of the reasons families joined the CSA was 

because they could trust that they were getting fresh local produce that was safe and 

healthy.  Many of the parents expressed to me that they were confused about what to feed 

their children, but knew that at least during the CSA season, if they could feed their 

children the CSA vegetables, then they were doing something right.  It was a decision 

they could be confident about.       

The act of joining a CSA is a big step.  Families, regardless of their ability to 

commit to maintaining their CSA membership, must accept a change in both their 
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conceptualization and their routine of obtaining food when choosing to join a CSA.  They 

must transition from shopping at markets where they can self-select produce to getting 

produce from a CSA where they do not have control over what produce they will be 

receiving.  This change in behavior, from shopping at markets to getting produce from 

CSAs, in many instances took time to initiate.  Many families that I spoke with stated that 

it took some time between hearing about the concept of a CSA to actually seeking one 

out and joining.  What became clear was that for many of these families, joining was a 

major commitment that they were proud of accomplishing unto itself.  In a sense, this is 

the first hurdle that all families joining CSAs must overcome before even receiving their 

first share of vegetables.  These families do not anticipate hitting another barrier 

immediately upon the start of the CSA season.     

For both those just joining a CSA as well as those who have maintained their 

CSA membership, families did not fully comprehend what being a member entailed when 

they initially joined.  They understood that during the CSA season they would receive 

farm-fresh produce once a week, but they did not anticipate that it would pose a 

significant challenge.  As Diana explained to me in her interview, you join, you feel good 

about joining and then when the CSA season starts, you are hit with the reality that you 

now have to actually cook and eat all of these vegetables.  Specifically, families who join 

a CSA did not anticipate the learning curve that they would have to climb over.  They 

were able to overcome the first hurdle of joining through their motivation for better food, 

but did not expect to encounter another one once they joined.  Overcoming the 

unanticipated challenge of the learning curve required more than the initial motivation for 

joining. 



 

105 

There are certainly families that shop for food only once a week, but getting what 

often times may be unfamiliar produce in quantities unknown until pick-up time is very 

different from shopping once a week for familiar foods in quantities that you know you 

need for the week.  This is the “supermarket withdrawal” that Cone and Myhre (2000) 

and Ostrom (2007) referred to in their research.  In today’s modern food system, families 

can purchase what they want, when they want it.  Families can eat the same fruits and 

vegetables year-round and a number of families stated that when the CSA season is over, 

they revert back to eating the same fruits and vegetables weekly.  The CSA is a shift 

away from this modern food environment, where produce is not limited by seasonal 

availability or local environmental factors.  Instead, for instance, tomatoes are only 

available from the CSA during tomato season and when they are in season, it means 

eating tomatoes week and after week until the tomato season finishes.  In a sense, eating 

as the CSA dictates entails “detoxing” from the modern food environment and the type of 

shopping and eating the modern food system allows.   

Part of “detoxing” from the modern food environment and becoming a successful 

CSA member required relinquishing control over food choice, and instead attaining a 

level of comfort with not having a choice in the week’s produce.  The farm and the 

growing season dictates what produce will be available, rather than what you place in 

your shopping cart.  Families can obviously supplement food from sources outside of the 

CSA or can choose not to take certain vegetables at pick-up, but if families do not want to 

waste the produce or the money invested in the CSA, then they need to eat what is 

available through the CSA. This ability to relinquish control of choice over available 

produce is a characteristic families needed to successfully continue their CSA experience. 
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 Prior research on why people renew their CSA memberships (Cone and Myhre 

2000, Goland, 2002, Ostrum, 2007, etc) found that people did not renew due to these 

sorts of practical issues with the CSA.  Members were unhappy with the quality and 

quantity of produce they were receiving and with the lack of choice as to what produce 

they would be receiving.  They were not able to prepare and consume all of the CSA 

produce.  Though I did not interview non-renewing members, it is likely, given the 

findings of this study and previous research, that non-renewing members were unable or 

unwilling to overcome the learning curve.  Although the families in this study also 

experienced these challenges, they were able to or were in the process of overcoming the 

learning curve.  The practical issues surrounding the CSA are not uniquely experienced 

by those who ultimately decide to quit the CSA.  The families that participated in this 

study all expressed encountering a learning curve of some sort and yet, they had all 

renewed for the following season.  

 

CSAs versus Farmers’ Markets 

As previously explained, families can purchase local produce from avenues 

besides the CSA, namely the numerous farmers’ markets in NYC.  The families that I 

interviewed expressed preference for the CSA over the farmers’ markets.  The reasons 

these families prefer the CSA seem to mirror the reasons why others, as reported in 

previous research, do not enjoy the CSA.  The families in this study expressed that they 

enjoyed not having a choice in what and how much of a vegetable they would receive 

every week and relished the challenge of cooking and eating what they received through 

the CSA.  This is a key point – it was viewed as a challenge, but rather than it being a 
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negative challenge, it was a positive one.  Families enjoyed figuring out what a strange 

vegetable was and researching ways to cook everything to their taste.  They found that 

having someone else, the CSA farmer, dictate their produce for the week got them out of 

their vegetable rut where they would purchase the same produce week after week.  Again, 

the CSA obligates families to shift from the sort of shopping and eating that the modern 

food system allows, where you are consuming the same foods year-round. 

Also related to the issue of CSAs versus farmers’ markets was the surprising 

finding that families were not supplementing their shares with foods purchased at the 

farmers’ markets, and were not frequenting the farmers’ markets more during the off-

season.  Most of the families I interviewed frequent local large chain grocery stores, 

including Costco, a bulk wholesale provider that epitomizes the opposite of local food 

sourcing.  Those families that can afford it chose to shop at Whole Foods or Trader Joe’s, 

which provide more locally-sourced, organic, and healthy options.  I expected this to be 

the case when it came to staples such as flour, sugar, and dried pasta, but did not expect 

that families would be regularly purchasing vegetables that are available at the farmers’ 

markets at Costco.  There seems to be a distinct element to the farmers’ markets that did 

not appeal to many of these families.  During the CSA season, families are getting plenty 

of vegetables from the CSA and do not need to do much supplemental shopping for 

things other than pantry staples.  But during the off-season, these families represent a 

customer base for the winter farmers’ markets that is potentially lost.  Families said that 

the farmers’ markets were not operating at convenient venues or times.  However, these 

same families described going out of the way to pick up their CSA share during the 

season, so this explanation is not borne out. 
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 For the sustainable food movement, where one of the primary goals is to increase 

participation in the local food system, CSAs and farmers’ markets are both important 

markets for local food products.  The fact that CSAs and farmers’ markets may 

potentially attract two different sorts of consumers is a positive thing.  As CSA 

memberships increase and the numbers of farmers’ markets increase, the fact that two 

different types of consumers may utilize these markets means that there are greater 

numbers of people participating in the local food system.  Consumers who want more 

control over their food choice, but still eat locally, can support the farmers’ markets, 

while those who appreciate the unique structure of the CSA have an avenue to participate 

in the local food system as well.        

 Another interesting issue regarding the CSA versus the farmers’ market was 

related to the exchange of money.  With the CSA, you typically make a one-time 

payment.  The families expressed that at the time that they write the check for their CSA 

share, it seems like a large sum of money.  However, as the season progresses, families’ 

experiences are such that they feel like they are getting their money’s worth plus some, 

primarily due to the fact that they do not pay for the produce every time they pick up their 

share.  Alternately, at the farmers’ markets, you have to pay for what you want on the 

spot.  For the families interviewed, that immediate exchange of money makes the 

farmers’ market produce feel more expensive and more importantly, it gives shopping at 

the farmers’ markets a more capitalistic, retail market feel.  It does not have the “feel-

good” quality as with a CSA where members experience their financial support as what 

has made all of the produce possible, and they are now being generously rewarded for 

their investment.  The lack of monetary exchange at the weekly pick-ups reinforces the 
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alternative nature of the CSA and that adds to the satisfaction about supporting CSAs.  It 

imbues more meaning to the CSA than simply an exchange of goods for money.   

 

The Learning Curve 

 As stated previously, all of the families that I interviewed encountered a learning 

curve of some sort.  The learning curve, however, is not the same for every family.  For 

example, one vegetarian family that I interviewed was very comfortable with eating a 

large quantity of vegetables.  However, they were not familiar with all of the vegetables 

that they were obtaining through the CSA.  Their learning curve involved becoming 

familiar with these unfamiliar vegetables and finding recipes for them that they enjoyed.  

Other mothers that I interviewed were very comfortable in the kitchen and did not have to 

learn to cook.  They were, however, not used to cooking vegetable-centric meals and 

needed to alter their meal planning to include more vegetables so that all of the 

vegetables obtained from the CSA would be consumed.  Obviously, for families that 

were not comfortable with cooking or used to eating large quantities of vegetables, or 

were unfamiliar with the vegetables appearing in their CSA shares, the CSA learning 

curve was notably steeper.   

 Cooking skills.  There were two skills that most of the families needed to learn 

that fundamentally had to do with managing the family refrigerator.  The first skill is 

learning how best to store vegetables.  Families quickly learned that without proper 

processing and storage after picking up their shares, the vegetables did not keep well, 

even in the refrigerator.  Proper storage techniques, such as washing and spinning lettuce 

leaves before putting them away in the crisper drawer of the refrigerator, may seem 
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simple, but make a sizeable difference in the duration that the produce will last.  A few of 

the interviewed members stated that they process and precook the vegetables on pick-up 

day to make cooking and eating the produce less demanding for the rest of the week.  For 

example, they will blanch the hearty greens so that they can be very quickly reheated in a 

pan with garlic and olive oil.  Alternately, they slice up all of the peppers and cucumbers 

so they can be tossed easily with prewashed salad greens for lunch.  Learning the 

valuable skills of blanching and freezing extra green beans in freezer bags or pureeing 

basil and freezing it in ice trays for later use aided families in their desires to not waste 

their CSA shares and to enjoy the CSA produce outside of the season.  Procuring these 

skills and taking the extra time to apply them to properly process and store the vegetables 

makes “doing” the CSA easier.   

 The second skill involved learning which vegetables need to be eaten first as they 

perish more easily.  Again, although this is a relatively simple skill, it is a critical key to 

utilizing the CSA well.  For instance, the salad greens need to be consumed within the 

first few days after pick-up as they will not last.  The hearty greens will last longer than 

salad greens, but should be dried well before storing them in the refrigerator.  Alternately, 

the root vegetables can be stored for longer periods of time and do not need to be 

consumed immediately.  Although these are skills that are obtained through the 

experience of “doing” the CSA, there are a collection of factors related to the CSA which 

facilitated this learning process. 

 The first facilitators are the newsletters, websites, blogs, and email 

communications from the CSA core group and/or the farmer.  The quality of these 

communications differs from CSA to CSA, but most CSA newsletters have recipes and 
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tips that are offered to members through these communications.  Members, especially 

early on, learned and obtained the required skills for traversing the CSA experience 

through these communications.  The other facilitator is the CSA community itself, 

specifically, the other members of the CSA.  When members pick up their weekly shares, 

they can have informal conversations with each other, resulting in the exchange of tips 

and recipes.  The CSA community represents a group of people that are going through or 

have gone through the same CSA journey, and thus they can serve as great guides 

through the process for those who seek out this valuable commodity.  

Length of membership.  Surprisingly, duration of CSA membership did not 

predict where on the learning curve families were.  I interviewed families who had been 

members of CSAs for varying lengths of time, from one season to twenty seasons.  I 

expected families who have been CSA members for longer durations of time to be further 

along the learning curve, but found that was not the case.  Families who were members 

for more seasons did have a better understanding of the CSA operation and the history of 

the farm and farmers, and thus maintained a greater attachment to their particular CSA.  

And though I did observe that the more seasons families were involved in the CSA, the 

more likely they were to have reached the “It’s who we are” side of the CSA journey, it 

did not mean that families mapped onto the CSA journey in accordance to duration of 

membership.   

For example, Diana, who described herself as a “someone come lately” when it 

came to root vegetables, has been a member for twenty seasons.  Even after twenty 

seasons of getting root vegetables, she is still learning how best to cook and eat them.  

Nikki has been a member for six seasons and she too just had her “a-ha” moment about 
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roasting root vegetables this past season.  Alternately, there is Natasha and her family, 

who have been members of their CSA for only three seasons, but are already making 

their someday goal a reality by remodeling their kitchen to accommodate the canning, 

pickling and drying of the CSA produce that they do.  How quickly families move 

through the learning curve depends on the individual characteristics of the family and the 

nature of the learning curve that they experience.    

Forced Change.  Again, families did not expect to encounter a learning curve.  

The idea of getting a bounty of vegetables weekly seemed harmless enough when they 

first joined.  They certainly did not expect to have to change their cooking and eating 

behaviors so much.  The very structure of the CSA forces these changes in behavior.  By 

structure, I mean just the simple fact that there is only one weekly delivery of vegetables.  

I choose the word forced because though some families made the required behavior 

changes happily and willingly, the CSA really required for them to make these changes.  

From this perspective, the CSA acts as an intervention of sorts.  Families join because 

they want to eat in a healthier manner and support local agriculture, but being a CSA 

member means having to really make and commit to these behavioral changes. 

Otherwise, at the end of the week members will have to deal with a lot of rotting 

vegetables. These changes are especially hard for busy, urban households. In NYC, you 

can have food delivered to your door easily. It really takes effort, if you have not already 

been cooking and eating all of your meals at home, to come home after a busy day and 

cook rather than pick up the phone. The CSA vegetables sitting in the refrigerator really 

provide a strong incentive to make those changes. 
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Someday.  The reason this is a CSA journey is because it does not end when a 

family gets over the learning curve and reaches the “It’s who we are” side of the curve.  

By the time families reach the other side of the curve, they have aspirations to do more.  

Some hope to someday can fruit, pickle vegetables, and bake all of their own breads.  

Others hope to someday become vegetarians or vegans.  Still others hope to someday 

compost and have their own gardens.  Whatever the someday goal may be, the point is 

that the journey continues.  The someday is almost like another learning curve in the 

future, an additional journey that families hope to traverse.  It is notable, however, that 

the aspirations that families had for their someday journey were not borne from their 

initial motivation to join a CSA.  Indeed, no family expressed these idealized goals as 

being a reason for joining the CSA.  Rather, these goals appeared as part of the process of 

being CSA members, either from hearing about what other members of the CSA 

community were doing or from other sources of media.  In some cases, such as canning 

or pickling vegetables, these goals reflect a desire of families to better use and not waste 

their CSA bounty.  However, aspirations such as baking bread or composting are not 

directly tied to the practical aspects of CSA membership.  Rather, these goals represent 

higher ideals that CSA members strived toward, and that were inspired by going through 

the CSA journey and getting to the “It’s who we are” side of the learning curve. 

 

Male versus Female 

 In the course of the interviews, an interesting distinction arose between how the 

men and women spoke about the CSA.  The men expounded on the CSA in a very 

theoretical manner.  That is, they spoke about the ideological reasons why they supported 
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a local farm and business, such as wanting to combat the capitalistic nature of our 

society.  For example, when asked why he likes to support local farms, Craig explained 

Marxist theory and his belief in the specialization of labor.  Barry explained to me that he 

was very opposed to corporate America and the outsourcing of jobs and that as much as 

possible, he supports local businesses and American-made products. Supporting the CSA 

aligns well with those beliefs.  While this did not imply that these men did not enjoy 

eating the food obtained from their CSA, it appeared to be a secondary factor compared 

to their economic and political ideologies.  Barry even rationalized that he does not feel 

bad when the CSA produce goes to waste because just by his mere participation, he has 

done his part to support and sustain a local enterprise.      

The women, on the other hand, characterized the CSA experience in a much more 

practical manner.  They were more likely to focus their discussion on the real-world 

difficulties of figuring out how to cook all of the vegetables in a way that would make the 

entire family happy or trying to coordinate pick-up and volunteer times so that it did not 

interfere with their children’s afterschool activities.  They too expressed their desire to 

support a local farm and a local business, but the practical issues having to do with the 

food and the logistics of the CSA were more at the forefront for the women.  Because the 

women in the household were doing more of the cooking for the household, it was much 

more important to them that the CSA meet the functional aspects of the household.  And 

because they were the ones actually confronting the rotting vegetables in the refrigerator, 

they endured more guilt about the food waste than the men.  Barry’s wife certainly did 

not share his sentiment about food waste.  She, in fact, would not admit to me that things 

went to waste even after her husband explained to me that some weeks, a lot of the share 
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goes to waste, a denial that spoke to her overriding concern about the efficient use of the 

CSA share rather than the political ideology associated with CSA membership.   

Cone and Myhre (2000) similarly found that women in the households played a 

more significant role in initiating and maintaining the CSA membership.  Women had 

primary responsibility of household food procurement and preparation.  These findings 

do not suggest that the men in my sample were not supportive of being CSA members.  

But the CSA does need to work for the person in the household responsible for the food 

shopping and cooking, and that job typically fell on the women.  This means that it was 

typically the women of the household that dealt more head-on with the learning curve as 

they were more actively involved in “doing” the CSA.  That does not mean the rest of the 

family did not encounter a learning curve.  Even the children, who were not doing the 

shopping and cooking, had to learn to eat differently.     

 

Kale as a Status Symbol 

 Although initially, I was simply amused by how often kale came up in my 

interviews, the constant comparative analytic process revealed that kale had a very 

symbolic meaning to the families I interviewed.  The research literature on kale in the 

field of nutrition focuses on the nutritional benefits of eating kale.  However, what 

families were referring to when they spoke about kale did not have to do with the 

nutritional power of kale, but the social status of kale.   

The New York Times published an article on May 15, 2013 titled “Oh, how the 

humble has risen.”  The article declared that kale is currently having a fashion moment.  

“The fashionable plat du jour these days is the humble kale salad, which seems to 
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telegraph a certain veggie-chic for the juice-cleanse set (Studeman).”  Studeman (2013) 

interviewed a woman who was the chairperson for a fancy gala who proclaimed, “kale 

creates a younger, hipper feel” and “kale really embodies a new trend of eating and 

awareness.”  Studeman’s piece on kale even created quite a stir on Twitter.  In another 

piece from the New York Times titled “How I became a hipster,” Henry Alford explains 

how “Brooklyn” has become a “byword for cool from Paris to Sweden to the Middle 

East” and details his attempt at turning himself into a Brooklyn hipster.  One of the 

requirements of this transformation is to devour kale.     

Kale has been an “it” vegetable for several years.  NPR ran a story called 

“Superfood kale in the spotlight” in 2011 to try to explain why kale has been enjoying the 

limelight.  That same year, Vermont Governor Peter Shumlin declared “Don’t mess with 

kale” in support of a local artist being sued by Chick-fil-A for trademark infringement of 

its “Eat Mor Chikin” slogan for producing and selling T-shirts printed with the phrase 

“Eat More Kale.”  The kale trend is not just confined to the United States.  According to a 

March 26th, 2013 blog post on The Guardian website, kale is the hottest vegetable this 

season in Europe with sales up 40 percent since last year.     

Kale is more than just a leafy green.  In popular culture, it has come to epitomize 

a certain way of life, and that is reflected in how households in the current study talked 

about kale.  On the one hand, learning to cook and eat kale and its leafy green cousins 

represented conquering one of the challenges of the CSA.  In that sense, it is a very 

practical challenge.  A failure to discern how to prepare and consume all of the leafy 

greens would result in wasting a sizeable proportion of your CSA share.  There is, 

however, more to conquering kale and getting to the other side of the learning curve than 
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simply the practical aspect of aspiring not to squander a large portion of the CSA share.  

There is something else, another motivation propelling people.  That something else 

seems to be a cultural and social value attached to kale.  Getting to the other side of the 

learning curve and becoming the sort of person who not just tolerates kale, but loves kale 

means you are hip, alternative, ecologically conscious, and healthy.  I am not certain how 

kale came to represent the hip, nouveau culture, but it does, and thus had a significant 

meaning to these families.  Families working to become kale lovers were not merely 

seeking to change the way they cook or eat food, but were trying to change their 

identities around food.     

 

Environmental Identity 

    I was very surprised that so many of the adults I interviewed had childhood 

memories of a garden or farm.  They would close their eyes and recount fond and vivid 

memories of eating a warm tomato fresh out of their grandmother’s garden, or the details 

of the farm stand they would visit every summer while on vacation and the smell and 

taste of the berries and corn they would purchase there.  It was not clear if these 

childhood experiences directly led to the seeking out of farm-fresh produce for all of the 

adults, as often these memories were not elicited when asking the CSA members about 

their motivations for joining a CSA but instead when they were asked directly about 

childhood experiences.  However, these experiences certainly played a role in the 

development of their environmental identities and increased their appreciation of the food 

they were getting through the CSA.  For many, their someday goals were very closely 

related to recreating these childhood experiences of a garden or farm.   
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 As previously defined,  

“…an environmental identity is one part of the way in which people form 

their self-concept: a sense of connection to some part of the nonhuman 

natural environment, based on history, emotional attachment, and/or 

similarity, that affects the way in which we perceive and act toward the 

world; a belief that the environment is important to us and an important 

part of who we are (Clayton, 2003, pp. 45-46)”.   

 

Childhood experiences of gardening or memories of a farm can form part of one’s 

environmental identity.  The experience of CSA membership also resulted in the subtle 

and gradual change in environmental attitudes and behaviors and hence environmental 

identities.  CSA members became more aware of the seasons.  As a result of the CSA, 

they could tell me when tomato or strawberry season is and really distinguish the 

difference in taste between produce that is in season versus one that is not.  The effect of 

this evolution was even felt by the next generation.  Kristie’s three-year-old daughter 

could tell the difference between an in-season versus out-of-season strawberry, and 

Martha’s eleven-year-old daughter could describe the difference between in-season 

lettuce and out-of-season lettuce.  The French have a term terroir which roughly 

translates to taste of place.  Terroir explains the concept that the environment in which a 

food is grown, including everything from the soil, the climate, the altitude, and the water, 

is reflected in the taste of that food.  These children are experiencing the taste of their 

CSA farm.  Although this would require an extended longitudinal assessment to 

ascertain, I am sure this knowledge and experience will become a part of these children’s 

environmental identities.   

 The New York area was hit with two major hurricanes in the past two years that 

devastated local farms.  That unique experience enhanced members’ understanding of 

how weather affects the food that they eat, especially as it directly affected their CSA 
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shares.  It also strengthened these members’ commitment to supporting local agriculture.  

Would this increased awareness have happened if the hurricanes did not hit the New 

York area?  It is possible.  But this represents a cornerstone in the building of an 

environmental awareness and identity – the relationship to and experience with the 

natural environment plays a major role in the development of an environmental identity, 

whether this occurs through memories of childhood experiences of the natural 

environment or through the potentially calamitous effect of nature in our daily lives.  It 

cannot exist and develop in isolation from the natural environment.   

The subtle and gradual evolution of environmental identity through the course of 

the CSA journey is also the reason that the line representing changes in environmental 

beliefs and attitudes becomes darker as you progress through the CSA learning curve.  It 

is the process of “doing” the CSA and learning and making changes along the CSA 

journey that increases your commitment to the environment.  This is also reflected in 

CSA members’ someday goals, which often reflected a desire for a greater commitment 

to living a more sustainable life.  As noted above, some of these someday goals, such as 

composting or baking your own bread, did not directly reflect aspects of “doing” the CSA 

and cooking or eating the CSA bounty. Instead, these someday goals reflected CSA 

members’ desire to live more sustainably.  CSA members saw these goals as being part of 

the process of their commitment to the CSA, thus showing how CSA membership is able 

to lead toward changes in environmental identity. 
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Strengths of Study 

 This study provides a unique contribution to the literature on CSAs in both its 

methodology and breadth of focus.  While recruitment of a representative sample of CSA 

members was not a goal of this qualitative study, this study was able to provide a 

qualitative analysis of participants from a broad range of age and backgrounds within an 

urban environment, and across multiple CSAs.  The focus on an urban environment like 

New York City is particularly salient given the expanding urban population worldwide 

and the limited access that residents of urban centers such as New York City have to 

gardening or other direct experience of agriculture.  Furthermore, this study uniquely 

provided a specific focus on the effect of CSA membership on families, with the two-

stage recruitment process identifying CSA members with children.  This is also the first 

study on CSAs which incorporated interviews of children.  This allowed analysis of how 

motivations for CSA enrollment, changes in cooking and eating behaviors, and changes 

in environmental identity affected not just individuals, but families, including the role 

that the interaction between family members had on these aspects of the CSA journey and 

the potential effect of CSA membership on the next generation. 

 Additionally, a core strength of this study was its ability to focus not on singular 

aspects of CSA membership but on the continuum of the journey that CSA members 

experience, and how this process develops and affects families who join CSAs.  The 

grounded theory analysis of themes from the semi-structured interviews was able to 

provide a conceptual framework of what CSA members, especially families, face in the 

process of going from the initial motivations to join a CSA to the CSA being “it’s who 

we are”. 
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 This study was also unique in its identification of the connection between 

environmental identity and CSA membership.  While prior studies have shown that 

environmental concerns are less important motivations for CSA membership, this study 

was able to show the connection between CSA membership and prior experiences with 

environment, as well as the subtle, gradual changes in environmental identity that 

develop due to sustained CSA membership. 

 

Limitations of Study 

 There were several limitations to the study inherent to the study design and study 

population.  First, a convenience sample of families in New York City were recruited for 

ease of access for interviews.  New York City is a unique metropolis and study findings 

may not be generalizable to populations outside of New York City or other large 

metropolitan areas.  Except for a few families who lived in the outer boroughs, all of the 

families interviewed resided in Manhattan.  Though income was not measured, it is likely 

that the families in this study were mid- to high-income families given where their place 

of residence was, and therefore the study findings may not be generalizable to lower-

income families.  Households without children were excluded from the study and thus 

study findings may also not be generalizable to other types of households.  In addition, 

due to limitations of access to families for interviews, theoretical sampling could not be 

used and instead, a convenience sample of families willing to be interviewed was used.       

 Recruitment for the study was difficult.  The reaction by core members of CSA 

sites to my request for participation included in many cases ignoring my emails or even 

accusations of trying to steal their membership list for marketing purposes.  In addition, it 
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was not always clear that contact information obtained for CSA core members was 

accurate or up-to-date.  Only eight of the forty-three CSA sites sent my surveys out to 

their membership.  These eight CSA sites may not have been fully representative of the 

range of CSA sites contacted.  For example, these eight CSA sites could be better 

organized, thus the reason they were able to participate in the study, which certainly 

could affect the experiences of their members, especially in terms of being able to climb 

up the CSA learning curve.  Furthermore, the CSA members of these eight sites that 

chose to respond to my survey and then subsequently respond to my request for an 

interview were obviously highly motivated to share their CSA experience with me, and 

thus the experiences of these thirty-six families could be unique.  However, given the 

number of participating families and individual interviewees, and the saturation of themes 

obtained during the constant comparison analysis process, the results of the study are 

likely robust to the experience of CSA members within the context that the study was 

conducted.  I reached out for interviews with non-renewing families, but none were 

interested in being interviewed.  Thus all thirty-six families were renewing members and 

it can thus be assumed that they felt that their CSA experiences were, for the most part, 

positive.  This could have affected study results. 

 While the analysis of results was able to identify the effect of CSA membership 

on families, it was difficult to analyze the interviews conducted of children, particularly 

the youngest children, within the context of grounded theory, the adult interviews, and 

the CSA journey framework.  The children’s interviews may require a different type of 

qualitative analysis instead, such as a word-level analysis, which may be a direction of 

future work. 
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 When possible, qualitative studies also seek to identify themes counter to the 

main themes and discuss why these are not as important. Counter themes could not be 

presented in the results of this study.  Though reporting counter themes and how they 

were excluded could potentially strengthen the results, the counter themes in this study 

were too scattered and diverse in nature to analyze, indicating that there were not 

consistent counter themes for deeper analysis.   

 

Future Directions 

 There are a number of future directions for research that are suggested by this 

study.  The framework developed from the qualitative analysis merits further testing and 

validation, particularly regarding its ability to be representative to other populations of 

interest.  In fact, it would be possible for a quantitative survey instrument to be 

constructed based on the themes identified in this study to determine the extent to which 

different populations of CSA members relate to this framework.  In particular, a survey 

may be better able to assess CSA members who were harder to reach by interview, such 

as non-renewing CSA members, and may be able to determine how different types of 

CSA members are affected by the different components of the CSA journey. 

As noted previously, interviews conducted of children, especially very young children, 

could not be analyzed appropriately within the context of the framework developed 

through the analysis of the adult interviews.  In many cases, this was due to children’s 

responses being primarily descriptive of their basic experiences with food, rather than 

broader themes of CSA membership.  Therefore, future study of children within families 

participating in CSAs may require a different approach to analysis that may examine 
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language and word choice, a more structured qualitative approach such as word lists or 

pile sorts, or a quantitative approach.  As noted previously, assessing the effect of CSA 

membership on children would benefit from a developmental perspective, and a 

longitudinal study watching how children grow as CSA members could accomplish this. 

 While this study explored the connection between CSA participation and 

environmental identity in member families, exploring this connection in other groups 

involved in the CSA would provide a fuller picture.  In particular, the effect of CSA 

participation on both CSA core members and the farmers could be explored to determine 

how identity changes in them, or how they view their role in the lives of the CSA 

members. 

 The potential difference in consumers who utilize CSAs and farmers’ markets 

warrants further exploration.  This study only interviewed families participating in CSAs 

and did not interview families choosing to shop exclusively at farmers’ markets.  The 

study findings suggest that the differing characteristics of the two local food outlets 

attract different sets of consumers.  Understanding who utilizes CSAs and farmers’ 

markets would allow for more targeted education and marketing strategies and could 

increase participation in the local food system.   

 Ultimately, the framework identified in this study may help to guide interventions 

to improve CSA recruitment and to help CSAs improve rates of retention.  In particular, 

the themes involved in climbing the CSA learning curve could be used to help identify 

solutions to challenges faced by new CSA members who, as I found in this study, may 

not be aware of the learning curve when first joining a CSA.  Helping new CSA members 
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conquer the tipping point vegetables in particular may help keep them from becoming 

discouraged and may help them get to the “it’s who we are” side of the learning curve. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Site Recruitment Email to CSA Coordinators 

 

Dear << name of Core Member>>, 

 

Hello.  I am conducting a research study to better understand why people become members of 

CSAs and the impacts that CSA memberships have on household dynamics around food and 

meals.  I have been a CSA member for 5 years and am interested in researching possible ways I 

can help increase CSA membership. 

 

Your CSA has been selected as one of eight recruitment sites for the study.  I am writing to ask 

for your assistance in reaching out to the 2011 and 2012 season members of your CSA.  I am 

interested in reaching both non-renewing 2011 season members as well as new and returning 

2012 season members.  Your CSA members will be asked to complete a 10-minute online survey 

consisting of multiple choice and open-ended questions about their motivations for joining a 

CSA and their experiences of being a member of a CSA.  A selected subset may be recruited for 

later interviews and observations to better understand the impacts that CSA memberships have 

on household dynamics around food and meals.  Results from the study can potentially be used 

to help improve the experience of CSA members, to recruit more members to CSAs, and to 

understand the greater impacts of being a CSA member.  Study results can be shared with you at 

the conclusion of the research.  The two CSA sites (out of 8) with the highest percentage return 

rate will receive two cookbooks valued at approximately $40 to use at your discretion. 

 

I would greatly appreciate it if you could email the participant recruitment email to your 2011 

and 2012 season membership list that is attached to the end of this email, Cc me on the email, 

and let me know how many former and current members were emailed. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns, I may be reached at tji2103@tc.columbia.edu or (347) 

820-4594. 

 

Thank you for your time and participation. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Tomoko Iwaki 

Doctoral Researcher 

Department of Health and Behavior Studies 

Teachers College, Columbia University  

mailto:tji2103@tc.columbia.edu
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Participant Recruitment Email for Surveys 

 

Dear CSA Community Member, 

 

Hello.  I am conducting a research project to better understand you and your household’s 

experiences with your CSA membership in order to create a better understanding of why people 

become members of CSAs and the impacts CSAs have on households.  Regardless of whether 

you are or are not currently enrolled in the 2012 CSA season, I am interested in hearing about 

your experiences.   

 

I believe the information from this study can be used to help improve the experiences of CSA 

members and to recruit more members to CSAs.  The information you provide through a short 

online survey will be very useful.  A subset of eligible and selected households may be contacted 

to see if they would be interested in taking part in future interviews and observations. 

 

Please spend ten minutes to complete the online survey by following the link below: 

 

(Insert link to survey) 

 

Thank you for your participation.  I can be contacted at tji2103@tc.columbia.edu or (347) 820-

4594 should you have any questions or concerns. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Tomoko Iwaki 

Doctoral Researcher 

Department of Health and Behavior Studies 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

mailto:tji2103@tc.columbia.edu
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APPENDIX 2 

 

CSA Surveys and Informed Consent 
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Teachers College, Columbia University 

525 West 120th Street 

New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 

www.tc.edu  

INFORMED CONSENT FOR SURVEYS 

Dear CSA Community, 

 

I am conducting a research project to better understand you and your household’s experiences 

with your CSA membership.  Regardless of whether you are or are not currently enrolled in the 

2012 CSA season, I am interested in hearing about your experiences. 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in a research study to 

better understand your experience of being a CSA member and the impact that your CSA 

memberships have had on you and your household.  Results from the study will be used to help 

improve the experience of CSA members and to recruit more members to CSAs.  You will be 

asked to fill out a 10-minute online survey.  The survey consists of multiple choice and open-

ended questions about you and your household’s motivations for joining CSAs and your 

experiences of being a member of a CSA.  You will be asked for contact information in order 

that the researcher may contact eligible and selected households for future interviews and 

observations.  Any personal information will be kept confidential and will only be available to 

the principal investigator.  Identifying personal information will be masked at the time of data 

analysis and reporting to ensure your confidentiality. 

 

RISKS AND BENEFITS: There are no direct benefits for completing this survey.  However, you 

will be providing valuable information that can help current and future CSA members.  There are 

minimal risks involved with participation in this study.  Every measure will be taken to keep 

your data secure.  Although highly unlikely, despite all efforts, unanticipated problems, such as a 

stolen computer may occur.  Any information collected during this study that can identify you by 

name will be kept confidential. 

 

PAYMENTS: You will not receive reimbursement for your participation in this survey.  

However, the two CSAs (of 8) with the highest percentage response rate to the survey will 

receive two cookbooks valued at approximately $40 to be used at the CSA’s discretion. 

 

DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: Any information you provide will 

kept confidential.  All data will be store in locked file cabinets in the principal researchers office 

or home, in a password-protected file in a password-protected computer, or in an encrypted flash 

drive. 

http://www.tc.edu/
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TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately 10 minutes. 

 

HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be used to complete the 

principal investigator’s doctoral dissertation.  Data will be presented at meetings and conferences 

and published in journals or articles. 

 

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

Principal Investigator: Tomoko Iwaki 

Research Title: Gateway to Green: The Family Experience of CSAs 

 I have read the Research Description. The principal investigator may be reached at 

tji2103@tc.columbia.edu should I have any questions about the purposes and procedures 

regarding this study. 

 My participation in research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw from 

participation at any time without jeopardy to future medical care, employment, student 

status or other entitlements.  

 The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his/her professional discretion.  

 If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed 
becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue to participate, the 

investigator will provide this information to me.  

 Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies me will not be 
voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as specifically 

required by law.  

 If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can contact 

the investigator, who will answer my questions. The investigator’s phone number is (347) 

820-4594 and her email address is tji2103@tc.columbia.edu 

 If at any time I have comments, or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or 
questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the Teachers College, 

Columbia University Institutional Review Board /IRB. The phone number for the IRB is 

(212) 678-4105. Or, I can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 

W. 120th Street, New York, NY, 10027, Box 151.  

 

By clicking on the survey link and completing the online survey, you are consenting to 

participating in the study and releasing contact information to the principal investigator. 

 

If this season is the first time you are joining ANY CSA, please click here: (Insert link to survey)  

If you are a returning 2012 season member, please click here: (Insert link to survey) 

mailto:tji2103@tc.columbia.edu
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If you are non-renewing 2011 season member, please click here: (Insert link to survey) 

 

Thank you for your participation. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Tomoko Iwaki, MA. 

Principal Investigator 

  



 

143 

APPENDIX 3 

Participant Recruitment Email for Interviews and Informed Consent/Assent Forms 

 

Dear <insert last name> family, 

 

Hello.  Thank you for taking the time to answer the online survey.   

 

I am contacting you today because your family has been selected to participate in interviews so 

that we may get more in-depth information about your family’s experience of being CSA 

members.  The information you give will help us gather pertinent information to make the CSA 

experience better for other families and to establish an understanding of the greater impacts of 

being a CSA member. 

 

If you choose to participate, you and any other primary caregivers and one or more of your 

children between the ages of 6 to 18 will be asked to participate in interviews about your 

experiences with being a CSA member.  Interviews of adults will last between 45 to 90 minutes 

and interviews of children will last between 20 to 30 minutes.  Any personal information will be 

kept confidential and will only be available to the principal investigator who will be conducting 

the interview.  Identifying personal information will be masked at the time of data analysis and 

reporting to ensure your confidentiality.  At the conclusion of the interviews, your family will 

receive a goodie bag filled with approximately $20 worth of non-perishable local foods such as 

honey, maple syrup, or pickles. 

 

I will follow-up with you regarding your decision to have your household participate in 

interviews within the week. In the meantime, if you have any questions or concerns as you are 

making this decision, please do not hesitate to contact me at tji2103@tc.columbia.edu or (347) 

820-4594. 

 

Thank you for your time. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Tomoko Iwaki 

Doctoral Researcher 

Department of Health and Behavior Studies 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

  

mailto:tji2103@tc.columbia.edu
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Teachers College, Columbia University 

525 West 120th Street 

New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 

www.tc.edu  

INFORMED CONSENT FOR INTERVIEWS 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH: You are invited to participate in a research study to 

better understand your experience of being a CSA member and the impact that your CSA 

memberships have had on you and your household.  Results from the study will be used to help 

improve the experience of CSA members and to recruit more members to CSAs.  You have been 

selected because you are a current member of a CSA and have at least one child between the 

ages of 6 to 18 in your family.  You and one or more of your children between the ages of 6 to 18 

will be asked to participate in individual semi-structured interviews about your experiences with 

being a CSA member.  Interviews may be audio recorded.  Any personal information will be 

kept confidential and will only be available to the principal investigator who will be conducting 

the interview.  Identifying personal information will be masked at the time of data analysis and 

reporting to ensure your confidentiality. 

 

RISKS AND BENEFITS: There are no direct benefits for completing this interview.  However, 

you will be providing valuable information that can help current and future CSA members.  

There are minimal risks involved with participation in this study.  Every measure will be taken to 

keep your data secure.  Although highly unlikely, despite all efforts, unanticipated problems, 

such as a stolen computer may occur.  Any information collected during this study that can 

identify you by name will be kept confidential.  

 

PAYMENTS: Your family will receive a “goodie” bag filled with approximately $20 worth of 

non-perishable local foodstuffs such as honey, maple syrup, or pickles at the completion of the 

interviews. 

 

DATA STORAGE TO PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY: Any information you provide will 

kept confidential.  All data will be store in locked file cabinets in the principal researchers office 

or home, in a password-protected file in a password-protected computer, or in an encrypted flash 

drive. 

 

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately 45 to 90 minutes.  Your 

child’s participation will take approximately 20 to 30 minutes. 

 

http://www.tc.edu/
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HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED: The results of the study will be used to complete the 

principal investigator’s doctoral dissertation.  Data will be presented at meetings and conferences 

and published in journals or articles. 

 

PARTICIPANT'S RIGHTS 

Principal Investigator: Tomoko Iwaki 

Research Title: Gateway to Green: The Family Experience of CSAs 

 I have read and discussed the Research Description with the researcher. I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the purposes and procedures regarding this study.  

 My participation in research is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or withdraw from 
participation at any time without jeopardy to future medical care, employment, student 

status or other entitlements.  

 The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his/her professional discretion.  

 If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been developed 

becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue to participate, the 

investigator will provide this information to me.  

 Any information derived from the research project that personally identifies me will not be 

voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as specifically 

required by law.  

 If at any time I have any questions regarding the research or my participation, I can contact 
the investigator, who will answer my questions. The investigator's phone number is (347) 

820-4594 and her email address is tji2103@tc.columbia.edu.  

 If at any time I have comments, or concerns regarding the conduct of the research or 
questions about my rights as a research subject, I should contact the Teachers College, 

Columbia University Institutional Review Board /IRB. The phone number for the IRB is 

(212) 678-4105. Or, I can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 

W. 120th Street, New York, NY, 10027, Box 151.  

 I should receive a copy of the Research Description and this Participant's Rights document.  

 I ( ) consent to be audio taped.  

I ( ) do NOT consent to being audio taped.  

 The written, and audio taped materials will be viewed only by the principal investigator and 

members of the research team. 

Written and audio taped materials  

( ) may be viewed in an educational setting outside the research  

( ) may NOT be viewed in an educational setting outside the research. 
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My signature means that I agree to participate in this study.  

Participant's signature: ________________________________ Date:____/____/____ 

Name: ________________________________ 

If necessary: 

Guardian's Signature/consent: ____________________________________  

Date:____/____/____ 

Name: ____________________________________  
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Teachers College, Columbia University 

525 West 120th Street 

New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 

www.tc.edu  

 

ASSENT FORM FOR MINORS FOR INTERVIEWS 

 

Principal Investigator: Tomoko Iwaki 

Research Title: Gateway to Green: The Family Experience of CSAs 

 

I, __________________________________________ (child’s name), agree to participate in an 

interview about me and my family’s experience of being a member of a Community Supported 

Agriculture (CSA) program. 

 

The purpose and nature of the study has been fully explained to me by Tomoko Iwaki.  I 

understand what is being asked of me and should I have any questions, I know I can ask Tomoko 

Iwaki at any time.  I also understand that I can quit the study at any time I want to. 

 

Name of Participant: ________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant: _____________________________________ 

Witness (parent who is present): _______________________________ 

Date: _________________________ 

 

Investigator’s Verification of Explanation 

 

I certify that I have explained the purpose and nature of this research to 

___________________________ (participant’s name) in age-appropriate language.  He/She has 

had the opportunity to discuss it with me in detail.  I have answered all his/her questions and 

he/she provided the affirmative agreement (i.e. assent) to participate in this research. 

 

Investigator’s Signature: ________________________________________ 

Date: __________________________________________ 

http://www.tc.edu/
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APPENDIX 4 

 

Field Notes from Interview of Nikki, son, and daughter 

This is my first interview and I was feeling very nervous imagining all the things 

that could go wrong.   

Got to their apartment building, rang buzzer and heard a little girl scream “Hi, 

Tomoko!” out of the intercom and was buzzed in.  I took the elevator up to their floor and 

was greeted very warmly at the open door to the apartment by Nikki and her daughter. 

The plan was to interview the mother first and then the children, but Nikki 

suggested I start with the interview of her son.  I assume it was because it was a school 

night (Thursday & coincidentally, CSA pick-up day) and the kids had to be in bed.  By 

the time I got there (6pm), they had already finished dinner.   

Nikki told him to be good and answer my questions and I wanted to know about “our 

vegetables.” 

Nikki’s son was not really interested in talking to me at first, but when he saw my 

recorder, was fascinated.  He opened up after that.  The general feeling I got was that he 

thought there were lots of rules regarding food in his house.  He has to eat at least one 

bite of everything, no telling visitors how to behave at the table, napkins on lap, etc.  He 

hates squash – mostly for texture reasons.  Could not tell me much about the vegetables 

themselves.  Seemed very familiar with Trader Joe’s – the apples there are good.  One of 

the rules for food shopping he knew very well – no more than 6 grams of sugar.  But 

there is one cereal, Honey Nut Cheerios that he can get even though it has 7 grams of 

sugar.  He kept on mentioning the cost of things, not just of food.  For instance, he said 
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that they don’t have cable in the house because his mom is cheap and cable costs too 

much.  

  Next, I interviewed Nikki’s daughter (youngest of the two children).  She was 

very young so did not have much to say about the CSA vegetables, but could tell me the 

rules like her brother and some of the foods she likes, and that they shop at Trader Joe’s.  

   Interviewed Nikki last.  There were many interruptions because the kids were 

doing homework and taking a bath and called out to her on multiple occasions.  Three 

themes that stick out to me from mother’s interview –  

 

 Price – price was very important 

 

Routine – CSA pick-up and Trader Joe’s were routine things every week.  They 

would supplement fruit bought at Westside Market if they ran out and would buy heavy 

items such as milk at Morton Williams around the corner from the apartment.  The apples 

– the entire family mentioned the eco apples at Trader Joe’s. 

 

 Social aspect – she has a Thursday evening ritual with her neighbor who she splits 

the CSA share with.  They split the share over a beer after both of their kids are asleep.  It 

seems that that is one of the things she really enjoys about having a share. 

   

 “Food should go bad” – she repeated this over and over again.  Though price was 

a factor in her shopping, she did not seem as upset about things in her CSA share going 

bad, as if it proved to her that it was good food because good food should go bad.  Food 
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that doesn’t is “suspicious.”  She spoke about living abroad in Costa Rica and one of the 

reasons they did that is so that the kids can run around barefoot and eat good food – 

because food there “goes bad.” 

 

 Red Sauce – she mentioned that learning that at the end of the week, she can put 

all the leftover vegetables into a red sauce and serving it with pasta changed her life.  Her 

kids will eat anything – leftover kale, pepper, etc – if she puts it into the red sauce.    

 

It is interesting that they do not shop at the farmers’ market, which is across the 

street from her apartment twice a week.  It seems that her shopping is down to a routine, 

including the picking up of the CSA share.  As she stated, their breakfast is boring and 

the same – cereal or oatmeal.     

 

Lingering questions – 

 Why doesn’t Nikki shop at the farmers’ market across the street from her 

apartment?  Why does she go all the way to Trader Joe’s when she can get apples 

from the farmers’ market?  

 Why does Nikki think good food should go bad?  What is it she is getting 

suspicious about? 

 Are there other things like the red sauce that really helped her get through the 

CSA share? 

 Social interactions due to CSA – how important is that?   
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Note about young kids –  

 They do not seem to know much about the CSA – is this all they know, that is, is 

this just the norm for them?  Is the CSA or what these kids call the vegetable castle just 

like Trader Joe’s to them?  Just another place they go to for vegetables every week and 

not much beyond that?      
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APPENDIX 5 

 

Sample Line-by-Line Coding 

These are two excerpts from Nikki’s interview.  Nikki is a single mother of two children ages 7 

and 9 and has been a CSA member for five seasons.  She splits her CSA share with her neighbor. 

 

Interview Excerpt Number 1: 

 

Interviewer:   

Well what about what you don’t like, are there 

things that you don’t like about being a part of a 

CSA? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nikki:  

I confess that I end up throwing out stuff every 

week that, maybe not every week, but at least 

every other week there will be a rotten eggplant or 

something that I didn’t manage to cook. And I hate 

to do that, but it’s just the reality of life.  I mean I 

still think it’s worth it for me, but I wish I had 

maybe more time to, like, try different recipes and 

use everything up, but I don’t, I do my best. 

 

 

Throwing out rotten food 

 

 

Hate wasting food 

 

Still worth it despite waste 

 

Trying new recipes to use all food 

 

Interviewer:  

When you say that it’s still worth it for you, what 

do you mean? 

 

 

Nikki:  

The other things sort of add up. I don’t know 

financially, I don’t really do the math on it, but the 

other things are good about it. And I have the best 

intentions when I see the eggplant come out of the 

bag. I think of great things. [Laughs] But they 

don’t always happen. 

 

 

 

Valuing CSA, non-financial 

 

Having best intentions to cook 

Daughter:  

Can I get out? 

 

 

Nikki:   
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5 minutes, honey. 

 

Daughter:  

No, now! 

 

 

Nikki:  

5 minutes. I think she’s ok. 

 

 

Interviewer:  

Is there something that you as a family, as whole 

family, enjoy about being—I mean, or you don’t 

enjoy about being a CSA or you do, as a family? 

 

 

Nikki:  

I don’t know. I mean, like I said, for them, I think 

it’s, it is just part of what their life is, what, you 

know. I think they like going over. I think they 

like running around the church basement. [Laughs] 

I don’t know. I know they like the neighbors. They 

are good friends with them so it’s something that 

they have in common with them, too. And they 

sometimes complain about zucchini together. 

 

 

 

CSA just part of their life 

 

 

Enjoying CSA with neighbors/friends 

 

 

Kids complaining together 

Interviewer:  

The squash, yeah.  

 

 

Nikki:   

Yeah. I remember we were discussing it one time 

and the children were there when we were doing 

the divide, and all of the children very graciously 

said, "Oh no, you can have all the zucchini." So, 

it’s like that, I guess. 

 

 

Discussing CSA with kids 

Interviewer:  

You just mentioned that one of the challenges is to 

try and use all of the veggies, is there something 

that you try do to sort of get yourself to... 

 

 

Nikki:  

Well, yes. I mean, the great final thing is like a big 
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red sauce with kale and peppers and everything, 

everything. Green tomatoes, it doesn’t matter, just 

fry it with onions and garlic and add a tomato 

sauce and they love it, they love it. And they never 

know they’re eating kale. 

 

 

 

Interview Excerpt Number 2: 

 

Interviewer:  

That’s okay, no no. Let’s see. So, when you’re 

shopping for food, what qualities are you looking 

for? 

 

Nikki:  

Price, a lot. You know, I don’t necessarily think 

that the quality of Trader Joe’s is that great. I think 

probably Fairway is better.  Certainly meat. We 

don’t eat a ton of meat, and even like, you know, 

they have organic chicken.  I sort of wonder, they 

go through so much of it. But even if it’s organic, I 

am sure that it’s like a horrendous chicken farm. 

 

Interviewer:  

This is at Trader Joe’s? 

 

Nikki:  

Yes 

 

Daughter:  

[Shouts] 

 

Natalie:  

Hey [???] You all done? [Inaudible conversation 

with daughter] 

 

Interviewer:  

I forget what are we talking about.  Oh, right, the 

quality of the experience... 

Cooking finale red sauce 

 

 

 

Eating kale without knowing it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Looking for a good price 

 

 

 

Questioning organic chicken 
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Nikki:  

What do I look for at Trader Joe’s? I don’t know. I 

mean it’s mostly that it’s easy and it’s cheap, 

honestly, more than anything else. I feel like that 

in New York, there are plenty of places I could get 

better food, but... 

 

Interviewer:  

What do you mean by better? 

 

Nikki:  

I don’t know.  Like I wonder, like, it’s just such 

bulk, but maybe not. Like maybe brown rice is 

brown rice. It’s all coming from the same place. I 

don’t know. And there’s a huge difference in 

price. Like if you get it at Fairway or even West 

Side Market, like a small, it’s $5 for a very small 

bag and it’s $3.99 for a huge bag at Trader Joe’s. 

So, I mean. [laugh] 

 

Interviewer:  

Like, I do know.  

 

Nikki:   

It’s ok. [Inaudible] 

 

Interviewer:   

I know you mentioned the meat at Fairway. What, 

you said that you think it’s better than at Trader 

Joe’s? 

 

Nikki:  

I think so. I think there again, it’s local. I think it’s 

not...you know, I think Fairway is very 

conscientious about the farms that they go to. And 

the butchers take pride in their work. And we 

don’t eat a ton of meat. And fish too, I think is 

probably better at Fairway.  Especially the 

Fairway uptown because they really have that, I 

 

 

 

Looking for easy and cheap despite 

better options 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wondering about quality 

 

Questioning quality 

 

Questioning value 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Valuing local 

 

 

Valuing artisanship 

 

Questioning meat and fish 
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don’t know, they just go through more quantity. 

Anyway, I don’t buy fish at Trader Joe’s, I do buy 

their meat sometimes. Anyway. 

 

Interviewer:  

Is that something that’s important when you buy 

meat? That it’s local and it’s organic? 

 

Nikki:  

Well, I think generally, yeah it’s preferable. I can’t 

say that I always stick to that but yes, I would 

prefer. Everybody would prefer, like that the cows 

maybe didn’t have to have such a horrible life. 

And just yeah, that it’s clean, it’s decent, you 

know, and both to the animals and the people 

working there. Blah blah blah. So. 

 

Interviewer:  

Okay.  So moving on to your weekly cooking. 

How do you decide your weekly menu? 

 

Nikki:  

I am not very organized which is another reason 

that the CSA is good because I just think of 

something when I see it. [Phone Rings] Hello. No, 

I’m sorry. He hasn’t lived here for a long time. 

 

Interviewer:  

It’s that telemarketer time.  

 

Nikki:   

Yes 

 

Interviewer:  

Right, the weekly menu. 

 

Nikki:  

Oh.  I do like to cook. And I cook at home more 

than...almost every night, basically. I mean, we 

might, if we go to friend’s house or have pizza one 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preferring organic and local meat 

 

Cows living horrible lives 

 

 

Valuing farm worker and animal 

treatment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooking unorganized 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooking more at home 
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night a week, but maybe not even. I don’t plan, 

though...I don’t plan ahead, that’s why I have to 

have sort of a lot of things in the house then I just 

do cook it down until there’s nothing left, and..but 

that definitely is a plus with the CSA because 

otherwise I would just have the same things over 

and over again. Yeah. 

 

No planning ahead 

 

Cooking through food supply at 

home 

CSA providing variety, otherwise 

same thing 
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APPENDIX 6 

Sample Memo on Farmers’ Markets 

 

October 25th –  

After my interview of Nikki, I am left wondering why she does not shop at the 

farmers’ market.  I know for a fact that there is a market right across the street from her 

house two days a week – Thursday and Sunday – and yet she does not go.  Nikki told me 

she cared about food being local, but she and her two kids raved about the eco-apples 

they buy from Trader Joe’s rather than across the street at the farmers’ market.  

 

October 26th – 

Just finished my interview of Ashley, her husband, and two kids.  They too do not 

shop at the farmers’ market.  I understand that during the CSA season, member typically 

get enough produce for the week, but what struck me about this family is that outside of 

the season, they go to Costco to get much of their produce.  And it is the same produce 

week after week.  When I interviewed Ashley, it was almost as if she thought that when 

the season ends, their family has to revert back to their normal, boring routine of the same 

foods all the time.  She freezes portions of her share so that she can eat it off season.  She 

was telling me that her husband likes this butternut squash dumplings from his native 

country of Kazakhstan, but when they run out of frozen butternut squash, that is it.  He 

can’t have it any more.  But if she and her family were to go to the farmers’ markets 

during the winter months, that would be all she would find.  Ashley, unlike Nikki, is an 

orderly cook.  She has specific things she likes to cook when things come into season.  

But she does not purchase these foods outside of the CSA.  It is like she is ultra-loyal to 
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her CSA.  She can’t possibly buy broccoli raab or butternut squash outside of the CSA – 

this is the feeling I got from her.  And they are really loyal to their CSA.  Her husband is 

responsible for picking up their share.  It takes him 30 minutes to get to their pick-up site 

from work and another 40-50 minutes for him to get home from the pick-up site.  That is 

commitment.  But it is commitment to the CSA and not necessarily to local agriculture.   

 

December 29th –  

I did a follow-up interview with Nikki and she said something very interesting 

when I probed her about not shopping at the Farmers’ Market.  She said she hasn’t 

“cracked the code” yet.  She spoke of how her neighbors go all the time and know the 

farmers there and how nice it is for them.  The farmers know their kids so they get 

samples, etc.  Nikki would like to “get there” but again, she hasn’t figure out the farmers’ 

market yet.  I was not entirely clear what she felt like she needed to figure out, but clearly 

she wants to and is working her way towards shopping at the farmers’ market, but hasn’t 

overcome that hurdle.  She says she is finally figuring out the CSA.   

 Nikki said another interesting thing about how the farmers’ market feels 

expensive because you pay for it right there.  She admitted to not knowing how much the 

CSA is if you broke it down, but because it is a one-time expense, it just feels less 

expensive once the season begins.  Here is excerpt from her interview: 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, is that because of the CSA, it gives you enough, or is 

there other reasons you don’t shop at the farmers’ market? 

 

Nikki: I sort of haven’t cracked it. Like I don’t, I know that they’re 

very friendly. And the neighbors who I share the CSA with, 

like, know the people who run them, and they go there 
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every week, and they’ll buy what they buy, and they’ll 

always give the kids a carrot or something and it’s, you 

know, they’re very friendly people, but I haven’t really, I 

just haven’t figured it out.  Like apples, I’ll usually buy like 

a big thing of apples so I don’t need to buy them there, and 

then...yeah. Mostly, the local stuff we get enough from the 

CSA. I really wanted to try, there’s a mushroom guy down 

there. 

 

Interviewer: There is. 

 

Nikki: Have you tried the mushrooms? 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, they’re very good. 

 

Nikki: I love mushrooms. 

 

Interviewer: They’re very good.  They’re a little expensive, but they’re 

good. Very good. 

 

Nikki: Well, that’s the other thing. It is a little expensive, but, I 

mean, it’s worth it. I think the other thing is with the CSA I 

don’t even know how much it turns out to be. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

 

Nikki: But you pay it all beforehand so you don’t feel like you’re 

spending money. 

 

Interviewer: A lot of people say that. That every week when you go and 

pick it up it doesn’t feel like you’re paying anything. 

 

Nikki: Right. 

 

Interviewer:  So it feels good.  

 

Nikki: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Never mind that you paid the $500 or so up front.  

 

January 2nd –  

 Mulling over what Nikki said about the monetary exchange and it made me 

remember something that Martha said during her interview.  She said she disliked the 
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Union Square Greenmarket because it felt trendy and commercial.  There is something 

there about the monetary exchange that happens at the farmers’ markets that need to be 

explored.  Martha also told me a story about how one of her daughters, when she was 

very young, thought that the CSA vegetables were all free because they didn’t pay for it 

when they got it.  Just like with Nikki, there is something about not having to pay on a 

weekly basis that makes the CSA produce feel not just less expensive, but more like a gift 

of sorts.   

 

February 17th – 

 I interviewed Barry and his wife this afternoon in Queens.  Barry had something 

really interesting to say to me when I asked him about farmers’ markets.  He told me he 

prefers CSAs to farmers’ markets because he does not need to choose what to buy.  He 

feels overwhelmed by the choices, which stand to buy from, how to select the best 

produce, etc.  It’s interesting too given the literature I have read and also, people’s survey 

responses.  If there is something people are unhappy about in regards to CSAs, it is that 

there is no choice in what produce you get.  That is the point of the model.  But the 

people I have interviewed so far either do not mind the fact that they have no choice or 

they enjoy that they do not have a choice because left to their own devices, they would 

buy the same things over and over again and never try new vegetables.   

 Barry’s wife, Juliet, told me that they actually joined a different CSA one season 

that allowed for more choice.  You could go to the online farm store and pick out what 

you wanted each week.  She thought she would like this better, but she didn’t.  Here is 

the excerpt: 
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Juliet: Well, that was the third CSA that w tried, because you had 

total choice, you know?  The choices were pretty normal I 

guess. For me it was like, okay well, and then. and then you 

sort of...the other thing that comes with that is that you 

actually have a, a value that’s associated with that choice. 

And you’re like, “Oh, do I really want to spend”, you 

know, whereas if you’re just given a box, there’s no value 

on one item and you’re not really...you know what I mean?  

It doesn’t really affect how you feel about the produce so 

it... 

 

Interviewer: Right. Oh, I see.  So that was, you put in money at the 

beginning of the season... 

 

Juliet: You put in a chunk of money, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: And then you sort of spent out of that chunk. Oh. 

 

Juliet: And you, it’s like doing grocery shopping. And so when I 

would go on the website and I’d look and I mean, “Do I 

really want to spend $6 on carrot or something?” You 

know, so... 

 

Interviewer: Right. 

 

Juliet: Although I had the choice, I wasn’t actually picking up as 

much of a variety, because of that, because of the monetary 

value that was associated with the item. 

 

Juliet did not enjoy having to make the choices and she did not enjoy that there 

was a price attached to those choices.  Interesting – it seems psychological since people 

do not seem to actually cost out the CSA.  It feels expensive when they pay for it in 

January, but it is a one-time expense.  It is not that they forget altogether that they paid 

for their share, but you just don’t do that math and you feel like you get so much.  

 

February 19th –  



 

163 

Thinking back to interview of Linda from February 7th.  She told me multiple 

times that she loves to cook and showed me some of her favorite cookbooks, but what 

she absolutely hates is the meal planning.  And with the CSA, you have what you have 

and you have to figure it out what to make to make with it.  That seems like planning to 

me, but to her, it meant that she did not need to plan.  What she seemed to mean was that 

she did not have to figure out what to buy at the grocery store.   

 

March 27th – 

 Barbara, Jean, and several other families reiterate the same points about choice of 

produce and the financial exchange at their CSAs versus the farmers’ markets.  This is 

not what I expected to discover.  I certainly thought more of the CSA members I 

interviewed would shop regularly at the farmers’ markets and I did not expect that people 

would enjoy the lack of choice or feel that the fact that they did not have to make these 

food choices would relieve some of the stress behind their food decisions.  It does speak 

to the fact that these members are trying to make the right decisions and feeling a bit 

overwhelmed.  At least if they are eating food from the CSA they are making a good 

decision as far as their health and for the environment.     

 

 

 


