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MaX|m|zmg Shareholder Retentmn in

Southern CSAs

Retammg shareholders isa dzfﬁcult problem for many farmens operatmg Community
Supported Agnculture (CSA) programs, and the time and energy spent recmztmg new
shareholders can. be a strain, especially in regions where the CSA “tradition” is not well
established and understood amiong potential subscribers. Deborah Kane's research on
_ shareholders pre-subscription expectations and post-subscription appraisal of their expe-

riences is a valuable tool for evaluatmg and zmpmwng upon this umque famzer/con—

sumer relationship.

By Deborah Kane

‘ he success of Corﬁmunity Sup- '
ported Agriculture projects

depends to a large degree on the
.-existence of a committed group of share-
“holders.- When shareholder turnover is

high, demands on farmers’ time can be

‘overwhelming.- Recognizing this chal-

lenge, researchers at the University of . -
Georgia (UGA) teamed up with seven .

‘Southeastern farmers to try to determine

which factors seem to most influence =

shareholder satisfaction. Our research
suggests that the variety of produce
offered at CSAs plays a key role in overall

 satisfaction, and that people’s expecta-

tions concerning variety are simultané-
" ously complex and contradictory. - -

" Our initial hypothesis was that
unrealistic expectations held by new
shareholders might contribute to high
rates of turnover. ‘We defined new share-

_holders as people who were joining the

. CSA for the first time and had never been
" members of another CSA. Telephone

interviews with new'shareholders were

“they had been .
influenced - by
. actual experience

.. Supported Agri-
. culture. Did they -
- learn about CSA

directly from the farmer or from a Frierid?"

Prmczpal Investigator:
 Deborah Kane, Ronald C. Carroll and
Luanne Lohr, University of Georgza

Collabm'atmg Growers: :
Dick Baird, Pickens, South Carolina
Harvey Harman, Bear Creek North
Carolina . ..

Sammie and Melinda Komgsberg,
Waxhaw, North Carolina

Alex McGregvr Signal Mountain,
Tennessee

Larry and Judy McPherson, Ashebom
North Carolina . :

OFRF Support for Project: $4, 880
(Fall 1996)

_ Vcon‘ducte'd in the early spring of 1996,
: before any shares had been distributed:
_ The timing of this phone call enabled us

to identify share- -
holders’ expecta-.
tions well hefore

with the CSA. -
First, . we
asked people how .
they had heard of
Community

Did they know other people who had ever

" “been members of a CSA? ,
Next, we discussed people’s primary

motivations for j Jommg the CSA. What

.- did they hope to gain from the experi-

ence? - Which aspect of part1c1pat10n was
most appealing to theni? We asked share-

holders to describe their understanding
of the agriculture aspect of CSA. Did they

know what kinds of fruits and vegetables -
to. expect, did they understand the con-
_ cept of risk, and were.they aware of how

seasonality affected availability?
We also asked shareholders to

describe’ their expectations regarding the .

community aspect of CSA. Did they
anticipate attending farm activities, help-
ing with distribution, or socializing with

‘other shareholders in general? -

During the spring phone interviews

we also attempted to quantify people’s -
perception of the value of the experi- -
‘ence they were about to have. We did -

this by asking questions about the share
price. For example, if a shareholder had
paid $400 for his/her share, the tele-

phone conversation would have proceed- -
“You paid $400 for your

ed as follows:

share. Given" the expectations you-have .
just discussed with me, would you have-

_ been willing to pay $440 for the same

share?”  Essentially, we continued re-ask- -
ing the question, adding 10% to the origi-
nal cost of the share, until we arrived: at

~ thé upper limit the shareholder would
have been willing to pay. By this method,
- we were able to quantify, in terms familiar -

to each shareholder (i.e. money), how '
each new shareholder perceived the

~value of the expenence they were about - .
© to have.

At the end of the growmg season, we -

" called new shareholders back and re-
" minded them what they had said in the

spring. The second phone call allowed us

" to determiné whether expectations; as’

expressed in the spring, had been met.

" The price question was also revisited, this

time-as follows: “In the spring you told
mie you paid $400 for your share. Now
that you have gone through the experi-

ence and know what being a shiareholder

entails, would you be willing to pay $400
again?” - This. time 10 percent was either
added to or subtracted from the eriginal -

share price until we reached the amount

the shareholder would be willing to pay.

Summary Results

' hen asked about their specific
expectations in the first interview, -

people indicated that they were generally

_excited about the upcoming CSA experi-
‘ence and looking forward to it with antici-
* pation. With regard to the agriculture

aspect of CSA, some were awaiting what
they believed would possibly be the best -
fruits and vegetables they were likely to
eat in their. entire lives. Others spoke of

"childhood memories regarding fresh

tomatoes from grandma’s garden. The
majority of shareholders did not convey
an exact 'knowledge of which items they
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could 'expec.t to receive, nor when to
expect certain items. - Overall, however,

they -did possess a fairly accurate general -

impression of the agriculture aspect of
CsA.

As for the community aspect of CSA,

new shareholders were spht fairly evenly
‘betweer those interested in community
and those not interested. Fifty-two per-

cent of the new shareholders interviewed’ =

in the spring indicated that they didn’t
have any expectations whatsoever. They
didn’t want to go out to visit the farm,

they didn’t want to meet new people, and

they didn’t have time to volunteer or help
out with distribution. - Of those that did
" care about the community aspect, a

minority expressed any sense of deep :

commltment to the CODCCpt

During the fall phone interview, the
people who had prevxously indicated a
desire to get involved in the farm were
asked whether they had been able to ful-
fill this desire. Despite the best of inten-

tions; most never made it out to the farm, -

or didn’t-fnake:it out as frequently as they
~'thought they would.

In addltlon, the tone of the fall con-

versations was cons1derably more subdied

- than the previous spnng, and also, notice- -

‘ably shorter. ‘Reality (and one ‘toe many
eggplants in their shares) had changed
. people’s perception of the CSA exper-

ience.  Nowhere is this more evident than "

with the question concerning price.
“As.illustrated in Table 1, 66 percent

of the new shareholders interviewed in

the spring were willing to pay an amount

- above the price they orlglnally paid for = .
their share. By the fall, the number of .
people ‘willing to pay an amount above -

the original share prlce dropped to 39

- percent. Between spring and fall, the per--

. ceived value of the CSA experience, as:
 measured monetanly, dropped for the.

" majority (64 percent) of the new share-

holders we spoke with:

"~ Problems assocxated with- expecta- .

tions concerning variety were consistently
offered by new shareholders to explain

their decline in perceived value. In the

‘spring, new shareholders expressed an
apparent willingness and desire to.try dif
ferent vegetables; that is, vegetables other

than the ones they were used to eating. -
Yet it is precisely the variety aspect of the

CSA experience that posed the most
problems for .new shareholders.
Consider the contrast-between remarks

iar with. He gave us a
Clittle cookbook ‘to

gr eat.”

variety of organic pro-

- .the only vegetables I buy.
I'don't want to have to buy.

. for this.”

’were things that you just don’t .

made in the spring, and those made in
- the fall:" | '

- Members’ Own Words

About CSA

Spring.
working with new vegetables that I’ve
never had before. They put out a list of
vegetables that we would be receiving,
and there were so.many that I didn’t even

know the names of. We were kind of in a-
rut with regard to the vegetables we eat..

So besides looking for a great source of
clean vegetables, I was also looking to
force my hand to work with other vegeta—
bles.and learn to cook with them.”

“I wanted to- expand the number of,
_ vegetables we eat.

I'm not familiar with
some of the things he grows. My children

~are not real good vegetable eaters. I
thought if he could give us somethmg,
. that was tastier than what you get in the
grocery store they might be more inter--
“ested.” I pass a lot of these things up in
the  grocery store because I don’t know
- - what they are or what to do with them. I~
thought this would be a good opportumty’

to learn;”

"~ “The vanety was appealing. He actu-. .

ally has things we’re not even famil-
introduce us to some
stuff. I thought it was
“I'expect to geta
duce. Iam assuming that

these will be pretty much

too much more [fresh pro-
duce] at the grocery store.
That’s the way I've budgeted

Fall. “The only drawback
we found with it was there

...things that I'd just as
soon not have. I don’t feel that

we got a whole lot of squash and tomatoes
~and.corn. Overall the produce has been
really good, but there has been stuff we've ‘

thrown away because we just don’t eat it.”
“Freshness was definitely there, but

‘wher I said [ wanted variety I really meant

within the things I'was used to eating.”

“We got some unusual different -
. types of vegetables that we wouldn’t have

“I’'m looking forward to
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bought in the store, btlt then we kept get-
ting them week after week and we didn’t

- really know what to do with them. They

weren't necessarily our favorite things.

We thought we wouldn’t have to supple-
ment the vegetables at all, but it ended
up being such odd kinds of stuff that we

" really did have to buy more.”

“I never got a wide enough variety to
really keep me from having to go to the.

" grocery store. We didn’t really have

enough to keep us going all week. The
quality was good, but there just wasn’t

- that much, variety. I thought the share in
. the CSA would take care of my fruit and

végetable purchases for the whole season.
In other words, I didn’t think I would
have, to buy more fruits and vegetables
from the supermarket as long as I was get-

. ting CSA shares. Unfortunately, I consis-

tently supplemented the share with addi-

tional purchases at the store.”

Again, despite the stated w111mgness ‘
and desire of new shareholders to-try dif-
ferent vegetables, it is precisely the variety
aspect of the CSA experience that posed

" the most problems for new shareholders.

It is both necessary and appropriate to
: mtroduce sharehold-
- €rs to new vanetxes of
-\ produce. :
Nonetheles s,
shareholders in the -
"Southeast are indi-
cating, for the most
part, that new vari-
eties should be
offered as com-
plements . to,
‘rather than sub-
stitutes for, the
usual “garden
varieties.” 3>

Deborah’s full
report,  “Maxi-
mizing Shareholder
Retention in Southern CSAs: A Step
Toward Long-Term Stability,” co-authored
with Luanne Lohr, includes specific recommen-

- dations for increasing shareholder satisfaction
“and the summary results from surveys mailed

to 259 CSA shareholders. Copiies may be
obtained from OFRF. 32 pp. A $2.00 dona- -

* tion is requested to contribute to eopymg and

postage costs.
* This article first appeared in the ]une

1997-issue of Growmg for Market




