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Recruiting Shareholders for Community Supported Agriculture Enterprises in [State]

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

The 2011-2015 National Research Agenda Priority Area 6 encouraged developing solutions that engage citizenry and profitable agricultural enterprises in rural communities (Doerfert, 2011).  Consumers have joined community supported agriculture (CSA), a direct marketing enterprise, by paying a farmer in return for a weekly share of products harvested (Brown & Miller, 2008).  [State] has 70 CSAs that allow farmers to maintain their local agriculture and meet consumers’ demand for local food (Local Harvest, 2011).  A marketing concern for CSAs is the 60-70% retention rate of shareholders; therefore, CSA owners continually recruit new shareholders to remain viable (Oberholtzer, 2004; Strochlic & Shelley, 2004). Community-based social marketing (CBSM) is an approach that fosters sustainable behavior in agriculture (McKenzie-Mohr & Smith, 1999).  As part of the CBSM approach, communication using messages, credible sources, and personal contact can capture the attention of individuals in order to initiate behavior change (McKenzie-Mohr & Smith, 1999).  Messages delivered through personal contact from credible sources are more influential on forming individuals’ attitudes and behaviors than mass media coverage.  Word-of-mouth advertising was an important way of increasing the number of shareholders in Vermont, New York, and the Midwest (Kolodinsky & Pelch, 1997; Polimeni, Polimeni, Shirey, Trees, & Trees, 2006; Sharp, Imerman, & Peters, 2002).  Furthermore, 220 shareholders in Minnesota and joined their CSA due to knowing either the CSA owner or a friend/family member in the CSA, and shareholders actively recruited new shareholders (Cone & Myhre, 2000).  Sweet Peas CSA in the Midwest grew its number of shareholders through various social networks and information distributed at gathering places of consumers who had probable interest in alternative food sources (Sharp et al., 2002).

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore what information channels [state] CSA shareholders use to learn about food choices.  Fruit and vegetable farmers living in [state] could use the knowledge gained from this study in their own community-based social marketing campaigns for recruiting new consumers to join a CSA.

Methods

The research question addressed in this study was part of a larger, descriptive collective case study that used a mixed methods design to collect and analyze quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).  One construct of a researcher-developed questionnaire was used for collecting the data presented in this manuscript.  The construct indicated how frequently shareholders used 12 information channels when seeking information about food choices, using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).  A panel of experts established face and content validity of the questionnaire.  Researchers conducted a pilot test with shareholders of two CSAs in [state] to establish reliability of the questionnaire.  Shareholders from three CSAs in [state] participated in the study.  CSA 1, located near [city], has 50 shareholders, and CSA 2, located in a rural community in [city] has 83 shareholders, with 39 having email addresses.  CSA 3 is in a rural community near [city] and has120 shareholders.  Following Dillman’s Tailored Design Method, the CSA owners sent the e-mails to their shareholders on behalf of the researchers.  Data were collected using SurveyMonkey™.  A total of 85 online surveys were returned for a response rate of 41%.  The researchers ran descriptive statistics in SPSS® 18.0.  The results presented in this study were cumulative of the three CSAs.

Results

As seen in Table 1, websites (M = 3.81, SD = 0.95) followed by interpersonal (M = 3.10, SD = 0.95) were sometimes used.
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Table 1
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Frequency of Using Communication Channels for Seeking Food Choice Information

	Information Channel
	N
	M
	SD

	Websites
	47
	3.81
	0.95

	Interpersonal 
	50
	3.10
	0.95

	E-mail
	49
	2.71
	1.12

	Events (farmers’ markets, on-farm)
	50
	2.38
	0.99

	Print publications (fliers, newsletters, brochures)
	49
	2.33
	1.07

	Social media (Facebook, MySpace, Twitter)
	50
	1.96
	0.99

	Local broadcast (television, radio)
	50
	1.88
	1.02

	Cooperative extension (agent, website, materials, events)
	49
	1.88
	1.01

	Local newspaper
	49
	1.86
	0.98

	Presentations at local organizations
	49
	1.73
	0.81

	Direct mail
	49
	1.53
	0.82

	Other
	27 
	1.33
	0.88

	Note. The scale was 1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, and 5 = Always.



Conclusions

Websites and interpersonal communication were sometimes used for learning about food choices.  Shareholders in Minnesota, Vermont, New York and the Midwest also joined their CSA through word-of-mouth advertising by knowing friends or family who belonged to the CSA or knowing the CSA owner.  Posting membership information at events or in buildings where consumers would have interest in local could help establish and grow local food systems by increasing communication opportunities between consumers and CSA owners.
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Findings from this study have potential implications for developing community-based social marketing practices for CSAs located in or near [state] communities.  Shareholders used few of the information channels when making food choices.  Further research might shed light on the information channels preferred by shareholders when searching for food choice information.  Additional research is needed about what information potential shareholders want to know about joining a CSA.  These new findings would help CSA owners make decisions on what information channels they use for delivering their marketing messages to potential shareholders.
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