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Abstract
Since 2005, four insurance providers in southern
Wisconsin have offered rebates to policyholders
who subscribe to a local community supported
agriculture (CSA) operation. Rebate program para Department
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ticipants rely on the Madison Area Community
Supported Agriculture Coalition (MACSAC) — an
organization that supports CSA farms and educates
consumers about local food systems — to connect
the insurance companies with CSA growers and
consumers and to manage various aspects of the
CSA rebate program, including vetting participating farms. The rebate makes fresh, seasonal, locally
and organically grown fruits and vegetables more
accessible to consumers by reducing the cost of a
CSA share by up to 40%. As a result, CSA
members report increased consumption of fruits
and vegetables, one of the main goals of the program. With marketing overseen by MACSAC and
the insurance companies, the rebate program has
led to a reduction in the amount of time growers
spend on advertising their operations and recruiting CSA members and has contributed to increased
member retention from year to year. Additionally,
both the number of MACSAC member farms and
the total number of shares offered by these farms
have increased substantially since the rebate
program’s inception. These trends reduce some of
the risk growers face and allow them to expand
production in order to serve a larger consumer
base. These outcomes associated with the
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MACSAC organization and the insurance rebate
program indicate the success of the program, the
importance of MACSAC as an organizing body,
and the potential for implementing the program
among national providers and in other locations
where community supported agriculture is
prevalent.
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community supported agriculture, insurance
rebates, local food, Wisconsin agriculture
Introduction
Wisconsin is currently home to more than 202
community supported agriculture (CSA) farms
(Local Harvest, n.d.). While these operations vary
in size and types of produce offered, all seek to
support a localized food system through direct
connections between farmers and consumers.
Forty-nine of Wisconsin’s CSA farms are members
of the Madison Area Community Supported
Agriculture Coalition (MACSAC). Established in
1992, MACSAC organizes and supports CSA farms
and educates consumers about the importance of a
locally oriented food system.
In 2005, a health insurance provider in southern
Wisconsin launched an innovative program that
offers rebates to policyholders who subscribe to a
CSA share through a MACSAC farm. Three other
insurance companies servicing southern Wisconsin
have since started CSA rebate programs of their
own. By 2010, the four insurance companies together supplied over 20,400 CSA rebates to their
members. Moreover, the number of MACSAC
farms increased from 16 farms in 2005 to 42 farms
in 2010, while the total number of shares offered
annually grew from approximately 2,000 shares in
2005 to 9,000 shares in 2010, for a total of 27,600
shares in that six-year period. This trend suggests
that the health insurance rebate program has
helped to fuel the growth of community supported
agriculture in southern Wisconsin, while at the
same time encouraging households to consume
more fresh fruits and vegetables and creating a
heightened awareness of the local food system.
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Owing to data limitations that currently preclude a
statistical analysis aimed at isolating the impacts of
the insurance rebate program on CSA share supply
and demand, this paper will instead seek to draw
inferences from observed trends, anecdotal data,
and literature on CSA culture in order to explore
the favorable consumer response to the CSA
rebate program and to recommend future policy
objectives. We begin by briefly outlining the concept of CSA and discussing the role of MACSAC
in promoting and expanding CSA in southern
Wisconsin, especially within the context of making
CSA more economically viable for farmers. We
then discuss the CSA health insurance rebate
within the context of incentivizing healthy behavior
and the program’s impacts on MACSAC farms.
The paper concludes with recommendations to
expand the rebate program beyond southern
Wisconsin.

Community Supported Agriculture:
Motivations and Challenges
Community supported agriculture arrived in the
eastern United States in the early 1980s and has
since spread to all regions of the country. In a
typical CSA arrangement, shareholders pay at the
beginning of the growing season for a supply of
weekly “baskets” of fresh, seasonal produce.
Advance payment allows farmers to cover the costs
of inputs for that season, provides a stable and
predictable income for the growers, and acts as a
contract that guarantees — to an extent — weekly
deliveries of fresh produce throughout the growing
season. Emerging interest in local, organic, and
sustainable food production in the United States
has fueled continued growth in the popularity of
CSA over the past decade, such that there are now
CSA farms and “shareholders” in all 50 states
(Local Harvest, n.d.). In 2010, there were over
3,800 CSA farms in operation in the United States
and tens of thousands of subscribing households
(Martinez, 2010; Local Harvest, n.d.). While relatively little research has been done to examine the
factors contributing to the growth of CSA and its
associated impacts, the increase in market share of
organic vegetables — up 5.1% to US$24 billion in
2009, according to USDA estimates — and
increased interest in local food and “civic” agriVolume 2, Issue 1 / Fall 2011

Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development
ISSN: 2152-0801 online
www.AgDevJournal.com

culture signal the potential for further growth in
the popularity of CSA (Martinez, 2010).
Farmers start CSA operations for numerous reasons, primarily to foster a stronger sense of community between grower and consumer and also to
produce food using more sustainable methods
(Woods, Ernst, Ernst, & Wright, 2009; Cooley &
Lass, 1996). Although these are important motivators in the early stages and long-term operation
of the farm, CSA growers face abundant challenges
in maintaining a successful CSA program and farm
operation in general. The results of a 10-year study
conducted through 2006 illustrate some of the
obstacles that CSA farmers face (Ostrom, 2007).
Ostrom reported that of the 24 farms involved at
the beginning of the study period, only 10 were still
in operation by the end. Economic, health, and
quality of life issues were all factors contributing to
the failure of the CSA operations. Tegtmeier and
Duffy (2005) further support the notion of economic challenges within CSA operations, finding
that of the 55 Upper Midwestern CSA farmers surveyed in the spring of 2002, less than half felt that
the share prices they charged to their members
represented a fair return on their labor. The
authors relate that the perception of obtaining a
fair wage was associated with increasing revenues
per acre as well as capital investments, the latter
conveying the sense that smaller-scale operations
could be at a disadvantage compared with their
larger counterparts. Owing largely to the extent of
operating costs coupled with a low share price,
over half of CSA farmers surveyed in 2000 relied
on off-farm income to make ends meet, a trend
that, according to the 2007 Census of Agriculture,
continues today (Sabih & Baker, 2000; USDA,
2009). Additionally, Woods et al. (2009) remark
that 87% of the 205 respondents to a 2009 survey
of CSAs in the American South and Midwest cited
the use of marketing channels outside the CSA
operation, such as farmers’ markets, in an effort to
diversify income. Sabih and Baker (2000),
Oberholtzer (2004), and Brown and Miller (2008)
report in their respective studies that CSA
operators were barely able to cover operating costs
and that many did not factor in a salary for
themselves or family members as part of these
Volume 2, Issue 1 / Fall 2011

costs. Moreover, Ostrom (2007) noted that most
CSA farms in the 2006 study referenced above
could “only charge what the market would bear”
(p. 118), which did not allow for prices that
covered both operating costs and an adequate
salary for operators and their families.
Another economic obstacle that CSA farmers face
is member retention and recruitment (Tegtmeier &
Duffy, 2005). A study conducted by the Small
Farm Success Project found an average annual
retention rate of 53% among CSA farms
(Oberholtzer, 2004). Despite the fact that surveys
conducted by farms and researchers have helped
CSA farmers better understand the preferences of
their members, CSA farmers still invest considerable time recruiting and advertising their operations
(Perez, Allen, & Brown, 2003). Common CSA
marketing channels include word-of-mouth, the
Internet, various forms of social media, and more
traditional methods such as print advertising.
Additionally, many CSA farms also operate their
own websites to inform prospective shareholders
about their core mission, share offerings, and farm
activities and events. The necessity of both
retaining and recruiting members presents yet
another challenge to CSA farmers in that it requires
them to divert time otherwise invested in
production and farm maintenance to marketing,
with no guarantee that the membership numbers
for a given season will meet the numbers necessary
to keep the CSA operation afloat.
From the consumer side, Kolodinsky and Pelch
(1997) model consumer propensity to participate in
community supported agriculture in Vermont,
finding that not only are potential CSA consumers
price sensitive, but also that factors such as the
presence of children under the age of 12 in the
household are associated with a decrease of about
20% in the probability of joining a CSA. It is therefore important to consider that, holding all else
equal, the influences of price and income alone on
produce consumption may not carry a direct correlate with CSA membership uptake.
The challenges that thus confront CSAs on
account of lower share prices and/or perceptions
289
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of shortfalls in returns on efforts are often reasoned to be offset by certain “intangible benefits”
(Tegtmeier & Duffy, 2005) that arise from engaging in CSA operation, in line with the above discussion on the motivations behind starting up a
CSA. Drawing inferences from this pool of literature, subsidizing the cost of a CSA share may be
one way to effectively reduce the price to the consumer while allowing growers to receive an adequate salary and thus increasing the economic
feasibility of the operation.

Madison Area CSA Coalition
Established in 1992, the Madison Area Community
Supported Agriculture Coalition (MACSAC) supports and connects CSA growers and eaters
through a range of activities. These include a
farmer mentorship program, grower gatherings,
community educational workshops, an annual open
house where the public can meet MACSAC farmers and sign up for CSA memberships, a bimonthly
newsletter, and distribution of MACSAC’s CSAfocused cookbook. The organization also works to
increase access to fresh organic produce through
the Partner Shares Program, which provides financial assistance to help low-income families purchase CSA shares from MACSAC’s member farms.
MACSAC consists of a board of directors and
three employees who oversee the organization’s
administration and programming. This structure
allows for input and active participation in the
organization’s activities from both the farmer and
consumer communities.
Each MACSAC farm undergoes an application and
review process before it is accepted as a member of
the coalition. Prospective farms are assessed
according to criteria that are designed to ensure
that each farm has the necessary production skills,
marketing experience, land, equipment and facilities, communication infrastructure, and knowledge
about community supported agriculture in order to
manage a successful operation, produce high quality fruits and vegetables, and cultivate a positive
overall experience for CSA members. Additionally,
MACSAC requires all member farms to be certified
organic by a federally approved certifying agency.
Farms with annual sales of less than US$5,000 are
290

exempt from certification but are required to meet
all of the standards of the National Organic
Program. Endorsed farms are eligible to receive
MACSAC benefits, including placement on the
annual MACSAC Farm List, access to grower
mentorship and resources, participation in the
annual open house and the Health Plan Partners
Program (i.e., CSA rebate), and other activities
(Madison Area Community Supported Agriculture
Coalition [MACSAC], n.d.).
Over 60 farms have belonged to MACSAC at one
time or another, serving memberships as small as
four and as large as over 1,000 and providing tens
of thousands of shareholders with fresh, locally
grown, organic produce (Hendrickson, 2011).
Share prices among MACSAC farms have
increased from an average of US$375 for a
“standard” share (which typically feeds a family of
four) in 1993 to an average of US$550 today
1
(MACSAC, 2010a). “Small” or “half” shares are
becoming more common and are typically priced
around US$375. Throughout these changes in farm
membership, share availability, and share price,
MACSAC has remained committed to its mission
of fostering cooperation and educational
opportunities among its farmer members while
promoting and advancing a community-based food
system.

The CSA Insurance Rebate Program
In 2005, MACSAC began to partner with major
health insurance providers in southern Wisconsin
to promote preventative wellness, healthy eating,
and local food through CSA membership rebates.
Launched in 2005, the Health Plan Partners Program was the brainchild of one insurance provider
that was looking to differentiate itself from competing health insurance companies by shifting away
from traditional marketing techniques toward more
community engagement initiatives. In search of a
1

MACSAC has kept records of varying detail on participation
among its member farms over the past 19 years. The authors
were granted access to this data in order to quantify the
growth in CSA over this period. Household-level data is
currently unavailable; however, a pending survey of MACSAC
farmers and their CSA members will facilitate greater statistical
analysis of the rebate program in the near future.
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ers has partnered with MACSAC, through the
Health Plan Partners Program, for administrative
and marketing purposes. Under this arrangement,
insurance providers are responsible for creating
advertising materials to promote the CSA rebate
program to policyholders and for supplying
MACSAC with informational newsletters about
During the pilot year in 2005, two MACSAC farms
their wellness programs, which are distributed to
and 96 health insurance policyholders participated
MACSAC farms and their shareholders. The
insurance providers also direct policyholders to the
in the rebate program (L. Brown, personal comMACSAC website, where they can learn about
munication, November 1, 2010). Reaction was so
community supported agriculture and each of
positive that the total number of MACSAC memMACSAC’s member farms. In turn, MACSAC
ber farms increased from 16 to 26 the following
year, in part to meet the heightened demand for
promotes the rebate program and participating
insurance providers through its outreach and
CSA memberships among policyholders. This
education efforts. In 2006 alone, the program
increase represented an unprecedented rate of
generated over 16 million total gross media impresgrowth for MACSAC at the time. Moreover, farms
sions nationwide (Physicians Plus Insurance
filled their memberships more quickly that year, a
Corporation, 2007). Newspapers and sustainable
trend that has continued each year since.
agriculture networks across the U.S. spread the
program’s success story, and Madison-area news
Following on this success, one additional health
sources provided especially favorable coverage.
insurance provider in the Madison area began to
Local news outlets touted the rebate program as a
offer the CSA rebate in 2007, and two more pro“visionary decision” that raised public awareness of
viders added the rebate in 2008. Each of the carricommunity
supported
Figure 1. Increase in Number of MACSAC Farms and CSA Shares, 2000–2011
agriculture and
provided
9,000
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structure through which to encourage its policyholders to eat more fruits and vegetables, the
insurance provider partnered with MACSAC on
account of its standards that require member farms
to produce quality, fresh produce using sustainable
farming practices.
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the original 96 rebates claimed in 2006 to over
6,000 claimed in 2010 (table 1). To obtain the
rebate, policyholders must provide their respective
insurance companies with a copy of their farm
sign-up form and proof of payment (i.e., receipt
from the farm). Rebate values range from US$50
to US$100 for an individual and up to US$200 for
a family. This represents a price reduction of
roughly 40% when compared to the average
MACSAC farm price of US$550 for a 20-week,
standard share subscription.

(2008) found that 41% of health insurance subscribers surveyed in the state of Washington agreed
that financially based incentive programs would
encourage weight loss. While there is a strong
potential for positive health benefits in the long
run among policyholders who participate in health
incentive programs, in the case of southern Wisconsin, the Health Plan Partners insurance
providers could likely be incentivized by the promotional benefits of offering the CSA rebate,
namely that it ties them to the local food movement and the increasing propensity toward healthy
eating and purchasing organic foods, thus giving
them additional exposure in the community
through which new policyholders may be obtained.

That three additional insurance providers picked
up the CSA rebate program so quickly after it was
initiated suggests that doing so was a competitive
response to retain members who may have otherwise switched to the initiating provider in order to
take advantage of the incentive to purchase locally
produced fruits and vegetables. In fact, the practice
of incentivizing improved consumer behavior
through various health insurance mechanisms is
not a novel idea. Finkelstein, Fiebelkorn, and Wang
(2003) observed that costs associated with obesityrelated issues arise in the form not only of higher
insurance premiums for company health plans, but
also in productivity losses, such as work absences
by employees with obesity problems. As such,
Finkelstein and Kosa (2003) found evidence in
favor of charging higher insurance premiums for
obese employees who refuse to participate in
weight-management programs, or offering discounts and reductions in copayments for healthy
behavior. In support of the latter, Arterburn et al.

Impact of the CSA Rebate Program
on MACSAC Farms
Since the inception of the CSA rebate program, the
demand for CSA shares in southern Wisconsin has
increased substantially. In 2005, the pilot year of
the rebate program, MACSAC farms offered
approximately 2,000 shares in total, compared to
9,000 in 2010. This represents an increase of 450%
over five years (see figure 1). Conversely, the
previous five years (2000–2005) saw an increase of
137% in the number of shares offered by
MACSAC farms, suggesting that the growth in
available shares is closely associated with the
success of the CSA rebate program. Moreover,
since 2005, nearly 30 new CSA operations have
joined MACSAC in order to take advantage of the
demand for shares associated with the rebate, in

Table 1. Number of CSA Rebates Claimed, 2005–2010
Year

Insurance Co. 1

Insurance Co. 2

Insurance Co. 3

Insurance Co. 4

Total

2005

96

—

—

—

96

2006

972

—

—

—

972

2007

1,282

—

—

261

1,543

2008

1,486

1,564

965

689

4,704

2009

1,637

2,645

1,290

918

6,274

2010

1,746

2,334

1,475

1,049

6,624

Total

7,219

6,543

3,730

2,917

20,429

Sources: Madison Area Community Supported Agriculture Coalition, 2010; participating insurance providers.
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addition to the other benefits derived from being a
member of the coalition.
While individuals involved in developing the
Health Plan Partners Program claim that there is a
“direct correlation between the rebate and the
growth in CSA memberships,” MACSAC acknowledges the difficulty in attributing a causal relationship, as no published econometric work has yet
been undertaken to measure the direct effect of the
program on membership uptake (K. Auberbach,
personal communication, November 4, 2010; K.
Mulvey, personal communication, November 18,
2010). Because an individual’s decision to become
a CSA shareholder is influenced by a host of motivations, factors such as the heightened profile of
local foods may be an equally important contributing influence, thus confounding the impacts of
the rebate program alone. Additionally, it is possible that shareholders requesting farm receipts for
their CSA share may be using them for purposes
other than claiming the insurance rebate. Thus,
relying on farm data alone may lead to inaccurate
interpretations of the impact of the rebate program
in terms of CSA memberships.
However, responses from 45 Partner Shares
Program participants (see description of program
above) in a MACSAC survey in 2010 convey some
element of price sensitivity with respect to CSA
memberships, suggesting that measures to draw
down share prices could render favorable results in
relation to increased memberships. Specifically,
about two-thirds of the survey respondents
reported that financial assistance was necessary in
enabling their purchase of a CSA share in the 2010
season, and close to 90% intended to participate in
the program again in 2011 (MACSAC, 2010b).
While a promising statistic, it is necessary to
account for the fact that Partner Shares participants qualify for assistance based on meeting
certain household income characteristics. Therefore, financial assistance provided through such
mechanisms as Partner Shares and the rebate program help to increase the accessibility of CSA
across multiple income demographic groups that
may otherwise not be able to afford the expense.

Volume 2, Issue 1 / Fall 2011

Additionally, the CSA rebate program has allowed
farmers to spend less time advertising and recruiting new members and more time diversifying their
operations and growing high quality produce.
Rather than relying solely on their own marketing
efforts and word of mouth among existing shareholders, MACSAC farms benefit from the
increased exposure from promotional, educational,
and outreach activities related to the rebate program. Furthermore, survey responses from
MACSAC member farms demonstrate that the
rebate program has helped to improve retention of
existing members, as the rebate helps to buffer
increases in CSA share cost from year to year.
Lastly, the economic value of the Health Plan
Partners insurance rebate with regard to CSA
memberships is substantial. Over the six-year
period of the program, a back-of-the-envelope
calculation using an extrapolation of the average
percentages of individual versus family rebates
claimed for two of the insurance companies yields
the rough estimate of US$3,049,000 in rebates
issued to policyholders. Additionally, using
MACSAC data to multiply the average share price
for both standard and half shares by the number of
standard and half shares purchased, respectively,
during the years 2005–2010, we estimate that the
total value of CSA shares purchased in this period
was US$14.2 million, placing the value of the
rebates at roughly 21% of the total value of shares
purchased. Not only do the CSA rebates open up
opportunities through a lower effective share price,
but the proportion of the value of rebates claimed
relative to the total value of CSA shares purchased
(21%) could essentially be viewed as the insurance
companies’ contribution to policyholder health and
wellness and promotion of local agriculture. Moreover, the lower effective share price keeps consumers at a higher level of disposable income,
which in turn brings its own set of economic benefits through additional consumer expenditures in
the community. The figures listed above thus demonstrate a positive economic impact on consumers.
Perhaps more importantly for the CSA operations
involved, the effectively lower price for consumers
allows farmers to continue charging a share price
that more closely mirrors the true value of the
293
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share including, as Brown and Miller (2008) among
others point out, an adequate salary for growers
and their families. Consequently, incentives such as
the health insurance rebate help to create a more
economically viable operation for a subset of the
agricultural community that struggles with a relatively high rate of farmer attrition.

Conclusion
Given this analysis, we conclude that the CSA
insurance rebate program has been positively
received, in particular by the consumer population.
As previously noted, the total number of CSA
shares offered by MACSAC farms has increased
due to growth in both the number of member
farms and the number of shares offered per farm.
While some of this growth may by attributed to
expanding interest in local food and increasing
concern over the methods of modern agricultural
production, a substantial portion can likely be
attributed to the membership demand associated
with the Health Plan Partners CSA rebate program.
As previously noted, although household level
data, such as demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics, associated with the rebate program
is not available for privacy reasons, anecdotal
evidence indicates a strong response to the price
incentive rendered from the program. Specifically,
claiming the CSA rebate can reduce the price of a
standard share by up to 40%, bringing the cost
close to the average household expenditure on
fruits and vegetables for the same length of time,
according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2000).
At the same time, it should be noted that there is
concern among MACSAC growers that the rebate
program has attracted a “new” type of CSA member, namely that those joining a CSA farm in order
to obtain the rebate may lack awareness about the
traditional relationship between CSA farmer and
member, specifically with respect to the philosophy
of shared risk. For example, the new CSA member
may expect farms to provide specific types of
produce in specific volumes throughout the
growing season, irrespective of environmental
factors that may inhibit production. To this end,
MACSAC growers agree that the concept of shared
risk, and education about CSA in general, should
294

be more clearly communicated to prospective
members who may be looking for value in a CSA
share versus a direct relationship with a farmer.
Thus, as the decline in the effective price of CSA
shares welcomes in a new type of CSA shareholder,
it also opens the door for improved educational
opportunities about risk-sharing, the importance of
local agriculture, and community-building and
environmental stewardship, all of which are
fundamental tenets of the CSA philosophy.
Furthermore, based on responses from parties
involved, it appears that the Madison Area CSA
Coalition is a key element in the rebate program’s
continued existence and function. In light of the
rigorous application and review process that prospective member farms must go through in order
to join the coalition, MACSAC acts as a clearinghouse for partnering insurance companies with
regard to the quality of farms involved in the program and their ability to provide CSA members
with a positive experience. This partnership
reduces the need for high-level marketing of the
program on the insurance companies’ end and
streamlines the communication chain between
insurance companies and participating farms. Yet,
while there is significant interest nationally in
bringing a similar rebate program to other states or
regions, there have been no successful replications
to date (K. Mulvey, personal communication,
November 18, 2010). For example, attempts made
in 2010 to encourage a health insurance provider in
western Wisconsin to pilot the rebate program
independently of MACSAC (although in collaboration with a MACSAC member farm) have proved
unsuccessful thus far. As a result, plans are now in
the works to incorporate the insurance provider
into the Health Plan Partners Program, in affiliation with MACSAC. Therefore, we hypothesize
that replication of the CSA rebate program across
the country is largely contingent on having an
organization like MACSAC to serve as an intermediary between health insurance providers and CSA
farmers and consumers.
There is much room for further research into the
dynamic between insurance rebates and expansion
of the CSA model as a means to enhance quality of
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life for both consumers and producers. While the
2007 Census of Agriculture (USDA, 2009) included
data on community supported agriculture for the
first time, better data collection at the local and
national levels will allow for improved analysis of
the growth and economic impacts of CSA, as well
as programs like the health insurance rebate.
Despite the current lack of data to conduct an
empirically oriented investigation into the exact
impacts of the rebate program on CSA membership in southern Wisconsin, the success of this
initiative appears to be demonstrated through the
experiences of the four health insurance companies
discussed throughout this paper, in addition to the
increase in both MACSAC farms and total number
of CSA shares offered by MACSAC farms since
the program’s inception. Therefore, transplanting
the Healthy Plan Partners model to other areas
within Wisconsin, as well as to different regions of
the United States, is recommended as a future
policy objective, provided that an organization
such as MACSAC is in place to facilitate the connections between health insurance providers, farmers, and consumers interested in community
supported agriculture.
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