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Abstract: Background: There is a growing amount of research interest to understand the role of food
in well-being. The demand for community supported agriculture (CSA), bringing people spatially,
economically, and socially closer to food, is continuously expanding. CSAs play an important role in
both sustainable agriculture practices and influencing consumers’ food-related practices, but yet have
received little attention in well-being research. Methods: This study explores food-related well-being
among CSA members by using an exploratory, qualitative research design and a thematic analysis
of semi-structured interviews. Results: The findings stress the relevance of psychological, social,
and spiritual aspects of food-related well-being beyond the nutritional characteristics of food in CSA.
Conclusion: The role of sustainable agriculture in contributing to food-related well-being becomes
particularly evident based on consumers’ experiences. These results are important in convincing
people that their food-related experiences belong to their perceived well-being as well as stimulating
people to elevate their multidimensional expectations in relation to food.

Keywords: community supported agriculture; food-related well-being; bio-psycho-socio-spiritual
model; sustainability; local food; explorative research; qualitative study

1. Introduction

The desire to look and feel one’s best is almost universal and most people recognize that what
they eat plays an important role in optimal health. At the same time, there has been a shift in
agricultural policies from large agri-food systems towards local and sustainable food systems in the
name of sustainability and public health [1]. Similarly, consumers seem to be increasingly aware of the
sustainability of food production, preferring to eat food which respects these principles [2].

Throughout history food has always been an essential part of living, and in line with this an
accumulating body of research suggests that food can contribute to multiple functions in life, such as
enjoying the moment, appreciation of authenticity, or engaging in pro-environmental behavior [3–5].
Indeed, food is a specific aspect of well-being that affects the subjective evaluation of how people
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perceive their life [6,7]. In understanding the complex role of food on well-being, Block et al. [8] (p. 5)
suggest a shift towards a broader, “more positive, holistic” approach.

Studies suggest that the influence of food on well-being is embedded in the sensual, cultural,
and ecological context of food production and supply [9–11]. Alternative food networks (AFNs),
including community-supported agriculture initiatives (CSAs), box schemes, farmers’ markets,
and urban community gardens offer alternative food sources for consumers providing local
embeddedness and a connection to nature [12–14]. Although sustainable production to mainstream
food manufacturers and retailers continues to expand, the effect of their food products on subjective
well-being is still questionable. Som Castellano [15] (p. 448) mentioned several aspects of subjective
well-being related to AFNs’ practices; namely well-being “inside and outside the home”, environmental
well-being, and community well-being, whilst also acknowledging the consequences of the membership
on one’s perceived quality of life. Other scholars, such as Neulinger et al. [16] found a high level of life
satisfaction among members of different AFNs, particularly in the case of experienced members with
high engagement and a strong commitment to alternative food consumption.

CSA constitutes an important AFN strategy with the potential to contribute to greater food
system sustainability. It is a risk-sharing form of AFN and, in its base form, a small-scale farm
provides week-to-week freshly harvested, organic vegetables to CSA members for a specified period
of time [17,18]. CSAs provide a higher intake of vegetables of local origin whilst also emphasizing
the social and environmental aspects of farming [19]. Many CSAs aim to enhance the ecological
sustainability of the agri-food system through social inclusion of production and consumption [20].
Not surprisingly, CSAs contribute to a modified production-consumption practice [21]. Consumption
in CSAs is unique in several aspects: Namely the origin of food, the trust in food quality, the sense of
community and the relationship network, all being highly important for consumers in these alternative
systems [22].

An accumulating body of research suggests that CSA has a significant impact on health [18,23–25],
but very little is understood about how it affects the food-related well-being experiences of CSA
participants. This research used an exploratory, qualitative research design and has tried to bridge the
gap between the understanding of food-related well-being and CSA research.

2. From the Research Area of Health Psychology to Food-Related Well-Being in CSA

Well-being and health are key goals for sustainable development in order to achieve a high quality
of life for all [26]. Engel’s bio-psychosocial model [27], in line with the original definition of health by
the WHO [28]: “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of
disease or infirmity”, pointed out that health, as optimal functioning, is the result of interactions under
a unifying framework. This model has been broadened to include a spiritual/existential dimension
in recent years to become a bio-psycho-socio-spiritual model (BPSS) [29]. This already includes the
thoughts or experiences of wider patterns of social influence that can be considered as an ally in healthy
behavior [30,31].

2.1. The Bio-Psycho-Socio-Spiritual Model of Health Psychology

The BPSS model reflects a multiparadigmatic view and addresses all health related factors
contributing to the level of subjective well-being [32]. This integrated framework between health and
well-being better explains the complexity of personal experiences [33]. It forces a focus on all system
levels, including individual, close relational (e.g., family-relational), or community levels; recognizing
the interrelatedness of these different levels of conditions [34].

In BPSS, the four domains of health are physical (i.e., body functioning), psychological (i.e., personal
growth), social (i.e., interpersonal relations), and spiritual (i.e., finding meaning and one’s place within
the universe), which are the fundamental building-blocks of perceived well-being [29,32]. All domains
represent a primary source and have the potential strength to influence the perceived health and
well-being of individuals, and to understand their ability to adapt to and self-manage challenges [35,36].
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However, according to its relational approach, each well-being aspect can interfere with and influence
other aspects [37]. This integrated model of health and well-being provides various domains of
interventions in practice and can be used to understand people’s actions and decisions on a daily basis.
This research draws upon the BPSS approach as a foundational theoretical perspective.

2.2. Food-Related Well-Being

Taking greater account of the complexity of food and its intricate relations to well-being, much of
the work tends to illustrate the potential of food for being bound to health in a variety of ways [38].
In recent years, a specific concept of well-being, food-related well-being, has generated an abundance of
literature. In this way, food-related well-being explicitly incorporates subjective aspects of well-being,
and thus also physical, psychological, or socio-environmental aspects [8,9,39]. In this section, we present
these aspects by outlining their relationship to the well-being dimensions of BPSS (main findings are
summarized in Table 1).

Table 1. Results of food-related well-being studies.

Well-Being Dimensions Results of Food-Related Well-Being Studies

Physical
Fruit and vegetable consumption: Reducing life-threatening diseases such as

cancer or cardiovascular disorders, higher energy levels
Organic food: Better sensory experiences

Psychological
Higher intake of fruits and vegetables: Lower odds of depression, improving

life satisfaction, more positive emotions, more curiosity and creativity
Healthy eating: Closer to immediate improvements of well-being

Social Sharing food: Stronger sense of solidarity
Local origin of food: Stronger sense of community belonging

Spiritual
Organic food: Spiritual sensitivity

Food with eco-labels, ethical marketplaces: Experience of an integral connection
to the environment

Source: Based on food-related well-being studies.

2.2.1. Food-Related Physical Well-Being

Food and its effect on bodily functions is inextricably linked to physical well-being. The Dietary
Guidelines for Americans [40] promote the daily consumption of a wide variety of fruit and vegetables
as they are packed with vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and fiber. In line with this, based on
fruit and vegetable intake, a large number of studies have taken up the connection between CSA
and physical health [24,25,41–43]. Fruit and vegetable consumption helps to reduce the risk of
physical health problems including life-threatening diseases such as cancer, cardiovascular disorders,
and diabetes [44,45]. Food consumption also influences sleeping patterns, energy levels, and general
health [46,47]. An increasing number of studies confirm the possible role of diet and different
food-elements in health-related epigenetic processes [48]. Studies investigating the impacts of
consuming non-chemical natural food reveal another aspect of physical pleasure: Better sensory
experiences such as taste or smell [49,50].

2.2.2. Food-Related Psychological Well-Being

Numerous studies have confirmed that food can influence our emotions and attitude alongside
our psychological well-being. The consumption of fruits and vegetables is accompanied by an increase
in positive mental state: They are associated with higher levels of positive emotions or improved mood,
happiness, mental health, and attitude [51–53]. Moreover, Blanchflower et al. [54] suggest that a higher
intake may help improve personal life satisfaction. Exploring the relationship between what people
eat and how they feel, fruit and vegetable consumption is associated with more intense feelings of
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curiosity and creativity [55]. Furthermore, increased consumption of fruits and vegetables is associated
with reduced odds of depression and of suffering from distress [56,57]. Interestingly, on the basis of an
Australian healthy-eating campaign, Mujcic et al. [58] suggest that the positive effects of healthy eating
on the quality of life (happiness, life satisfaction, and well-being) actually grow at a faster rate than the
demonstrable beneficial effects on physical health.

2.2.3. Food-Related Social Well-Being

The positive impact of food consumption on well-being is not limited to what people consume
but extends to a broader social environment of food intake [4,11,59,60]. The social environment can
influence eating patterns or food choices [1,61,62]. Moreover, food can be a tool for strengthening
relationships with others; sharing food brings people together and nurtures a sense of solidarity.
How people choose a meal in a family offers an opportunity for caring about other’s needs, social
responsibilities, or social behavior [63,64].

Interestingly, consuming local food affects social well-being; local products contribute to social
cohesion and maintain family-like social ties [19,65]. Buying local food provides space for a sense of
community by fostering interaction with producers or other like-minded consumers [66]. Echoing
other studies’ concerns there are links between social well-being and organic products [67].

2.2.4. Food-Related Spiritual Well-Being

Spirituality has received many definitions in health research, and one of the most comprehensive
is from Puchalski [68] (p. 646) who proposed a definition as “Spirituality is a dynamic and intrinsic
aspect of humanity through which persons seek ultimate meaning, purpose, and transcendence,
and experience relationship to self, family, others, community, society, nature, and the significant or
sacred.” The implications of this definition strongly suggest that spirituality in relation to food is about
how a person integrates these relationships into a perspective.

Less is known about the aspects of spiritual dimensions of well-being in relation to food in practice.
Although spirituality is routinely part of psychological investigations in food-related well-being
studies [69–71], spiritual aspects are not salient in this area [8,11,72]. Some studies concentrating on
organic food explore whether organic food purchasing is related to a spiritual lifestyle [73,74]. Other
research suggests that eco-labels and ethical marketplaces (fair trade, organic etc.) seek to rate values
(e.g., sustainability, human responsibility) by addressing the consumer’s spiritual attributes as well [75].
The alternative ways of how food is acquired and resituated re-embeds people to nature and serves to
uphold an integral connection to the environment [76]. The close proximity and accountability of the
producers of goods attract consumers with ecological concerns or moral imperatives which may reflect
social issues, but may also imply a deeper connection to human nature [77,78].

Although spirituality is often described in terms of religious beliefs and practices, BPSS handle
spirituality as a distinct, albeit related construct to religion, which focuses on the essence of a human
being contributing to one’s overall quality of life [37,79,80]. In practice, food helps to establish rituals
and enable practices through which people render meaning and influence the way in which people
relate to food consumption as an aspect of life [81].

2.3. Community Supported Agriculture in Hungary

Hungary offers an interesting context for a food-related well-being research. For an Eastern
European country, it shows relatively high rates of food self-provisioning [82]. In a regional context,
this has an impact on leisure activities (food provisioning as a hobby), and in addition, it serves as a
way to access healthy food [83]. As CSAs reconnect consumers with producers and offer insight into
production methods, consumers more easily become engaged in consuming both more healthfully and
in a more environmentally friendly way, providing a sense of community [82]. Hungary is recognized
as a country with a low level of social connections, civic engagement, environmental quality and low
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in subjective well-being [84], and thus CSAs may facilitate more well-being practices through building
communities linked to healthy food.

Little information is available on the situation of CSAs regarding Eastern European countries
where CSA is a relative new phenomenon. Regarding the Hungarian setting, although farmers’ markets
and farm gate sales already play a significant role in the country, CSAs offer a new, noteworthy market
alternative, reconnecting consumers with producers [82]. CSAs build an open space for active and
direct producer-consumer cooperation, and thus, offer a new model for the Hungarian food system:
It is based upon the idea of being closely related to food in spatial, economic, and social terms; thus
enhancing value-laden and trust-based food quality attributes in relation to local farming [85].

The first three Hungarian CSAs began in 2011, starting as a grassroots movement based on a
partnership and solidarity between consumers and organic food producers. There are currently sixteen
existing vegetable CSAs alongside box schemes or solidarity purchasing groups [86]. All CSAs in
Hungary are small-scale farms and vary respectively in their capacity, number of pick-up points,
and monthly price. The farmer provides mostly organic products in different box sizes, and members
can select the size in order to meet household vegetable demand. In their study, Samoggia [22] compared
Hungarian and American farmers and found that Hungarian farmers in particular emphasize CSA’s
positive ability to produce healthy food. These farmers are strongly committed to provide local produce
to the community while at the same time maintaining soil quality [22].

In the typical form of a Hungarian CSA, members pay prior to the receipt of goods and, in general,
receive harvested vegetables weekly over a whole year on dedicated food distribution days. All of
them operate as organic farming or horticulture where members have the possibility to take part in
regular farm visits, farm events, etc. The majority have between 12–100 members who are primarily
conscious, urban consumers with high levels of education, and, in most cases, having a family [14,82].
Exploring the Hungarian CSA environment is a new and exciting frontier to understand in which ways
sustainable agricultural practices can bring benefits.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Aim of the Study

Therefore, the principal research question addressed in this article is to understand food-related
well-being linked to CSA membership. Due to the fact that little was known about this area, this
study used a qualitative approach to explore the experiences of the CSA participants, their personal
stories and perspectives, feelings and beliefs about food and food-related experiences (packing,
cooking, consuming, etc.). This study is based on the interpretivist research paradigm and follows its
assumptions and guidelines [87]. This design has allowed for an exploration of the complexity of the
food-related well-being experiences induced by participation in CSAs.

3.2. Study Participants and Data Collection

The data was collected by semi-structured interviews with the members of the particular CSAs. This
study used purposeful sampling in order to identify information-rich cases and to find knowledgeable
and experienced interviewees. From the numerous purposeful sampling designs we wanted to describe
the selected group (CSAs) in depth; therefore, we decided to use homogeneous cases for the purpose
of reducing variation [88]. Researchers contacted two of the first CSAs in Hungary starting in 2011
(one from the region of the capital, one from a rural metropolis area), as well as, a third CSA (operating
in a rural area with pick-up points in the capital region) in order to obtain further data. Interviewees
were found through farmer referrals, CSA mail-lists, or via snowball techniques eventually leading to
five of the existing sixteen CSA communities. Sampling was consistent with the aim of the study and
during data collection we focused on data saturation. The members engaged in CSA participation
were interviewed because of their pivotal role as key informants.
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Most of the interviewees were female (thirty-one women, four men), with the majority holding a
college degree or higher (thirty-two higher, three secondary education), aged twenty-eight to sixty-two,
and were financially secure. Thirty-one participants were from households comprised of couples, and four
were single. Sample characteristics are in line with other research data since the average CSA member is
described as mainly female, middle-aged, married, well-educated, and with above-average income [23].
The length of CSA membership varied amongst interviewees: Six were first year, and twenty-nine had
been a CSA member for at least two years. They communicated various levels of integration into their
CSA: 25 of them reported to be less involved in community building (only following CSA e-mails), and ten
have time to engage in community building (being members of a core group).

The interviews were carried out face-to-face, lasting from an hour to two and a half hours and
were conducted by the same interviewers. The semi-structured interview was conducted using a
thematic guide and in a conversational, informal tone. Topics concentrated on participants’ experiences
in relation to healthy food consumption, knowledge, attitude and practices in CSA, meaning and
significance of participation, contribution of others regarding CSA, and the future of this food-based
community organization. Most of the interviews took place in the interviewee’s home.

All interviews were digitally recorded and were transcribed verbatim. The first author conducted
all interviews; she was responsible for addressing all topic questions and for clarifying any unclear
statements of interviewees. The Research Ethics Committee evaluated ethical aspects of research
activity carried out at the Institution where the study was conducted and issued ethical research
permission (ELTE PPK KEB 2017/128). All subjects gave their informed consent for inclusion before
participating in the study.

3.3. Analysis

As a qualitative analytic data tool, thematic analysis was used in order to describe the phenomenon
and focusing patterns associated with the research question. This type of analysis is a commonly
used qualitative method in psychology and is generally implemented when current theory or research
literature on a phenomenon is limited [89]. Theoretical thematic analysis was used as researchers have
attempted primarily to apply analytic interest to food-related well-being. This analysis followed the
stages of thematic analysis proposed by Braun and Clarke [89].

In this analysis method, each individual piece of data (interviews) collected together makes up
the data set. The entire data set has been analyzed by an iterative process and numerous deep readings
through the texts. In the first phase of structuring the material this study used the Atlas.ti software.
Relevant transcript passages were initially coded with words (e.g., respect, understanding, reliability,
health) or phrases (e.g., having a persistent effort, staying within the comfort zone, handling vegetables)
focusing on the food-related well-being features of data. Researchers made comments and notes
concerning the data during this process. Codes had not been defined beforehand and were developed
during the transcription readings.

After analyzing the content of the entire data set, a preliminary list of themes and patterns was
identified from the initial codes (e.g., growth, devotional practice, social coherence). This preliminary
list of themes was followed by a meaning interpretation and refined in consultations with the research
project team expecting to distinguish structures, associations, and generic relationships between
implications that are not expressly conveyed. Finally, themes were compared and organized into
different emerging themes concerning BPSS.

The thematic map is the outcome of this refinement process reflecting the meanings evident
throughout the entire dataset. The overall description in the results section is produced with selected
quotations to capture the essence of the point this study demonstrates.

4. Results

The topic of CSA participation was addressed as a larger conversation to uncover the themes
of well-being as to why people can accept CSA’s strict commitments (e.g., farmer’s risk, logistics
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challenges). Over the course of the interviews several themes emerged concerning food-related
well-being in a CSA. The quotations used to support the results in this paper were chosen from
amongst those that provided the best illustration of certain emerging well-being themes. The themes
are summarized below: Figure 1 introduces BPSS and indicates that among aspects of food-related
well-being there are both continuing and recurrent relations.
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Figure 1. Emerging themes of food-related well-being in community supported agriculture (CSA).

4.1. Physical Well-Being: The Experience of Healthy Eating Patterns

Interviewees often described practices to illustrate their health focus or how the nature of
the food received in CSA ensured physical well-being. Increased vegetable and unprocessed food
consumption were associated with healthy eating patterns by the interviewees. Since the CSA produce
is freshly harvested and provides a greater variety determined by seasonality, it has enhanced members’
perceived food-experiences from a sensory point of view (including the experiences with earlier
unknown vegetables).

4.1.1. Practicing Health Control

Interviewees experienced a feeling of being engaged in healthy behavior and highlighted the central
role of CSA food in their health. They also mentioned regular vegetable consumption contributing to
their health: “this kind of positive compulsion that I should eat vegetables is a healthier lifestyle” (Interview 22).
In their view the most substantial health-related changes involved exposure to vegetables in larger
quantities: “Since we started she eats a lot more vegetables” (Interview 7), or eating more non-processed
food: “We eat greens at least once a day, raw, and we like it (Interview 9). Farming techniques (e.g., organic
methods) were often mentioned as an important element of perceived personal health control: “She can
do it in an organic way so that she does not use synthetic fertilizers or pesticides and thus does no wrong to
the product” (Interview 1). Over a long period, consumed organic food was portrayed as being life
enhancing or as offering a healthier regimen: “It is sure that CSA helped to make me more conscious of what
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we eat, what we drink, what we cook, and how we eat regularly” (Interview 19). Of particular interest was
the discussion with parents who practice health control over their babies via feeding them with CSA
vegetables: “The consciousness that we eat normally and my baby is getting good food [natural pesticides and
fertilizers, organic cultivation, biological diversity]—I know that this is more than fantastic food” (Interview 29).

4.1.2. Sensory Experiences

Senses of vision, taste, and smell collaborate to create sensory experiences of food, and interviewees
mentioned having increased sensory awareness linked to their improved health. Membership in CSA
means that the vegetables are seasonal and freshly harvested and participants expressed how they
enjoy tasting the produce: “And the flavors, not to mention, the flavors one tastes are fantastic, my husband
always says” (Interview 7). Experiences with vegetables evolved as people received new kinds of
vegetables and CSA provided the information needed to identify them. Participants recognized new
items, new tastes, especially in the first period of membership: “I now know things and tastes—that I had
never heard of before” (Interview 28). Some participants indicated a conscious evaluation of their own
sensory skills, as they enjoy tasting: “Oh my God, how delicious these vegetables are and our taste has started
to return to something normal, when actually these are just the tastes of raw vegetables” (Interview 25). Visual
experiences were also recounted, especially when people receive the whole vegetable box by pick-up
or when they unload vegetables from the box at home: “So, I really bring home the vegetables and then
I look at it and it makes me so happy that they are so beautiful and they look so good” (Interview 12). Most
interviewees strongly valued the smell of vegetables, when using items: “I put it in the fridge and used it
for weeks, until it had all gone, I always added a little to all my meals and it made a lovely smell throughout the
whole house” (Interview 17).

4.2. Psychological Well-Being: The Experiences of Investing in Efforts to Master Food-Tasks

Changing the food source seems to be an obvious transition for the members interviewed.
Maintaining the CSA membership refers to the inner processes that facilitate a member’s ability to
invest in efforts to master tasks successfully and to reduce inconveniences. CSA provides space for
ongoing psychological growth and integrity as a support for psychological well-being.

4.2.1. Personal Learning

Among the interviewees, a variety of developments were described. Many interviewees have
reported some sort of change in their practices: “It was then I learned pretty much what to do and when,
and if I already had some knowledge, it was deepened” (Interview 29). A number of interviewees commented
that participation empowered them to learn new abilities in managing food consumption: “I learned the
way of processing Swiss chard, but I also learned how to process many others. . . . . I’m sure it all contributed to me
becoming more aware of what we eat, what we drink, what we cook...” (Interview 19). Through participation in
CSA, they were able to learn to make new food choices: “I wouldn’t have thought that Brussels sprouts were
delicious raw, I never would have thought that” (Interview 24). Interviewees living in families mentioned
that CSA allowed their family to learn about how they get their food as well as how it is grown: “Our
children . . . know where everything comes from. That knowledge is sure to have come from here. This is part of
life how we get these things” (Interview 31). Interestingly, interviewees mentioned that they have become
more aware of agricultural issues and organic farming: “I also learned a lot from them about how to grow
vegetables organically” (Interview 10).

4.2.2. Prospering due to Food-Related Challenges

Many interviewees indicated that consuming CSA vegetables sometimes seems to be a challenge
(e.g., cooking food from scratch successfully). Accordingly, food consumption associated with CSA
implied dealing with food processes: “I’m really sorry to throw things out, I use every last piece” (Interview
9) and dealing with concrete challenges: “It’s a challenge, yes, this inconvenience is there, and I will not let
CSA vegetables get damaged in the fridge “(Interview 1). Incorporating CSA items into the diet, in contrast
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to earlier consumption practices, related to personal capacity: “I’ve totally decided that it is what I eat.
Now I’m really at that point that I do not eat from other food sources and I can manage it. The contrast is pretty
big” (Interview 18). Personal hurdles could be overcome where interviewees had confidence in their
ability to consume CSA food: “There are always flour and onions at home, and finally you can always eat
something [cooking from scratch]“ (Interview 3). They expressed effectiveness in different food-related
tasks, as e.g., storage: “I squeeze the air out of the boxes and then I could store them in fresh form for 4–5 days”
(Interview 20), or that home-cooking is even explicitly loaded with positive emotions: “And I managed it
too. I baked it... I can change and revive every CSA vegetable, and then it’s pretty fine to eat” (Interview 35).

Effectively dealing with CSA difficulties is crucial to continued membership: “I am persistent,
I have carried out CSA well—from the beginning” (Interview 11). Interviewees mentioned that they had
to adjust their personal behavior but highlighted they need capacity to engage consistently without
becoming distracted: “I have no problem with that, and I can accept it this way” (Interview 33). Self-efficacy
provides an important feeling of presence and stability regarding CSA: “Obviously, there are moments
when you think about whether it’s worth being here every week [to take part in CSA], or when you do not know
what to do with vegetables. But whatever happened, I never considered leaving it” (Interview 17).

4.3. Social Well-Being: The Experience of Closer Interactions Related to Food

CSA food is strongly embedded in a community-based environment involving interactions and
social relationships. CSA provided venues for pick-ups or farm visits where community members
could come together. Interviewees mentioned that CSA widened their social realities through the very
different modes of the production/consumption relationship and expanded their horizons regarding
social connections in consumption. To belong to a CSA from a social well-being point of view implies
the social tasks encountered: Experiencing relatedness and connections with other members.

4.3.1. Sense of Community Belonging

Interviewees reported they have the feeling of being part of a larger stable structure, and CSA
encouraged them to encompass a broad range of activities, interests, and emotions through group
belonging. For interviewees, participation provided the valuable social patterns they highlighted:

“from both participants and farmers ... so they show this openness and the friendship and helpfulness” (Interview
4). As participants all received the same vegetable boxes on the same day of the week it generated
a point of group belonging: “There is a sense of community belonging thing here. This means that not the
whole world gets these vegetables, but these 60 people get them here: they take them out of the box, and they
all have the same item such as chickweed” (Interview 8). They realized that other members might think
similarly to them in relation to local food consumption: "And when I go on Thursdays . . . I meet a lot
of the same faces who I feel close to. We don’t meet very often, but we think the same way” (Interview 17).
Community events, such as farm visits, pick-up times, or decisions regarding seasonal planning gave
an opportunity for them to feel recognized on behalf of the CSA community. This sense of belonging
provided them with possibilities to shape their decision making: “This is an open and interactive system,
even if somebody does not want to speak” (Interview 11). CSA prompted and initiated personal investment
into how to be active in a community as well: “I’m going to try to organize a Vác pick-up point but it’s really
hard. I need to figure out a way for me to be more active in this. Now it’s more of a problem that, for example,
somebody forgets to come for vegetables, or can’t come for it, or knows he can’t come. I should find common
solutions for it” (Interview 5). Moreover, interviewees expressed that the way they use CSA vegetables
at home increases a sense of belonging in the family. Cooking and sharing CSA food influenced their
family-related food consumption, their connection to the family: “and become even more aware of how this
[CSA vegetables] builds up the family community” (Interview 23).

4.3.2. Expanding Social Relations

CSA facilitates people to build new social connections. Participation further strengthens relations
among consumers: "I have a friendly relationship with fifteen people—say 5–10 mostly women - in our CSA.
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We call each other; we go to a concert together or meet in other ways. The relationships built a network . . . .
There are very strong relationships" (Interview 26). Social relations can also be formed within CSA through
increased interaction between farmers and participants. CSA members often feel very close to farmers:
“I always ask her [farmer] what difficulty she is in or what I can do for her now” (Interview 20). Interestingly,
interviewees made a number of comments that CSA facilitates relationships with acquaintances in
order to avoid food waste: “There’s so much [vegetables] to eat and I just cannot eat that much. I’ve already
realized that I am inviting guests to social events and dinner parties just to use up all the vegetables” (Interview
24) or shrink surpluses, etc.: “I got a box of vegetables and I saw that I didn’t have time to do anything with
them. I went to Tai Chi and after the training I said: you can pick them, take them, take them home. I said this is
from CSA and it’s organic” (Interview 8).

4.4. Spiritual Well-Being: Widened Sense of Food-Related Experiences

Participants’ descriptions highlighted that CSA creates a space where they can live with a spiritual
perspective. Their experiences centered on the opportunity given to CSA participation in “fronting
up” on the issue of local, organic farming, or the care CSA participation provided for them. Spiritual
well-being focuses on aspects of a wider life orientation towards noticing or appreciating aspects of
CSA membership.

4.4.1. Devotion to Food Consumption

Devotion to Food Consumption emerged as a theme referring to food relations, which are more
than pure market-based consumption. Due to the proximity between farmland and participants,
growing, distributing, and consuming local food became both accessible and understandable for
interviewees. They highlighted the shift away from the pure utility of food consumption: “It is a
promotion of a philosophy that does not just buy these vegetables; it is coupled with other buying habits and
attitudes” (Interview 27). CSA participants engaged with seasons, nature, and the land directly in a
tactile form to which they attribute a form of meaning: “Even so, with the seasons the seasonality somehow
changed what I experienced. Yes, what I experienced as a member through vegetables is kind of like the rhythm of
nature, harmony” (Interview 4). Interviewees expressed that the attachment to small scale producers also
implied spiritual closeness to nature and the planet. This was vital for them; it was about “fronting up”
on the issue of local food origin, organic farming, and farmers: “They’re working with vegetables and I
know there’s a lot of work behind it. For some reason, this task has been given to them in order to help people here
on Earth” (Interview 21). Moreover, they mentioned several sets of fixed actions, as rituals, when they
even celebrate food: “The pick-up day is Thursday. . . . So, every Thursday night everyone gathers around the
table and rub their hands with their mouth watering at all the wonderful delicacies there” (Interview 14).

4.4.2. Gratitude

Gratitude emerged as interviewees highlighted that they are blessed. This theme reveals
participants’ appreciation and recognition of the personal attention CSA participation provided for
them: “We received a gift from nature that this is available” (Interview 2). The direct connection between
farmers and members is an important source to allow for noticing and appreciating the positivity in
CSA food: “so I used to talk to the farmer, and I am very grateful that she brought me such fantastic vegetables”
(Interview 28). They emphasized the importance to express gratitude in particular situations: “I sent a
letter [via the CSA email-list] with the topic: CSA participation is about our common delight. Then we got
peppers, green peppers for the first time. I really did taste it, the taste of my childhood and the taste of summer.
Then I wrote a poem: Ode to Green Peppers. With this I strengthened our enjoyment of it, how much goodness
we have [here in CSA]” (Interview 23). In addition, enjoyment of benefits in relation to CSA food might
be experienced from having access to quality food: “Non-chemical vegetables are certainly a more viable
alternative” (Interview 26) to spiritual fulfillment: “Maybe there is a vegetable spirit ... a kind of heart and
soul in relation to CSA “ (Interview 21).
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5. Discussion

Sustainability is a combination of economic, and social aspects of food supply chains, which can
enable new food consumption models in AFNs [2,90]. Indeed, promoting local economic solutions and
addressing certain sustainability issues shapes agriculture in order to preserve or renew interactions
between consumers and producers. Not only are these important options for building sustainable
community economic development [91] but they can affect the experiential relationships between
consumers and their food. Trust and cooperation manifested in transparent farm operations and
farming are fundamental in relationships between consumers and producers who are “disconnected
from food production and processes associated with food moving from farm to plate” [92] (p. 8).
CSA provides an opportunity to improve sustainable consumption patterns and this research discovered
how consumers establish a pleasurable relationship with the food they buy.

Beyond a relation to healthy nutrition, the effect of food on well-being has been a growing topic of
research interest [39]. This paper examined food-related well-being in CSAs and explored the extent to
which participants’ experiences and outcomes relate to it. In this context, however, there is a need
for a multiparadigmatic view containing all the aspects of a person’s life that may contribute to their
perceived well-being.

Many of the positive outcomes of how the physical, psychological, social, and spiritual domains
of the BPSS model help maintain CSA participation corroborated previous findings. People enjoy the
physical aspects of food, such as flavor, variety, freshness, and improved nutrition. Other personal
benefits that can be linked to the well-being of individuals are the committed nature of CSA farm
deliveries helping to enforce healthy dietary choices and improve health outcomes of participating
individuals [18,93,94]. From a psychological aspect, belonging to a CSA offers people opportunities to
prove their efficacy; facilitating behaviors and habits in line with the needs of the maintenance of healthy
eating, and inspiring them to learn about agriculture and food cultivation practices. CSA empowers
people to pursue activities such as food preparation and new ways of cooking or storing food [59],
which might result in a more holistic relationship to food.

As Rossi et al. [25] (p. 17) suggest, “The CSA experience entangles food related behavior in
a broader array of social relationships”. From a social perspective CSA increases contact between
members (farmers, participants) and belonging to a small consumer group facilitates the flourishing of
interpersonal resources. Moreover, sharing recipes or even food with friends and neighbors, which is
frequent in CSA, is a pleasant time to socially interact with other people. In this way, CSA promotes a
sense of relatedness and strengthens the consumer-producer and urban-rural relationship, offering
people more enjoyment in their lives.

From the results, it appears that components that were not previously highlighted in the
food-related well-being literature have been identified, such as consumers’ spiritual concerns.
Food-related spiritual experiences map the significant connection with food as well as the greater
relational understanding of food. CSA food consumption holds potential benefits when it comes
to spirituality. CSA participants with their environmentally-friendly product choice are concerned
about the environment and nature, and show appreciation for food which is in line with their
actions [81,91,95,96].

This study stresses the relevance of psychological, social, and spiritual aspects of food-related
well-being beyond the nutritional characteristics of food. Clearly, CSA participation does not provide
individuals with the ability to constantly feel good. There are various arguments both in favor and
against CSA participation from a personal perspective as CSA consumption may underlie a broad
range of experiences. At the same time, it is possible that members may be encouraged to accept CSAs
due to the emerging well-being benefits. Consideration of how consumers perceive the effects of food
on their well-being can lead to a better understanding of consumers’ food choices and to the creation
of effective strategies to improve the food patterns of consumers or to map the background of healthy
eating patterns. Our study contributes to a better understanding of the world of CSAs and consumers
in these alternative systems. As Savarese et al. [2] emphasized in their similar study focusing on CSA
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practices in New Zealand, the recognition of alternative agricultural methods may lead to a better
promotion of sustainable food practices. The understanding of food-related well-being in this context
can add to knowledge generation in this field.

Limitations, Future Studies

Outcomes of the present work provide an insight into consumers’ experience of well-being in a
food-related context. Despite the contributions of this study, some limitations are worth mentioning
for future research. One limitation is that neither the individuals’ prior characteristics of well-being,
nor the baseline stage of a CSA diet have been controlled for in the present study. A further limitation
is that this research has been conducted in a specific (Eastern-European) region and results might be
bound to the socio-cultural background of that region.

Therefore, future studies should focus on samples from other countries including using a
larger sample, valuable for conducting cross-cultural comparisons. Future research should include
longitudinal examinations of where the changes of well-being—from the very beginning of CSA
membership—can be analyzed.

This study is novel in its inclusion of CSA members in relation to food-related well-being;
however, it would be valuable to examine whether these results are unique to CSA or if they could
be applied to any form of AFN or farm market setting. In line with this there is a need for more
comparative food system values—within CSA across cultures and across CSA/non-CSA consumers.
In further studies, it would be worthwhile to investigate the role of different AFN environments,
the motivational background of the members, and the individual characteristics (including age and
gender) that maintain different aspects of health. It would be appropriate to suggest that constructs
and measures for the spirituality aspects of the BPSS model merit further development and could
potentially reveal interesting contrasts—especially in the context where comparative consumer groups
could be studied. An interesting question which could be part of further studies is how religiousness
(a close construct to spirituality) might relate to all four well-being aspects of BPSS in connection to
alternative consumption.

Another topic for possible investigation could be what happens when the CSA framework is no
longer in place in a person’s life: It is a question of how food-related well-being changes and influences
individuals’ further consumption. Further qualitative research focusing more on the producer side
could help provide a more complete picture of the CSA experience—particularly in relation to the
concept of sustainable well-being.

6. Conclusions

This research specifies the importance and the centrality of the consumer related approach
established in food-related well-being. Sustainable agricultural practices provide a fresh perspective,
inviting reflection on opportunities to improve economic, environmental, and social well-being and
adding to the quality of life in relation to food. This might strengthen a new axis of reflection on what
is acceptable for individuals in their food environment. These results are important in convincing
people that their food-related experiences belong to their perceived well-being as well as stimulating
people to elevate their multidimensional expectations in relation to food.

It seems that food-related well-being is firmly linked to locally produced food consumption [97].
In this view, food-related well-being is seen as value-laden and socially determined. Maintaining
a valuable set of relationships regarding a person’s relation to food and agriculture practices might
contribute to sustainability and perceived well-being.
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