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“No matter how complex global problems may seem, it is we ourselves 
who have given rise to them. They cannot be beyond our power to 
resolve.” (Daisaku Ikeda) 
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1. Introduction 

1.1  Agricultural Developments and Challenges 

The agricultural sector has experienced significant evolution in recent decades, 

echoing Heraclitus’ timeless wisdom that “change is the only constant” (Plato, 1930, 

p. 402). It continually evolves and confronts new obstacles and advancements, 

resolving issues, but also leading to new challenges as time progresses.  

One of the main challenges it must currently confront involves significantly expanding 

food production to meet the needs of the growing population. Satisfying this demand 

within existing production standards, while also meeting climate targets, presents a 

cunning task (Giovannucci et al., 2012). This challenge is attributed to various factors 

and developments that have taken place in recent years. Regional markets have 

increasingly been replaced by global value chains and mass production (Brunori et al., 

2011; Cleveland et al., 2015; Diekmann & Theuvsen, 2019). Conventional-, also 

known as industrial agriculture, is typified by its capital and resource-intensive 

nature, large-scale operations, specialization on high yielding, and mechanization. It 

centers on monoculture cropping systems, and its geographical distribution ranges 

from local to international markets (Jarosz, 2000; Kellermann, 2020). The 

conventional food system has been widely criticized for its environmentally, 

economically, and socially damaging nature and is considered unsustainable (Lang et 

al., 2009; Wills & Sidsaph, 2021). Soil degradation, excessive greenhouse gas 

emissions, destruction of ecosystems, and reduction of biodiversity have been 

identified as some of the leading environmental consequences of these food systems 

(Kellermann, 2020; Michel-Villarreal et al., 2018).      

Safeguarding the production of foods will require an industrial paradigm shift in the 

near future (Giovannucci et al., 2012). According to Capra (1997), a paradigm is “a 

constellation of concepts, values, perceptions and practices shared by a community, 

which forms a particular vision of reality that is the basis of the way a community 

organizes itself” (Capra, 1997, p. 6). Consequently, profound changes must be made 

to cause a paradigm shift.  
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An effort has been made to instigate a shift in agriculture by introducing organic 

farming, often regarded as a sustainable agricultural practice. It was the response to 

changing consumer preferences and environmental impacts of advancing agricultural 

intensification through mineral nitrogen fertilizers, chemically synthesized pesticides, 

and land consolidation (Vogt, 2007).  

Unlike conventional production, its focal point is the natural production of products 

with sustainable methods. Farming methods are based on establishing a closed farm 

cycle, ecosystem management and protection, and diversifying the range of products 

(Haller et al., 2020; Jarosz, 2000; Suciu et al., 2019). Furthermore, the farms 

renunciate chemical treatments and utilize farm-specific organic fertilizers such as 

manure and compost (Haller et al., 2020; Suciu et al., 2019). Through implementing 

these methods, organic farming makes an essential contribution to environmental 

protection in agriculture. However, it does have several disadvantages, such as 

decreased agricultural productivity and land requirements that are more difficult to 

attain (Hirschfeld & Weiß, 2008). While organic agriculture has improved 

sustainability in the agricultural sector, current trends fall short of creating an 

agricultural sector capable of feeding future generations and preserving the planet 

(Kellermann, 2020). 

The severity of environmental problems with the current food systems becomes 

evident when examining greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and their development 

statistics. Germany is currently the leading country in Europe regarding GHG 

emissions (Seront et al., 2023). Accordingly, analyzing the causes of these GHG 

emissions and tackling them with methods for sustainability transformation is of 

utmost urgency. Regarding the anthropologically caused GHG emissions in Europe, 

9% are caused by agricultural practices (Gattinger et al., 2011). As depicted in Figure 

1-1, the figures in Germany show a similarity, totaling 8% (Umweltbundesamt, 

2023b). 
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Figure 1-1: Anthropological GHG emissions in Germany by Sector 

 

(Data: Umweltbundesamt, 2023b. Design: C. Enderle) 

 

Germany has significantly reduced its GHG emissions over the last ∼30 years. Carbon 

dioxide (CO₂) and methane emissions have decreased by 37% and 66% since 1990 

(Umweltbundesamt, 2023a). A decrease in GHG emissions can also be seen in the 

agricultural sector (Umweltbundesamt, 2023b). However, the reduction of emissions 

regarding agriculture is developing at a rate that is too slow to meet the climate 

targets for 2030 (Wettengel, 2023). In 2012, agricultural production in Germany 

emitted 60,05 million tons of CO₂e Until 2021, it merely decreased to 56,33 million 

tons of CO₂e (Eurostat, 2023).  

Regarding land use in Germany, agricultural practices make up for a large area. Just 

over 50% of German land is covered with agricultural fields, most cultivated by 

conventional farms (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022). A total of 262,776 farms 

currently operate in Germany, most producing following conventional standards. 

Organic farms account for only 26,133 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2024b). Despite the 

overwhelming dominance of conventional farming, the share of organic farms has 

gradually increased. It has grown to 13.5% in the total percentage of organic farms as 

of 2020, as opposed to 7.3%, where it stood in 2010 (BMEL, 2022). Although GHG 

emissions are currently too high, it must be recognized that Germany’s agriculture 

has made significant developments in recent years and is gradually shifting towards 
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a more sustainable direction. Despite its positive development in this regard, the vast 

agricultural sector still poses a significant threat to the earth in its current form.  

Apart from the various environmental challenges that food systems face, they must 

adapt to a shift in consumer preferences and behaviors, particularly in the global 

north (Rosol, 2018). These developments are partly a result of the current trajectories 

regarding climate change (BMEL, 2023; Röhrig et al., 2024). Anxiety regarding the 

current environmental developments and mistrust toward today’s food systems are 

spreading among the people (Kneafsey et al., 2004). Consumers nowadays place a 

high value on fresh, seasonal, high-quality, healthy, organic foods produced in an 

equitable manner that supports local and sustainable agriculture (Laginová et al., 

2023; Rosol, 2018; Rosol & Strüver, 2018; Vassalos et al., 2016; Woods et al., 2017). 

Additionally, they aim to minimize food waste and packaging  (Rosol & Strüver, 2018). 

Increased concern regarding health, animal welfare, and ecological issues has been 

determined, changing people’s consumption behavior regarding food (Michel-

Villarreal et al., 2018). Consumers are worried about the outcomes that the current 

food systems could have on the planet and thus wish for sustainable alternatives 

(Diekmann & Theuvsen, 2019). 

Not only do consumers call for new food production systems, but so do many 

producers (Heinze et al., 2021). Structural change has led to a continual decrease in 

farms and workers in the agricultural sector and an increase in surface area per farm 

(BMEL, 2022; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022). Less farmers are managing bigger 

farms. Increased efficiency in production, mechanization, and unrealistic 

expectations towards the sector have led to a dwindling number of farms (Kirschke 

et al., 2007). Various farms cannot meet today’s high standards, where they are 

expected to increase their production for a lower price while maintaining their high-

quality produce (Dannenberg & Follmann, 2023). Competition is too high, and many 

farmers cannot adapt to the evolving market pressure. Thus, the farms that are losing 

in this development are terminating their operations, with the total number of farms 

in Germany shrinking, while other, larger farms gain more surface area and more 

power within the market (Dannenberg & Follmann, 2023). As a result, plenty of 
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farmers are forced into a position where they must find a new alternative adapted to 

the development of today’s agricultural market.  

 

1.2  Alternative Food Networks and Community Supported Agriculture as a 

Alternative to Predominant Food Systems 

In recent decades, novel food systems emphasizing sustainability have emerged and 

are gaining increased recognition (Forssell & Lankoski, 2015). They are commonly 

referred to as Alternative Food Systems (AFN) and first appeared in the 1990s 

(Edwards, 2016). However, they are still regarded as niche models, as they are by far 

not as widespread as conventional or classic organic food systems (Maye et al., 2013). 

Currently, no uniform definition of an AFN exists. However, comparing different 

definitions and studies on AFN, identifiable characteristics are present in each piece 

of literature. AFNs all encompass a broad range of concepts, including locality, 

quality, spatiality, embeddedness, sustainability, and short food supply chains (SFSC) 

(Michel-Villarreal et al., 2019). Similar characteristics are spread across various stages 

of production, transactions among stakeholders, and consumption activities (Wills & 

Sidsaph, 2021). Notably, there is a strong emphasis on product quality, fostering 

relationships between consumers and producers, and promoting local produce 

through effective marketing strategies (Edwards, 2016). Additionally, AFNs prioritize 

reducing the geographical distance between production and consumption (Rosol, 

2018). Some examples of AFNs that have emerged in contemporary agricultural 

settings include food cooperatives, community gardens, and farmers’ markets (Wills 

& Sidsaph, 2021). These networks are crucial in connecting consumers with locally 

sourced, high-quality products while fostering community engagement and 

supporting sustainable agricultural practices. 

Watts et al. (2005) categorize AFNs into weaker or stronger types. According to them, 

AFNs can be classified as either weaker or stronger depending on their interaction 

with and susceptibility to being controlled by conventional food supply chains (FSC). 

Weak AFNs are characterized by alternatives that rely on labels regarding production 

standards, such as organic and fair-trade production. Stronger AFNs, on the other 
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hand, dispose of a network that is not embedded into the FSC of conventional food 

systems. One example of these strong AFNs is Community Supported Agriculture 

(CSA) (Watts et al., 2005). 

Community Supported Agriculture, a concept that can be categorized as an AFN and 

having an SFSC, is an uprising concept that caters to today’s consumer needs and 

does not directly participate in the highly criticized, unsustainable, highly 

competitive, conventional, predominant food systems (Klemisch, 2021; Kneafsey et 

al., 2013; Wellner & Theuvsen, 2016). It is an agricultural concept that originated in 

Japan in the 1960s and appeared under Teikei, which means partnership in Japanese 

(Kondoh, 2015; Schnell, 2007). Teikei was primarily based on Japan’s unsustainable, 

highly mechanized, and chemical-intensive food practices and lack of connection 

between consumers and farmers (Kondoh, 2015; Parker, 2005). Regional buying clubs 

were formed to facilitate the consumption of safer products free from industrial 

chemicals and reconnect farmers and consumers. These were closed communities 

where consumers bought the produce directly from the producer (Parker, 2005). 

Intermediaries were left entirely out. Initially, not all products in this emerging 

market were organic. However, the relevance of organic production grew over the 

years and became a trademark of Teikei farms (Parker, 2005).  

Various forms of partnerships between the stakeholders began to evolve, and the 

concept started spreading internationally. The United States of America (USA), one 

of the leading countries in CSA development and the number of farms, adopted the 

idea in 1986 (Adam, 2006; Strochlic & Shelley, 2004). Since then, it has been one of 

the leading countries in CSA growth and research. The first European CSA projects 

were established in the 1960s (Adam, 2006). Figure 1-2 gives an overview of the 

distribution of CSA worldwide. 
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Figure 1-2: Number of CSA farms per country in 2011 

 

(Data: URGENCI, 2021, p. 6-8. Design: C. Enderle) 

 

Community Supported Agriculture has spread across many countries and, with time, 

has branched into various versions that differ in several aspects. However, some 

ground principles define a CSA quite clearly. A CSA connects farmers and consumers 

by creating a closed consumer community (Ernst, 2017). As opposed to the 

predominant food systems in which the produce gets distributed through the open 

market in supermarkets, online stores, etc., the entirety of the produce is distributed 

to a set group of CSA members (Ernst, 2017). At the beginning of each season, a public 

meeting is planned for the member acquisition and presentation of the upcoming 

season (Moore et al., 2014). At this meeting, potential members are informed of 

prices, assortment, and information essential to the membership. There is a set 

number of members who can join per season. This number is calculated by how many 

people can be fed by the farm (Schlicht et al., 2014). A unique feature of CSA is the 

economic aspect. Instead of buying produce, members receive set shares, which can 

vary depending on the production’s effectiveness. Members pay a monthly fee that 

accounts for the entire production at the farm. The payment for the year is agreed 

upon at the beginning of the season (Ernst, 2017). Thus, financial risk is spread among 

all stakeholders and does not remain a burden solely for the producer. This 

functionality creates an economic community that promotes joint tackling of tasks, 

which might not have been possible individually (Degens & Lapschieß, 2023a). 

Generally, the subscription price is designed to allow for the total production of the 
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foods, fair payment for the producers, and potentially some over-shoot for farm 

investments. Financial gain is not the aim of this concept (Bloemmen et al., 2015; 

Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). 

Community Supported Agriculture farms are organized as a local concept. As opposed 

to foods of international origin, which are available at supermarkets, CSA farms 

generally distribute foods grown locally at the farm (del Castillo, 2012; Ernst, 2017). 

Thus, the members acquire fresh, high-quality produce that is harvested shortly 

before the distribution among the members. Associated with regionality comes the 

seasonality of the produce (del Castillo, 2012). Depending on the season, consumers’ 

shares can have very different produce. Some classic foods are vegetables and fruits. 

In some cases, farms also offer more specialized produce such as eggs, meat, and 

processed foods such as various dairy products or bread (Balázs et al., 2016; Degens 

& Lapschieß, 2023b; Ernst, 2017; Kelley, 2013). The shares are usually distributed 

weekly per depot or a farm pick-up (Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017a). Depots are pick-up 

spots selected at locations that shorten the routes for members when they want to 

pick up their shares.   

As the development started with Teikei, CSA farms produce following organic 

standards. Not all farms officially certify their farms as organic (Volz et al., 2016). 

Since members can visit the farm and observe the production, trust is built, and 

proving production standards with a certification becomes obsolete (Matzembacher 

& Meira, 2019). The farms lay the environment at a very high value and utilize various 

eco-friendly cultivation methods. Community Supported Agriculture intends to 

actively contribute to preserving biodiversity, building humus, and soil and water 

conservation (Schmitt, 2022). However, organic cultivation is not necessarily a given, 

as some CSAs distribute produce from conventional production (Prial, 2019). Another 

important factor at numerous farms is high participation among all stakeholders. 

Members have an active role in production and organizational tasks at the farms 

(Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017a). However, this characteristic has decreased to a certain 

degree. With time, new models have come to fruition in which the member 

involvement is minuscule or can even be zero. This is because certain members 

prioritize consuming local, fresh, and healthier foods over the social aspect of the CSA 
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(Lang, 2010). Community Supported Agriculture can be considered an umbrella term 

encompassing various models (Degens & Lapschieß, 2023b). 

Various types of CSA farms have come to fruition. These differ depending on the 

country and what they aim to achieve with their farm (Ravenscroft & Taylor, 2009). 

The most assessable and universal way to categorize CSAs is into two different forms: 

producer-driven and consumer-driven farms. Producer-driven farms typically 

operate under the management and initiation of a farmer. While members are 

encouraged to assist on these farms, it is not obligatory (Adam, 2006; Ertmańska, 

2015; Makona, 2011). A common scenario that leads to the creation of producer-

driven CSAs often begins with farms initially selling their produce in the open market, 

followed by a transition to a CSA for various reasons. In contrast, consumer-driven 

farms typically commence with a collective of consumers taking the initiative. 

Typically, these consumers organize themselves into a group and either seek out a 

producer willing to supply them or undertake the production themselves. 

Subsequently, a core group of members usually forms, taking on most tasks (Adam, 

2006; Makona, 2011). Specific authors have added to this by integrating consumer-

producer-driven farms into the typology, meaning that the farm has a relatively 

balanced hierarchy and workload distribution (Paech et al., 2020). 

 

1.3 Community Supported Agriculture in Germany  

Community Supported Agriculture was first established in Germany in 1988 with the 

foundation of the Buschberghof (van Elsen & Kraiß, 2012). However, it did take 

considerable time for the concept to gain traction. Up until 2007, there were merely 

a total of nine CSA farms across the country.  

Several CSA enthusiasts and agricultural workers, dissatisfied with the sluggish 

progress of the CSA concept in Germany, aimed to accelerate its growth by 

establishing a network. In 2011, they formed the Netzwerk Solidarische 

Landwirtschaft (NSL) to facilitate this endeavor. The NSL aims to aid stakeholders who 

intend on founding a CSA farm, enable the exchange of information between farms, 

supply farms with materials, offer educational events, support research projects, and 
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various additional services (Netzwerk Solidarische Landwirtschaft, 2021). They 

undertake a wide array of responsibilities aimed at fostering the expansion of CSA in 

Germany and encouraging individuals to engage with the concept (Netzwerk 

Solidarische Landwirtschaft, 2024b). The foundation of this organization can be 

considered a complete success. Since its initiation, the number of CSA farms in 

Germany has grown exponentially each year (Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017a).  

Currently, there are 475 CSA farms in Germany (Netzwerk Solidarische 

Landwirtschaft, 2024a). Figure 1-3 demonstrates the growth of the CSA concept in 

Germany, highlighting how the growth has experienced a significant increase with 

the foundation of the NSL. From 1988 to 2010, there was minimal growth, with the 

total number of farms barely surpassing 20. However, since 2011 and the inception 

of the NSL, there has been a notable surge in farm numbers. 

 

Figure 1-3: Number of CSA farms in Germany 

 

(Data: von Mirbach, 2018. Design: C. Enderle) 
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The interest in CSA was further boosted by the Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) 

starting in 2020, when people realized that local food systems have a high degree of 

resilience due to their independence from international value chains and are less 

prone to fail in times of crisis. Many have labeled the pandemic as a signal of change 

that might contribute to agricultural transformation, benefitting CSA and similar 

concepts (Lang, 2020). In a survey conducted at the end of 2020, 69% of German 

farms reported increased demand for memberships at their farm following the start 

of the pandemic (Schmitt, 2022). Regarding the geographical distribution of 

members, most of them live in the urban setting, which stood at 61.2% in 2017 

(Blättel‐Mink et al., 2017). The salary of members in 79.6% of CSAs is €3,000 or higher, 

surpassing the average monthly German salary of €1,950 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 

2024a). As a result, CSA membership is not accessible to everyone. Similar to 

purchasing organic foods, joining a CSA tends to be more expensive than buying 

conventional products. This cost disparity can cause discontent among members, 

sometimes leading them to withdraw from the farm or refrain from joining altogether 

(Maschkowski et al., 2018). Merely 10% of Germany’s CSA farms do not have official 

organic certification. However, they all state that their production follows organic 

standards (Schmitt, 2022). The size of CSAs in Germany disposes of a very high 

divergence. It ranges from small communities with ten shares to a large cooperative 

with 1,800 shares (Schmitt, 2022). 

CSA farms in Germany appear in various forms regarding the legal framework, which 

is typically chosen in coherence with the farm’s goals. Multiple topics, such as land 

ownership, binding contracts, educational goals, ethics, distribution methods, etc., 

influence the choice of the correct legal form (Rüter, 2015; Wild, 2016). Classic forms 

most popular in Germany are registered associations, civil law partnerships, and 

cooperatives (Wild, 2016). In addition to distinguishing between producer-driven, 

consumer-driven, or producer-consumer-driven farms, further typologies have been 

identified among German farms, delineating them based on their objectives and 

ethical considerations. The first type is CSA as a pragmatic strategy. These are 

generally small-scale farms under pressure from structural change within the 

agricultural sector, struggling to survive in the market (Klemisch, 2021). 

Consequently, the farm can potentially secure its survival through guaranteed 
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membership fees (Boddenberg et al., 2017). The second form is the spiritual-social 

practice. This form is based on the emotional and material disconnection from people 

and nature. Its main goal is strengthening these bonds (Boddenberg et al., 2017). The 

third type of CSA is the sociopolitical movement. This type criticizes the capitalist 

system and its negative influence on people and nature. Thus, it intends to offer an 

alternative system lifestyle and is seen as an emancipation from a neoliberal capitalist 

economic and societal system (Boddenberg et al., 2017). Reflecting current 

trajectories regarding the growth in CSA numbers and increase in interest due to the 

critics regarding unsustainable food systems, this positive development will likely 

continue over the next couple of years and potentially spawn new variants. Despite 

diverging strategies, all CSAs generally consist of similar ethics and production 

methods, as described in the chapter above. 

 

1.4  Deep Leverage Points and the Relevance of this Thesis   

Considering the current trajectory of climate change and the evolution of food 

systems, it's evident that a paradigm shift is necessary. Environmental degradation, 

structural transformations, and shifting consumer expectations necessitate 

adaptations in today's food systems. Community Supported Agriculture is, by many, 

regarded as a form of AFN that meets these criteria (Wellner & Theuvsen, 2016). In 

today’s sustainability research, various approaches and methods are utilized to 

address sustainability issues and transform systems into more sustainable ones. 

Abson et al. (2017) criticize that many approaches nowadays do not target the correct 

LPs to achieve actual transformational change to sustainability. Dorninger et al. 

(2020) describe transformative change as a profound evolution of systemic 

connections and behavior, leading to fundamentally different sustainability 

outcomes (Dorninger et al., 2020). 

Abson et al. (2017) suggest a novel framework to advance sustainability research and 

the practical development of more sustainable systems. This framework analyzes 

deep realms of leverage, drawing from leverage points (LP) as defined by Donella 

Meadows (1999). This concept offers excellent potential as a heuristic and practical 

tool to study these LPs and create a more sustainable agricultural sector (Abson et 
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al., 2017; Fischer & Riechers, 2019). By employing this concept, it becomes feasible 

to pinpoint the LPs implemented in CSA that contribute to its sustainability. This 

thesis approaches CSA as an agricultural concept that, in itself, poses an intervention 

in the largely unsustainable agricultural sector. This intervention can be studied and 

analyzed for its LPs to assess if CSA truly has a transformational character, as defined 

by the concept of Abson et al. (2017).  

Despite its growing significance, CSA has not yet garnered much attention in 

Germany. This circumstance is attributed to CSA’s relatively late bloom in Germany 

compared to other countries such as Japan and the USA (Schmitt, 2022). German 

research on CSA began with Kraiß & Elsen’s overview of CSA distribution in Germany 

in 2008 (Kraiß & van Elsen, 2008). With the exponential increase in the number of 

CSAs since 2011, as illustrated in Figure 1-3, there has been a corresponding rise in 

research. However, various economic, ecologic, and social topics regarding CSA 

remain unexplored (Diekmann, 2020; Falk & Madsen, 2015). Hence, this concept 

offers an ideal platform for investigating the transformative potential of particular 

LPs through specialized research. Thus far, empirical research has overlooked the 

sustainability transition concept of LPs proposed by Abson et al. (2017), and it has yet 

to be applied to this system (Dorninger et al., 2020). Therefore, this thesis intends to 

contribute to closing this research gap by applying the outlined method. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This dissertation is based on a contemporary sustainability concept that has been 

modified over the years and is currently increasingly being applied in various studies 

regarding sustainability research. The applied analytical approach is the modified 

leverage points concept (LPC) by Abson et al. (2017). It was developed in reaction to 

current trajectories in sustainability research and intends to improve sustainability 

research through a holistic, systems-thinking approach. Ultimately, a research 

agenda is proposed to boost future sustainability research and make it target truly 

transformational topics. Abson et al. (2017) criticize that science and politics 

nowadays do not target the correct LPs to achieve sustainability transformation 

(Fischer et al., 2007). Despite sustainability sciences efforts to guide humanity toward 

a more sustainable future, it is missing the mark by utilizing approaches that do not 

leverage substantial change. Therefore, current trajectories will most likely not be 

altered through these LPs, at least not in a way that can leverage substantial change 

(Abson et al., 2017). According to Abson et al. (2017), a lack of transdisciplinary in 

research is one of the critical factors preventing fundamental alterations. Biophysical, 

economic, legal, social, and ethical dimensions must all be studied, and their relations 

must be analyzed (Geels, 2011). Traditionally, these trajectories are usually analyzed 

in a disciplinary fashion. These can fix proximal problems but do not tackle the root 

cause of unsustainability (Ehrenfeld, 2004). 

Briefly explained, this concept helps determine the transformational potential for the 

sustainability of systems based on the analysis of deep realms of leverage within this 

system. It defines three deep realms of leverage that are tightly connected and can 

influence one another. To fully understand this theory, it is crucial to explore its 

origins and the influences it derives from. The concept is rooted in the LPs and ideas 

presented by Donella Meadows in her 1999 publication Leverage Points – Places to 

Intervene in a System (Meadows, 1999). 
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2.1  Donella Meadow’s Concept of Leverage Points  

Meadows defines a LP as follows: “A place in the system where a small change could 

lead to a large shift in behavior” (Meadows 2008, p. 145). This concept is localized in 

the field of system analysis. Meadows created a list including a total of twelve LPs. 

These are ordered by their increasing power to leverage change. Leverage point #12 

has the least power to leverage substantial change in a system, and it is not as 

challenging to alter. Leverage point #1, on the other hand, can leverage the most 

change. However, this point is most difficult and resistant to change. Figure 2-1 

depicts the varying degrees of influence LPs possess in reshaping a system. 

 

Figure 2-1: Leverage Points and their Power to Leverage Change 

 

(Data: Ecowe, 2013; Meadows, 1999, p. 5-19. Design: C. Enderle) 

 

The following is the original list of Meadows (1999): leverage points – places to 

Intervene in a system. These are directly cited from the article and further explained 

independently (Meadows 1999, p. 5-19; Meadows 2008). 
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12. Constants, parameters, numbers (such as subsidies, taxes, standards)  

These are numbers described in the system. Intervening at these points can define 

the rate at which things happen within a system (E.g., taxes, minimum wages, 

subsidies). While these seem to be the most apparent points where changes can and 

should be made, these changes are the least effective.  

11. The sizes of buffers and other stabilizing stocks, relative to their flows 

Buffers and stocks are meant to stabilize the system if there is any fluctuation. An 

example of this would be the deposit of money in the bank. Keeping a certain amount 

of money can bring stability and equalize fluctuations.  

10. The structure of material stocks and flows (such as transport networks, population 

age structures)  

This is the physical arrangement of the material flow within a system. These are often 

very difficult to change. Hence, in many cases, rebuilding them is the easier choice. 

9. The length of delays, relative to the rate of system change 

This measures the overall duration from the inception of a change until its complete 

impact becomes observable. For instance, it can pertain to the progression of a 

technology versus its release and adoption. 

8. The strength of negative feedback loops, relative to the impacts they are trying to 

correct against 

These are emergency response mechanisms that automatically react to change and 

self-correct. It is a system that reacts when the original goal of the system is in 

jeopardy, attempting to correct fluctuation. An example is a thermostat, which 

attempts to maintain the goal temperature.   

7. The gain around driving positive feedback loops 

Instead of self-correcting, as negative feedback loops do, positive feedback loops 

attempt to self-reinforce. This effect can harness growth and improvement but also 
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destroy a system if it is not controlled. Therefore, managing growth through specific 

mechanisms is typically the approach taken to address these changes. 

6. The structure of information flows (who does and does not have access to what 

kinds of information)  

The creation of feedback loops, knowledge exchange, and usage of information are 

all included in this point. The transparency of information can lead to significant 

changes without having to alter any other parameters.  

5. The rules of the system (such as incentives, punishments, constraints) 

Rules include all the written and unwritten rules in the system. Malfunctions in 

systems can often be led back to rules and those who have power over them. They 

are a compelling LP. 

4. The power to add, change, evolve or self-organize system structure 

Systems that can change and are open for development have the best opportunity to 

flourish. This allows them to adapt dynamically and survive changes that influence 

their system. It allows the additions or alteration of any LP lower on this list.   

3. The goals of the system 

The system's objectives derive from the foundations of the preceding LPs. A system 

is built around how a particular goal can be achieved. Thus, this point has excellent 

power, and changing it becomes problematic.   

2. The mindset or paradigm out of which the system arises 

The paradigm is a belief and the mindset out of which a system is created. It forms 

and dramatically influences the development of further LPs. This included goals, 

structures, rules, delays, and parameters.  

1. The power to transcend paradigms 

Meadows’ final and most powerful LP is the power to transcend paradigms. This 

ultimately means the power to stay flexible and be open to change regarding the 
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paradigm, to accept that there is no ultimate paradigm and that a paradigm shift is a 

viable option at any given time (Meadows 1999, p. 5-19). 

Although this is a complete list, Meadows defines this as a work in progress. It lays a 

foundation for LPs research. However, it is very open to change and should be further 

researched. She also underlines that the order of the list can be inconsistent at times. 

The power of these LPs is not always necessarily in this order. They can vary 

enormously depending on the LP and their relation to other ones. However, this list 

offers a solid approach to base system analysis on and further develop it (Meadows, 

1999, 2008). 

 

2.2  Development of the Leverage Points Concept 

Abson et al. (2017) utilize these LP and build upon them. The twelve LPs are 

abstracted into four system characteristics. Leverage points #1 - #3 are described as 

parameters and present modifiable, mechanistic characteristics that are usually 

targeted by policymakers to make swift changes to a system (Abson et al. 2017, p. 

32) Leverage points #4 - #6 are summarized as feedbacks. This system characteristic 

entails positive and negative feedback loops within a system of interest that drive 

internal dynamics (Abson et al. 2017, p. 32). All the LPs ranging from #1 to #6 are 

considered shallow LPs. These are places where interventions are simple to 

implement; however, they only bring minor changes to the system. These are 

followed by the remaining system characteristics, categorized as deep LPs  (Abson et 

al. 2017, p. 32). As opposed to shallow LPs, these are relatively difficult to alter. 

However, if done correctly, they bear transformative character and can leverage the 

most change (Abson et al., 2017; Birney, 2021). Leverage points #7 - #9 are labeled 

as the design of a system, which comprises institutions and social structures that 

manage the parameters and feedbacks. Ultimately comes the intent, including the 

LPs #10 - #12. The intent of a system includes underpinning goals, values, and 

paradigms upon which a system is built (Abson et al. 2017, p. 32). Abson et al. (2017) 

stress that the intent is based on the system’s interest as an individual entity. That 

means that certain actors might be involved with the system but do not have the 
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same interest. The elaboration of the LPC from Abson et al. (2017) is summarized in 

Figure 2-2. 

 

Figure 2-2: Leverage Points and System Characteristics 

 

(Data: Abson et al., 2017, p. 33; Meadows, 1999. Design: C. Enderle) 

 

Abson et al. (2017) do not add further meaning to these LPs by adding system 

characteristics. Grouping them into system characteristics simplifies the concept and 

makes it more accessible for the reader by forming sensible groups. Reflecting the 

current state of sustainability research and policy, these have predominately 

targeted shallow LPs within the characteristics of parameters. The design and intent, 

however, have hardly been the subject of change (Abson et al., 2017). This does not 

imply that interventions at shallow LPs are useless. They still have the power to bring 

change and produce beneficial outcomes. These do, however, not suffice by 

themselves (Abson et al., 2017). 

Abson et al. (2017) further modify the concept by adding three “realms of deep 

leverage.” Although numerous methods and leverage domains exist for instigating 

transformative change, Abson et al. (2017) emphasize the significance of these three 

realms.  
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The realms are described as follows:  

1) The role of institutions and institutional decline and failure in systemic change  

2) People’s connections to nature and their influences on sustainability 

outcomes  

3) Knowledge production and use in transformational processes 

To simplify these descriptions, the three realms of leverage have been titled re-

structure (1), re-connect (2), and re-think (3) (Abson et al., 2017, p. 34-36). The 

upcoming sections explain the critical contents of the deep realms of leverage.  

Re-structure 

Human action is guided and constrained by establishing institutions, setting 

boundaries through regulations, and aiming to achieve a collective goal (Abson et al., 

2017). Two types of institutions can be categorized: informal- and formal institutions. 

Formal institutions encompass written regulations such as laws, contracts, and plans. 

Informal institutions comprise customs, taboos, and codes of conduct. Since these 

systems are typically resistant to change, finding LPs to transform them is a 

challenging task (Abson et al., 2017). Abson et al. (2017) believe that the institutions 

in a system and their ability to change is a key lever to achieve sustainability 

transformation. It is crucial to dismantle obsolete structures and embrace newer, 

sustainable measures capable of initiating structural or systemic change (LEUPHANA, 

2015). Creating newer, more sustainable measures might rely on destroying old 

structures. What might seem counterintuitive could be the key to achieving 

transformation to sustainability (Meadows, 1999). Newig (2013) identified four 

productive functions of collapse and renewal in systems and described them as 

follows: 

1) Ensuring that institutions are structured to embrace the potentially 

transformative learning and adaptation opportunities presented by crises 

(Example: A built-in sunset legislation) (Eburn & Dovers, 2015). 

2) Intentionally destabilizing unsustainable institutions could create 

opportunities for transitioning toward sustainability (Geels, 2011). 
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3) Examining institutional failure systematically across various contexts may 

provide valuable insights into how institutions operate and how to enhance 

their effectiveness in the future (Newig et al., 2016). 

4) Active management of decline in a system. This will prevent the decline or the 

complete losses of institutions (Newig, 2013). 

According to Abson et al. (2017), these might be the best means to leverage 

significant structural change within a system. Ultimately, a system must be designed 

in a flexible way that is able and willing to adapt and re-structure following current 

needs and developments.  

Re-connect 

Re-connect concerns human connection to nature and how it can influence 

sustainable behavior. Scholars have analyzed an increased human disconnection 

from nature, a phenomenon that manifests on individual and societal levels. This 

disconnection leads back to various developments that have taken place in society in 

the last couple of years; Urbanization and its resulting decreased access to green 

surroundings and natural landscapes play a significant role in this regard (Andersson 

et al., 2014; Beery et al., 2023; Lin et al., 2014; Stilgoe, 2001). Globalization, 

technological progress, increased use of electronic media, and a shift in norms and 

values are said to be some further causes (Beery et al., 2023; Pergams & Zaradic, 

2006; Seppelt & Cumming, 2016). 

Several researchers have proposed that this disconnection negatively impacts 

sustainability (Nisbet et al., 2009). Today’s society exhibits a deficiency in pro-

environmental behavior. Strengthening this behavior entails fostering more 

significant interactions with nature by re-establishing individuals’ connection to their 

natural environment (Klaniecki et al., 2018). Researchers have identified diverse 

methods through which individuals establish a bond with nature. Ives et al. (2018) 

classify these methods into the following five forms of connectedness: philosophical, 

emotional, cognitive, experiential, and material connections to nature (Ives et al., 

2018, p. 1390). 
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Material connection to nature involves extracting and utilizing goods and materials 

sourced from the natural environment, such as food and fiber (Ives et al., 2018). 

These elements provide physical and material assets for human use (Díaz et al., 2018). 

Due to globalization, many natural products are consumed far from their places of 

origin, resulting in a spatial disconnect between producers and consumers (Haberl et 

al., 2009). Restoring the material connection to nature could influence the design of 

a system. This could allow other connections to nature to flourish (Abson et al., 2017). 

Experiential connection to nature is cultivated through direct engagement with 

diverse natural environments (Ives et al., 2018). Strengthening this experiential bond 

with nature fosters a greater affinity for nature, promotes support for conservation 

efforts, and motivates advocacy for conservation policies (Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment, 2005; Miller, 2005). Beyond fostering pro-environmental behavior, 

which is beneficial for nature, having increased experiential experiences with nature 

can also bring personal benefits for humans. Research indicates that experiential 

connection to nature can increase psychological, cognitive, and physiological well-

being (Foo, 2016; Keniger et al., 2013; Woiwode et al., 2021).  

The cognitive connection concerns an individual’s knowledge and awareness of 

nature (Ives et al., 2018). People with a comprehensive contingent of knowledge 

regarding nature and sustainability are aware of the interconnection between 

humans and nature (Schultz, 2001). They realize that specific human actions can have 

negative environmental consequences. Thus, having a good amount of knowledge 

regarding nature increases a person’s pro-environmental behavior (Mayer & Frantz, 

2004; Woiwode et al., 2021). Emotional connection describes human empathy and 

feelings towards nature (Ives et al., 2018). A large portion of this connection 

comprises personal experiences that people have made concerning nature (Kals et 

al., 1999). Increasing educational discourse with nature and experiential activities 

improves the emotional connection to nature (Kals et al., 1999). Philosophical 

connections explore fundamental perspectives on how individuals perceive nature, 

its significance, and their beliefs regarding its treatment (Ives et al., 2018). These 

philosophies are characterized by specific rules and goals influencing individuals’ 

behavior (Abson et al., 2017).  
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Inner connections, such as cognitive, emotional, and philosophical experiences, tend 

to be more potent than outer connections, which are material and experiential. 

However, since these connections are often connected and mutually dependent, 

they are all relevant when searching for LPs to re-connect people to nature (Artmann 

et al., 2021; Ives et al., 2018). 

Re-think  

The creation, usage, and sharing of knowledge in society plays a significant role in 

transformation processes (Berkes, 2009). The “path dependence theory” posits that 

humans often base their decisions on past experiences, acknowledging the 

importance of history. Previous events create feedback loops that shape future 

decision-making processes (Greener & Duignen, 2017). Considering these path 

dependencies regarding the perception and production of knowledge could be crucial 

for achieving transformative sustainability (Abson et al., 2017). Abson et al. (2017) 

describe the role of knowledge within systems as follows: “Re-thinking knowledge for 

sustainability transformations requires an understanding of how knowledge flows 

through systems of interest, and how we identify the goals and expectations of 

sustainable transformations (intent) or select the methods and means that help us to 

get there (design)” (Abson et al., 2017, p. 35). This quote exemplifies the complexity 

of how the realms of deep leverage relate to system characteristics and potentially 

further realms of deep leverage.  

Although following path dependencies might be the most intuitive approach, relying 

on previously successful paths might also hinder development since new promising 

alternatives might be overlooked (Urmetzer et al., 2020). Once again, taking the 

counterintuitive route might be the key to sustainability transformation regarding 

knowledge. It is necessary to move away from solely depending on institutionalized 

knowledge and established best practices to allow for the growth of new knowledge. 

Albeit path dependencies do play a role and should be studied in order to 

comprehend how knowledge is generated, they should only be part of the analysis 

when searching for sustainability-related LPs. Questioning existing perceptions 

should play an equal role in the process (Abson et al., 2017). Learning is a process 

where people transcend paradigms and can thus be considered a highly relevant 
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point for transformation toward sustainability (Bryant & Thomson, 2021; Meyer & 

Land, 2005). 

Besides generating new knowledge, sharing knowledge enhances human capital and 

initiates transformative processes (Flora & Bregendahl, 2012; Rieckmann, 2012). The 

development of individuals through the gain of knowledge and the acquisition of new 

competencies through this knowledge exchange is considered a requirement for 

societal transformation (Balsiger et al., 2017). Creating knowledge and competencies 

might be vital to achieving transformation within systems.  

Due to the complex nature of sustainability problems, the problem solution requires 

specialized input from various locations and fields of expertise (Ansell & Gash, 2008). 

Thus, multiple entities with diverse backgrounds are needed to search for solutions. 

In agricultural cases, for example, this could require expertise from stakeholders in 

agriculture, economy, engineering, food processing industry, farmers, etc. (Abson et 

al., 2017).  

 

2.3  Interactions between Leverage Points, System Characteristics and 

Deep Realms of Leverage  

Abson et al. (2017) emphasize that these realms of leverage do not maintain a one-

to-one relationship with the LPs defined by Meadows. Due to their highly complex 

nature, they cannot always be distinctly assigned to specific LPs or system 

characteristics. Changing the methods of creation and sharing of knowledge can, for 

example, influence LPs within the system characteristics, feedbacks, design, and 

intent (Abson et al., 2017). This also works the other way around. For instance, 

modifying specific LPs, like those associated with power dynamics, can impact each 

of the deep realms of leverage (Fischer et al., 2015). The following Figure 2-3 briefly 

exemplifies how these realms can overlap.  
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Figure 2-3: Overlap of the Deep Realms of Leverage 

 

(Authors own work) 

 

This rationale underpins the selection of these three realms as possessing the highest 

potential; their profound interconnection holds significant promise in the quest for 

sustainability within a system (Abson et al., 2017). Nevertheless, examining system 

characteristics and their relation to the deep realms of leverage is feasible since this 

can help understand systems’ complexities and dynamics. The realm of re-connect is 

generally most related to a system’s intent. The design characteristic often 

implements elements within re-structure and re-think (LEUPHANA, 2015). 

Furthermore, LPs are not to be classified as fully independent. Similar to the dynamics 

of system characteristics and realms of leverage, LPs can be interconnected with 

various other LPs. Altering the system through a powerful LP does not necessarily 

guarantee systemic change. Given these complexities, Abson et al. (2017) suggest 

that LP research should not solely focus on deep LPs. Considering their linkage with 

additional LPs, shallow LPs should also be examined and analyzed in conjunction with 

other points. Furthermore, the authors underline the importance of experimentation 

with various LPs, which allows one to test their effectiveness and see how they 

influence the rest of the system (Abson et al., 2017). 
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2.4  Sustainability and Leverage Points in Community Supported 

Agriculture  

Community Supported Agriculture farms promise to offer a sustainable alternative to 

conventional farming. Several studies have analyzed the three pillars of sustainability 

within the CSA concept to test this promise, searching for ecological, economic, and 

social dimensions within the farms. Pinpointing these results might open the door to 

applying the LPs theory to the concept. In the following section, conventional farms 

will be utilized as an entity for comparison.  

Ecological sustainability in CSAs is facilitated through environmentally friendly, 

organic cultivation methods that minimize unsustainable inputs such as pesticides 

and chemical fertilizers (Medici et al., 2021). Operating with a short supply chain, 

regional foods, and minimized distribution channels, some critical attributes for 

environmentally friendly production are present (Doernberg et al., 2016; 

Matzembacher & Meira, 2019). Given the opportunity, farms typically strive to 

substitute chemical products with organic alternatives, reducing air and soil pollution 

(Medici et al., 2021). Furthermore, CSA farms utilize less machinery and vehicles, 

which protects the soil from damage and compaction (Egli et al., 2023). Non-

renewable energy consumption is also significantly lower in the CSA farms, leading to 

a lower global warming potential (Zhen et al., 2020). Cultivation usually occurs in a 

relatively small area, yet the farmers utilize a great variety of crops, which benefits 

greater biodiversity (Medici et al., 2021; Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017b). Additionally, 

CSAs put a great effort into distributing their produce in an environmentally friendly 

way. Produce is only packaged if necessary, reducing packaging costs and waste. 

Transport between produce and consumer is reduced to a minimum by efficient 

distribution methods (Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017b). The environment also reaps the 

rewards of CSA members’ heightened pro-environmental behavior, stemming from 

their increased interactions with nature through the farm (Wellner & Theuvsen, 

2017b).   

Regarding economic sustainability, CSA employs an unconventional approach to farm 

growth and profitability. As opposed to conventional farming, in which financial gain 
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and growth of the operation are the primary goals, CSA goals are based on ethics, 

high quality of life, and a healthy relationship between nature, consumer, and 

production (Bloemmen et al., 2015; Thompson & Coskuner-Balli, 2007). Profiting off 

the produce is not a part of CSA. Community Supported Agriculture farms act in a 

regional vicinity, so their existence boosts the local economy. People consume more 

products within their region, ultimately leading to the creation more jobs (Wellner & 

Theuvsen, 2017b). This concept also supports farmers by offering them an alternative 

to the conventional market, which marginalizes many small-scale farms. Hence, 

instead of participating in a highly competitive, volatile market, they work in a 

supportive, collaborative environment in which they have financial security due to 

contractual membership fees (URGENCI, 2019; Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017b). 

However, it is crucial to ensure accurate calculations for the upcoming season right 

from the start. Significant errors in these calculations could reduce seasonal income, 

potentially jeopardizing the farm’s survival (Galt et al., 2016).  

Lastly, there are also various factors regarding social sustainability within CSA farms. 

Community Supported Agriculture farms are structured to be open and transparent, 

supporting the exchange of information and experiences. Overall, the farms appear 

to have a positive, healthy effect on members. People learn from the production 

process and build a stronger connection to nature and producers (Matzembacher & 

Meira, 2019; Wellner & Theuvsen, 2017b). Members exchange information on how 

they can process certain foods, develop more nutritional awareness, and feel 

healthier since joining CSA (Allen et al., 2017; Rossi et al., 2017). They also eat more 

whole foods like fruits and vegetables than processed foods (MacMillan Uribe et al., 

2012; Vassalos et al., 2017). Studies suggest that farmers are also happier at CSAs. 

They express satisfaction with their occupations, attributed to favorable working 

conditions and fair income (Egli et al., 2023; Medici et al., 2021). Different farms also 

arrange social gatherings to enhance member participation and share knowledge on 

agricultural subjects. These gatherings can also draw in prospective members (Medici 

et al., 2021). It has been observed that individuals at CSAs exhibit a distinct set of 

values, which encompass characteristics such as social justice, honesty, 

responsibility, friendship, world-openness, and helpfulness. These are all 

characteristics that strengthen solidarity and can have a positive effect on social 
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sustainability (Diekmann & Theuvsen, 2019). Moreover, the financial framework, 

which allows for dynamic payments based on members’ income and how much they 

are willing to pay, adds another dimension to the social aspect. This system is 

inclusive of people who otherwise could not afford the CSA membership yet wish to 

join (Diekmann & Theuvsen, 2019; Lamine, 2015). In some farms, members volunteer 

to help with production, communication tasks, and other activities. Farmers are 

generally satisfied with this assistance since it takes some work off their shoulders 

(Medici et al., 2021). However, having a high degree of participation is not always the 

case. Increasingly, farmers lament a lack of participation from their members and 

take measures to increase participation (Brehm & Eisenhauer, 2008; Brown & Miller, 

2008; Galt et al., 2016). 

It is evident that CSA is founded on a robust framework encompassing all three pillars 

of sustainability. These mentioned characteristics, which are included in CSA to 

achieve sustainability, show promising potential and have many people believing it is 

a sustainable system. Each of the three pillars of sustainability is evident and 

manifests through diverse structures (Diekmann & Theuvsen, 2019). However, it 

should be stated that currently, there are insufficient studies to confirm these 

studies’ actual effects, leaving plenty of room for further research (Wellner & 

Theuvsen, 2017b). Nevertheless, the points give a solid overview of potential 

structures that might leverage change to sustainability in the three analyzed 

categories. Regarding re-connect, re-think, and re-structure, it becomes apparent that 

some of the mentioned sustainability characteristics might relate to the deep realms 

of leverage. For instance, incorporating consumers into the production process could 

be viewed as a method to re-establish a connection with nature, given the 

heightened exposure to natural elements during this interaction. 

In the context of CSA, understanding the LPC underscores the necessity of a holistic 

analytical approach, given its roots in systems thinking (Sanneh, 2018). Re-think, re-

structure, and re-connect are very complex realms that can be present at any point in 

the CSA. Since no clear analysis framework for LPs exists, a complete analysis of the 

system is essential. Thus, the entire value chain, its processes, past and present 

developments, reasonings for change, power relations, stakeholder roles, and their 
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interactions, etc., will be searched for LPs. Value chain analysis assesses the value 

generated across the stages of a value chain, encompassing economic, social, and 

environmental dimensions, all crucial for CSA analysis (Fearne et al., 2012; Porter & 

Kramer, 2011). It provides insight into the flows within systems and where actors 

have adjusted flows or operational structures (Birney, 2021).  

In the context of this thesis, LPs refer to specific points within the CSA system that 

have been incorporated since its inception or gradually introduced over time, holding 

the potential to catalyze transformative change. It is an assessment of interventions 

that already have taken place. With the LPC, it is possible to analyze the CSAs’ 

structures through a different lens and categorize them to see if they also have 

genuinely transformational character. This might include some of the mentioned 

sustainability characteristics and bring to light additional relevant LPs. This method 

enables the identification and hierarchization of LPs by examining their alignment 

with the deep realms of leverage or their compatibility with specific system 

characteristics. 

 

2.5  Aim of this Thesis and Research Questions 

This thesis aims to examine the potential that lies within CSA in Germany regarding 

sustainability transformation. The region of Hesse will be explored as an exemplary 

region for Germany. Implemented by utilizing the LPC, it aims to identify LPs within 

the CSA system and analyze how they might leverage transformational change. The 

LPC by Abson et al. (2017) proposes a research agenda, giving guidelines and tips on 

how sustainability research should be approached to tackle the correct LPs that can 

leverage substantial change. However, this paper does not contribute to further 

sustainability research regarding approaches to how theoretical sustainability 

research should be conducted in the future. Instead, the LPC is practically applied to 

a system, the CSA, and used as a framework for analysis.  

Accordingly, only certain parts of the LPC apply to this analysis. The thesis will not 

include particular suggestions that Abson et al. (2017) make regarding future 

sustainability research. Regarding the realm of re-structuring, the focus will not be on 
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analyzing if and to what degree the CSA system has the ability to change. Instead, the 

focal point will be analyzing what structural elements have been implemented into 

the system that can contribute towards sustainability, which can manifest as informal 

or formal structures. This choice has been made since the CSA is being evaluated as 

an intervention that has already taken place in the agricultural sector. Concerning re-

connect, LPs within the farms will be identified and analyzed following Ives et al. 

(2018) categorization regarding types of nature connectedness. Finally, re-thinking 

will be studied by analyzing how knowledge is produced, utilized, and shared within 

CSA and determining which levers facilitate this dynamic.  

Climate change and the substantial negative influence that agricultural practices have 

on it underline the relevance of this study. As the consequences of climate change 

become more apparent each year, an industrial paradigm shift becomes increasingly 

urgent. Alternative models such as CSA present options for approaching 

sustainability, and a paradigm shift may be reached. Since research has not 

adequately examined CSA yet, this thesis attempts to do so by utilizing the LPC. 

 

This thesis will address the following research questions: 

 

(1) Does Community Supported Agriculture have leverage points located in the 
realms of deep leverage for sustainability transformation, and do they cut across 
the realms?  
 

(2) How powerful are these leverage points, and how do they differ from 
conventional food systems? 
 

(3) Does the Community Supported Agriculture system dispose of the potential to 

achieve transformation towards sustainability? If so, to what extent? 
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3. Research Design and Methodology 

The research process of this thesis was subdivided into four phases. The first phase 

includes the search and determination of a research topic. After scanning numerous 

documents and exploring various fields that demanded further investigation, the 

thesis was crafted to focus on the concept of LPs within the context of CSA in 

Germany. This choice was inspired by the FoodLevers project, which the Philipps-

University Marburg would work on starting in 2020.  

FoodLevers was a three-year research project that focused on organic and sustainable 

food systems across seven European countries. It started in December 2020 and was 

finalized according to plan in December 2023. Responding to the unsustainable 

trajectories in the development of European agriculture, FoodLevers aimed to aid in 

transitioning the current linear food systems to more circular, sustainable food 

systems. Deep LPs within innovative food systems from the participating countries 

were identified with the ambition of achieving this goal. This facilitates the further 

development and scaling up of organic and sustainable food systems (FOODLEVERS, 

2020). To achieve this, each country selected one case study within its country, 

applied a system’s approach, and analyzed various aspects of the case study. The 

results should deliver best practice cases regarding environmental, social, economic, 

and governmental processes (FOODLEVERS, 2020). This project’s approach regarding 

LPs in sustainable and organic food systems was the incentive for the theoretical 

framework of this thesis. It utilized an intriguing approach to studying systems 

regarding sustainability and thus presented an opportunity to analyze an equally 

neglected field: research on CSA in Germany.  

Following the choice of a theoretical framework and analysis of a couple of 

sustainable food systems in Germany, the choice fell to CSA. An extensive literature 

review and the creation of research questions followed this. The method of empirical 

data collection and the geographical region in which the interviews would take place 

were determined. The interviews would be qualitative, semi-structured interviews 

since these allowed for the best in-depth analysis of CSA in Hesse (Aghamanoukjan 

et al., 2009). This choice and its background will be detailed in an upcoming section. 
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Hesse was chosen as the data collection area for several reasons. Focusing on one 

state in Germany ensured that the selected farms are relatively close to each other. 

This allows the dynamics and relationships between the farms to be studied. 

Furthermore, they have similar geographical conditions and an identical regulatory 

framework. Accessibility was another reason for choosing this area. Being within 

proximity of the farms would enable a more straightforward interview process and 

allow for site visits and face-to-face interviews. The COVID-19 restrictions further 

contributed to this decision. Since cultural, social, political, economic, and geographic 

conditions and the development of CSAs are similar within Germany, Hesse is utilized 

as an exemplary research area.  

The second phase of this research process started with the selection of interview 

partners. Since this thesis means to deliver data that could report on trends in CSA 

farms in Germany, interviewing a multitude of farms was fundamental. This excludes 

the third article, which is based solely on one case study in Frankfurt am Main. The 

choice to study a single case study was made because this CSA has upscaled some of 

the standard CSA processes and built a network with various stakeholders. This made 

for a fascinating alternative CSA model and called for a more detailed interview 

process regarding this farm and its partners. Overall, 36 farms in Hesse were 

contacted. Twenty-two of the contacted farms were interested in the research and 

agreed to participate in the upcoming interviews. Twenty-one of these interviews 

were conducted individually and solely for this thesis. Thus, the data collection for 

these interviews was neither conducted without funding nor affiliated with research 

projects. During this phase, the FoodLevers project reached the stage where case 

studies from the participating countries were required. After performing preliminary 

research on the selected farms and finding one CSA with great potential for research 

within the project and this thesis, this farm was agreed on as the German case study. 

Furthermore, interview guidelines for the upcoming data collection were created.  

The third phase of this project included data collection. This phase is separated into 

two individual stages. The first stage envelops individual data collection, which took 

place from July 2020 until January 2021. This includes interviews for each of the 

farms. Additional interviews were conducted for the FoodLevers project between July 
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2022 and October 2022. These were conducted by staff of the working group and a 

master’s student. This phase overlaps with the second phase since further interview 

partners were consecutively added to the list and conducted shortly after. The aim 

was to collect data from 20-30 farms. This range was chosen since it offers a balanced 

volume of data. Conducting more than 30 interviews might deliver superfluous 

amounts of data and would increase the workload to an extent that would not enable 

an effective research process. A minimum of 20 interviews should be conducted to 

obtain sufficient data to represent CSA in Germany and to answer the research 

questions.  

The collected data was processed and partly published in the fourth phase of the 

research process. Currently, one paper has been published. Two further papers have 

been submitted and are currently under review.  

 

3.1  Qualitative Interviews  

Selecting the appropriate data collection method for this thesis was a swift process 

that did not require much deliberation. It quickly became evident that selecting semi-

structured qualitative interviews as the data collection method was the correct 

decision for several reasons. Historically, there has been an ongoing debate about 

whether quantitative or qualitative research brings the most beneficial results 

(Häder, 2019). However, there is no clear indicator of the superiority of one method. 

Since the methods have different focal points, they excel depending on the nature of 

their application and the goals they aim to achieve (Häder, 2019; Kromrey et al., 

2016). 

Qualitative research focuses on the content’s depth (Aghamanoukjan et al., 2009). 

The main concern of qualitative research is to explain why something happens 

(Braunecker, 2021). Figuring out why a particular process occurred can lead to any 

answer. Subsequently, this response can be built upon, improvising new questions 

and dynamically developing the research process (Braunecker, 2021; Häder, 2019). 

Qualitative research is also marked by investigating a minimal number of cases and 

gaining data that is usually not quantifiable (Häder, 2019). It is recommended to 
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utilize this approach for topics that have not or rarely been researched yet. This 

method allows it to meticulously explore details, feelings, and values that lead to 

certain decisions and developments (Braunecker, 2021). The openness of this 

research is facilitated by utilizing very open or scarcely structured guidelines. 

Generally, these guidelines dispose of a couple of overarching questions and a brief 

thread of the research direction. However, the process should always be ready for 

diversion and adjusting to this dynamically (Häder, 2019; Kromrey et al., 2016; 

Schmidt, 2011).  

Quantitative research cannot reach this depth of content. This method follows a 

deductive strategy, starting from specific knowledge or assumptions, formulating 

hypotheses, and checking these through, for instance, a survey (Häder, 2019). This 

research method aims to gain large amounts of data, working with many cases and 

quantifying this data (Braunecker, 2021; Häder, 2019). This is done using 

standardized guidelines, meaning there is no room for divergence in the collection 

process. A benefit of having quantifiable data is a decreased risk of distortion due to 

selective and personal perception of data when interpreting the results. Qualitative 

research is more prone to this phenomenon (Diekmann, 2023). This data collection 

method is more recommended for topics that have already been approached yet 

require further investigation in the form of statistics and various quantifiable data 

(Braunecker, 2021). 

Given the relatively limited exploration of CSA and the theoretical framework 

emphasizing decision-making and processes within the CSA system, alongside the use 

of a holistic, grounded theory approach, opting for a qualitative method was the most 

logical decision. Regarding the structure of the interviews, there are three options to 

choose from within the realm of qualitative research: structured-, unstructured-, and 

semi-structured interviews (Häder, 2019). Utilizing the semi-structured approach 

allows the interviewer to steer the interview in a particular direction while at the 

same time leaving enough room for dynamic development of new questions and 

topics (Schmidt, 2011). The interviews have a relaxed character, feeling like a 

conversation and disposing of its characteristic dynamics. Possessing pre-set topics 

enables comparability with further interviews (Schmidt, 2011). These characteristics 
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were most suitable for this research design, leading to its selection as the method for 

data collection. This research design draws some characteristics from mixed 

methods, which attempts to combine the methods, balancing out the strengths and 

weaknesses of the individual methods (Kelle, 2014; Östlund et al., 2011). Since this 

thesis did require some critical data on the farms, having some questions regarding 

quantifiable data was of the essence. Apart from the interviews, plenty of 

quantitative data could be retrieved from preliminary research on the farms, 

including scanning their websites and public informative documents. However, most 

of the data collected and utilized for this thesis remains qualitative.  

 

Table 3-1: Overview of Interviews in Hesse 

 CSA Communities 
Interviews per CSA 

Community 
Interview Partners 

Individual Research 22 1 22 

FoodLevers 
1 7 7 

(Authors own work)  

 

As seen in Table 3.1, a total of 29 Interviews were conducted. Twenty-three of the 29 

were conducted individually, and seven interviews were completed for the 

FoodLevers project. One of the interviews counts for both the individual research 

interviews and FoodLevers interviews. All the data was collected from July 2020 to 

October 2022. In most cases, one interview per farm was enough to gather sufficient 

data for a comprehensive analysis of the farm. The only exception was one farm that 

required two interviews due to the failure of the recording device.  

 

3.2 Structure of the Interview Guidelines 

The interview guidelines were created in coherence with the research questions 

formulated in the second phase of the research process. These questions aimed to 

identify deep LPs within each of the deep realms of leverage, re-connect, re-think, 
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and re-structure. Since these realms embody an exceptionally diverse array of topics, 

the questions were designed equally diverse, centering around economic, ecological, 

and social focal points. Thus, the questions would not only center around production 

and stakeholders within the production process. Members and further stakeholders 

who are in any way affiliated with these farms were also of relevance. Furthermore, 

the questions would allow a complete analysis of the CSAs’ value chain. Investigating 

the entire value chain and the affiliated stakeholders was sensible since it contributes 

to successfully identifying LPs (Birney, 2021). 

Creating a guideline with questions that are centered around developments within 

the farms was of the essence. Rather than inquiring about the present state of a 

specific topic, the focus of the questions would shift to the past, exploring the reasons 

behind changes, the current state, and potential future management or alterations. 

This approach facilitates comprehension of the rationale behind certain decisions and 

provides a basis for evaluating how decisions influenced the development of the 

farms (Aghamanoukjan et al., 2009; Braunecker, 2021). In regard to deep LPs, it gives 

a better perspective on how successful specific LPs have been over time or how 

implementing new ones might have influenced the system.   

The primary interviews from the individual interview stage were conducted in a semi-

structured fashion, meaning that the questions attempted to provide a brief 

overview of topics to discuss in the interview. This also implies that the same 

questions were not asked in each interview and in the same order. The guideline 

underwent multiple modifications throughout the interview process since new topics 

emerged, while other ones were removed from the guideline since they were 

sufficiently researched at a certain point. Furthermore, some guidelines underwent 

a preliminary edit, adding additional questions directed explicitly at that farm. Before 

conducting the interviews, the farms were researched individually. In case some 

captivating additional topics showed up that needed further research, these were 

included in the guideline.  
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The farm selected for the FoodLevers project underwent additional interviews with 

guidelines that were explicitly adjusted to the project. A decent amount of 

information from those interviews has been included in this thesis. However, most of 

the information is derived from interviews that utilize these main guidelines. The 

original guideline was categorized into five main sections.  

The following summarizes the structure and contents of the sections. The complete 

interview guideline is included in the appendix at the end of the thesis.  

 

1. Introduction 

o Introduction of interviewee and interviewer 

o Background of the farm 

 

2. Stakeholders, Organization of the farm and networking 

o History of the farm  

o All of the stakeholders involved with the farm and employees at the 

farm  

o Relationships with external stakeholders and their relevance  

o Role of the CSA members 

 

3. Regulatory Framework 

o Choice of the legal framework and how it influenced the development 

of the farm 

o Financing the farm and evaluation of the methods (flaws, strengths) 

o CSA ideology outside of the farm (External work, politics, schools, etc.) 

 

4. Production and Distribution  

o Production process at the farm (certification, assortment, cultivation 

methods) 

o Distribution process (packaging, transport methods, distribution 

methods) 
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5. Conclusion 

o Future plans for the CSA and potential improvement 

o Role of CSA in the future 

 

3.3  Selection and Overview of the Interview Partners  

For the interviews, any CSA within the state of Hesse came into question. Accordingly, 

a list of CSAs in Hesse to which contact could be facilitated was created. These farms 

were contacted by e-mail or telephone, and interviews were planned. The 

interviewee and the interview date were determined during the first point of contact.  

The stakeholders’ role in the CSA was not of the essence since stakeholders’ 

involvement varies enormously depending on how the CSA is constructed. Thus, the 

interviewee could be a farmer, horticulturist, member, or any other type of involved 

stakeholder. It was crucial for the interview that the interviewee has substantial 

involvement with the CSA farm, thoroughly comprehended farm processes, and 

knew the farm’s history. The interviewees should be able to deliver detailed 

knowledge regarding each or at least most of the topics written in the interview 

guideline outlined above. In some cases, the first person of contact was able to 

deliver such information. In other ones, another stakeholder with a better pool of 

knowledge was recommended and contacted.  

A few contacts were found through the snowball system. During some interviews, 

names from certain CSAs were recommended which had not been added to the list 

or interviewed yet. Thus, these stakeholders were contacted and, if possible, also 

interviewed. This especially applied to the interviews conducted for the FoodLevers 

project, which were exclusively based on recommendations from the previous or 

initial interview. Figure 3-1 portrays a map of Hesse, its administrative districts, and 

the locations of the interviewed farms. 
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Figure 3-1: Interviewed CSA Farms in Hesse 

 

(Authors own work. Design: C. Enderle) 

The following Table 3-2 delivers some critical data on the interviewed farms. The 

information from this table is derived mainly from interviews, with parts of it added 

to by online research on farms’ websites. This figure incorporates information from 

Table 4-1 and adds additional details. 
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Table 3-2: Key Information on the CSA farms 

Farm 

# 

Founding 

Year 

Share 

Count 

Size 

in ha 

Producer- 

(P) or 

Consumer-

driven (C) 

Certification 

of Produce 

Pure 

CSAs (P) 

or CSA as 

a 

Business 

Branch 

(B) 

Legal 

Construct 
Assortment 

1 2017 85 5 C Bioland P e.V. Vegetables 

2 2016 75 1 P Bioland P e.V. Vegetables 

3 2020 28 2 P Bioland B GbR Vegetables 

4 2016 80 2 C Demeter P e.V. Vegetables 

5 2011 120 
 

- 
C Bioland P e.V. Vegetables, Fuits 

6 2016 90 1.5 C none P e.V. Vegetables 

7 2017 50 180 P Demeter B GbR + e.V. 

Vegetables, Milk, 

Joghurt, Cheese, 

Bread, Meat 

8 2016 73 - P Bioland B GbR Vegetables 

9 2011 130 2,5 C Bioland P e.V. Vegetables 

10 2018 60 1,6 C None P e.V. Vegetables 

11 2013 180 4 P None P e.V. Vegetables 

12 2010 255 8,5 C Bioland P e.V. Vegetables, Eggs 

13 2016 550 - C Demeter P eG 

Vegetables, Eggs, 

Meat, Bread, Juice, 

Honey, Fruits 

14 2018 90 2 P None P GbR Vegetables, Fruits 

15 2012 250 - C None B e.V. + GbR 
Vegetables, Juice, 

Fruits, Coffee 

16 2017 90 3 C EU-Bio P e.V. 
Vegetables, Eggs, 

Joghurt, Cheese 

17 2019 60 0,5 P 

None yet, 

EU-Bio 

planned 

B e.V. + GbR Vegetables 

18 2006 150 3 C Bioland B e.V. Vegetables 

19 2013 170 4 C Bioland P e.V. 
Vegetables, Fruits, 

Olive Oil, Eggs, Meat 

20 2020 90 30 P Bioland B e.U. 

Vegetables, Fruits, 

Cheese, Milk, 

Honey, Eggs, Juice 

21 2016 30 0,5 P None B e.U. Vegetables 

22 2017 30 12 P Demeter P GbR 
Vegetables, Eggs, 

Bread, Meat 

Total    
P: 10 

C: 12 

Bioland: 10 

Demeter: 4 

EU: 1 

None: 7 

 

P: 14 

B: 8 

 

e.V.: 12 

GbR: 4 

e.U.: 2 

eG: 1 

multiple: 3 
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(Authors own work)  

 

3.4  Data Collection and Processing  

Most interviews took place via telephone or Zoom call. This method was favored due 

to the potential time and cost burdens associated with visiting the farms, and COVID-

19 was spreading rapidly during this time. Interviewees intended to avoid contact and 

thus preferred digital communication. The only exceptions were two site farm visits 

with face-to-face interviews and tours at the farm, which were meticulously adhered 

to follow all the COVID-19 regulations. The interviews were captured using an audio 

recorder and later underwent edited transcription. One interview was documented 

via a memory log and followed up by a second interview since the audio recorder 

failed to save the recording.  

Following the transcription, the data was coded using the transcription tool Taguette, 

which organized the data into various analytical categories based on the LPC 

(Taguette, 2024). The data was organized into 43 categorical codes, further classified 

into multiple levels. The main three overarching categories consist of the deep realms 

of leverage: re-think, re-structure, and re-connect. These themes encompass sub-

categories on the second level, such as stakeholders and structures, initiation and 

development, networking, financing, production, distribution, public relations, 

education, and future development. These sub-categories are further subdivided into 

the remaining 32 more specific sub-categories on the third level. The subjects within 

these categories provide valuable insights into the current state of the farms and 

offer information about their development, the reasoning behind particular 

decisions, and their effects on the farms. Subsequently, these codes were 

summarized into a script that includes all the findings of the individual data collection. 

The data was further analyzed and sorted into data pools for three articles, 

Note: The acronyms within the Legal Construct line are in German. Explanation: e.V. = registered 

association, GbR = civil law association, eG = cooperative,  e.U. = individual enterprise. Regarding 

the assortment, not everything is produced within CSA. Partnering producers complement the 

assortment. The hectare (ha) size is sometimes related to an entire farm’s size, not only the CSA 

part. This was done when there was no detailed information on the CSA size.   
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presenting the three deep realms of leverage. The article regarding the farm of the 

FoodLevers project utilized data from additional interviews conducted for Foodlevers. 

 

3.5  Structure of the Thesis and Articles  

The following chapters, 4-6, include the articles written for this thesis. The 

information included in these articles is based on the data collection process carried 

out between July 2020 and October 2022. This includes both the individual and 

project data collection stages. One article has been published, and the remaining two 

are currently being reviewed. The articles each explore one of the deep leverage 

realms by analyzing the farms in Hesse. The third paper differs from the others by 

analyzing exclusively one altered CSA farm, which was also utilized as a case study for 

the FoodLevers project. The articles conclude by answering individual research 

questions regarding their deep realm of leverage. This thesis will subsequently 

elaborate upon these findings by summarizing the findings of all three articles and 

drawing some general conclusions. The three leverage realms will be compared, their 

interrelation will be assessed, and whether they collectively contribute to 

sustainability transformation will be determined. 

The first article, Re-Thinking Knowledge in Community-Supported Agriculture to 

achieve Transformational Change towards Sustainability, was published in the 

Journal Sustainability on September 4th, 2023. It aims to identify deep LPs related to 

the deep realm of leverage re-think. How knowledge is generated, utilized, and 

disseminated within a system significantly shapes its development. This flow of 

knowledge can lead to systems transformation. In order to find these LPs where 

knowledge re-thinking is happening, the entire CSA system is analyzed concerning 

knowledge and its dynamics. Some of the main structures under analysis are 

participation days, cultivation planning, social events, working groups, methods of 

distribution, etc.  

The second article is Re-connecting to Nature through Community Supported 

Agriculture, and is currently under revision in the journal Tijdschrift voor Economische 

en Sociale Geografie (TESG). Humanity is losing its connection to nature. Decreased 
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contact and connection to natural environments is one factor that leads to 

unsustainable behavior. Thus, it is crucial to take measures that re-connect people 

with nature. This paper analyses if and how people might connect to nature within 

CSA. Structures within the farms, which provide material, experiential, cognitive, 

emotional, and philosophical connections to nature, are analyzed, and concrete LPs 

to re-connect to nature are identified.  

The third article, Re-structuring Agriculture: Transformative Potential of Community 

Supported Agriculture, has been submitted to the Area Journal. This article’s focal 

point is the analysis of the deep realm of leverage, re-structure. The aim is to find 

institutional LPs within the CSA system that might have the potential to leverage 

transformational change. It analyzes the value chain of one farm thoroughly, aiming 

to pinpoint structural LP in each step within the value chain. Unlike the two other 

articles, which summarized the findings from 22 different CSA farms, this article 

analyses one farm and its network of diverse stakeholders. Since this farm has 

upscaled the usual CSA practices and added many interesting new structures and 

relationships within the system, it bears the potential for a diverse array of LPs. 
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4. Re-Thinking Knowledge in Community-Supported 

Agriculture to Achieve Transformational Change 

towards Sustainability  

Meyer, J. M. & Hassler, M. (2023): Re-Thinking Knowledge in Community-Supported 

Agriculture to Achieve Transformational Change towards 

Sustainability. Sustainability, 15, 13388. https://doi.org/10.3390/su151813388.  

Abstract 

Community-supported agriculture has gained a significant amount of prominence in 

recent years by offering a more sustainable and morally acceptable alternative to 

conventional food systems. Their organization offers a modern take on how to 

manage production by supporting the usage and exchange of knowledge between all 

stakeholders involved. The leverage points concept argues that re-thinking how 

knowledge is produced and used in systems is one of the key realms of leverage in 

which transformation towards sustainability can be achieved. Current sustainability 

research lacks a focus on deep leverage points that bear great potential for 

transformational change. This concept, however, revolves around these deep realms 

of leverage and has not been applied to CSA yet. Thus, a qualitative study with semi-

structured interviews has been performed at 22 CSA farms in Germany in order to 

gather detailed insights on the production and flow of knowledge and analyze if and 

to what degree these CSAs have the potential to leverage transformational change 

towards sustainability. This analysis helps to understand how certain mechanisms can 

influence sustainability in a positive manner and promote the usage of these 

mechanisms in the agricultural landscape. Ultimately, the data indicates that CSAs do 

bear great potential to leverage sustainability transformation in regard to re-thinking 

agriculture. Characteristics that lead to this cognition are a highly cooperative, 

participatory and transparent structure, characteristics that allow for the creation 

and exchange of information to flourish. 
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4.1  Introduction 

Fueled by concerns such as dietary, health, equity and power, environmental and 

trade issues, the discussion of sustainability in food systems has gained increased 

prominence in recent years [1]. The industrialization of food systems has led to an 

increase in food production and the creation of diverse, international food networks. 

However, it is widely recognized that this modernized, conventional form of 

production is not sustainable and brings a variety of negative consequences on a 

social, economic and environmental scale [2]. Some examples of these consequences 

are groundwater contamination, soil erosion and degradation and increased food 

insecurity [3]. Furthermore, there has been a shift regarding consumer behavior. 

Topics such as health, ecology and animal welfare are gaining importance and are 

being discussed more frequently [4]. Decoupling of producers and consumers has 

also been a consequence of the structure of today’s food market, creating distance 

between the consumer, the produce and its production process [5]. 

As a result of this development, a growing market of alternative food networks (AFNs) 

has emerged. AFNs are linked to a variety of concepts, such as locality, quality, 

spatiality, embeddedness, sustainability and short food supply chains (SFSC) [6]. 

There is no uniform definition of what an AFN is; however, there are characteristics 

that can be identified at each of them. These characteristics include a variety of steps 

regarding production, transactions between stakeholders and consumption activities 

[7]. The quality of the produce, the relationship between consumers and producers, 

as well as the marketing of local produce, are set at a high value [8]. Furthermore, 

reducing the geographical distance between production and consumption is one of 

the focal points in AFNs [9]. Some examples of AFNs which have emerged in today’s 

agricultural landscape are food co-operatives, community gardens or farmers 

markets [7]. One type of AFN which implements a multitude of classic AFN 

characteristics is community-supported agriculture (CSA). According to Venn et al. 

(2006) [10]’s definition of alternative food networks, CSA falls into the “producer-
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consumer partnership” subgroup of AFNs. This particular subgroup is defined 

through the sharing of risk and reward between producers and consumers through 

either formal or informal agreements [7]. In its essence, this is what defines CSAs. 

Producers and consumers join as a community and share cost, risk and agricultural 

yields. Furthermore, the focus lies on the creation of a short value chain. These short 

food supply chains (SFSC) are characterized by having a reduced geographical 

distance or less intermediaries [11]. Produce is distributed fresher due to the 

shortened supply chain; its quality is high and a close relationship between the farm 

and the customer is built [12]. This supports the local agricultural economy and thus 

decreases the power of global value chains [13]. Instead of focusing on maximizing 

profit, the CSA is structured in a participatory structure, leading to the acquisition of 

new skills and knowledge through room for interaction. This is one of the non-

monetary aims that CSAs have [14]. 

CSA is not an entirely new concept in Germany. The first CSA farm in Germany was 

founded in 1988 in Lauenburg [13]. However, significant growth of the CSA landscape 

could first be measured starting in 2010. As of May 2022, there are 398 CSAs in 

Germany. An amount of 91 more are currently being founded [15]. In 2015 the count 

stood at merely 78 [16]. Thus, the growth in recent years has been quite substantial. 

Originally, CSAs were predominantly being established in northern Germany [17]. 

With the growth of the movement, however, the distribution of CSAs has shifted; 

they are now located nationwide. The international trend of growth in AFNs such as 

the CSA scene is clearly reflected by its development in Germany [13]. The call for a 

more sustainable agricultural landscape is getting louder and alternative business 

models are gaining importance. How do business models such as CSAs contribute to 

a transformation to sustainable development? 

In an attempt to tackle sustainability issues, many approaches fail to address the root 

cause of unsustainability. Abson et al. (2017) [18] argue that most sustainability 

interventions in systems nowadays are implemented in areas that are too weak to 

leverage substantial change. One key area that Abson et al. (2017) propose, which 

should be focused on regarding sustainable, transformational processes, is the 

utilization of knowledge. The process of re-thinking how knowledge is gathered, 
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utilized and shared amongst stakeholders is of undeniable importance [19] and is one 

of the key areas that must be approached to set sustainability transformation in 

motion [18]. The leverage points concept has been applied to a multitude of systems; 

however, it has not been applied to the CSA system yet. Due to CSA’s gain in 

prominence, it is of great importance to thoroughly analyze its characteristics and 

determine how it can affect sustainability in agriculture. Thus, the following research 

questions arise: Does the CSA concept have the potential to leverage sustainability 

transformation by re-thinking knowledge, and if so, to what degree? Which deep 

leverage points can be identified within the design and intent of the CSA system and 

how do they promote the creation and dissemination of knowledge? 

The findings illustrate that CSAs generally bear a great amount of potential to 

leverage sustainability transformation. However, the potential differs in relation to 

the organizational structure of the farm. Although both consumer- and producer-

driven farms have strong levers integrated into their system, consumer-driven farms 

possess the strongest levers to successfully re-think knowledge related to 

sustainability. 

 

4.2  Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this paper is based on the “leverage points to 

sustainability transformation” concept by Abson et al. (2017) [18]. Their concept 

builds on Donella Meadows’s system analysis theory, which is presented in “Places 

to intervene in a System” [20]. Its quintessence is that to change a complex system 

one must target “leverage points”, places within a system that allow different 

degrees of change to occur. Meadows argues that there are 12 places in which one 

can intervene to change a complex system. These leverage points possess varying 

degrees of effectiveness [20]. On the one hand, there are “shallow” places. 

Interventions in shallow places are relatively easy to implement. However, they 

merely bring little change. At the other end of the spectrum, there are “deep” 

leverage points that have the potential to cause substantial, transformational change 

in a system. These are, however, more difficult to alter [18]. 
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Abson et al. (2017) group the 12 leverage points into four system characteristics 

categories, which are parameters, feedbacks, design and intent. These are also 

categorized from shallow to deep leverage points. For transformational change to 

occur the most influential points to leverage are design and intent, also known as 

deep leverage points. Parameters and feedbacks include shallow leverage points [18]. 

Parameters entail mechanistic characteristics such as the structure of material stocks 

and flows, which are usually targeted by policymakers. Feedbacks describes the 

interactions between elements within a system. Design is constituted by social 

structures and institutions that control feedbacks and parameters. Lastly, intent deals 

with goals, values and norms of stakeholders and what influence they can have on a 

system [18]. Abson et al. (2017) [18] interject to Meadows’s leverage points theory 

by adding three realms of leverage which they believe are of great importance 

regarding achieving transformational change. The first one, “Re-structure”, is the role 

of institutions, institutional reform, collapse and renewal. “Re-connect” targets how 

people interact with nature and what the resulting sustainability outcome is. The 

third realm, which is the focus of this paper, is “Re-think”. This realm of leverage is 

focused on knowledge and how it influences transformational processes. 

According to Berkes (2009) [21], the way in which knowledge is used, created and 

shared can have a great influence on transformational processes, therefore changing 

the way a system functions. Therefore, all these processes must be considered when 

analyzing a system and its transformational potential. The theory of path dependence 

states the assumption that humans tend to make decisions based on previous 

experiences since history matters [22]. Past events result in feedback loops which 

influence future decisions. Abson et al. (2017) [18] believe that considering these 

path dependencies in regard to how knowledge is perceived and produced could be 

essential for achieving sustainability transformation. In many cases, existing systems 

rely on path dependencies and institutionalized knowledge. This type of knowledge 

typically provides a safe, proven route. However, relying on traditional methods can 

hinder development by ruling out modern, promising alternatives [23]. One must 

depart from exclusively relying on institutionalized knowledge and best practice 

examples in order for new knowledge to flourish. Apart from the creation of new 

knowledge, sharing knowledge leads to an increase in human capital and the 
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triggering of transformational processes. In the case of CSAs, it can, for example, 

better stakeholders’ agricultural skills and increase knowledge about agricultural 

practices [24]. Transformation in sustainable development requires individuals to 

develop competencies and change their consciousness [25]. As Balsinger et al. (2017) 

[26] stated, societal transformation can only occur with the condition that individual 

transformation precedes it. 

Although the realms of leverage set a different focus, they are not fully independent 

from one another [18]. Regarding knowledge, the deepest realm of leverage may be 

the design of a system. This can, however, also be influenced by or alter parameters, 

feedbacks and the intent of a system. The leverage points perspective examines 

interactions between shallow and deep system changes. Although the deep levers 

should primarily be targeted, it can also be necessary to first intervene with shallow 

leverage points in order to unlock changes in deep realms of leverage [27]. Abson et 

al. (2017) [18] argue that with the purpose of re-thinking knowledge for sustainability 

transformation, one must identify the goals of a system (intent), as well as 

understand the methods and means of getting there (design). The complex interplay 

of system characteristics and the corresponding leverage points should be kept in 

mind when analyzing a system [28]. This paper will attempt to reflect this suggestion. 

However, the focus will be set on the core of re-thinking, and thus the system 

characteristic “design” of the CSA model. The intent of the CSA system in relation to 

knowledge will also be examined due to its undeniable close link. Analyzing all three 

realms of leverage would be too extensive of a task if analyzed in detail and therefore 

lies out of the scope of this paper. Instead, analyzing one realm in an extensive 

fashion appears to be the most sensible option. 

 

4.3  Materials and Methods 

Applying the leverage points concept by Abson et al. (2017) [18] to CSAs is an 

innovative approach to analyze the potential of the leverage points in regard to 

knowledge in order to achieve sustainability transformation. The data collection was 

carried out through semi-structured, qualitative interviews with owners, farmers, 
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members and employees from 22 different CSAs in Hesse, Germany. The interviews 

took between 45 and 75 min and were mainly conducted by telephone or a Zoom 

call. Two interviews took place directly at the farm. Data collection took place from 

21 July 2020 to 20 January 2021 and was carried out by the author Julius Max Meyer. 

The interviews were recorded with an audio recorder and subsequently underwent 

an edited transcription. After completing the interviews, the data was coded with the 

transcription software “Taguette” and analyzed through various analytical 

categories. These analytical categories are based on the concept of Abson et al. 

(2017) [18]. Overall, the data was sorted into 43 categorical codes which were sorted 

into different scales. The three overarching categories are re-think, re-structure and 

re-connect. One level below these categories are the sub-categories stakeholders and 

structures, initiation and development, networking, financing, production, 

distribution, public relations and education and future development. These 

categories are split into the remaining 32 more definitive sub-categories. The topics 

do not only give substantial information on the current state of the farms but also 

provide information on their development, why certain decisions were made and 

how these affected the farms. The region of Hesse was chosen since it has a large 

number of CSAs with a wide range regarding the age of the farm and the geographical 

distribution of the farms allows for analysis regarding networking of the farms. Since 

CSAs in Germany have a high degree of communication nationally, work under the 

same European Union (EU) and nationwide institutional guidelines and are connected 

over an online network, the prospects are promising that the results in this study can 

be applied to not just Hesse, but the entirety of Germany. Since this study collects its 

data through qualitative interviews which take a great deal of time and therefore 

deliver very detailed and extensive information on the farms, interviewing 22 farms 

is a sensible amount. This number of interviews allows one to gather a substantial 

amount of information which suffices to answer the research questions. Since the 

interviewed stakeholders were very unanimous with their answers to the interview 

questions, it legitimizes generalization of information. In some cases, very few 

interviewees had strongly diverged opinions on certain topics. However, these were 

exceptions and did not influence the overall trends analyzed. 
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The information gained from these interviews will be set into context with Abson et 

al. (2017)’s [18] concept of leverage points, focusing on the deep realm of leverage 

labeled “Re-thinking”. Table 4.1 summarizes some key data from the interviewed 

farms. 

Table 4-1: Framework data on the interviewed farms 

(Source: Authors own work) 

Farm # 
Founding 

Year 

Share 

Count 

Producer- (P) 

or Consumer-

Driven (C) 

Certification of 

Produce 

Pure CSAs 

(P) or CSA 

as a 

Business 

Branch (B) 

Producer Count and Type 

1 2017 85 C Bioland P 1 horticulturist 

2 2016 75 P Bioland P 2 horticulturists 

3 2020 28 P Bioland B 1 horticulturist 

4 2016 80 C Demeter P 1 horticulturist 

5 2011 120 C Bioland P 

1 farmer with a changing 

team (seasonal workers + 

horticulturists) 

6 2016 90 C none P 2 horticulturists 

7 2017 50 P Demeter B 
2 farmers, couple of 

gardeners 

8 2016 73 P Bioland B Multiple farmers 

9 2011 130 C Bioland P 5 horticulturists 

10 2018 60 C none P 1 horticulturist 

11 2013 180 P none P Multiple horticulturists 

12 2010 255 C Bioland P Multiple horticulturists 

13 2016 550 C Demeter P 

Multitude of farmers, 

gardeners and further 

producers from cooperations 

14 2018 90 P none P 1 horticulturist 

15 2012 250 C none B 

1 horticulturist and a couple 

of employees (seasonal 

workers) 

16 2017 90 C EU-Bio P 1 farmer 

17 2019 60 P 
None yet, EU-

Bio planned 
B 2 horticulturists 

18 2006 150 C Bioland B Multiple horticulturists 

19 2013 170 C Bioland P 

1 farmers and a couple of 

employees (gardeners and 

seasonal workers) 

20 2020 90 P Bioland B 
Multiple farmers and 

horticulturists 

21 2016 30 P none B Multiple farmers 

22 2017 30 P Demeter P Multiple horticulturists 

Total   
P:10 

C:12 

Bioland: 10 

Demeter: 4 

EU: 1 

None: 7 

 

P: 14 

B: 8 

 

Horticulturist farm: 13 

Farmers farm: 3 

Mixed farm: 6 
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The way in which knowledge is produced, used and shared in CSA in Germany will be 

analyzed and interpreted. Are interventions being targeted at deep leverage points 

and does this suffice for transformational change? Where are these leverage points 

located and what is their output? After reviewing the importance of knowledge at 

CSAs, the first topic examined through the empirical data will be the structural 

elements of CSAs and how knowledge affects them. Furthermore, the knowledge of 

the stakeholders involved in CSA, split into consumers and producers, will be 

analyzed. Afterwards, the empirical data will analyze the short steps of the CSA supply 

chain and its relationship to the stakeholder’s knowledge. Apart from the production 

and consumption processes, there also exist a multitude of additional structures 

integrated into CSAs, which fall into the category of education and knowledge. Lastly, 

the focus will shift to how knowledge is used not only in the CSA but also between 

CSAs, albeit through informal communication or the institution “Netzwerk 

Solidarische Landwirtschaft” (Network for CSAs). The findings will be summarized, 

and a conclusion will be drawn on how the utilization of knowledge might lead to 

sustainability transformation in CSAs in Germany. 

 

4.4  Importance of Knowledge at CSAs 

Access to knowledge is one of the key factors that determines how successful a CSA 

project will be [29]. Since the original concept of CSA heavily involves all of its 

stakeholders in the farm’s activities [13], every member and their contribution to the 

farm is of importance. However, various new forms of CSAs have emerged over time 

[13], which results in the alteration of dynamics between stakeholders and to what 

extent their knowledge is relevant to the farm’s development. According to 

Ravenscroft and Taylor (2009) [30], there are six different types of CSAs in existence. 

They are categorized as rights-based share farming, needs-based share farming, 

seasonal direct farming, multifarm CSAs, community buying groups and community-

owned social enterprises [30]. These can, however, be broken down into two 

overarching categories, the first three being consumer-driven and the latter being 

producer-driven farms [31]. Due to the availability and number of farms that could 
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be interviewed in this data collection process, it is most sensible to differentiate by 

these two categories.  

Producer-driven CSAs are farms that are generally managed by and have been 

initiated by a farmer. Members are welcome to help at these farms. However, it is 

not required [32,33]. A popular genesis of producer-driven CSAs is a farm that initially 

distributed their produce to the open market and later decided to restructure their 

farm to a CSA for various reasons. Consumer-driven CSAs, on the other hand, are 

initiated by a group of consumers. Usually, consumers find themselves as a group and 

either find someone who is willing to produce for them or they take the production 

into their own hands. A core group of members then usually gathers and takes on 

most tasks [32,33]. When analyzing the creation and exchange of knowledge in a CSA, 

these distinctions should be considered since the results might differ in relation to 

the different circumstances. Due to the structure of a CSA, there are various places 

in which the creation and exchange of knowledge is enabled. Structural elements, 

governance and organizational tasks, as well as all steps in the supply chain offer 

room for exchange and are organized in a collective fashion [34]. The producer– 

consumer relationship is strengthened through this structure, which results in 

enhanced knowledge transfer and community building [14]. Furthermore, education 

is regarded as highly important by most CSAs. Educational offers inside and outside 

of the farms intend to educate people on a variety of topics regarding farming, 

sustainability, natural practices, etc. [14,34,35]. Exchange of knowledge, however, 

does not only take place between the stakeholders within a CSA. It can also occur 

throughout different CSAs and the public. Networking, collaboration and exchange of 

knowledge between CSAs also play a big role in its success [36]. This is due to one of 

the fundamental goals of CSA, which is the ambition to cooperate instead of 

competing [37]. Collaboration with multiple stakeholders from the supply chain is 

vital for the exchange of knowledge and practices and leads to the accumulation of 

collective wisdom and therefore supports sustainability transitions [38]. 
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4.5  Results 

4.5.1  Structural Elements of the Farms and Knowledge of the Stakeholders 

One property that all CSAs have in common is the high degree of transparency in their 

structure. It is one of the key characteristics of CSAs and can be seen through the 

entire organizational framework. The farms are organized in a way that allows a high 

degree of interaction, supports exchange and creates an environment in which 

knowledge creation can flourish. Figure 1 summarizes all internal and external 

structures embedded in the CSA system which are highly influential for the creation 

and dissemination of knowledge. These structures will be analyzed in the following 

sub-chapters. 

 

Figure 4-1: Internal and external structures promoting the creation and dissemination 
of knowledge within the CSA system 

 

(Source: Authors own work) 

 

A large portion of CSAs, especially consumer-driven ones, consist of various groups, 

which lay out the organizational foundation for the farm. These can either be legal 

bodies, such as an executive board, or working groups which can be joined by 

members voluntarily. These participatory structures allow people to be proactive 
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members of the CSA, not only receiving information and produce, but also being able 

to take part in decision-making, organizational tasks and taking part in production 

and distribution, therefore influencing the future development of the CSA. Classic 

examples of topics which these working groups are responsible for are transport, 

cultivation planning, event management, etc. Numerous CSAs stated that the 

members are encouraged to actively participate in the CSA and integrate their 

knowledge in the most effective way possible. This is also enforced by the legal 

construct of many CSAs. Most farms are registered associations or similar legal 

constructs in which the members have a high degree of power. Thus, collective 

gathering and utilization of knowledge is enforced. The farms unite groups of 

stakeholders with diverse backgrounds who work in various sectors and have 

different experiences, therefore accumulating collective knowledge. 

With respect to the methods of distribution of information, there is an array of 

options that the CSAs make use of. Apart from in-person interactions at or outside 

the CSA, which is the primary method of communication, most farms offer a variety 

of digital media to distribute information from the CSA or allow exchange between 

the stakeholders. Many CSAs have created their own websites, Facebook pages or 

Instagram accounts. These are usually updated with regular information, informing 

the members regarding new occurrences and developments on the farm. 

Furthermore, many farms write regular newsletters or blog posts to update the 

members or get into an exchange with them. The farms implement this with the 

purpose of offering full transparency and they intend to consider the member’s 

feedback and opinions when planning forthcoming measures for the development of 

the farm. 

“The members can always voice their wishes and give us feedback on our 

work. Especially in the beginning of our foundation phase it was very 

important to us to receive feedback, criticism or praise. Then we can make 

changes accordingly”. (Farm 8) 

Since both producers and consumers take part in the maintenance and development 

of the CSA, it is paramount to analyze the knowledge they possess and how it is 

utilized. The majority of the interviewed farms had horticulturists working at them 
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who had gone through classic horticulture training. Other farms have trained farmers 

taking care of production. In some cases, there is a combination of farmers and 

horticulturists. Horticulturists and farmers possess very different expertise in 

production due to their distinct training. The training of horticulturists specializes in 

the cultivation of a diverse assortment of produce in a small field. Horticulture 

generally deals with fruits, vegetables and ornamental plants [39]. In the case of CSAs, 

it is vegetables which are predominately grown. This renders horticulturists very 

fitting for CSAs which intend to grow vegetables and fruit. The training of farmers, 

however, focuses heavily on the intense cultivation of a few different crops in big 

fields, resulting in more output. As opposed to horticulturists, farmers have learned 

how to hold livestock in their training [40]. Horticulturists usually do not possess the 

skill, nor the allowance to produce certain livestock. This limits the CSA’s assortment 

of skills and allowance they have through their producers. 

The composition of the laborers is usually based on the history of the farm. 

Consumer-driven farms often hire horticulturists to work at their CSA. This is due to 

the fact that a horticulturist’s qualification suits a small-scale CSA best. The majority 

of CSAs which are run by farmers are typically farms with bigger fields and are used 

to produce for the open market. These farms eventually transitioned to the CSA 

system or at least managed part of their farm as a CSA. Given that there is no set 

standard of production, and certification is not required at CSAs, there is no standard 

regarding the education of the producers. Thus, the farms can produce the foods in 

adherence with the existing knowledge and in compliance with the food safety laws 

in Germany. On top of their training, many producers have stated that they have 

attended various training courses and events to enhance their skills and learn more 

innovative, sustainable methods of cultivation. An example of this is the market 

garden, which is being experimented with by a couple of CSAs. Since the members 

are typically employed in other sectors than agriculture, their knowledge regarding 

farming practices can be very limited. In some cases, they attempt to enhance their 

knowledge by studying literature or visiting educational events. Furthermore, 

producers from the farm occasionally organize educational activities in which they 

teach the members the basics of agricultural practice. This especially occurs when 

members visit the farm’s participation days. Many farms have also reported that the 
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more experienced members like to pass on their knowledge to the less experienced 

or inexperienced members. 

Members are also encouraged to bring their personal skills and experiences to the 

farm. An example of this is a member who works in IT, who was put in charge of the 

creation and maintenance of the farm’s website. This especially applies to the 

consumer-driven farms, which do not have as many professionals hired. Thus, they 

try to compensate for missing expertise with help from the members. They are then 

set in charge of things such as the organization of meetings and events, accounting, 

distribution of the produce, cultivation planning, various working groups, etc. 

“Apart from the core group we have a logistics group, who take care of 

the distribution of the produce. Then we also have a community group, 

which organize different social events and similar things. Now for example 

for Christmas they set up a Christmas tree. And now we are attempting to 

create a public relations group, which can for example improve our 

website, which can really be improved upon.” (Farm 10) 

Generally, producer-driven CSAs bear a lower degree of member involvement as 

opposed to consumer-driven ones. Certain steps that they defined as crucial for the 

CSA’s success such as cultivation planning and financing are completed by the paid, 

professional employees, who underwent training in their respective fields. The lack 

of knowledge and experience is seen by some CSAs as too much of a risk, endangering 

the success of the farm. Success in this case does not mean substantial economic 

growth, but survival with a comfortable economic position. Participatory structures 

are seen as a potential threat to the longevity of the farm. A multitude of the 

interviewed farms mentioned that they lack professionals and thus run into some 

problems at times. A lack of knowledge regarding crops and cultivation, for example, 

can result in a bad harvest. Insufficient experience in accounting can lead to financial 

difficulties. Another example is the receival of funding. Usually, there are some 

opportunities for CSAs to receive funding for their farm. However, due to a lack of 

knowledge, these funding opportunities are hardly accessed. Although the members 

at these farms are excluded from these tasks, the producers do not necessarily fully 

exclude the members from the farm’s organizational structures and nevertheless 
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attempt to involve them in other activities. Most farms initiate a variety of events and 

forms of social interactions in which the members can be proactive, exchange 

knowledge and involve themselves in the organizational structures of the CSA. Such 

events can be summer festivities, participatory harvesting days, educational courses, 

cooking events, etc. 

“It is sort of semi-pro-typical what we are doing here. That is also one of 

the special things about our farm, that we are not connected to a farm 

which produces for us. We are pretty much doing everything by ourselves. 

Thus, it can get a little bumpy here and there.” (Farm 10) 

A couple of CSAs also mentioned that the assistance of the members is indispensable 

since they do not have enough paid laborers. Therefore, they rely on the assistance 

of the members and suffer from a lack of experience and expertise. The lack of 

laborers is either due to missing capital or also a shortage of horticulturists. Many 

farms reported that it is a huge issue to find a horticulturist for their farm and it can 

take months to find new laborers. 

The way the CSAs are designed and the stakeholder’s knowledge is utilized and 

shared, deep levers regarding re-thinking knowledge can be identified. The 

transparent, participatory structure of the farms grants all stakeholders access to 

information regarding various structures of the farm. Not do they only receive access 

to this information, but they are also enabled to contribute to the knowledge pool, 

albeit through in-person opportunities or digital platforms. This is connected to a new 

power dynamic, which can be seen in a large number of CSAs, especially most 

consumer-driven ones. Having a consumer-oriented legal body empowers the 

members, decreases hierarchies and increases the production and flow of 

information. Regarding the stakeholders and their personal knowledge and 

experiences, a similar conclusion can be drawn. Through the transparency of the 

system, consumers learn why certain produce can be produced at their farm and how 

this is connected to the knowledge of the producers. Furthermore, they can enhance 

their own knowledge through an exchange with other members and producers at the 

farm. This leads to an increase in knowledge regarding regionality and strengthens 

the relationship between producers and consumers, therefore triggering 
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transformation towards sustainability. Producer-driven farms likewise have a high 

degree of transparency. However, most knowledge is handed down from the 

producer to the consumer. Overall, the consumer has a more passive role and cannot 

incorporate his knowledge and experiences as much into the CSA. 

4.5.2  Knowledge along the Supply Chain 

What makes CSA quite unique as opposed to other distribution systems is the fully 

transparent supply chain. To fully grasp the relevance of knowledge in CSAs, the 

following section will take a detailed look at the different segments of a CSA’s 

relatively short supply chain and analyze how knowledge is utilized and how elements 

of re-thinking are present. 

Regarding production, the transferal of knowledge begins with the assortment of the 

produce. Most CSAs decide upon their assortment based on their experience, 

training, available resources and on what can be grown best in accordance with the 

natural circumstances, therefore promoting sustainable action. The assortment’s 

composition and the reasoning behind it are generally explained at a member’s 

meeting. Through these explanations, the members have a chance to learn more 

about regionality and how certain produce grows best. Since the CSAs intend to drive 

interaction with their members and lay their opinions at a high value, they design 

surveys, asking the members for feedback regarding the assortment. If the members, 

for example, suggest a crop that has a high demand and can be produced in 

accordance with the natural circumstances, it is usually integrated into the plan. It is 

a balancing act between the members’ wishes and what makes sense ecologically. A 

couple of CSAs even have groups that are responsible for the creation of the 

cultivation plan. The CSAs emphasized that this feedback is very important to them 

since the members’ satisfaction strengthens their relationship, supports the ideology 

of transparency and also increases the chance of contract renewal in the upcoming 

season. The farms also reported that the feedback rounds can be quite challenging 

for them and that it is impossible for them to meet the needs of all the members. In 

a lot of cases, there is no clear consensus, leading to the farm not modifying the 

cultivation plan at all. In some cases, however, the feedback has inspired changes, 

improving the CSA further by catering to the member’s wishes. 
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“Some people want this, while others want that. Then it just ends in a back 

and forth. And it isn’t easy to find a consensus with so many members and 

their different opinions. These want more from this produce and those less 

from it. So, in the end it often just stays the way it was beforehand. But 

every now and then there are some Ideas that can lead to changes in the 

assortment.” (Farm 5) 

In producer-driven farms, the assortment is primarily determined by the producers. 

They are open to feedback and explain their assortment to the members. However, 

the members do not have as much influence on what is produced. 

Due to the transparent design, informing and showing the members how foods are 

produced and certification of the produce becomes superfluous. A few CSAs have 

reported that at times new members do ask if the farm has any food certifications. In 

response, the farmers explain to them the essence of the CSA concept, show them 

the production standards at the farm and thus convince the people of their 

production methods. Most people can comprehend this logic and are therefore no 

longer interested in the certification of the produce. This changes the members’ 

perception of how sustainability is measured. They no longer feel the need to trust in 

labels and can instead trust in the production process by physically seeing and 

participating in it. The production and harvest or processing of the produce is usually 

done by the producers. Some CSAs additionally attempt to involve their members in 

these steps, especially the ones that do not require too much expertise and 

experience. If they do not wish to assist with the production, yet still want to inform 

themselves on the production, they are free to visit the farm and educate themselves 

on the production process of their produce. Many farmers stated that they are 

delighted when members show interest in the production and are happy to explain it 

to them in detail. This transparency also translates into the pricing of the 

memberships. The members are presented with the different steps of production in 

accordance with how much they cost. Thus, members can comprehend how the costs 

are related to the production and which individual steps lead to the final price. 
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“Due to the transparent production the members can see all the steps and 

involved work which goes into farming the produce and thus they can 

understand how the price of their share is composed.” (Farm 14) 

Through this, the members learn how much food is actually worth and that its price 

can vary in relation to how successful a season is going and what influence natural 

circumstances have on production. 

Next comes the distribution of the product, which is organized in a way that 

reinforces the exchange of knowledge. The laborers at the CSAs have highlighted that 

this social interaction is very important to them, especially at the depots which are 

centrally located between the members, and support this interaction. Depots are 

locations at which the produce is deposited from the farmer. Typically, the produce 

is split into different containers and must be weighed, counted and collected by the 

members themselves. A list at the depot provides them with information on how 

much produce is calculated per person. This interaction at the depot can lead to the 

exchange of knowledge regarding the produce, its cultivation, preparation, etc. Next 

to the depots, which primarily encourage social interaction between members, the 

farm pick-ups enable interaction between the producer and consumer. Farmers have 

reported that these interactions offer a good opportunity to inform the consumers 

about current topics regarding the farm, produce, etc. A newly established form of 

distribution is the pick-up store. An increasing number of CSAs are implementing this 

concept or are planning on incorporating it into their CSA in the future. These stores 

attract attention from external people, who visit the store and thus learn of the CSAs 

concept. This offers the farm an additional method on how to convey the concept of 

CSA to even more people, teach them how it works and potentially find new members 

for their farm. 

“This means that there, people just come in, pick up their share and leave. 

At the same time, there is also a possibility to attract passing customers 

and find out: “Oh, why is he not paying? Ah, this is another system” and 

this is a possibility, which is not given with the depot structure. This system 

offers a sort of hinge between farm and the public. A person from our farm 

can spread information about our system and farm. There is a lot of 
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interaction and spreading of information, which is extremely important to 

us.” (Farm 13) 

The supply chain of the CSA is characterized by structures that support and promote 

the production and exchange of knowledge. Throughout every step of the chain 

members have access to its defining information and in the case of consumer-driven 

farms, furthermore, have the power to influence decision-making and its 

development. Integrated feedback loops, such as a questionnaire on the assortment, 

enable change in the system and create a certain transformational dynamic. Through 

these transparent structures given at a CSA, the members can enhance their 

knowledge regarding agricultural practice and the worth of food. As opposed to, for 

example, buying a product in the supermarket and not knowing the details about the 

origin of the product and its pricing, members of the CSA can easily access 

information on the production of their food and how the assortment, as well as the 

pricing, is determined and how it came to be. This increases the members’ knowledge 

of sustainable action and can influence their actions in the future. 

4.5.3  Sharing Knowledge through Educational Offers 

Education is a topic that is highly valued by most CSAs. Many of them have it written 

in the constitution of their association, pursuing and promoting it actively through 

various offers and methods. Regarding the content of these offers, there is a wide 

array of topics and methods of how they are conveyed. This ranges from events that 

present and portray the CSA concept in general and how to produce food, to 

specialized courses which show members how they can process wool. 

The reasoning behind this includes multiple factors. On the one hand, people should 

be reconnected to nature by learning about its production and gathering firsthand 

experiences regarding production. This demonstrates to consumers how much work 

goes into agricultural practices, therefore increasing their appreciation for the 

producers and the entire production process. Some offers include more detailed 

information on different agricultural and natural practices. These are meant to 

increase the members’ knowledge regarding nature and sustainable practices, which 

includes the common topics directly linked to CSAs. Educating the public in these 

areas can have a transformative effect, changing their lifestyle and evolving their 



  

    63 

mindsets to a more ecological one. Many CSAs mentioned that this is particularly 

important when interacting with children, since they will shape the future of the 

world. 

“Especially with young people it is very important to do something. I 

mean, they are the ones to take over in the future and thus it is very 

important to steer them into the right direction at a young age.” (Farm 

14) 

A couple of CSAs highlighted that they hope to provoke political action through the 

growing CSA movement. Since political decision-making sets a framework for 

agricultural practices and has a great influence on the development of the market, 

the CSAs see an opportunity to steer their decision-making into a more sustainable 

direction, inspired by CSA and similar concepts. They hope that politicians will 

recognize their movement as a sensible and successful form of agriculture and will 

thus increase their support towards CSAs and similar forms of alternative food 

networks in the future. Thus, educating people about this concept is of immense 

importance to a great deal of CSAs. Other than teaching their members about the 

benefits of their farming practices, most CSAs aim to influence the food market and 

potentially shift it into a new, more sustainable direction. Furthermore, these 

educational offers intend to help members or potential members to better 

understand the concept of CSA, teaching them the meaning of regionality and 

seasonality and how to adapt their lifestyle or cooking habits to it. This lets the 

members comprehend why the CSA’s assortment is limited to the region’s natural 

conditions, as opposed to the assortment in supermarkets, which often derive from 

highly fragmented, international value chains [41]. Once people have a full 

understanding of this, the chances of them joining a CSA are higher, and in case they 

already are members, the chances of them leaving after the end of the season 

decrease. Another great factor is the publicity of the CSA concept. By offering 

educational activities to members and the public, the CSA gains the attention of the 

public and can grow. The success of this can be seen by looking at the statistics of the 

increase in total CSAs in Germany [15]. Another reason that was mentioned by a 

multitude of CSAs is the social aspect of having these offers. This especially concerns 
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the CSA’s internal offers, which exclusively include members. By visiting these 

activities regularly and interacting with members and producers, the sense of 

community and personal connection to the farm grows. These educational events are 

organized in various forms, depending on the farm’s ambitions and resources. These 

can be internal events with members, cooperations with other institutions or public 

events. 

Regarding internal events at the CSA, various sustainability-related, informational, 

production- and processing-related educational and social events are offered. Some 

examples are a scythe course, insect habitat workshops and wool processing courses. 

These activities are usually planned exclusively for members and are free of charge. 

In some cases, however, they are open to the public and require a participation fee. 

A very common occurrence at CSAs is cooperation and activities with educational 

institutions. Especially schools were mentioned particularly often. The form of this 

cooperation is very versatile. Single tours at the farm, holiday programs, weekend 

workshops and even continuous partnerships were mentioned. An example of a 

partnership is a school that lies directly adjacent to a CSA. The students can work 

together with the farmers, helping them with their tasks and learning different 

skillsets; for example, how to cut up different produce and cook with it. 

“Especially with schools we work a lot together. We invite students to our 

farm and do full-day workshops with them, teaching them how 

agriculture influences climate change and similar topics. Our entire 

registered association is very active regarding this.” (Farm 8) 

Another CSA is cooperating with a university, offering agricultural courses for the 

students. In some cases, certain educational activities are funded by the state, giving 

the farms an additional incentive to promote education. 

Additionally, CSAs participate in or organize events outside of their farm. They 

participate in fairs regarding climate change, sustainability, agriculture and related 

topics. The CSAs usually have their own booth at these events in hopes of finding new 

members for their farm, spreading the concept among society and supporting 

sustainability-related projects. A couple of CSAs mentioned their cooperation with 
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political parties, who were organizing events in which innovative forms of agriculture 

were presented to the public. However, the involved CSAs were very cautious in this 

regard. Although they do intend to provoke political action, they do not want to be 

instrumentalized by and affiliated with certain political parties. Most educational 

activities are offered by either the producers at the farm or members who are highly 

involved with the activities of the farm and are often also employed by the farm. This 

depends on the motivation, time and knowledge of the stakeholders. 

Regarding these educational activities and their implementation, merely two 

problematic developments were mentioned frequently. One of them is the actual 

implementation of the activities due to time constraints. Since the farmers are often 

busy with agricultural tasks, they do not have additional time to offer educational 

activities. The same is the case for the members, who are fully occupied with their 

professional and private lives. Since the educational activities are often not 

monetized, the production is prioritized. A substantial number of CSAs mentioned 

that they wish they could increase their activities in this area; however, they currently 

neither have the time nor the people willing to administer this. Thus, not all CSAs 

have a continuous offer of educational activities. This especially applied to the 

producer-driven farms. Both consumer- and producer-driven farms hold education 

at a high value and attempt to implement it into their farm. However, the producers 

at producer-driven farms are so busy with the produce that they hardly have or do 

not have any time left at all for educational activities. Consumer-driven CSAs more 

often can find members who are willing to engage in this regard. Many CSAs have 

stated that they are planning on expanding educational activities in the future once 

they have financial stability, a stable consumer base and more time and capacity for 

education. The farms have reported that demand for certain activities is very high. 

Especially schools contact the farms frequently. Thus, expanding this part of the CSAs 

is regarded as a very sensible step for many farms. The second issue is the attendance 

count at certain events. Particularly internal, member-exclusive events at times suffer 

from a low attendance count. In some cases, ongoing courses were canceled due to 

decreasing attendance. There is no clear answer to why this is the case. However, the 

producers assume that the members are simply not interested in additional activities 

and would rather solely pick up their produce. Another explanation could be the lack 
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of free time, which also influences the members’ professional involvement with the 

farm. 

Despite the difficulties that some CSAs bear with the implementation of their 

envisioned educational activities, plenty of CSAs contribute greatly to the production 

and transferal of knowledge. Not only do they educate members involved in their 

CSA, but also external stakeholders. Especially children are the focus of many CSAs, 

with the hopes of triggering a societal transformation in future generations. This 

design choice portrays the intent of the CSA system, which communicates sustainable 

goals and values. 

4.5.4  Networking between Farms 

Knowledge is not only exchanged between the stakeholders within a CSA but also 

between different CSAs. When asked about their interaction with other CSAs, the 

exchange of knowledge emerged as the most important and common point. The 

majority of CSAs do establish and maintain contact with CSAs that are in close 

proximity. Especially when there are newly founded CSAs, the farms tend to assist 

each other by exchanging knowledge, suggestions and experiences. This is due to the 

fact that CSAs do not tend to see each other as opposition. Instead, they mean to 

grow the CSA scene by assisting each other, making use of and enforcing locality and 

thus growing the scene together. Merely one case was mentioned in which two farms 

were competing. This was stated in regard to acquiring a horticulturist, which had 

switched from one CSA to another. This can be explained by the substantial lack of 

laborers in horticulture, which in this case resulted in competition. 

During the interviews, plenty of farms mentioned the Network for CSAs. This is an 

organization that offers a variety of services for farms and tries to expand the 

evolution of the CSA scene in Germany. The network has a variety of stakeholders 

working for it, who are very experienced with CSAs. The service that was mentioned 

most by the interview partners is the consultation sessions. In these sessions, the CSA 

founders lay out their vision and explain to the consultant how they want to build 

their CSA in accordance with some general conditions. In conformity with their 

information, the consultant adapts the best possible plan and provides the CSA with 

valuable information and materials. One very important topic that is typically tackled 
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first is the choice of a fitting legal construct for the CSA. Since there is a variety of 

options regarding the legal construct, it is crucial to discuss the needs of the founding 

CSA and choose a legal construct that coincides with the CSA’s ideas. Next to 

consultation, the network offers a variety of materials such as sample contracts, 

cultivation plans and advertising media. Furthermore, the network aims to, as the 

name insinuates, create a nationwide network of CSAs, hoping that CSAs will assist 

each other and spread the concept as a unit, therefore creating a more sustainable 

agricultural landscape. Most of the CSAs make use of the network’s offerings and visit 

regular meetings, which serve the purpose of exchanging information and 

experiences and discussing current topics. For the purpose of strengthening regional 

collaboration, regional groups have been established that conduct specialized 

meetings for the regional CSAs. Many CSAs have revealed that this exchange of 

knowledge is of great assistance and helps the development of their farm. 

“It is also very good to make sure: Are we doing everything correctly? Are 

we on the right path or are we doing complete nonsense? It is important 

to gather ideas for solutions, which all the CSAs are having.” (Farm 15) 

When asked what the CSAs think of the network and what role it played in their 

development, the resonance was predominately positive. This especially concerns 

the consumer-driven CSAs which were newly founded and started with the network 

from the beginning. Since these farms are consumer-based, in many cases they do 

not have the expertise that is required to found a farm themselves without the 

assistance of other stakeholders. Other farms already possessed a legal construct, 

expertise, laborers, crops and cultivation plans before they decided to add CSA to 

their business branches or transform into a CSA. Thus, they did not require as much 

assistance as the newly founded farms. However, the majority of them still visit the 

meetings to connect with other CSAs. Furthermore, all of the CSAs stated that they 

support the network in their public relations work and believe that they are a big 

contributor to the growth the CSA scene had recorded in recent years. 

“The network really does great work and in the end everyone profits from 

it. By now a lot of people know of the concept. Their public relations work 

is great.” (Farm 11) 
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The flow of information is not limited to the individual CSAs. As the interviews 

showed, the production and sharing of information transcends the singular CSA and 

spreads across local or even nationwide networks. Meetings with members and 

producers of other CSAs allow the exchange of information and create feedback 

loops, potentially leading to a change in parameters. Knowledge is seen as a collective 

resource, which is to be produced and shared by all stakeholders involved in the CSAs. 

This is also a result of the intent of CSAs, which do not aim at economic growth but 

rather offer a sustainable, fair option to the mass production of conventional farming. 

In order for this scene to grow, the CSAs collaborate instead of competing against 

each other.  

 

4.6  Discussion 

Reflecting on the research questions, it becomes apparent that CSAs in Germany do 

possess a variety of levers that do support sustainability transformation in the deep 

realm of leverage labeled “Re-think”. Figure 2 summarizes the potential levers 

related to knowledge that were analyzed in this data collection. If and to which 

degree these levers are present are at a farm varies from farm to farm and specifically 

in relation to them being a consumer- or producer-driven farm. The levers are 

summarized in the following figure. 

Figure 4-2: Potential leverage points and the corresponding levers related to 
knowledge usage, creation and sharing in CSAs 

 

(Source: based on: Abson et al., 2017 [18]) 

https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/15/18/13388#fig_body_display_sustainability-15-13388-f002
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Regarding the overall structure and roles of the stakeholders, however, there are 

distinctions to be made when comparing consumer-driven and producer-driven 

farms. Consumer-driven farms offer a variety of participatory social structures and 

institutions, such as organizational groups, member meetings, working groups and 

participation days, which enable the creation and exchange of knowledge. 

Information is forwarded through valuable in-person interactions or a variety of 

digital options and is easily accessible for all stakeholders. Collective knowledge is 

accumulated through the exchange of stakeholders with diverse backgrounds, 

including the members and producers. The members are encouraged to incorporate 

their knowledge into the CSA and share it with others. Producers apply their 

knowledge and experiences to the best of their ability, enhance it through additional 

training and furthermore exchange it with the members. Depending on the CSA, 

members are involved in the production process to a different degree and can bear 

a lot of responsibility. Due to these structures, members learn about the actual 

production cost of foods, regionality, food certification, seasonality, pricing, etc. 

These processes are closely linked to the deep realm of leverage titled “re-connect”, 

which aims to bring nature closer to humans again. Re-connecting people to nature 

is part of the intent of CSA, an aim that lays the foundation of the farms and how they 

are built regarding design, feedbacks and parameters. Producer-driven farms are 

structured in a similar way referring to the transparency of the farm. Members can 

see production processes, visit participation days and participate in events from the 

CSA. However, they are generally not as participatory as consumer-driven ones. 

Collective knowledge does not necessarily play a role in these farms since producers 

like to take things into their own hands and manage the crucial steps of the farm by 

themselves. Through this structure, the community aspect of the farm loses 

relevance, and the focus is set more on the production aspect of the farm. 

The way consumer-driven farms are managed exemplifies which intent they act 

upon. Accumulating collective knowledge, acquiring new skills, making firsthand 

experiences and learning-by-doing is their method of choice. The transferal of 

knowledge and skills leads to the consumers being more autonomous both in the 

context of the CSA and also in life as a whole. It is a lesson that also can transfer over 

to other areas of life [14]. Community, knowledge exchange and sustainable lifestyles 
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are preferred as opposed to economic gain. Thus, the farms do not mind establishing 

a riskier organizational structure that bears a high degree of member involvement. 

This can also be identified as the intent of the CSA system. The “design” building 

blocks described in this paper aim to implement this goal. 

A matter which all farms have in common is the relevance of education. The CSAs 

either offer or are planning on offering some educational courses and activities in the 

future that teach members or external stakeholders about CSA, sustainability and 

related topics. Public events intend to trigger transformational change in society and 

politics and provide impulses for future agricultural and sustainable development. 

This is also the focus of various collaborations, especially with schools. 

Transformation in our food systems can only occur when people are reasonably 

educated on the topic. The most important group of people is kids, since they will 

shape the future. One farmer summarized this process with the following statement: 

“We can only reach sustainability transformation if we transform the way 

people think and act. The transformation starts in the heads of the 

people.” (Farm 14) 

Another structure that has a high potential to lead to transformational change is the 

networking of CSAs. The farms prefer to share knowledge and cooperate with other 

CSAs to build a community, grow CSA as a whole, maximize their success and utilize 

synergies. Once again, this is rooted in the CSA’s approach of not competing in the 

open market. Instead, the producers prefer to collaborate with other farms, 

exchange knowledge and experiences and thereby abandon the competitive 

structures of the conventional market [14]. Furthermore, collaboration between 

various stakeholders leads to the accumulation of collective wisdom, which helps 

boost sustainability transitions [38]. An institution that aims to strengthen this 

development is the Network for CSAs. It does this by facilitating the networking of 

the farms, boosting and offering educational activities and increasing public work of 

CSAs. 

Regarding limitations, this study bears its flaws which arise with qualitative research. 

Since the data collection was carried out in Hesse, the results might not be 
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representative of all CSAs in Germany. The count of 22 interviews allows for a 

detailed, thorough analysis of the interviewed farms. However, there is a chance that 

the results are regional phenomena and thus generalization can be an issue. 

 

4.7  Conclusions 

By virtue of this study, it is possible to summarize the role that knowledge plays in 

CSA and how it can leverage transformational change to sustainability. Utilizing the 

concept from Abson et al. (2017) [18] provides an innovative perspective on how 

substantial change can be achieved through the identification of crucial levers. This 

is an approach that has so far been neglected in sustainability research. It was 

possible to identify plenty of deep leverage points within the farm’s philosophies, 

social structures and institutions, which promote the creation and dissemination of 

knowledge, therefore leveraging substantial change and work towards sustainability 

transformation. 

This starts with having a transparent system across the full supply chain, which 

informs the members on agricultural practices and lets them participate in them, 

accumulating knowledge and gathering firsthand experiences in nature and food 

production. This is especially prominent at consumer-driven farms. Sharing 

information throughout the CSA and across a network of farms supports the idea of 

cooperating and creates a collaborative market that does not primarily target 

economic goals. Some CSAs, however, specifically consumer-driven ones, must be 

careful in this regard due to the risks in their organization. There should be a certain 

degree of professionalism when running the farm, otherwise, the survival of the CSA 

will be jeopardized. The goals set by CSAs and levers in place regarding education are 

not only targeted at CSA members and CSA-related content. Instead, they aim to 

initiate transformation in society and politics, shifting the way people approach 

agriculture and sustainability. 

In conclusion, it can be stated that consumer-driven farms offer plenty of significant 

levers that can trigger sustainability transformation in regard to the realm of re-

thinking. However, some of these levers are not present or are hardly present at 
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certain producer-driven CSAs, rendering their potential for transformation less 

potent. 

Although CSA is a niche movement, it delivers inspiration for other food systems on 

how sustainability can be approached. These food systems could embed certain 

levers that are integrated into CSAs such as regional distribution to a closed consumer 

base, involvement of customers in the production and creating a transparent system 

in which information is exchanged. Whether other food systems are willing to adapt 

any of these levers remains to be seen. The CSA system in itself does have the 

potential to trigger sustainability transformation. Due to its niche status, however, it 

will not have a big effect on the agricultural market. Although the farms are gaining 

popularity and the scene is growing, they will not be able to cover big market shares. 

High pricing of the shares, inconvenience, limited assortments, potentially bad 

harvests, etc. are all barriers that stop many people from joining a CSA. Thus, the best 

future scenario would include a growing CSA scene, as well as the adaptation of CSA-

characteristic levers from other food systems that are less sustainable. 
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Gemüsebaubetrieben nach dem Prinzip der Solidarischen Landwirtschaft; Verlag Dr. 
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5. Re-connecting to Nature through Community 

Supported Agriculture 

Meyer, J.M. & Hassler, M. (submitted to TESG): Re-connecting to Nature through 

Community Supported Agriculture. 

Abstract 

Humanity is becoming increasingly detached from nature and consequently acting 

less environmentally friendly. Concerning today’s climate change trajectories, this 

development is alarming. This disconnection is also reflected in food systems, in 

which consumers are distant from the production process of their foods. Community 

Supported Agriculture is a modern form of agriculture that aims to offer a sustainable 

alternative to industrial food systems. Utilizing the leverage points concept, the CSA 

system searches for deep levers to re-connect people to nature and leverage 

transformational change towards sustainability. This is facilitated through a 

qualitative research process, interviewing various farms in Hesse, Germany. Results 

indicate that CSA does dispose of the right leverage points to trigger this 

transformation. Various educational, material, and experiential activities within a 

farm built entirely around a sustainable intent are the key factors leading to this 

insight.  

Keywords 

community-supported agriculture, rural Hesse, qualitative research, re-connecting to 

nature, sustainability transformation, leverage points   

5.1  Introduction 

The exponential growth of the earth’s population and resulting mass consumption of 

food and resources has pushed the world to its limits (Araújo et al. 2023; El Bilali et 

al. 2018). Despite the Paris Agreement’s attempt to prevent the climate overshoot of 

2.0°C, current developments make it seem impossible to reach this target (Anderson 

et al. 2020). Crucial drivers of this climate development are globalized, unsustainable 

food systems, which confront humanity with environmental, economic, and social 
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challenges (Lang et al. 2009). To mitigate greenhouse gas emissions caused by the 

agricultural sector, future food systems will have to be designed more sustainably, 

while also providing food security (Townsend 2015). Thus, the question arises: Where 

do the current unsustainable trajectories originate from, and what defines a 

sustainable food system?   

In the search for the root cause of unsustainability, the topic of human connection to 

nature has gained significant prominence in recent years (Zylstra et al. 2014). With 

the extinction of experience and the growing distance between people and nature on 

an individual, as well as on a social scale, environmental challenges have increased 

(Pyle 2003; Nisbet et al. 2009). These disconnections transpire on psychological, 

material, and physical dimensions (Cumming et al. 2014). The increased disconnect 

between humans and nature leads back to a variety of causes. One of the primary 

drivers is increased urbanization, which results in decreased contact with natural 

landscapes and elements (Andersson et al. 2014; Beery et al. 2023; Stilgoe 2001). 

Technological advances, increased use of electronic media, and globalization are 

additionally said to play a significant role (Seppelt & Cumming 2016; Pergams & 

Zaradic 2006). Further examples are limited access to green surroundings (Lin et al. 

2014) and changing norms, beliefs, and values (Beery et al. 2023). These are just a 

couple of examples of causes that have led to the disconnection from nature. A 

multitude of causes exist; some, however, are based on speculation and have not 

been empirically proven yet (Ives et al. 2018). Increased natural disconnection leads 

to a variety of consequences, which can harm the environment and individuals. 

Having less of a personal connection to nature is correlated to environmental 

concerns. Thus, people with little or no connection to nature tend to act less 

environmentally friendly (Mayer & Frantz 2004). Apart from the interaction with 

nature, individual well-being and mental health are affected by connectedness with 

nature. Research suggests that increased access and interactions with natural 

environments such as gardens, parks, wilderness, etc. leads to a greater quality of 

life, resulting in a healthier psyche (DEFRA 2011; White et al. 2013). Studies have also 

been able to identify the positive impact that nature connectedness can have 

physiologically. Human exposure to nature can lead to reduced stress, improved 

cardiovascular function, reduction of inflammatory diseases, etc. (Sandifer et al. 
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2015). Thus, having no or limited contact with nature increases the chance of 

suffering the said negative physiological and psychological issues. In conclusion, it can 

be stated with confidence that nature is of high value for both humanity and the 

environment.  

In reaction to the unsustainable trajectories caused by standardization, globalization, 

and immoral choices that are being made in the industrial food system, Alternative 

food networks (AFNs) have emerged (Edwards 2016). AFNs attempt to tackle these 

issues by offering modern production and distribution systems that are based on 

philosophies that differ strongly from conventional, unsustainable food systems. 

AFNs are characterized by high-quality produce, local distribution, fair trade 

production, sustainability focus, embeddedness, and short food supply chains. 

(Michel-Villareal et al. 2018; Goodmann & Goodmann 2009). Furthermore, the re-

connection of producers and consumers plays a vital role in these systems (Edwards 

2016; Michel-Villareal & Bregoli 2018). One AFN that includes each of these 

characteristics and sets a robust focus on creating a participatory, transparent 

system, in which re-connection is set as one of the main goals, is Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA). CSA has gained a substantial amount of traction in 

recent years in Germany, with the number of farms growing annually, currently 

standing at around 463 farms nationwide (Ernte Teilen 2023). CSA farms consist of a 

closed consumer base, which allows members to participate not only in production 

but also in further organizational tasks and social as well as educational events (Zoll 

et al. 2021; Rommel & Antoni-Komar 2020). This concept aims to create a partnership 

between producer and consumer, which ultimately cooperate and share the 

economic risks through contractual agreements (Wills & Sidsaph 2021; Diekmann & 

Theuvsen 2019). Members are in direct contact with the production process of the 

foods which end up in their shares. Built upon these characteristics, CSA farms aim to 

offer a sustainable alternative to conventional food systems and achieve to re-

connect people to their foods and nature (Zoll et al. 2021). Putting the framework 

and ambitions of CSA to the test, the following research questions arise. How does 

the CSA system link with the aim of re-connecting people to nature? Which levers are 

integrated into the system, and to what degree do they bear the potential to trigger 

sustainability transformation?  
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5.2  Theoretical Framework 

The analysis performed in this paper draws on the leverage points concept, which 

was developed by Meadows in 1999 and elaborated upon by Abson et al. (2017). 

Meadows operates in the field of system analysis and identified a total of twelve 

leverage points that can influence the behavior of a system (Meadows 1999). These 

leverage points range from shallow to deep leverage points. Interventions at shallow 

leverage points are easier to implement, however they bring change in a relatively 

ineffective manner. Interventions at deep leverage points, on the other hand, are 

more difficult to implement but have the potential to bring significant, transformative 

change to a system (Abson et al. 2017). Abson et al. (2017) believe that sustainability 

science and decisions from policymakers need to target the right spots to leverage 

transformational change. Despite them recognizing the importance of sustainability, 

they mainly target easier-to-access, weaker leverage points that do not have the 

potential to lead to transformational change. They arrange these leverage points into 

four types of system characteristics, which are parameters, feedbacks, design and 

intent. In said order, they range from shallow to deeper leverage points. Shallow 

leverage points are parameters and feedbacks. Parameters include the mechanistic 

characteristics and physical elements of a system. The deep leverage points 

embedded into the system characteristics are design and intent. Design includes 

social structures and institutions that manage the flow of information and 

parameters. Intent engages with norms, values, and goals which lay the basis of a 

system and in which direction it is oriented (Abson et al. 2017).  

In addition to these system characteristics, Abson et al. (2017) furthermore establish 

three realms of leverage titled re-structure, re-connect, and re-think, which are of 

particular importance to achieve transformational change. The first realm, re-

structure, addresses the role of institutions, formal and informal arrangements, and 

their potential to change. Re-connect is tied to the connection between humans and 

nature and how this connection can affect sustainability. The final realm, re-think, 

concerns the use, production, and exchange of knowledge within a system. These 

realms of leverage are all tightly intertwined and do not exist independently. The 

same applies to system characteristics and their relationship to the deep realms of 
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leverage. Although the deep of realms of leverage are mainly connoted with deep 

leverage points and the system characteristics design and intent, they can also 

influence or be influenced by shallow leverage points (Abson et al. 2017; Fischer & 

Riechers 2019). Thus, it is also vital to connect deeper leverage points with shallower 

ones if sensible in the given situation. Since this paper intends to analyze how human-

nature connectedness is influenced by CSA, the deep realm of re-connect will be the 

focus. This human disconnection from nature is a phenomenon that takes place on 

individual, as well as societal levels. Various scholars have suggested that this 

disconnection has a negative influence on sustainability (Nisbet et al., 2009). Thus, it 

is of great importance to re-connect humans to nature by fostering the adoption of 

pro-environmental behavior (Klaniecki et al. 2018). How humans are connected to 

nature can be broken down into different categories. Ives et al. (2018) divide the 

concept into five types of connectedness. The categories are philosophical, 

emotional, cognitive, experiential, and material connections to nature. There are 

many ways in which these connections can be created or strengthened. The following 

descriptions give some examples of these connections. 

Material connection to nature includes the consumption of goods and materials that 

come from nature (Ives et al. 2018). These material elements have the function of 

providing material and physical assets for humans (Díaz et al. 2018) - some examples 

of this being foods, fiber, water, etc. Due to today’s globalization, many natural 

products are no longer consumed where they are produced. This creates a spatial 

separation between the producer and consumer, leading to a disconnection between 

the consumer and the material produce that he consumes and creates a considerable 

amount of international interdependence (Haberl et al. 2009). Re-connecting 

materially on a local scale would reduce these complex interdependent value chains 

and thus make it easier to recognize the environmental impacts of agricultural actions 

(Ives et al. 2018). Furthermore, they can potentially transform a system's design, 

enabling human-nature connections to come to fruition (Abson et al. 2018). 

Experiential connection to nature is generated by having a direct interaction with 

various natural settings such as walks in a park or hiking through a natural reserve 

(Ives et al. 2018). People with a strong nature connection are more prone to support 

nature conservation (Miller 2005), and encourage political action for conservation 
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policies (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005). Other than developing pro-

environmental behavior, various studies have shown that experiential connection to 

nature can additionally bring psychological, cognitive, and physiological benefits 

(Keninger et al. 2013; Foo 2016). Further research highlights spiritual, social, and 

tangible benefits through these interactions (Keninger et al. 2013). Due to the 

deteriorating experience with nature, it is of utmost importance to promote direct 

interaction with nature, especially for the youth (Soga & Gaston 2016). Cognitive 

connection to nature has everything to do with an individual’s knowledge and 

awareness of nature and which values one has towards nature (Ives et al. 2018). How 

much a person is aware and concerned by environmental issues is correlated to how 

strongly a person believes there is an interconnection with nature (Schultz 2001). 

Improving the interconnection with nature will not only result in stronger pro-

environmental behavior, therefore supporting sustainability, but also help humans 

and their well-being (Mayer & Frantz 2004). Environmental knowledge can for 

instance be improved by offering courses or programs involving environmental 

science (Bradley et al. 1999). Emotional connections are personal feelings or empathy 

toward nature (Ives et al. 2018). These connections are primarily made up of present 

and past experiences that an individual has gathered in nature (Kals et al. 1999). 

According to Kals & Maes (2002), three main categories of emotions account for an 

individual’s sustainable behavior: Moral emotions, emotional affinity towards nature, 

and ecological fear. To strengthen emotional connection to nature Kals et al. (1999) 

suggest two courses of action. One is a strengthened educational discourse regarding 

environmental responsibility and moral ethics. The other is supporting direct, 

experiential activities in which individuals have the opportunity to develop their 

emotional affinity towards nature. Philosophical connections are deeply rooted 

world views on how an individual conceives nature, why it matters, and what one 

believes in how it should be treated (Ives et al. 2018). These various philosophical 

standpoints which people embrace represent overarching sets of rules and goals that 

direct the behavior of individuals (Abson et al. 2017).  

Akin to the leverage points and deep realms of leverage, these five categories of 

human nature connection do not exist independently. They can influence one 

another to varying degrees (Ives et al. 2018). For instance, when a person already has 
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a strong emotional or cognitive connection to nature, this person will be more prone 

to implement experiential activities such as a walk in the park in their life (Lin et al. 

2014). This will result in a strengthened experiential connection. Therefore, it is 

natural that the following analysis of re-connecting structures in CSA will overlap and 

create tight connections between the categories. Ives et al. (2018) suggest that the 

effectiveness of interventions at leverage points related to these five connections 

vary in their power. Material and experiential connections, which are also described 

as external connections, are considered less potent. These connections are marked 

by physical interaction. Since these connections are mainly connected to parameters 

and feedbacks, they do not have as much transformational potential as connections 

in association with design and intent (Ives et al. 2018). These system characteristics 

are more connected to so-called internal connections to nature, which are cognitive, 

emotional, and philosophical connections. These connections are characterized by 

internal categories, such as emotions or worldviews (Ives et al. 2018).  

Despite Ives et al. (2018) comment regarding the power of different connections and 

their connections to leverage points, this paper will examine CSA farms in Germany 

regarding each of the connections. Since changes at shallow leverage points can also 

heavily influence deep leverage points and vice versa, it is essential to analyze each 

of the natural connections and how they relate to each other (Ives et al. 2018). These 

categories can also be differentiated on an analytical scale, determining if the 

connection can be analyzed for individuals or societies. Generally, each of these 

categories can be analyzed on an individual level. Except for cognitive and emotional 

connections, each of these connections can be analyzed on a societal level. Since this 

analysis sets its focus on a small, closed system, it will put its focus on the analysis of 

system characteristics and how these can influence individuals. Analyzing the system 

characteristics also means that the more internal connections, specifically emotional 

and philosophical connections, cannot be analyzed as detailed as the external ones. 

Since these connections vary enormously based on individual experiences, one would 

have to collect data from the members themselves in personal, additional interviews. 

Such an analysis is out of the scope of this paper. However, this analysis can provide 

the data to determine which characteristics of CSA bear the potential to alter these 

internal connections and how they are connected to external ones.   
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This paper utilizes the leverage points concept by Abson et al. (2017) as a theoretical 

framework and applies it to CSA. The focus will be set on the re-connect realm of 

leverage, which will be broken down into the five types of human-nature 

connectedness as described by Ives et al. (2018). Following a description of the 

materials and methods utilized for the data collection, these five categories will be 

analyzed in the main, empirical chapter of the article. Based on this analysis a 

conclusion will be drawn, describing the transformational potential to sustainability 

from CSA farms regarding the re-connect aspect of the Abson et al. (2017) leverage 

points concept. 

 

5.3  Methods 

A study was conducted in the Hesse region of Germany to address the research 

questions. The data was collected by carrying out qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews at 22 farms in Hesse. Data collection took place between July 2020 and 

January 2021. The stakeholders interviewed were owners, farmers, and members of 

the farms and the conversations lasted between 45 and 75 minutes. Methods of 

communication were live meetings, Zoom-, and telephone calls. Afterward, the 

interviews were transcribed and coded through the transcription software Taguette. 

The data was sorted into 43 categories which were organized on different scales. 

Overarching categories for this analysis are the three realms of leverage re-connect, 

re-structure, and re-think. The data collected from these interviews sets the basis of 

this paper and will be analyzed using the leverage points concept by Abson et al. 

(2017). The focus of the analysis will lie on the deep realm of leverage re-connect.  

 

5.4  External Connections to Nature 

Interviews revealed numerous structural elements within CSA systems facilitating a 

material connection to nature. These include local production and distribution, with 

members often situated near the farm or pick-up depots. Standard methods include 

on-farm pick-ups and depots spread throughout the neighborhood, offering 

exclusively locally grown produce. CSA farms aim to familiarize members with 
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cooking using regional produce, emphasizing seasonality. Unlike supermarkets 

offering globally sourced produce year-round, CSA memberships reverse the 

shopping process. Members must assess their share contents to plan meals, 

potentially supplementing them to utilize their produce assortment effectively. 

 

“It is a process which people must get used to. Usually, a person would 

decide to go grocery shopping and beforehand think to themselves: 

“Okay, what will I eat tomorrow?” Then they write a list according to their 

wishes and go grocery shopping. With CSA it is different. On Saturday they 

receive their share and think to themselves: “Oh wow, what do I cook with 

this”. Many people are overwhelmed with this because they are not used 

to it.” (Farm 1) 

 

Producers note that the regional assortment and fixed share sizes may overwhelm 

some members, leading to reports of those leaving the CSA. However, others adapt 

their consumption habits to the system. This emphasis on regional and seasonal 

produce fosters a material re-connection with local agriculture and nature. Members 

learn about local produce and adapt their consumption accordingly. Ownership of 

specific produce, such as through sponsorships for plants or animals, further 

strengthens this connection, fostering a sense of responsibility among members. 

Consuming produce from a regional CSA not only changes consumers' connection to 

nature but also offers ecological benefits. With fewer intermediaries and a local 

consumer base, food miles are reduced, leading to lower CO₂ emissions. However, 

the extent of emission reduction depends on the farm's location and distribution 

methods. Farms with nearby depots minimize emissions, but if located far from 

consumers and accessed by car, emissions may increase significantly (Standal & 

Westskog, 2022). Fortunately, many farms in the region surveyed have nearby 

depots, mitigating this concern. 

Apart from the variety offered, the natural appearance of produce serves as a 

valuable means to materially re-connect people with nature. In modern consumption 

habits, foods conform to standardized appearance norms, often leading to rejection 
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of imperfect-looking produce. However, CSA farms distribute all produce regardless 

of appearance, with sorting only occurring for perishable items. This practice 

educates consumers on the full potential of produce and its anatomy, challenging 

preconceived notions. For instance, a CSA which had beef included in its assortment. 

A couple of members were irritated by the small amounts of filet they received in 

their share and voiced their dissatisfaction.  

“If somebody says: “But I want to eat a 4kg filet because I am a gourmet 

and the other parts of the cattle do not interest me”, then that is very 

hypocritical. Of course, some people only prefer filets, but that is not the 

reality. The reality is that slaughtered animals are not just filet. But if you 

only buy your meats from a supermarket, you are not aware of that. But 

if you want to be in a CSA and therefore decide to eat sustainably, you 

must accept it this way. Otherwise, it is not fair towards this world.” (Farm 

2) 

In response, the producers engaged in extensive discussion with the members, 

informing them on the anatomy of cattle, how much filet realistically is in cattle, and 

which other meat produce is also included in specific quantities. The members were 

able to understand this and no longer categorized this as an issue. Informing people 

of the natural form of produce and distributing the harvest in its entirety re-connects 

members to natural products. This leads to an increased awareness regarding what 

can be eaten and reduces food waste. This could act as a trigger for their consumption 

pattern outside of the CSA. In Germany and other industrialized countries, it is widely 

spread that vast amounts of produce are thrown out (Janson 2023). By spreading 

awareness and information, this behavior can be shifted towards a more resource-

efficient, sustainable one.  

The pricing of produce is a crucial element in re-connecting with the natural value of 

foods, as mentioned repeatedly by interviewees. CSA farms ensure producers can 

afford production throughout the season and distribute produce year-round, 

providing them with a unique form of purchase guarantee. Prices are determined 

based on actual production costs and fair wages for producers, unlike the open 

market where consumer behavior and supermarkets dictate prices. This market often 
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subjects farmers to intense competition and low wages, failing to compensate them 

fairly for their high-quality produce (Rawe, 2023). 

As a result of this, the consumers lose touch with the actual value of foods and the 

correlating production process. Finding the highest quality for the lowest price is the 

focus, without taking note of the actual production cost. Because of having a 

transparent, participatory structure the members can see and participate in the 

production and thus comprehend the pricing. Wolfgang Stränz, a treasurer from the 

very first CSA in Germany once summarized this in a very fitting statement: “The food 

loses its price and regains its value” (Rafelt, 2022, p. 1). Through this structure, the 

people are re-connected to the actual value of foods and learn to appreciate the 

entire process which the produce goes through until it ends up on their plate.   

Cooperatives and local networks serve as additional levers for CSA farms. While many 

farms produce all items for shares internally, they often collaborate with local 

producers to diversify their offerings. This expansion not only broadens the variety of 

produce but also aims to bolster the local economy and promote regional self-

sufficiency. Offering shares with greater diversity enhances member satisfaction, 

increasing the likelihood of contract renewal. Given the high member turnover 

reported by all farms, this presents an opportunity to maintain membership over the 

long term. Additionally, some farms seek to empower smaller producers by 

increasing their market share through such collaborations. These partnerships allow 

CSA farms to include a broader range of products in their assortment, expanding 

beyond traditional CSA fare. Popular cooperative-produced items include honey, 

meat, mushrooms, milk, juice, and eggs. Cooperatives may also process foods from 

the CSA or add processed items to the assortment. Examples include bread, cheese, 

sausage, and spreads, which are often offered as standard or additional options in 

shares. Currently, just over half of the interviewed CSA farms produce exclusively on-

site, while others have formed at least one cooperative. Looking ahead, many farms 

express interest in expanding their assortment beyond internal production, even 

those yet to be involved in cooperatives. Newer farms typically prioritize establishing 

their production before considering collaboration. 
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“I think we should all unite for discussion and talk about what we can do 

for this region together with our production. Now that I have made my 

experiences with my project, I would like to expand upon it. But this will 

still take some time.” (Farm 3) 

Creating local ecosystems detaches producers from broader, often international 

supply chains, resulting in reduced food miles, a strengthened local economy, and 

deeper connections to local production. Moreover, adherence to production 

standards and food certifications serves as a means of re-connecting with nature. 

While modern consumers highly value food certifications, most CSA farms prioritize 

production quality over certifications. However, 15 of the 22 interviewed farms are 

certified, mainly for two reasons. Firstly, some CSA farms inherit certification from 

producers already certified, making it more straightforward to maintain. Secondly, 

farms that transition entirely to CSA initiatives often choose to retain certification 

due to the effort already invested. Additionally, some farms certify their production 

to market produce outside of the CSA, particularly if they adhere to organic standards 

and wish to label their products accordingly for the broader market. 

“We will also cultivate things outside of the CSA. Perhaps medicinal plants 

or more arable farming. And then the certification makes sense again. 

Common stakeholders that process products usually demand such a 

certification. In case we were just a CSA, we would not have taken care of 

a certificate for our farm. Since we do intend to implement further 

business branches, it is the most sensible option.” (Farm 4)  

Producers stated that this remains important outside of the CSA. Sales increase if they 

provide the information on their organic certification. Within the CSA, certification 

plays a negligible role. Most producers, with only one exception, agree that 

certification isn't necessary to demonstrate their organic production standards to 

members. Consumers seldom inquire about certification, and when producers 

explain their production methods directly, members are typically convinced without 

the need for a certificate. Farms that solely distribute within their CSA see no 

incentive to certify their production, despite adhering to organic standards. The 

transition to certification requires significant time, capital, and restructuring without 
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substantial returns. By prioritizing direct experience over labels, CSA initiatives 

strengthen members' material connection to natural, organic production. 

In addition to material connections, CSA farms offer powerful opportunities for 

experiential connections. Members are not just close to production; they're invited 

to participate in it actively. Most farms host regular participatory days, some weekly 

or monthly, while others allow members to sign up for farm work on flexible 

schedules. The organization of these events serves various purposes, primarily aimed 

at re-connecting individuals and the production process while fostering a bond 

among producers, consumers, and the production itself. While most farms offer 

these events voluntarily, two farms mandate participation days. Their rationale is to 

ensure members actively engage in the re-connecting process and to address labor 

shortages by enlisting member assistance. During these participation days, members 

actively partake in planting, harvesting, and additional tasks like fruit picking or food 

processing, such as baking bread or cooking jam.  

“Some members meet at a depot and organize sessions where they 

prepare jam together. At another one they create spreads. Such things 

exist at our CSA. Thus, everyone can have fresh jam and spreads each 

week.” (Farm 5) 

In general, farms noted low attendance during these participation days. While a few 

members attend regularly, the majority either rarely participate or do not attend at 

all. According to the interviewees, several common reasons contribute to this trend. 

Modern lifestyles often leave little spare time for such events, with many regular 

attendees being retirees who have more flexibility in their schedules.  

This challenge is exacerbated by the geographical distance between many farms and 

their members, as well as the lack of convenient public transportation options. 

Consequently, attending these events would require significant time and is 

considered unsustainable by members. However, one farm located centrally in FFM 

reported a high participation rate due to its convenient location and excellent 

infrastructure. Members who wish to become more involved can take on 

organizational roles within the CSA, such as financial management or cultivation 

planning. Some farms establish task forces to divide labor for specific tasks, although 
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this depends on the CSA's legal and organizational structure. While some producers 

prefer to handle everything independently, most welcome members' assistance and 

aim to involve them as much as possible in farm activities. Through these roles, 

members spend more time at the farm and have increased interaction with nature, 

offering more significant potential for re-connection. 

Generally, it can be stated that CSA farms have a great potential to create an 

experiential connection to nature through these participation days and work-related 

activities. The members have plenty of options to engage in nature-related activities 

and are encouraged by the producers to get involved. Due to tight schedules, distance 

to the farm, and a lack of motivation, however, not all members participate in these 

events regularly. Farms have reported that they often try to figure out new ways to 

motivate members, however, it is not always successful.  

In addition to participation days, farms frequently organize hands-on events focused 

on agricultural and natural practices, often in the form of workshops and courses held 

onsite. These events cover various topics such as insect habitats, harvesting 

techniques, and scything. They cater to a diverse audience, primarily members of the 

farm, with most activities offered free of charge. Some events also target external 

stakeholders, such as collaborations with schools. These interactive courses allow 

students to actively engage with the farm and its production process, fostering a re-

connection to nature and countering the decline in nature-related experiences. 

“We like to fulfill our educative duty with our members and kids in that 

regard. When they come to the farm, we explain to them exactly what we 

are doing and why we do it in that way. This results in them being able to 

build a connection to their foods.” (Farm 6) 

Thus, Soga and Gaston's (2016) suggestion to increase experiential connection by 

promoting direct interaction with nature, especially with the youth, is effectively and 

accurately targeted. Similar to the participation days, some farms struggle to find 

participants for these events. The Producers assume that this is due to a lack of time, 

motivation, and interest. 
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5.5  Internal Connections to Nature 

Internal connections at CSA heavily overlap with external ones. Commencing with 

cognitive connections, these are especially prominent in the educational aspect of 

CSA. Previously mentioned educational, and experiential activities not only 

strengthen the experiential connection, but also the cognitive connection. Adding to 

physical and experiential activities, the farm additionally offers educational activities 

that have a purely cognitive focus. These do not include first-hand natural 

experiences and occasionally take place in specific settings outside of the farm. Some 

examples of these events are public presentations on the farm, a seminar on market 

gardening, an exhibition in a library, or informative booths presenting the farm at a 

sustainability fair. The interviews portray that the promotion and spreading of 

knowledge within and outside of the farm is crucial to many CSA farms. These 

activities educate on sustainability-related topics and promote CSA as a sustainable 

concept.  

“Just this week one of our members held a presentation on our CSA at the 

European central bank. They have a sustainability department within their 

company and that is where we could present our farm. If somebody would 

like to know something of our farm or CSA in general, we are more than 

willing to inform them – even if it does not benefit our members.” (Farm 

6) 

The actively involved stakeholders are confident in the CSA system and wish to spread 

it amongst people who might not have heard of it yet or who are not convinced by it 

yet. This correlates perfectly with Bradley et al.'s (1999) call for utilizing educational 

programs to sensitize people on these topics and increase their cognitive connection.  

Increased awareness and knowledge of nature can furthermore be promoted 

through various of the before-mentioned connections and their corresponding 

factors. Building up a material connection to nature by getting involved in a 

participatory structure of a local production system can positively influence the 

cognitive connection. Since CSA farms tend to have a highly participatory structure 

fueled by communication and exchange, optimal conditions for the exchange of 

information are given. Attending participation days, engaging in organizational 
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structures of farms, assisting with cultivation planning, and further activities all 

possess the potential to create or strengthen the cognitive connection to nature. The 

parameters set by the CSA offer members various opportunities to have direct 

interaction with nature and increase their awareness and knowledge of it. The 

success of this ordeal depends on the willingness of members to seize these 

opportunities.  

Like the cognitive connection to nature, emotional connection can be promoted in 

various places, including external experiences. Since emotional connectedness 

primarily consists of past and present experiences, it is fundamental for a CSA to 

create new experiences in nature, which can create an emotional bond between 

members and nature. This can include any of the before-mentioned leverage points 

that are embedded into the CSA structure. CSA’s participatory elements, coupled 

with a natural, local setting, allow for this development to flourish. Therefore, the 

recommendations by Kals et al. (1999) to enhance emotional attachment to nature 

through bolstering educational dialogue and facilitating direct encounters with 

nature are implemented within CSA practices. A variety of participatory activities in 

natural settings and educational activities, albeit participation days, hands-on 

workshops, or presentations on sustainability-related topics, are provided at the 

farms.  

Regarding the philosophical connectedness, the interviews have shown that usually, 

the producers follow a very similar philosophy concerning how they want to treat 

nature and manage their farm. CSA has created its distinct philosophy, which is 

primarily supported and lived by the producers and often also supported or 

embraced by the members. The interviews have disclosed that CSA has created its 

philosophy on how agriculture should work. It is much more than an agricultural 

marketing concept. When asked by which philosophy the CSA farm works, what their 

morals are, and what they hope to achieve with their farm, the responses were all 

quite similar. The farms want to create an agricultural, free space in which everyone 

is treated fairly, including nature. The producers profit from financial security through 

a purchase warranty and assistance at the farm. Consumers receive organically grown 
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produce provided by a system that offers complete transparency and participatory 

options.  

“We want agricultural production which is transparent. The members 

should be able to visit our fields and see how we produce the food. They 

can for example see: How are the chickens doing? Do they have fresh 

grass? Are they all healthy? Do the people here really farm sustainably?” 

(Farm 7)  

Risks are shared in a solidaristic fashion, and a space for education, exchange, and 

culture is created. Overall, the system aims to be as fair as possible regarding nature 

and people; a system where financial gain and growth are not of relevance. These are 

the main properties that connect all farms. The farms that are organized as registered 

associations usually have this embedded into the statutes of their association. The 

people who represent this philosophy are traditionally the people who initiated the 

farm. Depending on the farm, this can be producers, consumers, or even both. They 

intend to live by this philosophy and hope to disseminate it among people in and 

outside of the CSA. According to the interviewees, most members already possess 

similar or matching worldviews to them when joining the farm. Otherwise, they 

would not be ready to join the farm in the first place. Some members leaving the farm 

after a season, however, reveals that not all members can fully identify themselves 

with the CSA system. They might like the idea of organic production and a solidarity 

principle. However, when the harvest might not be as fruitful as they imagined, or 

the natural properties of the produce cannot be accustomed, they leave the farm at 

the end of the season. CSA farms are built based on a philosophy that can create a 

strong connection between humans and nature. The intent of it has transformational 

potential towards sustainability. As one interviewee stated, one must not only 

transform the system but also the people, to leverage transformational change.  

„We can only reach sustainability transformation if we transform the way 

people think and act. The transformation starts in the heads of the 

people” (Farm 3) 
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Philosophical connection to nature is linked to many different aspects and 

experiences that people have throughout their lives. CSA farms do not have the 

power to control this. However, they include many elements which bear the potential 

to shift the way people might think about nature. 

 

5.6  Conclusion 

Considering each of the analyzed levers and structures that make a CSA, it is safe to 

say that the concept does bear a significant amount of potential to leverage 

transformative change to sustainability regarding the realm of re-connecting people 

to nature. Breaking down the connection to nature based on the method of Ives et 

al. (2018), re-connective potential can be found in each of the connective categories.  

Figure 1 summarizes each of the connection categories and the corresponding levers 

found at CSA. The connections will be analyzed in full in the upcoming paragraphs.  

 

Figure 5-1: External and Internal levers for the connection to nature 

 

(Source: Authors own work) 

 

The material connection to nature can be strengthened by the spatial organization of 

the farms. Foods are produced and distributed in a regional vicinity, reducing the 
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distance between producer and consumer, and directly providing the members with 

produce without any intermediaries. The consumer receives regional and seasonal 

produce, which alters their consumption behavior. They learn what their local natural 

conditions have to offer and how they can be utilized.  

The material connection is also reinforced as members must adjust to the natural 

characteristics of food. Unlike in conventional markets where strict appearance 

standards are upheld, CSA distributes all produce regardless of its appearance. This 

practice not only challenges artificial beauty standards but also removes the pricing 

of the produce. Instead, the actual production process is paid for. This factor re-

connects people to the actual work that is put into agricultural practices and 

increases appreciation for the process. The ability to participate in this process and 

have complete transparency has also led to the redundancy of labels. No longer are 

members concerned with labels that guarantee specific production standards. Being 

able to visit the farm, talk to the producers, and participate in production processes 

is enough to convince the consumers that their foods are being produced in a 

sustainable, organic manner. Lastly, the creation of a local economy through 

cooperatives strengthens this material connection, specifically with the regional 

nature. Farms collaborate with regional producers, expanding their assortment and 

boosting the local economy. Apart from strengthening the local economy this also 

creates a more robust social and natural bond to the regional offers. Experiential 

connections are also enhanced through various interactive activities that CSA farms 

have to offer in a natural setting. Participation days, educational activities, and having 

the opportunity to work within the CSA lead to first-hand natural experiences that 

improve sustainable behavior and deliver psychological, cognitive, and physiological 

benefits to the members.  

Regarding the cognitive connection, there is a multitude of educational activities that 

are directed towards cognitive learning. Workshops, seminars, presentations, etc. 

offer an excellent opportunity for CSA members, as well as external stakeholders, to 

increase their knowledge and awareness concerning sustainability-related content, 

ultimately leading to more pro-environmental behavior. Since emotional connections 

to nature are primarily made up of past and present experiences, the CSA can merely 
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attempt to increase the members’ interaction with nature for the present and future. 

By offering participatory experiences in nature and educational discourse, 

appreciation for nature increases, and emotional re-connection to nature has a good 

environment to flourish. Finally, the deeply rooted philosophy that individuals carry 

with them can also be influenced by the CSA concept. It holds a high solidarity, social, 

and sustainable worldview which is embraced by many members of the CSA. 

Although many members join a CSA because they share the same or similar 

worldview in the first place, it bears the potential to inspire and transform people’s 

existing philosophies or at least alter parts of them.    

Overall, it can be stated that the farms have many system characteristics which 

enable the creation of external connections. The same can be said for internal 

connections, which turn out to be heavily influenced by the system characteristics 

that facilitate the production of internal connections. Since these exist on a much 

more individual, personal level, they are not as easily identifiable as external 

connections. Some system characteristics can directly influence them; however, the 

development of these connections is a lot more complex and influenced by a variety 

of factors on an individual level. CSA does provide the frame for a transformation of 

inner, strong connections to nature, how effective these are though, remains to be 

seen. 

CSA is a concept that has some remarkably powerful levers to re-connect people to 

nature. Its philosophy is rooted in a harmonious, sustainable connection between 

people and ecosystems. This increased interaction and connection lead to increased 

pro-environmental behavior and physiological, psychological, and cognitive benefits 

(Keninger et al. 2013; Foo 2016). Therefore, transformation benefits humans and the 

environment. Reflecting on CSA in connection to the concept from Abson et al. 

(2017), it may well be argued that CSA recognizes the importance of a good 

relationship between humans and nature and thus bears the intent of a 

transformational system. The design of the system, such as the participatory 

structure and the flow and exchange of information, facilitates the intent, which is 

embedded into the philosophy of each farm. Producers and members that embrace 
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and exercise practices of this intent can also carry it out outside of the farm and might 

even deliver some inspiration for other food systems.  
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6. Re-structuring Agriculture: Transformative Potential 

of Community Supported Agriculture 

Meyer, J.M., Hassler, M. & Holzner, V.M. (submitted to Area): Re-structuring 

Agriculture: Transformative Potential of Community Supported Agriculture. 

Abstract 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), an expanding agricultural model in 

Germany, seeks to provide a socially and environmentally sustainable alternative to 

conventional food systems by implementing various alternative structures. The 

leverage points concept posits that re-structuring institutions is crucial for achieving 

sustainability transformation. This paper applies this concept to CSA, aiming to 

identify potential leverage points within CSA that could facilitate systemic change. A 

qualitative study was conducted at a CSA in Hesse, Germany, using numerous 

interviews to identify structures with transformative potential within the farm's value 

chain. Plenty of leverage points could be identified, such as intensified collaboration 

with value-driven institutions, creating circular material flow, and transforming 

consumers into investors and co-owners of the food system.  

Keywords 

agriculture in Hesse, community-supported agriculture, qualitative interviews, re-

structure institutions, sustainability transformation, leverage points 

6.1  Introduction 

Environmental destruction, economic hardship of producers and growing interest in 

fresh, regional foods present some of the main drivers which have led to calls for 

alterations regarding the production and consumption of foods (Wills & Sidsaph 

2021; Zoll et al. 2021; Rosol 2018; Rosol & Strüver 2018). Conventional food systems 

are being perceived as increasingly negative due to environmental hazards such as 

the destruction of ecosystems, soil erosion, reduction of biodiversity, and inordinate 

greenhouse gas emissions (Kellermann, 2020; Michel-Villarreal et al., 2018). As a 

result of sustainability issues and changing consumer preferences, alternative food 
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systems such as community-supported agriculture (CSA) are rapidly gaining 

prominence, specifically in the global north (Wills & Sidsaph 2021; Rosol & Strüver 

2018). CSA, emphasizing sustainability and proximity, pursues unique objectives and 

is organized significantly differently than conventional food systems (Michel-Villareal 

et al. 2018).  

The farms endeavor to establish regional value chains grounded in ethical, social, and 

ecological principles (Theuvsen 2019). The incorporation of distinctive structures, 

including distribution via local depots, minimal packaging, reuse of food boxes, 

participatory production processes, and dynamic member-payment options, is 

designed to actualize these standards (Wellner & Theuvsen 2017; Bloemmen et al. 

2015; Sylla et al. 2017; van Elsen & Kraiß 2012). However, these structures have not 

been identified and analyzed thoroughly yet, providing an opportunity for research 

on the transformative potential of specific leverage points.  

While CSA has garnered attention within Germany's research landscape in recent 

years. Despite its growing significance, CSA research in the country is still relatively 

nascent, commencing with Kraiß & Elsen's overview of CSA distribution in 2009 (Kraiß 

& van Elsen 2009). Several aspects within CSA remain unexplored, (Falk & Madsen 

2015, Diekmann 2020), notably the examination of these institutional structures 

within CSAs. Neither have these structures been identified nor analyzed thoroughly 

yet, providing a fertile ground for research on the transformative potential of specific 

leverage points. The leverage points concept by Abson et al. 2017, an innovative take 

on sustainability transition which has been neglected in empirical research thus far, 

has not been applied to this system yet (Dorninger et al. 2020).  

Employing the leverage points approach introduced by Abson et al. in 2017 and 

analyzing the system's value chain, this study aims to discern innovative structural 

leverage points within CSAs that hold the capacity to instigate significant 

transformations in food systems. Value chain analysis determines the value creation 

within the stages of a value chain. Generated values can be of economic, social, and 

environmental nature; all relevant for the analysis of CSA (Porter & Kramer 2011; 

Fearne et al. 2012). Looking at value chains allows understanding better what is 

flowing through the systems and where system actors have reconfigured flows or 
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changed operational structures (Birney 2021). For this reason, this study analyses the 

value chains underlying innovative agri-food systems. Consequently, the primary 

research question emerges: What structural leverage points exist within the CSAs 

value chain that harbor potential for transformative change, and at which point in 

the value chain are they located?   

In pursuit of this objective, an extensive value chain analysis of a CSA in Hesse was 

undertaken. The empirical data presented in this paper forms a segment of a 

comprehensive study conducted between 2020 and 2023, encompassing innovative 

food systems across seven distinct countries. This paper's scope is limited to 

examining the German case study, including the data from a total of 7 interviews. The 

initial section of the paper will elucidate the theoretical framework applied, centered 

around the concept of leverage points. Subsequently, the CSA's value chain will be 

dissected into chapters and subjected to progressive analysis. The paper's concluding 

section will scrutinize the empirical findings, ultimately addressing the research 

question. 

 

6.2  Theoretical Framework 

The leverage points theory provides an innovative method for analyzing complex 

systems and identifying potential leverage points that could facilitate transformative 

change toward sustainability (Lam et al. 2021). Despite significant advancements in 

sustainability science over the past 20-25 years through various approaches 

(Komiyama & Takeuchi 2006), interventions have not achieved the transformative 

change anticipated (Dorninger et al. 2020). Abson et al. (2017) argue that many 

sustainability interventions address surface-level issues without targeting the root 

causes of unsustainability. Their leverage point concept seeks to address this by 

identifying deeper leverage points within systems capable of bringing about 

substantial change and triggering sustainability transformation (Abson et al. 2017). 

The concept originates on Donella Meadows Leverage Points: Places to intervene in 

a System developed by Donella Meadows (Meadows 1999). Meadows defines a 

leverage point as a “place in a system where a small change could lead to a large shift 
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in behavior” (Meadows 2008, p. 145). Abson et al. (2017) built upon the 12 leverage 

points outlined by Meadows, creating a new framework that classifies these points 

into four system characteristics, categorized as shallow and deep. The deep system 

characteristics, particularly the design and intent of a system, offer the greatest 

potential for transformative change (Abson et al. 2017; Birney 2021). The design 

involves social structures and institutions managing shallower leverage points such 

as parameters and feedbacks, while intent, the characteristic with the highest 

potential for transformative change, encompasses the values, goals, and worldviews 

underlying a system (Abson et al. 2017, Birney 2021). Abson et al. (2017) build upon 

these leverage points, delineating three crucial realms of leverage deemed essential 

for effecting transformative change: re-connect, re-structure and re-think. The realm 

of leverage central to this analysis, is re-structure. This category examines the 

significance of institutions and their capacity for change (Abson et al. 2017).  

In the context of system characteristics, this deep realm of leverage aligns most 

closely with the design of a system. To usher in profound structural transformations, 

institutions must be receptive to change. The dismantling of outdated structures and 

the adoption of newer, more sustainable measures capable of instigating structural 

or systemic change are imperative (Leuphana 2015). This analysis will focus on the 

structures CSA, specifically the Kooperative, implemented as an AFN. It is important 

to know that system characteristics, leverage points, and realms of leverage are 

intricately intertwined and cut across categories (Fischer & Riechers 2019). Hence, 

certain leverage points may not always be distinctly confined to a single realm.  

To find leverage points, this study investigates the setup of the CSA system, including 

its social structures and formal and informal conditions, which are influenced by the 

system's management (Fagiewitz et al. 2021). An example of a formal condition in 

CSA is the contracts with members, which is legally binding. An informal condition 

could be a oral agreement. These are not legally binding and instead are 

characterized based on trust (Abson et al. 2017). Treating the farm as an institution, 

the structural leverage points within this institution are identified through a step-by-

step analysis of the farm's value chain considering the points just mentioned. These 

elements are ultimately dissected and assessed in relation to the research question. 
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The value chain of a CSA is typically concise, featuring few or no intermediaries, a key 

characteristic aligning with one of the primary goals of CSA, which furthermore 

defines a short food value chain (SFSC) (Kneafsey et al. 2013). Apart from supplying 

people locally through a SFSC, CSAs typically carry further goals related to 

sustainability in the environmental, social, and economic sense. The goals ultimately 

dictate the system's design, which is constituted by structural leverage points 

(Leuphana 2015). The initial segment of the value chain encompasses production 

inputs and supply, entailing the resources requisite for production. Subsequently, the 

production process typically involves the organic cultivation of foods featured in the 

farm's assortment (Volz et al. 2016). Multiple aspects are of relevance in this stage of 

the value chain. The determination of producers, their methods, and their role in the 

CSA is relevant for the analysis. Are multiple producing institutions present, and how 

do they relate to each other? Do cooperatives exist, and what defines them? The 

production is succeeded by the distribution of the produce and, ultimately, the 

reception of the produce by the end consumer. This includes distribution methods, 

pricing of shares, and the consumer, which, In CSA, is tightly integrated into the 

system, creating a vivid social component. Thus, CSAs prefer the term members, 

instead of consumers (Ernst 2017; Prial 2019). Since leverage points can come in 

many forms, research in this area should be open to anything, diverge from 

conventional paths (Leventon et al. 2021). Therefore, the entire value chain along 

with its associated categories of analysis, such as its objectives, information and 

material flow, and relationships, will be examined for their potential to bring about 

transformation (Fearne et al. 2012). 

 

6.3  Description of the Value Chain of “Die Kooperative”  

The following Illustration portrays the full value chain of Die Kooperative. 

Subsequently, the steps of the value chain will be described.   
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(Authors own work) 

 

6.3.1  Inputs and Supply 

The case study is located in Frankfurt am Main, Hesse, Germany, and revolves around 

a food system coordinated by the CSA die Kooperative. This system primarily relies 

on regional producers for organic food, with some supplementation from an organic 

wholesaler, despite the CSA's aim for independence from conventional food trade. 

Partnering with this regional wholesaler, though compromising on ideals, offers 

advantages over larger wholesalers in Germany and contributes to regional value 

creation. The wholesaler prioritizes Hessian regional production, emphasizing small-

scale producers and ensuring swift delivery due to close proximity.  

The CSA's farm requires various materials, including farm machinery, seeds, 

seedlings, animal feed, and fertilizers. Horticultural seeds and seedlings come from a 

certified organic regional producer. Surplus fruits and vegetables, along with 

agricultural waste, are used as poultry feed or composted for fertilizer. While striving 

for self-sufficiency, poultry feed is supplemented through purchases from an organic 

supplier. Poultry manure, a byproduct of egg production, is used for fertilization, 

reducing the need for additional nitrogen fertilizers. 

Figure 6-1: Value Chain of “Die Kooperative” 
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6.3.2  Production 

The Kooperative maintains affiliations with 14 partners in the Frankfurt region, 

comprising primary producers (organic farms) and secondary producers (e.g., 

bakeries, beekeepers, juice producers).  

The partnerships foster a degree of flexibility for reciprocal aid. For instance, the 

Kooperative engages in ad hoc purchases when a partner faces a loss of buyers or 

experiences overproduction, often linking these purchases to communal activities 

like jam-making. This practice enables producers to turn potential losses into profits 

while enabling the Kooperative to provide additional food and enhanced member 

participation. These efforts have established connections marked by stability, mutual 

trust, and appreciation, critical for the CSA's reliance on its partners for a consistent 

food supply. The Kooperative sources processed goods from secondary sector 

partners like bakeries, arriving at the distribution center in their finished state. The 

CSA mainly provides fresh produce, with minimal processing, except for meat or 

surplus items. On-site slaughtering of hens and roosters is done by a mobile butcher 

to minimize stress. Excess eggs are processed into pasta by a cooperation partner in 

cases of surplus. 

The CSA supplements external food procurement by cultivating vegetables, eggs, and 

chicken meat on an urban farm, comprising CSA-owned arable land and a leased plot. 

The annual cultivation plan, shaped by consultations with collaborating producers, 

emphasizes selecting an optimal mix of varieties based on gardener preferences. 

While small-scale cultivation demands more time and labor, challenges such as labor-

intensive crops and experimentation with new plants and cultivation methods, such 

as agroforestry, persist. The farm adheres to Demeter standards for organic 

management, promoting collaboration with Demeter-certified partners. The 

Kooperative prioritizes organic production without actively promoting certification, 

focusing on transparency through farm visits for members to witness crop growth 

and livestock care conditions. 

6.3.3  Distribution and Consumption 

The Kooperative's core function is to organize the central packaging and distribution 

process for weekly food shares. Harvested throughout the week, produce is centrally 



  

    109 

packed on-site just before distribution. Surplus food is rare due to precise quantity 

planning, but any excess is included as an add-on in all boxes. The Kooperative 

employs a circular system with plastic boxes to minimize additional packaging, 

acknowledging that complete elimination is impractical. Some products arrive pre-

wrapped in plastic, prioritizing freshness over wrapping and potential food waste.  

To distribute harvest shares, a network of around 40 collection hubs spans Frankfurt 

am Main and its vicinity. These hubs, located at members' residences, stores, offices, 

and public venues, serve as pick-up points for food boxes. This distributed structure 

is more cost-effective than the initial home delivery system. Collaborating with shops 

for collection points benefits both the CSA and the shops. The CSA secures 

distribution spaces at no cost, some nearing full capacity, while the shops potentially 

expand their customer base and weekly turnover. Beyond economic gains, this 

partner values being part of a network sharing common values, fostering 

transformative ideas, and sustainable learning. These collaborations rely on personal 

connections, verbal agreements, and streamlined communication. In appreciation, 

partnering shops receive a weekly food box from the Kooperative.  

Among these distribution hubs is the Kooperative's city store with an attached bistro, 

strategically located in downtown Frankfurt am Main, serving a densely populated 

member area. The store acts as a collection point for members and welcomes other 

customers to purchase products from the CSA and its partners or enjoy them in the 

bistro. This setup serves two primary purposes. Firstly, integrating the store with a 

bistro allows the utilization of unsold or sorted-out food, significantly minimizing food 

waste in a profitable manner—revenue from the bistro covers both stores' rents. 

Secondly, it facilitates direct interaction with both members and non-members, an 

opportunity not present at other collection points. Weekly food shares are delivered 

using city transport, outsourcing 70 percent of food distribution onto to two logistics 

providers utilizing cargo bikes, while the CSA handles 30 percent with its own van.  

At the household level, the chain concludes with CSA members. The store and bistro 

model extends the CSA's reach to urban consumers beyond its institutional 

boundaries, albeit to a limited extent. Upon membership, consumers become 

cooperative shareholders, entitled to a weekly harvest share. Typically, one person 
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per household becomes a member, entailing a one-time fee of 50 euros representing 

the capital share. Prospective members can trial the concept for three months before 

committing. Each harvest share, equivalent to one food box per week, adopts a 

modular system, enabling members to customize their boxes based on their 

preferences and needs. Despite market fluctuations, the CSA has maintained stable 

prices over its five-year existence, adjusting only once with the increase in Germany's 

minimum wage. The share's composition and collection point are fixed for six 

months, allowing stability for agricultural planning, food procurement, and the CSA's 

finances. Fruit and vegetable composition fluctuates seasonally and is communicated 

weekly via a harvest email before delivery. 

Distinctively, the CSA integrates its egg share with a mandatory meat share, requiring 

at least one hen or rooster yearly. The higher the egg share, the greater the meat 

allocation. To address income disparities, the Kooperative offers a solidarity payment 

option, allowing members to pay either 10 percent more or less. Yet, achieving 

balance remains challenging, with more members opting for lower payments than 

higher ones. 

 

6.4  Leverage Points within the Value Chain 

Throughout the described value chain, a diverse set of leverage points can be 

discerned. The subsequent table succinctly presents these leverage points, organizing 

them according to the respective segments within the chain. Subsequent to the table, 

a comprehensive discussion on each of the identified leverage points ensues. 
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Table 6-1: Re-structure – Deep Leverage Points 

 

(Authors own work) 

 

The food system sets itself apart from other CSAs through its unique organizational 

structure. By functioning as a cooperative, it transforms consumers into investors, 

co-owners, and customers of the CSA, effectively turning passive consumers into 

proactive contributors (prosumers). At the operational level, members possess a right 

of co-determination aligned with cooperative principles. While member participation 

in corporate decision-making processes is currently somewhat limited, efforts are 

Re-structure - Deep leverage points 
Intervention points  

in the value chain 
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# of leverage points 5 4 10 

Organizational form of cooperative turns passive consumers into 

investors, co-owners and customers of a food system 
  x 

Establishing new distribution patterns by centrally channeling the 

produce of several producers to an associated group of consumers 

instead of a bilateral connection between the two ends of the chain 

  x 

Own production as a means of supplementing the production of 

cooperation partners 
 x  

Creating circular material flows for delivery, waste from food production 

and from distribution in the value chain and/or between subsystems 
x  x 

Limiting organizational growth to an optimum member size at which 

economic resilience is reached  
  x 

Making ideological trade-offs in pricing mechanism to reach economic 

stability  
  x 

Outsourcing food delivery to third-parties operating environmentally 

friendly logistic systems adapted to space-specific requirements of cities 
  x 

Diversifying value chain activities downstream of production through 

vertical business integration (e.g. retail, catering) 
  x 

Collaborating and interacting with stakeholders inside and outside the 

value chain who advocate for systems change 
   

Vertical cooperation with value-driven businesses is based on 

paradigms other than price (e.g. personal communication, oral 

agreements, joint decision-making, trust etc.) 

x x x 

Mutual support between CSAs instead of competitive behavior  x x  

Networking with value-driven institutions on sectoral and regional level 

for consulting, funding and joint project developments  
x x x 

Engaging in dialogue with local authorities and politicians to obtain a farm 

location close to urban consumers 
x  x 
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underway to enhance it as organizational structures solidify. To evolve into an 

economically stable cooperative with streamlined processes and structures, the CSA 

is presently governed by the managing directors and the board. This governing body 

acts as a pool of experts, providing the necessary know-how for professional 

operation. Certain decisions, such as the annual cultivation plan, are presented to 

members at the general meeting without their direct involvement. However, 

members play a role in various decision-making processes through surveys or 

discussions at the annual general meeting. This involvement extends to areas like 

pricing, product range determination, and regulations regarding the pausing of 

harvest shares. Thus far, the Kooperative has experienced no significant conflicts 

concerning its decision-making culture. In cases of concern, members have the option 

of engaging in personal discussions with the management, ensuring open 

communication channels within the organization. 

Deviating from the typical bilateral CSA approach, where one farm supplies a 

connected group of individuals, the Kooperative establishes a multi-layered 

connection between organic production and consumption. Through the centralized 

channeling of produce from various cooperating producers to consumers via the CSA, 

innovative distribution patterns are introduced. Transformative potential regarding 

structural change in production can be identified here in regard to the own 

production of the CSA, which supplements the product range supplied by its 

cooperation network. Therefore, the annual cultivation is planned in consultation 

with the cooperating producers.  

Within the value chain and/or between subsystems, the Kooperative establishes 

circular material flows for waste generated during food distribution. Damaged 

products or food waste are repurposed in various ways. If the food is unsuitable for 

fresh consumption or cannot be sold in the member store, it undergoes processing 

in the CSA's bistro kitchen. Both food no longer fit for human consumption and food 

waste are reintegrated into the production system, either as animal feed or through 

composting for fertilizer. Furthermore, the “waste product” from egg and meat 

production, chicken manure, serves as fertilizer for vegetable cultivation. This 

approach fosters synergistic links between the Kooperative's subsystems, and to 
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minimize packaging waste, a circular system of reusable boxes has been implemented 

for delivering harvest shares. 

The structural framework of the system is intentionally designed with a distinct 

growth strategy. Unlike traditional organic business expansion, the Kooperative sets 

a cap on its membership size, reaching an optimal point where economic resilience 

covers operational costs, allows for reinvestments, and facilitates above-average 

wage payments. This optimal size is estimated to be between 600 and 700 members. 

Upon reaching this stage, the focus shifts to horizontal growth, envisioning the 

multiplication of CSAs rather than deepening their individual size. Horizontal 

upscaling aims to establish an independent network of CSAs in and around Frankfurt 

am Main, fostering mutual complementarity in production and sharing essential 

production elements like machinery and labor. This strategic approach reimagines 

and reformulates the economic model of CSAs, steering away from the common 

pursuit of profit maximization and the conventional growth logic based on achieving 

economies of scale through larger farm sizes. While expansion is currently a 

secondary goal, prioritizing the optimization of the existing site, the eventual aim is 

to achieve financial stability, ensuring competitive wages, expanding the workforce 

for seamless operations, and reinvesting in the Kooperative. Potential reinvestments 

may involve re-structuring buildings to enhance packaging processes and community 

development at the city farm. 

In alignment with the growth strategy, the emphasis on attaining a specific economic 

resilience is mirrored in the financing approach. Diverging from the conventional 

method of bidding rounds, the CSA initially adopted fixed prices for the crop shares. 

This decision was primarily influenced by the Kooperative's inception without any 

assets like land, farms, or machinery, aiming to mitigate financial risks during the 

initial phase of growth. Although this approach required a trade-off between ideology 

and economic viability, the current stabilization of the financial situation prompts a 

nuanced evaluation of the pricing mechanism, now incorporating ideological 

refinements through member involvement. 

While most CSAs typically incorporate the transport of harvest shares into their 

internal value chain operations, the Kooperative stands out as a pioneering CSA in 
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Germany by outsourcing logistics to external entities through the before mentioned 

bike services. Apart from contributing to a reduction in the carbon footprint, 

employing cargo bikes in urban areas is generally faster than using traditional 

vehicles, leading to decreased traffic and noise levels. Despite these advantages, 

relying on e-bikes poses challenges to environmental sustainability, particularly due 

to the current absence of charging stations with access to green electricity in 

Frankfurt am Main.  

Vertical business integration goes beyond corporate expansion; it potentially extends 

to the conceptual level. The Kooperative has diversified its chain activities 

downstream of production by acquiring a fruit and vegetable store, complete with a 

bistro. This form of vertical integration has established an additional distribution 

channel that, in contrast to the collection points, enables the establishment and 

maintenance of contact with both members and non-members, even beyond the city 

farm. Moreover, there are contemplations about acquiring one or both of the bicycle 

logistics companies in collaboration with the Kooperative. Through the integration of 

retail, food service, and possibly logistics, the CSA's concept is extended to other 

tertiary sectors, surpassing mere agri-food production. This expansion may 

eventually lead to spillover effects in other industries.  

An impactful intervention concerning institutional structures involves the 

Kooperative engaging and collaborating with various stakeholders within and outside 

the value chain dedicated to systemic change. In the value chain, there are vertical 

connections to value-driven businesses, with cooperation grounded in principles 

beyond mere pricing, both upstream and downstream. When selecting business 

partners, a strong emphasis is placed on sustainability orientation, emphasizing that 

ecological and/or social-added value is prioritized over potentially more cost-

effective solutions, as exemplified in the case of logistics. Whether dealing with 

upstream or downstream collaboration, the CSA nurtures relationships characterized 

by consistent personal communication, verbal agreements, and joint decision-

making. Fair pricing is, of course, a pivotal aspect alongside mutual trust and 

appreciation. 
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Additionally, the Kooperative provides support to its partners. For instance, it 

extended an offer to share its office and parking spaces with one of the bicycle 

logistics companies in its early stages of business. This collaborative approach along 

the value chain not only enhances the economic standing of all business participants 

in the food system but also contributes to socio-political considerations. It establishes 

a network of value-driven, primarily small-scale businesses that can unite to conceive 

and implement transformative ideas. This collaboration has already resulted in the 

joint operation of a sustainable food system at the regional level. Furthermore, as the 

value chain exclusively connects economic actors within a single region, their 

cooperation positively impacts the environment through reduced transport 

distances.  

In addition to fostering connections within the core value chain, the Kooperative 

actively nurtures meaningful relationships with stakeholders beyond the immediate 

value chain. One notable example is a nearby CSA, where instead of engaging in 

competitive behavior, mutual support prevails. This collaboration extends to areas 

such as procuring seedlings and providing training for gardeners. Furthermore, the 

Kooperative is deeply embedded in an ecosystem dedicated to the sustainable 

transformation of the agri-food sector and the broader region of Frankfurt am Main. 

This ecosystem encompasses umbrella organizations and civil society groups that 

offer consulting services, disseminate information, engage in political advocacy, 

provide funding, and facilitate knowledge exchange and collaborative project 

development. At a sectoral level, key institutions for the Kooperative include the 

umbrella organization for German CSAs (Netzwerk Solidarische Landwirtschaft) and 

its sub-organization for CSA cooperatives (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Solawi-

Genossenschaften). The latter provides valuable consultation on the establishment 

and operation of cooperatives, including insights into their value chains, and works 

to enhance the visibility of CSA cooperatives throughout Germany. 

On a regional level, the Bürger AG, a citizen-led stock company focused on regional 

and sustainable development, played a crucial role in the founding of the 

Kooperative. It provided essential seed capital, including funds for acquiring 

agricultural land through a low-interest loan. Given the non-profit orientation of 
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cooperatives, securing investors for their establishment can be challenging, making 

institutions like the Bürger AG vital for supporting transformative projects. Since its 

inception, the Kooperative has maintained close ties with a civic society association 

for Regional Agriculture and Nutrition (BIONALES - Bürger für regionale 

Landwirtschaft und Ernährung e.V.). Together, they initiate and implement projects 

aimed at fostering sustainability in the agri-food sector. 

Initiating discussions with local authorities and politicians played a vital role in 

securing a location for the CSA's farm in close proximity to urban consumers. Prior to 

finalizing the site selection in Frankfurt, the founders held meetings with 

representatives from the city council, the environmental office, and the nature 

conservation authority, among other stakeholders. This process was instrumental in 

acquiring the site, which is owned by the city. 

 

6.5  Conclusion 

Following a comprehensive analysis of the entire value chain of this CSA and its 

associated structures, it can be asserted that a substantial number of leverage points 

exist within the re-structure domain, with a predominant concentration in the 

distribution and consumption segment of the value chain. Various interventions have 

been implemented to modify and adapt system structures, encompassing a wide 

array of aspects related to consumer roles, distribution patterns (including logistics), 

production, material flows, growth and pricing logic, diversification, and relationships 

with stakeholders both within and outside the value chain. The structures and 

interactions among stakeholders are characterized by shared values, personal 

communication, joint decision-making, oral agreements, and mutual support rather 

than competition. Establishing networks with value-driven institutions has facilitated 

the acquisition of seed capital and counseling services while fostering collaborative 

efforts in developing transformative projects. Moreover, there has been a 

noteworthy transition from passive consumers to active participants functioning as 

investors, co-owners, and customers within a regional food system guided by values 

and sustainability principles. In essence, Die Kooperative has successfully cultivated a 
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sustainable and innovative agricultural system replete with leverage points 

contributing to the broader sustainability transformation. Since CSA remains a niche 

movement in the agricultural sector, extending such system structures integrated 

into the Kooperative to the predominant food system could be a pivotal step for 

achieving significant global agricultural transformation. The primary focus for this 

transformation would involve redesigning both the intent and design of the 

overarching food system. 
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7. Conclusion and Discussion 

In this final chapter of the thesis, the research questions defined in Chapter 2.5 are 

addressed and discussed in detail. Following these paragraphs, the research method 

and applied theoretical framework will be reflected, and a final verdict on their 

application will be held. Rounding off the conclusion, the final section will give an 

outlook for CSA and make suggestions for potential future research.  

 

7.1  Addressing the Research Questions 

(1) Does Community Supported Agriculture have leverage points located in the 

realms of deep leverage for sustainability transformation, and do they cut across 

the realms?  

Community Supported Agriculture disposes of a wide array of LPs within the deep 

realms of leverage. Upon examining all three papers incorporated in this thesis and 

juxtaposing the LPs, it becomes evident that Abson et al. (2017) accurately assert that 

LPs can transcend realms and impact each other, making these three realms 

particularly intriguing for research. Preceding the inspection of a couple of examples, 

the CSA system will be set into context with the system characteristics most related 

to the deep realms of leverage.  

The configuration of a CSA revolves entirely around its intent. Community Supported 

Agriculture farms intend to offer an alternative food system that offers sustainability 

in various economic, ecological, and social aspects. It means to relieve farmers from 

financial insecurity by creating a solidarity-based community. Farmers no longer carry 

the risk by themselves. Instead, all stakeholders as a community carry the financial 

risk collectively. The environment is protected by organic, regional, and seasonal 

farming practices and education revolving around sustainability-related topics. 

Connecting farmers and members, a solidarity-based community is created in which 

everyone is treated fairly and has the opportunity to participate actively. Members 

are meant to re-connect with their foods and their production and value it 
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accordingly. Creating a bond between producers, consumers, and nature ultimately 

improves sustainability-related behavior.  

As a collective, these goals formulated within the system's intent can trigger an 

agricultural paradigm shift, moving from a growth-based economy to an economy 

based on sustainability-related values. These values are included in the design of a 

system characterized by a transparent, participatory structure. It includes various 

structures that create an environment for exchanging and utilizing information 

creatively. This design is constituted by the formal and informal structural elements 

embedded in the CSA system. These can also be regarded as structural LPs, which 

contribute to achieving the goals that the CSA has set in its intent.  

An example of a powerful lever embedded into the CSA that cuts across the deep 

realms is the establishment of farm participation days. This re-structured the farms' 

production process by transforming passive consumers into prosumers. Moving away 

from the distanced structures that characterize conventional FSCs' in which 

consumers first see their food in the supermarkets, this structure allows members to 

grow and harvest their own foods. These participation days are characterized by a 

high degree of knowledge exchange and usage. Experienced farmers or 

horticulturists pass on their agricultural knowledge to the members, who 

communicate with each other. Thus, a re-thinking of how knowledge is utilized also 

takes place. At the same time, members collect material- and experiential 

experiences, leading to a re-connection to nature. They are in direct contact with 

produce in a natural setting, collecting natural experiences rarely encountered 

nowadays. This example cuts across all three deep realms of leverage. 

A second example is collaborating with other institutions with equal or similar values. 

Instead of standing in economic competition with other CSA farms within the close 

vicinity, farms aid each other and cooperate in various tasks or even production.  

They re-structure the market by establishing an equitable environment where 

solidarity and values take precedence. When one farm encounters difficulties, 

another farm offers assistance whenever feasible. Competition is no longer a factor. 

Furthermore, these farms exchange experiences and information. A massive 

contributor to this is the NSL, which organizes regular nationwide and regional 
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meetings. Information sharing fosters knowledge accumulation through success 

stories, thereby nurturing the CSA community as a whole. This stands in contrast to 

a competitive environment where farms compete against each other, potentially 

resulting in financial ruin for some. 

 

(2) How powerful are these leverage points, and how do they differ from 

conventional food systems?  

As outlined by Abson et al. (2007) in their framework, alterations in the deep realms 

of leverage can impact multiple, and potentially all, system characteristics. 

Consequently, they cannot be distinctly attributed to a single entity (Abson et al., 

2017). Nonetheless, it remains feasible to assess the potency of a LP and determine 

its origin in terms of system characteristics. For instance, some LPs clearly define the 

intent of a system. This system characteristic is generally connoted with the re-

connect realm of leverage (LEUPHANA, 2015). Leverage points within this system 

characteristic are considered the most powerful (Abson et al., 2017). Further LPs are 

located on the step below in the power hierarchy and are integrated into the design 

of a system. Most of the time, these are connected to realms of re-structuring and 

re-thinking (LEUPHANA, 2015). Interventions in these system characteristics are 

slightly less potent than intent characteristics yet carry much potential to bring 

systems change. 

The intent of a system includes the system's goals and power to transcend paradigms 

(Abson et al., 2017). Many CSAs have these written into the articles of their registered 

association, fully committing themselves to them. These are represented in a CSA 

through a couple of LPs focused on re-connecting people to nature. The CSA's goals 

illustrate what it means to offer a sustainable alternative to conventional food 

systems. These goals include the protection of the environment, re-connecting 

people to the production of their foods, creating community, and creating a bond 

between nature, producers, and members. Furthermore, accumulating collective 

knowledge and learning, an element of re-thinking, constitutes a big part of the goals 

of CSA. Education regarding CSA, sustainability, and related topics plays a significant 

role in and outside the CSA farm. Individual and collective learning and creating a 
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value-based, socioeconomic agricultural model trigger high-value paradigm shifts for 

sustainability transformation.  

Upon reflecting on these goals with the ones of conventional agriculture, it becomes 

apparent that significant differences are present. Conventional farms focus on mass 

production and generating massive output through efficient production. To maximize 

profits, these farms take very damaging measures to nature. Soil and air are polluted, 

biodiversity is reduced, energy and resource usage are immense, and soil is eroded 

(Kellermann, 2020; Michel-Villarreal et al., 2018). These are several drawbacks that 

they are prepared, or compelled, to endure in order to ensure their survival in the 

fiercely competitive market. Given the high level of competition in the conventional 

market, farmers typically operate independently, prioritizing their own farms. Values 

such as financial solidarity, environmental care, and social responsibility are seldom 

observed. Typically, consumers only interact with the industry through purchasing 

products, thus failing to foster deeper connections between consumers, nature, and 

the produce. 

Following these are the design-related LPs, which possess slightly less influence. The 

system's design defines how a CSA is structured, which rules constitute it, and how 

information flows through the system. The flow of information is heavily linked to the 

realm or re-think, containing the production, usage, and dissemination of information 

throughout the CSA system. This entails various stakeholders, such as members, 

producers, and stakeholders external to the CSA. The transparency of the CSA system 

and its included structural LPs offer an exchange of information regarding production 

standards, sustainability-related topics, CSA, cooking tips, cultivation methods, etc. A 

diverse number of leverage points related to re-structuring facilitate the 

implementation of the CSA goals and the creation and flow of information within the 

transparent CSA structure. Such LPs are bidding rounds regarding pricing, 

participation days, an extensive range of media, educational offers, integrative 

structures such as working groups and executive boards for the management and 

production at the farm, distribution systems, networking with external stakeholders 

(E.g., NSL), workshops, circular material flow, etc. These LPs are ultimately connected 
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to re-connect, re-structure, and re-think since they facilitate the implementation of 

the intent. 

When compared to conventional farming, these LPs are absent or at least present in 

a different form. Since food is produced regardless of consumers, none of the 

mentioned participatory LPs are present. Members have nothing to do with their 

food until they buy it in the supermarket or elsewhere. Thus, much of the 

transformative potential is lost. One present element is the flow of information, 

which is also highly regulated by food security laws. Through certification, consumers 

know if their foods have been produced organically and, at times, where they 

originate from (Verbraucherzentrale, 2024). As a result of this, however, the actual 

connection to nature is lost. They neither see the production nor do they have the 

opportunity to take part in it physically. Instead, they merely trust in the labels on 

their foods, which they deem essential, and buy them accordingly.  

In the context of CSA, however, individuals frequently show little concern for the 

certificates. This is one effect that exemplifies how CSA is successfully contributing to 

a re-connection to nature.  

 

(3) Does the Community Supported Agriculture system dispose of the potential to 

achieve transformation towards sustainability? If so, to what extent?  

In order to accurately judge CSA's sustainability potential, the system must be 

considered in its entirety. This includes the favorable structures that promote 

transformation and the risks and drawbacks that could hinder it. The initial step is to 

summarize all the powerful LPs within CSA, which have been identified within the 

three papers. Regarding the results from the Kooperative case study and its re-

structure LPs, the majority of results are also applicable to the rest of the CSAs 

analyzed for this thesis. The main differences were that the Kooperative had a 

significantly enhanced assortment through cooperatives and alternative distribution 

methods and was more professional than the other farms overall. Besides these 

points, the intent and majority of the design were configured nearly identically.  
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Regarding re-structuring, several interventions have been enacted to alter and adjust 

system structures, covering a broad spectrum of elements concerning consumer 

roles, distribution, production, material flows, growth and pricing strategies, and 

relationships within the CSA, but also outside of the CSA with further producers, CSAs, 

and the NSL. These relationships carry a distinguished meaning within the farms. 

Relationships are based on values, trust, a high degree of communication and 

transparency, and joint decision-making. These values are all embedded LPs that 

make up the system's intent, which is most related to the re-connect realm within the 

CSA system. This is defined by the aim to create a system in which humans live in 

harmony with each other and the ecosystem. People are meant to be re-connected 

to foods, nature, and production. Food loses its price, and instead, the production 

process is based on trust and cooperation. Community building and fostering 

solidarity take precedence. The most vital lever, the intent to re-connect people to 

nature, forms the paradigm around which the CSA is structured. 

Further LPs regarding re-structure implement this primary goal, such as participation 

days, educational events, a natural setting, and participatory production. Finally, the 

realm of re-think also carries some influential LPs. Leverage points related to the 

intent of a system are the goals to accumulate individual and collective knowledge, 

leading to improved pro-environmental behavior. Various LPs, such as a wide array 

of media, in-person communication with stakeholders involved with the CSA and 

outside of it (E.g., NSL), working groups, educational activities, and communication 

within production and distribution allow for the production and flow of knowledge. 

Reflecting these LPs, it seems fair to establish that CSA has excellent potential for 

sustainability transformation. However, to what degree is this possible, and are there 

some threats that might hinder the development of the CSA concept? A couple of 

drawbacks were identified during the interviews. 

One major difficulty is the motivation of members. The original idea of CSA was to 

have a participatory concept that thrives on cooperation involving all stakeholders. 

For some farms, this concept is successful. Other farms, however, have reported 

difficulties motivating their members. Depending on the organization of the farm, 

this can be detrimental to the farm. If a farm depends too much on member 
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assistance and does not receive an adequate amount, it risks failure. Therefore, it is 

crucial for the farm not to overly rely on member participation. Depending on the 

goals of the CSA initiative, various methods can prevent the farm from failing. The 

key is to strike a delicate balance where members are not overwhelmed while still 

upholding the goals and values of the farm (Gruber, 2020). Apart from the financial 

threat, the LPs related to the re-connection to the farm are neglected. Even though 

farms offer these participatory structures, if members do not decide to utilize them, 

they will not realize the full potential of the given LPs. Various farms are currently 

working on strategies to motivate members and increase their participation – some 

more or less successful. How this will develop in the future remains to be seen.  

When looking at the scale of the transformation, it becomes apparent that CSA will 

not be able to trigger sustainability transformation on a large scale. Within its own 

CSA system, the concept certainly does bring transformational change. However, this 

will not suffice to transform the agricultural sector. Currently, merely 475 CSA farms 

operate in Germany (Netzwerk Solidarische Landwirtschaft, 2024b). Oppositely, 

there are 262.776 farms from the predominant food systems, resulting in a market 

share of 0.18% for the CSA farms (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2024b). This portrays how 

minuscule the effects of CSA on the market currently are. Nevertheless, the number 

of CSA farms has been growing over the years, and it looks like they will continue to 

do so in the future. A factor that might, at some point, slow down this development 

and stop CSA from leaving the niche market is the pricing. Currently, food prices are 

continually rising, and numerous people cannot afford this type of alternative food 

system (Lang, 2020). As Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) often incurs costs 

similar to those of conventional organic food production, and sometimes even 

higher, individuals may be hesitant to pay these amounts. 

Even if CSA currently lacks the means to leave the niche market, it has the potential 

to be a catalyst for relevant societal and market-related developments. Consumers 

nowadays join CSA farms because they offer many in-demand products and 

conditions. More prominent players in the agricultural market must also adapt to the 

wishes of the consumers and re-structure their institutions. They could potentially 

learn from the CSA model and adapt transformative LPs. Furthermore, a 
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transformation could be sparked within the people and their thoughts on 

sustainability and food systems. The high degree of communication in and outside of 

the CSA facilitates this development.  

A fitting quote from one of the interviews in the data collection process encapsulates 

this idea effectively, providing insight into how sustainability transformation could 

potentially be approached by emphasizing the transformation of individuals before 

systemic changes.  

"We can only reach sustainability transformation if we transform the way 

people think and act. The transformation starts in the heads of the 

people." (Anonymous farmer)  

 

7.2  Reflection of the Methodology and Theoretical Framework  

Conducting semi-structured, qualitative interviews for the data collection was 

successful, as it could deliver sufficient information to conduct a holistic analysis 

regarding the three deep realms of leverage. Thus, the number of interviews and the 

limitation to the region of Hesse were beneficial. Although CSA is a field that has 

already been researched to the extent that we understand the main structures of the 

system and its intent, it was essential to conduct these interviews from the ground 

up. Collecting qualitative data was crucial to finding LPs and comprehending them 

fully.  

The leverage points approach is a fascinating concept for addressing sustainability 

and does have legitimacy in sustainability research. The LPs and realms of leverage 

are built on a robust scientific foundation. The article by Abson et al. (2017) offers a 

guideline and some captivating questions that should be considered in future 

sustainability research. However, the authors do not offer a framework for applying 

this concept directly to a system. Thus, the search for leverage points becomes a 

cunning task. Nevertheless, this is not necessarily disadvantageous since it offers 

researchers the freedom to try their own methods and contribute to elaborating this 

concept. The last couple of years have demonstrated that researchers are 
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experimenting with the concept, applying it to different systems, and utilizing 

different theoretical approaches. These articles contribute to various elements 

regarding LPs research, such as the framing of systems, definition and identification 

of LPs, roles of stakeholders, and interactions between different systems (Bryant & 

Thomson, 2021; Jiren et al., 2021; Lam et al., 2021; Schlaile et al., 2021; Tröger & 

Reese, 2021).  

Given the absence of a definitive approach to the LPC, this thesis has devised its own 

methodology. Community Supported Agriculture in Hesse has been selected as the 

scale of a system, with LPs ranging from informal concepts, such as goals and values, 

to tools and structures of direct implementation, such as a participation day in a CSA. 

Ultimately, this thesis contributes to the LPC by offering an example of how a food 

system, in this case, CSA, can be analyzed and assessed for its potential for 

sustainability transformation.  

 

7.3  Outlook and Future of Community Supported Agriculture and 

Leverage Points 

Regarding the CSA system, Germany's future currently looks relatively bright. Interest 

in the CSA farms is growing, and the market share of CSAs is increasing. The concept 

certainly caters to the interest of numerous people nowadays, and its transformative 

potential for sustainability transformation is undoubtedly great. However, it appears 

that the development of CSA might face some challenges in the future, which it will 

have to overcome. Lacking member motivation, restrained member demographics 

due to pricing, and consumer disinterest in other offerings apart from the foods 

present a couple of drawbacks.  

In the USA, it has been observed that this development has led to a transformation 

in the CSA scene. The original community and participatory production idea has 

regressed and disappeared at many farms. Following the decrease in participation 

and loss of members, producers have increased the sizes of their farms, added 

assortment options, and established a subscription-based format that does not 

involve member participation (Galt et al., 2019; Lang, 2010). Much of the 
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transformative potential goes to waste through this loss of interaction. Nonetheless, 

some essential LPs are still in place. Locally grown produce, financial solidarity, food 

pricing, and production transparency are still in place. German Community Supported 

Agriculture farms must weigh the decision to adopt this approach and potentially risk 

losing their community and participatory elements in exchange for eventual 

increased security. Currently, it seems the farms are devoted to sticking to their 

current model and instead finding solutions without losing their values. There is not 

much CSA can do regarding the pricing and disinterest in participatory activities. The 

farms offer the produce at a fair price in coherence with the production standards 

and put much effort into motivating and inspiring people to get involved with CSA. 

This exemplifies why CSA does not appeal to the masses and will likely remain a niche 

concept. 

There is plenty room for further research on CSA and its sustainability potential. This 

thesis has identified and assessed LPs within the CSA system that certainly leverage 

change toward sustainability. Based on this and further existing research, one could 

dive deeper into these leverage points and potentially even quantify some of them. 

Since there is still no clear consensus on how potent the LPs aimed at the 

environment are, studies measuring GHG emissions related to the said leverage 

points would benefit this cause. Further studies on the role of knowledge within CSA 

could also further investigate which types of knowledge are most relevant within the 

farms and how their use could be optimized.  

Concerning re-connecting to nature, it would be interesting to dive deeper into the 

types of connections and how they relate to CSA. Which connections existed before 

people joined the CSA, and how has the CSA potentially altered these connections? 

Surveys directed at members would be profitable in this regard. One substantial 

aspect that was outside of the scope of this thesis and, thus, was not examined is the 

influence of agricultural policies and diverse external institutions on the development 

of the CSA. These could also hold some interesting, relevant LPs for sustainability 

transformation. Furthermore, developing precise frameworks for specific systems to 

analyze LPs would be an interesting area for further research. Perhaps with a clearer 

understanding of the extent of LPs and the conditions under which they are analyzed, 
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it might become feasible to devise such frameworks. However, these frameworks 

would necessitate a sufficiently flexible design, as otherwise, the complexity of the 

systems might impede thorough analysis. As Leventon et al. (2021) suggest, one 

should divert from conventional ways of certainty to find LPs with transformational 

potential (Leventon et al., 2021). 

In conclusion, the LPC and its direct application to systems are still in the early stages 

of development and pose a challenge. More concrete frameworks or guidelines on 

their application in systems would be helpful. Nevertheless, its freedom allows for 

experimental research, potentially bringing valuable insights into how sustainability 

and systems analysis can be approached.  
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Zusammenfassung 

Aktuell steht der landwirtschaftliche Sektor vor schwerwiegenden 

Herausforderungen. Der Klimawandel, steigende Bevölkerungszahlen und 

veränderte Konsumentenerwartungen setzen die Industrie unter Druck und führen 

zu Unzufriedenheit seitens der Verbraucher. Die konventionelle Landwirtschaft, die 

vorherrschende Form, gerät aufgrund ihrer negativen ökologischen, ökonomischen 

und sozialen Folgen vermehrt in die Kritik. Als Reaktion darauf haben sich im Laufe 

der Jahre diverse alternative Lebensmittelsysteme herausgebildet, die versuchen, 

den heutigen Erwartungen gerecht zu werden und eine nachhaltige Alternative zu 

bieten. Eine dieser Formen ist die Solidarische Landwirtschaft (SoLaWi). 

Die Solidarische Landwirtschaft ist eine Organisationsform, bei der ein geschlossener 

Verbraucherkreis an einen Hof gebunden ist. Losgelöst vom offenen Markt teilen sich 

die Konsumenten und Produzenten das wirtschaftliche Risiko anhand von 

Mitgliederverträgen und bilden ein regionales Ernährungssystem. Bei der 

Solidarischen Landwirtschaft stehen Partizipation, soziales Miteinander, Bildung, 

Saisonalität und Transparenz im Vordergrund. Obwohl das Konzept schon seit einiger 

Zeit in Deutschland existiert, wurde erst seit etwa 2011 ein signifikantes Wachstum 

und eine verstärkte Wahrnehmung der Szene beobachtet. Seitdem wächst die Zahl 

der Höfe exponentiell und es werden regelmäßig neue Höfe bundesweit errichtet. 

Die Solidarische Landwirtschaft verspricht, ein nachhaltiges Konzept zu sein, das 

einen Teil des Marktes erobern und regionale Wirtschaftssysteme schaffen möchte. 

Die Frage bleibt jedoch, wie nachhaltig dieses Konzept tatsächlich ist und inwieweit 

es Veränderungen im landwirtschaftlichen Sektor herbeiführen kann. 

Anhand des Konzepts der leverage points lassen sich innerhalb eines Systems Punkte 

identifizieren, an denen Veränderungen initiiert werden können, um das System 

nachhaltiger zu gestalten. Bestimmte Bereiche innerhalb eines Systems bergen dabei 

ein besonders hohes Potenzial und können durch gezielte Veränderungen an 

Hebelstellen eine Transformation hin zur Nachhaltigkeit bewirken. Diese Bereiche 

werden als re-connect, re-think und re-structure bezeichnet. Sie befassen sich mit der 
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menschlichen Verbindung zur Natur, der Bedeutung und dem Zerfall von 

Institutionen sowie der Schaffung, dem Teilen und der Nutzung von Wissen. 

Diese Dissertation untersucht das System der Solidarischen Landwirtschaft 

hinsichtlich seines Potenzials zur Förderung von Nachhaltigkeitstransformationen. 

Hierbei wird das Konzept der leverage points angewendet, um zu analysieren, welche 

Punkte im System der Solidarischen Landwirtschaft im Zusammenhang mit den 

Bereichen re-connect, re-think und re-structure vorhanden sind und weitere, in den 

Artikeln vorhandene Forschungsfragen, werden untersucht. Des Weiteren, wird in 

einem zusammenfassenden Fazit aller Artikel beobachtet, ob es Überschneidungen 

innerhalb der Hebelpunkte gibt und wie sie sich von der konventionellen 

Landwirtschaft unterscheiden. Abschließend wird bewertet, ob das System über 

transformatorisches Potenzial verfügt und inwieweit dieses ausgeschöpft wird. Für 

die Untersuchung wurde der Raum Hessen ausgewählt, in dem qualitative, 

leitfadengestützte Interviews mit 22 Höfen durchgeführt wurden. Die gesammelten 

Informationen wurden verarbeitet, analysiert und in drei Artikel integriert, die in die 

Dissertation aufgenommen wurden. Diese Artikel behandeln jeweils einen der drei 

Bereiche mit großem Potenzial zur Förderung von Nachhaltigkeitstransformationen. 

Der erste Artikel zielt darauf ab, tiefgreifende Hebel im Zusammenhang mit dem 

tiefen Bereich re-think zu identifizieren. Die Art und Weise, wie Wissen in einem 

System generiert, genutzt und verbreitet wird, prägt maßgeblich seine Entwicklung 

und kann zu dessen Transformation führen. Um die entscheidenden Punkte zu 

finden, an denen ein Umdenken stattfindet, wird das gesamte SoLaWi-System auf 

seine Wissensdynamik hin analysiert. Dabei werden Strukturen wie Teilnahmetage, 

Anbauplanung, soziale Veranstaltungen, Arbeitsgruppen und Verteilungsmethoden 

genauer betrachtet. 

Der zweite Artikel setzt sich mit dem Bereich re-connect auseinander. Die Menschheit 

entfernt sich zunehmend von der Natur, was zu un-nachhaltigem Verhalten führt. Es 

ist entscheidend, Maßnahmen zu ergreifen, um diese Verbindung 

wiederherzustellen. Dieser Artikel untersucht, wie Menschen durch Solidarische 

Landwirtschaft eine neue Bindung zur Natur aufbauen können. Dabei werden auf den 
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Höfen vorhandene Strukturen analysiert, welche materielle, erfahrungsbezogene, 

kognitive, emotionale und philosophische Verbindungen zur Natur ermöglichen. 

Im dritten Artikel liegt der Schwerpunkt auf der Analyse des Bereichs re-structure. 

Das Ziel ist es, institutionelle Hebel im SoLaWi-System zu finden, die transformative 

Veränderungen bewirken. Dabei wird die Wertschöpfungskette eines Bauernhofs in 

Frankfurt am Main detailliert analysiert, um strukturelle Hebel in jedem Schritt zu 

identifizieren. Anders als in den anderen Artikeln, die die Ergebnisse aller 

interviewten Höfe in Hessen zusammenfassen, fokussiert dieser Artikel einen 

einzelnen Bauernhof und sein Netzwerk von Interessengruppen. 
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Appendix 

 

Interview Guideline 

 

Community Supported Agriculture Research – Re-think, Re-
structure, and Re-connect Interview Guideline  
 
 

I. Introduction 
 
- Present background on the research and inform the interviewee on data 

safety regulations.  
 

- Ask the Interviewee to give an introduction on himself and the farm 
 

 
II. Stakeholders, organization, and networking  

 
1) What is the foundation story of this farm? 

- Organization of the farm 

- Decision-making power 

- Assortment of the foods 

- Voluntary work at the farm and motivation 

- Working groups and further tasks 

- Voluntary work or paid labor  

 
2) Which sorts of stakeholders are involved in this farm and what are their 

tasks? 

- Permanently employed (full-time/ part-time employee)  

- Voluntary work 

- Working groups and further bodies 

- Qualification of the stakeholders 

 

3) Which connections do you have to stakeholders outside of the farm and 

what role do they play? 

- What does it mean be a member of the CSA network “Netzwerk Solawi” 



  

    153 

- Regional groups 

- Collaborations with further CSAs 

- Collaborations with further institutions 

- Most important connections  

 

4) How are the members involved with the farm?  

- Organization of CSA 

- Decision-making power in which area 

- Motivation to help at CSA 

- Types of contracts, fluctuation 

- Working groups 

- Voluntary of paid labor  

 

 

III. Legal framework, financing, educational activities 
 

1) How did you choose the legal form of your CSA and how did its legal 

framework influence your farm? 

- Economic or ideal goals/ incentives 

- Limits of the legal framework 

- Strategies to overcome some limits/ problems  

2) How is your farm financed? 

- Funding through LEADER or other international, national and regional 

programs  

- further funding bodies 

- additional income sources 

- structure of share pricing  

 

3) What does your farm do regarding educational activities and how does your 

farm promote CSA and its ideology outside of the farm?  

- Involvement with and political parties  

- Work at fairs and other public events 

- Educational activities (schools, workshops, university, etc.)  
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IV. Production and distribution  
 

1) What does the production process at your farm look like?  

- Certification of foods 

- Cultivation methods 

- Seasonality/ production full your round 

- Origin of the resources  

- Assortment of foods 

- Packaging 

- Additional food purchases 

 

2) How does the food get form production to the consumer? 

- Methods of distribution (farm pick-up, pick-up stations, member shops)  

- Transport  

- Intermediaries  

 

 
V. Conclusion 

 
1) What plans do you have for the future? Where do you wish to go with the 

farm?  

2) How can you further improve the farm? 

3) What role is CSA going to play in the future?  
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Overview of Codes  

 

First level # Second Level # Third level # 

Re-Connect 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Re- Structure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Re-think 

172 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
288 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
327 

Internal stakeholders 
and structure 

632 
(135) 

Employees 40 

Volunteers 121 

Knowledge of the 
stakeholders 

59 

Contracts 14 

Legal Form, Functional 
areas 

83 

Difficulties with the 
legal form 

33 

Difficulties with 
employees, labor 

12 

Foundation and 
development 

 
443 
(39) 

Reason for foundation 30 

Values, Goals 93 

Difficulties during 
foundation and 
development 

93 

Factors for success 52 

Sustainability 
measures 

53 

Growth of farm 46 

positive and negative 
developments/ trends 

37 

Networking 
161 
(1) 

"Netzwerk Solidarische 
Landwirtschaft (NSL) 

37 

Cooperatives with 
other agricultural 
institutions 

62 

Cooperatives with 
stakeholders outside 
of agriculture 

20 

Cooperatives with 
further CSAs 

41 
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Finances 
119 
(50) 

Funding 32 

Members Fees, 
development of price 

37 

Production 
177 
(4) 

Cultivation methods 21 

Assortment and 
processing  

43 

Organic certification 39 

Additional purchase of 
produce 

18 

Input origin  8 

Packaging 18 

Design of shares 26 

Distribution 
84 
(38) 

Transport methods 31 

Recipients 15 

Public relations 
116 
(46) 

Educational offers 46 

Recruitment of 
members 

24 

Future of the CSA, 
additional information 

94 
(57) 

Prognosis on future of 
CSA 

19 

Additional information 18 

Note: "(xx)": codes which could not clearly be organized into a sub-level category. 
"xx": total amounf of codes, including the (xx) codes from the related level. For level 
1, various codes were used for multiple realms due to overlap  
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