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Abstract

Sustainable agriculture and community food secu-
rity (CES) are frameworks commonly used, but of-
ten separately, within the broader alternative food
movement. Sustainable agticulture is production-
centered, with a focus on environmental degrada-
tion and family farm viability, whereas CFS shifts
research from household-level measures of food
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security to consider larger geographic areas in
terms of equitable healthy food access and social
justice. The challenge of both movements contin-
ues to be the intersection of these ideals to create a
sustainable situation in which the needs of produc-
ers and consumers can be met simultaneously. We
explored the underlying values of local, small-scale
producers and consumers living within an impov-
erished neighborhood in Columbus, Ohio, a large
Midwestern city, as they related to participation in
an online food hub. Twenty-one consumers partic-
ipated in three focus groups, and interviews were
conducted with eight producers. Our interest was
primarily in whether and how these articulated val-
ues fit into sustainable agriculture and CES frame-

Authors’ Note Regarding Implications of COVID-19
Our research was conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic.
An addendum on pages 14-15 provides relevant updates to
the research as of late April 2020.

Funding Disclosure
This project was funded through an Ohio State University
Initiative for Food and AgriCultural Transformation

(InFACT) grant.

179



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org

works, and if there was any evidence of commonal-
ities or intersections between producers and con-
sumers in the context of these frameworks. We
hypothesized that producers would be oriented to-
ward the economic viability of their small-scale op-
erations, while consumers would be oriented
toward improved food access that was convenient
and affordable. We identified three prominent
themes from both the consumers’ and producers’
articulated values. We found that an online food
hub appealed to some producers and consumers,
but that the barriers identified were more promi-
nent than the benefits, and the desire for the pro-
posed online food hub was not sufficient to pursue
moving forward with a full-scale version of an
online food hub at the time.

Keywords
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Introduction

Over the past three decades, academics, practition-
ers, and activists have brought the ideals and lan-
guage of sustainable agriculture and food security
into the U.S. vernacular through research (e.g., see
Alaimo, Briefel, Frongillo, & Olson, 1998), feder-
ally funded projects (e.g., Sustainable Agriculture
Research and Education, 2012; U.S. Department of
Agticulture [USDA] National Institute of Food and
Agticulture [NIFA], 2017, 2018), Farm Bill policies
(e.g., Agriculture Act of 2014), and higher educa-
tion programs (USDA National Agricultural Li-
brary, n.d.).

Allen’s (2004) seminal “alternative food and
agriculture” research frames sustainable agriculture
as more “production-centered,” and focused on is-
sues like “environmental degradation and the via-
bility of the family farm,” while community food
security (CFS) primarily is oriented toward “distri-
bution and consumption, such as food access and
nutrition” concerns (p. 2). These approaches are
often referred to as alternative food networks
(AFNSs) (Sarmiento, 2017). AFNs emphasize access
to fresh, unprocessed foods grown in or near the
community in which they are sold and aim to pro-
vide direct-to-consumer engagement between pro-
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ducers and consumers (Bruce & Som Castellano,
2017). Farmers markets, community supported ag-
riculture (CSA), mobile food markets, food hubs,
and urban farms are examples of AFNSs.

The present research is part of a broader feasi-
bility study for an online food hub in a low-in-
come, low—food access neighborhood in
Columbus, Ohio, that was conducted by a private
theological school, a public land-grant institution,
an institutional farm, and a nonprofit inner-city ur-
ban farm. Food hubs, one type of AFN, can take
various forms. They are spaces, physical or virtual,
that strategically coordinate (Berti & Mulligan,
2010) aggregation, distribution, and marketing of
local food for producers to expand their market
(Levkoe et al., 2018). We were interested in exploz-
ing the underlying values of producers and con-
sumers as they relate to participation in an online
food hub. Furthermore, our interest was primarily
in whether and how these articulated values fit into
sustainable agriculture and CFS frameworks, and if
there was any evidence of commonalities or intet-
sections between producers and consumers in the
context of these frameworks. We hypothesized that
producers would be oriented toward sustainable
agriculture, specifically in terms of the viability of
their small-scale operations, with some level of in-
terest in improving food access. We hypothesized
that consumers who were residents of the low-in-
come, low-access neighborhood would be oriented
toward improving food access through conven-
ience and approptiate pricing.

Literature Review

A prolific, multidisciplinary body of research about
food security exists, while CFS research is less pre-
dominant. Among these, annual USDA Economic
Research Service [ERS] U.S. food security reports
(e.g., Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt, Gregory, & Singh,
2018), Feeding America’s accessible Map the Meal
Gap research and hunger reports (e.g., Gundersen
et al., 2017; Weinfeld et al., 2014), and Ver Ploeg et
al’s (2009) report to Congtess about food deserts
have brought attention to issues that exemplify his-
torical and contemporary interconnected eco-
nomic, racial, and geographic disparities. These are
also evident in an abundance of peer-reviewed lit-
erature related to food access (e.g., Larson, Story,
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& Nelson, 2009; Raja, Ma, & Yadav, 2008; Zenk et
al., 2005), food insecurity and poverty (e.g., Cook
& Frank, 2008), and physical and mental health
consequences (e.g., see Casey et al., 2004; Gunder-
sen & Ziliak, 2015; Martin, Maddocks, Chen, Gil-
man, & Colman, 2016; Olson, 1999). CFS shifts
research from household-level measures rooted in
economic, racial, and social characteristics with die-
tary and health outcomes to research that is in-
tended to consider larger geographic areas in terms
of social justice, equitable healthy food access,
community self-reliance, culture, environmental
sustainability, and public health (Hamm & Bellows,
2003; Pothukuchi, Joseph, Burton, & Fisher, 2002;
Winne, 2004). CFS activities are similar to AFNs
and include CSAs, farmers markets, community
gardens, farm-to-institution programs, community
food assessments, food policy councils, community
development, and planning programs (Community
Food Security Coalition, n.d.).

Sustainability values relate to creating and
maintaining balanced eco-social systems that pro-
mote equity across communities, social justice for
consumers, fairness for food system workers, and
ecological considerations for interdependent sys-
tems (Agyeman et al., 2002; Allen, 2004; Webber &
Dollahite, 2008). Thus, sustainable agriculture re-
search has focused on topics like soil health (Doran
& Zeiss, 2000), climate change (Lal, 2004), eco-
nomic viability of small farms (Ikerd, Devino, &
Traiyongwanich, 1996), human health (Horrigan,
Lawrence, & Walker, 2002), justice and equity
(Agyeman, Bullard, & Evans, 2002; Allen, 2010),
and AFNs (Allen, 2004; Feenstra, 2002; Hinrichs,
2000).

The challenge of both movements continues
to be where these ideals can intersect to create a
sustainable situation in which disparate needs of
producers and consumers can be met. Low-income
consumers may be interested in fresh, healthy, local
produce, but may experience food access issues re-
lated to limited flexibility in food budgets (Bruce &
Som Castellano, 2017; Byker, Shanks, Misyak, &
Serrano, 2012; Webber & Dollahite, 2008), availa-
bility of food items (Kaiser, Carr, & Fontanella,
2017), inconsistent transportation (Bruce & Som
Castellano, 2017; Di Noia, Monica, Cullen, &
Thompson, 2017), and inconvenience (Bruce &
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Som Castellano, 2017) while farmers need to con-

sider production scalability of their land, products,
and market potential (Webber & Dollahite, 2008).

In addition, Webber & Dollahite’s (2008) research

underscored the importance of relationship-build-

ing that is needed and/or desired between produc-
ers and consumers, which of course takes time and
effort for both groups.

Food hubs are one form of AFNs that connect
small, local producers and neighborhood consum-
ers (Berti & Mulligan, 2016). Engagement and
meaningful connections between producers and
consumers are important in terms of differentiating
localized markets from conventional markets (Berti
& Mulligan, 2016, Perrett & Jackson, 2015). Values
that underscore successful food hubs include trans-
parency, democracy, equity, and access (Berti &
Mulligan, 2016). Transpatrency allows for the
modes of production, quality, and traceability of
food to be shared with consumers. Democracy
places the control of the supply chain into the
hands of the small producers. Equity generates fair
income for the small-scale producers, concurrently
offers food at reasonable prices for the consumer,
and extends accessibility to low-income popula-
tions. Access is about getting the food to consum-
ers in an organized way that maintains a short
supply chain (Berti & Mulligan, 2016).

Online ordering platforms have the ability to
reach those who live in food deserts or are food-
insecure by eliminating physical access and trans-
portation issues to securing food. This could help
achieve an AFN goal of reaching marginalized
populations. An online system also has the poten-
tial to connect consumers with a greater number
of local producers because the aggregation, mar-
keting, and distribution of food are an organized
effort.

Methods

This research was part of a larger collaborative pro-
ject funded through Ohio State University (OSU),
a public land-grant university, and included faculty
from OSU, the private Methodist Theological
School in Ohio (MTSO), Seminary Hill Farm at
MTSO, Franklinton Farms nonprofit urban farm,
and the Ohio Cooperative Development Center,
which facilitates the Ohio and West Virginia Food
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Hub Network. Our research reflects the shared val-
ues of the group’s partners: the desite to bring to-
gether sustainable agriculture with CFS. The
unique partnership brought together localized
knowledge about food access and food production
to explore the viability of an online food hub that
could serve areas with low food access and provide
new markets for local producers.

The research team sought perspectives from
both residents living in the extremely impoverished
Franklinton neighborhood in Columbus, Ohio, and
small-scale Ohio producers; participants were se-
lected by using established connections of the pro-
ject partners. We adopted a pragmatic approach
(Vannini, 2008) to investigate how producers and
consumers each think about the possible challenges
and opportunities of engaging with a local online
food hub. The qualitative methods used were
driven by the research questions and chosen to en-
hance existing knowledge (Nowell & Albrecht,
2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010) on food hubs,
CES, and sustainable agriculture. Research ques-
tions were defined utilizing the CFS framework, as
well as the knowledge and questions that emerged
from the collaborative group. Semistructured pro-
ducer interviews, consumer focus groups, and con-
sumer demographic surveys were used to gain a
more complete picture of the opportunities and
challenges of a locally sourced online food hub.
When interacting with participants, the research
team emphasized the preliminary nature of this re-
search and that, though we sought to understand
the viability of a food hub, the pilot of this project
was not guaranteed.

Data Collection Procedures

Producers. Fifteen small-scale producers within
150 miles (241 km) of Columbus, Ohio, were iden-
tified through previously established relationships
with Seminary Hill Farm and MTSO. Family farms
that grossed under US$350,000 in annual sales
were identified as small-scale farms (Burns, 2018).
Eight of these 15 producers were recruited to par-
ticipate in a semistructured interview with two
trained researchers. Researchers contacted produc-
ers via phone to gauge interest in participating in
the study, and the principal farmer or the person
who was most engaged in the management and de-
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cision-making of the farm’s production was re-
cruited to participate. In many cases, this person
was the farm owner. If the producer agreed to par-
ticipate, the research team members travelled to the
producer’s farm to conduct the interview. Each in-
terview lasted at least 30 minutes.

After arriving at the farm, the lead research
team member reviewed the study’s aims again and
reviewed the consent form with the producer. The
lead researcher conducted the interview, taking
minimal notes, while the other researcher took
notes on the entire interview in as much detail as
possible. Producer interviews were not tape-rec-
orded in an effort to create an optimal setting for
producers to feel comfortable enough to fully par-
ticipate in the interview process. Producers were
asked questions related to their willingness to en-
gage in a possible online food hub, the type of
products they might be interested in growing for
this new market, pricing of those products, level of
experience with wholesale markets, logistical op-
portunities and challenges with the proposed mar-
ket, and any current third-party certifications. The
semistructured interview design gave researchers
the ability to ask open-ended and follow-up ques-
tions as needed to gather a sufficient level of detail
from producers.

Immediately following each interview, the two
research team members debriefed together to en-
sure the most objective understanding of the pro-
ducers’ responses. Within 24 hours, each team
member documented her interview notes on a
commonly shared online portal for other team
members to review. Detailed records of all per-
sonal and methodological notes were also docu-
mented to account for decisions, inferences, and
interpretations related to data collection, analysis,
and study procedures.

Consumers. Residents of the lower-income neigh-
borhood of Franklinton in Columbus, Ohio, were
recruited via informational flyers and word-of-
mouth to participate in focus groups. The focus
groups were held at the neighborhood public li-
brary in the evening on different days of the week.
Participants were allowed to bring children, and
food was provided. Twenty-one residents partici-
pated, spanning three focus groups, each of which
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lasted 90 minutes. As an incentive, each patticipant
received a US$20 gift card to a local supermarket.
A licensed court stenographer provided live tran-
scription, which was later sent to researchers for
analysis.

After consenting to participate, focus group
members were first asked to fill out a 30-item sut-
vey, which documented demographic information,
food security measures, and household food access
methods. The lead research team member then fa-
cilitated a discussion prompting input about an
online ordering system developed to improve food
access within their community. Focus group mem-
bers were asked questions related to their current
food access, food-related values that may affect
their decision-making, participation in AFNs, inter-
est in online food ordering, interest in local food,
and current neighborhood communication mecha-
nisms.

Data Analysis Procedures

The research team engaged in inductive analysis to
identify themes that emerged from the producer in-
terviews and the consumer focus groups using
structural and data-driven coding processes
(DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, & McCulloch, 2011).
Three researchers, two of whom led the focus
groups and interviews, reviewed interview notes
and focus group transcripts. Fach researcher inde-
pendently coded data for general themes and dis-
cussed those themes with members of the research
team, reconciling any differences and discussing in-
terpretations (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011; Padgett,
2008). The researchers then discussed the inter-
views and transcripts in the context of the original
values and frameworks of sustainable agriculture
and CFS, revising code names to create a theory-
driven codebook (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011). The
qualitative methodological rigor used for the study
is considered both dependable and trustworthy,
which is akin to validity and reliability in quantita-
tive studies (Franklin & Ballan, 2011). Language
used to identify the key themes presented in this
paper reflect the words used by participants during
interviews and focus groups. The research team
then identified quotes to use as supporting evi-
dence. Surveys were analyzed using descriptive sta-
tistical analysis in SPSS.
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Results

Producers

Producer Characteristics. Small-scale Ohio pro-
ducers interviewed for this project had established
relationships with Seminary Hill Farm and MTSO
and were located within a 150-mile (241-km) radius
of Columbus, Ohio. Most of the farms were pri-
marily operated by the farm owners with occa-
sional hired support. In line with MTSO’s com-
mitment to environmental sustainability, these pro-
ducers employed a variety of sustainable agriculture
practices, including minimizing chemical inputs, us-
ing non-GMO seed and animal feed, raising live-
stock on pasture, and diversifying production. One
producer had organic certification through the
USDA, although others described their farms as
using organic practices.

Of the 15 small-scale producers identified,
researchers conducted semistructured interviews
with eight. Producers were less available to par-
ticipate in the research process because interviews
were conducted in late spring and early summer, a
very busy time for growers. The eight producers
interviewed offer an array of products, including
fruits, vegetables, eggs, chicken, turkey, pork, beef,
lamb, canned and pickled produce, honey, condi-
ments, and sauces. While all had diversified pro-
duction strategies, five mainly produced pastured
meat, two focused on fruits, vegetables, and eggs,
and one sold fruits, vegetables, and value-added
products.

One farm has organic certification through the
USDA. The others described their products as
grass-fed, pastured, non-GMO, and/ ot sustainably
grown and relied on their customers to “self-
certify” them by visiting the farm or establishing a
relationship with the farmer. All producers had
experience with wholesale marketing beyond
selling to MTSO, including selling to restaurants,
boutique shops, butcher shops, and other small
universities. Six of the eight also marketed their
products directly to consumers through on-site
sales, farmers markets, or CSAs. While several
farms sold to restaurants and customers in the
town in which they were located, Columbus is the
primary customer base for the majority of farms.

183



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org

Producer themes. We identified three primary
themes in our interviews with the producers: will-
ingness to participate, price guarantees and order
reliability, and economic viability of farm business.
These three themes are representative of the op-
portunities and challenges producers identified
with participating in a food hub serving a low-in-
come food insecure community.

Willingness to participate. Producers expressed
interest in participating in a food hub to provide
access to a new market to sell their products, which
could support farm expansion. Several producers
(P) expressed excitement and willingness to pro-
duce new products, citing the ability to earn money
with statements like, “If I know I can sell it, I will
tind a way to produce it” (P9). While six of the
producers already marketed their products directly
to consumers, the food hub was an opportunity to
increase community sales without the need for
farmers to lead marketing efforts. Producers
wanted to provide quality food to the local com-
munity and saw participation in the food hub as a
feasible way to do this. “|The farm would] know
we’re getting good food out to people, which is our
ultimate goal” (P6).

Some producers valued the proposed food hub
because it would target distribution in a low-in-
come, food-insecure community and improve food
access. However, concerns with this model were
also expressed due to the premium prices of the lo-
cal products. Producers valued ‘feeding [their] neigh-
bors” (P13) and were excited about the food hub
project as a new outlet for their products to build
the local food system in Ohio. One producer crea-
tively considered how his farm might provide high-
quality ground beef at a lower cost for the food
hub. Some producers suggested using education
about buying local and cooking classes as ways to
“Create more sustainable relationships with our food” (PO).
“Hopefully, the overall scheme will be a new food system for
Central Obio. That’s the dream” (P4).

Price Guarantees and Order Reliability. A sec-
ond theme that developed consistently in inter-
views with producers was the need for price
guarantees and order reliability. When considering
participation in a new market such as a food hub,
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producers wanted a guarantee that the market was
viable. P6 and P9 mentioned that they would want
a two- to three-year contract to guarantee con-
sistent orders. Expanding production for a new
market such as a food hub requires planning, in-
vestment, and risk. Producers consistently stated a
need for one-year notice for large wholesale orders
to plan for the birth and growth of livestock and
seasonal rotation of vegetable crops. Farmers
needed to know in advance when and how much
of their products would be needed. Start-up costs
for expansion to meet food hub orders were sug-
gested as a barrier for producers, with two specifi-
cally stating they would need help with these start-
up costs in the amount of several thousand dollars.
P6 stated, “Swmall producers cannot cover all costs up-
front,” while P9 said, “Capital outlay is fairly intensive
Jfor a food hub.”

Producers also explained the need for up-front
deposits for large wholesale orders. They noted
that the initial outlay of cost and risk could be off-
set by consistent orders and payments. One pro-
ducer, in particular, cited his experience working
with Seminary Hill Farm as a game changer in the
way he does business. After receiving up-front de-
posits for regular orders from Seminary Hill Farm,
this producer went to his other wholesale custom-
ers—a butcher shop and restaurants—and asked
for deposits. This helped stabilize his business.
Farmers need a guarantee of consistent, reliable
consumers to make their patticipation in a food
hub economically possible.

Economic Viability of Farm Business. Every
producer interviewed emphasized the need for
their participation in a food hub to support the
overall sustainability and economic viability of their
farm business. P10 expressed this concern, saying
“Is this going to be something where producers matke money
or a labor of love?” Though producers wanted to par-
ticipate in this type of food market and were ex-
cited to offer their products to a new customer
base, they needed to be able to make a profit and
make a living through their farm sales. P8 com-
mented, “My kids need to eat all year,” while P9 reiter-
ated, “I &know that I'm not going to get rich with this, but 1
need to make a living—1I need to pay the bills.”
Producers raised concerns about how selling in
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a low-income neighborhood and collaboration with
other farmers would affect the economic viability
of the food hub. Specifically, producers recognized
that their local products sell at a premium price,
which low-income individuals may not be able to
afford and/or may not choose to purchase when
similar items are available for lower prices at a gro-
cery store. P3 stated, “Marketing to that area wonld be
difficnlt for us,” and P13 described the predicament
by saying, “T wish I conld say we conld slash onr prices,
but with farmers’ margins so low...” Additionally, some
producers shared frustrations that they encoun-
tered accepting government assistance payments
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) and the Special Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC). Producers stated that payments
took too long to process and were not desirable,
best represented by P3: ‘T can'’t stuff coupons in my gas
tank to get home.”

Table 1. Consumer Demographics

Producers also expressed concern that a food
hub may create competition and compatrison
among producers, making the project less profita-
ble for individual producers because the orders re-
ceived by each would be too small to be
economically beneficial. Producers also expressed
concerns about marketing their products in aggre-
gate with other farms because they have different
standards for their products (e.g., grass-fed vs.
grass-finished) and rely on quality differentiation as
a marketing strategy. Additionally, logistical con-
cerns about food safety and shared liability when
marketing in aggregate through a food hub came
up as concerns. P3 asked, “Whose neck is on the line
with food safety?” Pricing and marketing concerns de-
rive from the larger concern and theme that pro-
ducers need to make a living from their farms and
that participation in a food hub requires considera-
tion of the overall economic viability of the farm
business.

Number

Variable (N=21) %
Gender

Female 15 71.4%

Male 6 28.6%
Race

White/Caucasian 15 71.4%

Black/African American 4 19.1%

More than one race 2 9.5%
Education Level

Less than high school 3 14.3%

High school graduate or GED 6 28.6%

Some college or 2-year degree 5 23.8%

Undergraduate degree 3 14.3%

Graduate or professional degree 2 9.5%

Did not respond 2 9.5%
Annual Income (US$)

<$15,000 8 38.1%

$15,000-24,999 3 14.3%

$25,000-49,999 1 4.8%

$50,000-74,999 2 9.5%

$75,000-99,999 1 4.8%

$100,000+ 1 4.8%

Did Not Respond 5 23.8%
Food Security Status

Food secure 9 42.9%

Food insecure 12 57.1%
SNAP Assistance

Yes 6 28.6%

No 15 71.4%
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Consumers

Consumer characteristics. Focus group
participants completed a self-administered
demographic survey. Results are presented
in Table 1. Twenty-one (N=21) consumers
participated in the three focus groups. The
average age of the participants was 43
(§D=13.50), and the average household in-
cluded three members. Participants had
lived in the neighborhood for an average
of 16.63 years (§D=17.43). Several lived in
the neighborhood most of their lives or
had returned to the neighborhood after liv-
ing away for a period of time. The majority
of participants were women (71.4%). Most
participants identified themselves as
White/Caucasian (71.4%), followed by
Black/African American (19.1%). Neatly
48% had some college education, and
52.4% of participants had an annual in-
come less than US$24,999. The majority
(57.1%) were food-insecure using the
USDA-six item scale, and 28.6% partici-
pated in SNAP during the previous year.
Participants were asked to consider how
their household makes food purchasing de-
cisions. Specifically, they were asked to
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consider the importance of food quality, price,
taste, and whether it was local or organic. A major-
ity of participants (80%) identified price as a con-
cern, which was the most important consideration
among both food-secure and food-insecure partici-
pants. Fewer than half the participants (40%) con-
sidered whether food was locally grown when
making a purchase. Those who were food-insecure
considered locally grown food at a higher rate
(58.3%) than those who were food-secure (12.5%).

Consumer themes. We identified three salient
themes from the consumer focus groups: price
point, transparency and trust, and communication.
Within-group analysis, when comparisons are made
by the researcher within focus groups, and be-
tween-group analysis, when comparisons are made
among focus groups, were employed to extract the
three identified themes from the data. Each focus
group transcript was analyzed on its own to iden-
tify themes within the group. Themes that were
present in all groups were then analyzed across the
groups to determine which three themes were the
most salient.

Price point. The most prominent concept that was
raised by consumers was price. Consumer (C) par-
ticipants referenced favorable aspects of the pro-
posed online food hub; however, their desire to use
an online food hub was contingent upon price
point. For example, participants spoke about the
appeal of the convenience of an online food hub,
stating it would save them time that they would
typically spend traveling to and from the grocery
store, but that the convenience had to be afforda-
ble for them to utilize the proposed online plat-
form:

Just the online, you know, is easier than the
traveling, you know, type deal, you know, be-
cause right now I have my license, but I don't
have a car. Cost a lot of money right now. So,
getting my produce now and then waiting until
I get cab fare to go get the rest is pretty cool.
Depending on how much it is. (C14)

While consumers expressed interest in sup-
porting local producers by using the online food
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hub, it was only to the extent that the price of
product and fees was affordable for them. Four
consumers energetically shared their perspectives.
C27 stated, “I Jove to support local, so getting it from cen-
tral Ohio is cool as long as the price isn’t too high.” C29
agreed, stating, “That’s probably the bottom line: The
price.” The focus group leader asked, “So what do you
think would make you choose a locally produced item over
another one?” C21 stated, “Pricing. A lot of it is pricing.”

Consumers’ concern about price encompasses
the price of products, service fees, delivery charges,
and ability to use SNAP or WIC for products or
delivery. Several times the consumers inquired
about delivery fees and shared their experiences
with supermarket delivery fees. C13 asked, “What is
going 1o be the delivery charge? Is it worth it for them to de-
liver it for that price, or for you to just go into the store and
do it yourself? That's what you have to really look at.” C14
shated, “I'hat’s a big deal for me,” noting other stores’
required minimum purchase for free delivery and
the hidden fees associated with online ordering.
The importance of price is further evident in an ex-
change between group members and the inter-
viewer when the interviewer attempted to explore
what else the consumers found important when
choosing what food to buy. When asked about
“other things that are important,” C13 simply said,
“Conpons,” and C20 added, “That would be nice if the
Sfarmers marfket took coupons.” Although the consum-
ers did not articulate price as the only important
factor, coupons are closely related and were gener-
ally desired.

Transparency and trust. A second prominent theme
among the focus groups is the desire for transpar-
ency and trust of an online food hub. Although
consumers mentioned various favorable aspects of
an online platform, such as convenience and sup-
porting local producers, being able to trust the pro-
ducers who grow and supply the product to the
food hub was a concern verbalized by several con-
sumers. C19 stated, “Yeah, I mean, because who’s run-
ning the business, too? They conld feed yon anything.
Serionsly.” Concerns related to trust evoked some-
what strong objections to the idea of an online
platform. Consumers discussed how they like to
physically touch the food they purchase to deter-
mine its quality. “I suppose if you had to, I'd have to do
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1, but I still prefer going to a farmers market and seeing
what I'm buying” (C11). They also like to shop for
their own food in person, so they can read ingredi-
ents and determine if the product meets their die-
tary needs or preference, including whether it is
organic, non-GMO, or meets other dietary prefer-
ences.

Skepticism about online portrayal of products
was evident. Consumers questioned what would
keep an online platform from advertising a higher
quality product than what was delivered to them.
For example, if they ordered fruit online, they
claimed it could be bruised or overripe when they
picked it up or it was delivered.

“A lot of people like to see their produce ra-
ther than, you know, seeing it on a screen. You
want to touch it. I mean, if it’s yours, you
know you’re buying it, I guess. See that the ba-
nanas are nice and ripe.” (C14)

Trust regarding the delivery method was vocal-
ized as well. Participants questioned if the vehicle
delivering the product would have proper refrigera-
tion.

Knowing where and how the food is grown
was also important to consumers, including the
amount of time it takes the product to make it
from harvest to delivery. C20 stated, “I just want to
see how it gets from point A to point B. That’s it. If you can
show me how that T-bone steak came from this spot and
came to me, 1'd buy it in a heartbeat.” C7, whose word
choices indicate some level of knowledge about
growing produce, shared the need for more infor-
mation about the use of chemicals on plants and
how producers were caring for animals: “/There is a
need for] Best care practices. Like, how do you treat your
cows? How do you treat your plants? What are yon spraying
your plants with?”

Communication. The third theme observed among
consumer focus groups is communication, in terms
of participants sharing news, events, and programs.
Consumers voiced that they are often unaware of
things happening in the neighborhood and men-
tioned word of mouth and flyers delivered to
houscholds as favorable ways to communicate in-
formation in the neighborhood. C13 shared:
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“I pass it on when I hear it to different peo-
ple, because with the flyer today, I told my
neighbor upstairs, next door, one down the
street. It was up to them to come, but I try to
pass it on as I getit... A lot of times it’s just
the people that you’re around and you hear a
conversation about it, you know.”

C14 added:

“I had a lady who I rode the bus with, and
she’s not from here, but she’s been living here
for the past 10 years ot so, and she said,
‘honey, you got to know people in Columbus
to find out something.” I say, ‘yes, you do.”

C13 agreed, stating, “Or certain things you will
never know.”

Discussion

Our research provided the opportunity to learn
from the perspectives of small-scale producers and
consumers who live in a low-income and low—food
access neighborhood as they relate to the potential
development of an online food hub. We identified
themes from interviews and focus groups and then
considered these themes in the context of common
frameworks of sustainable agriculture and CFS. Al-
len (2004) describes the purpose of an AFN as a
way sustainable agriculture and CFS align to sup-
port farm and food security. The research team
continues to consider how producer and consumer
perspectives can help determine the best strategies
to leverage resources to meet our desire of bringing
together sustainable agriculture and CFS values and
whether these ideals can be actualized in the region
where this project took place. Following, we pro-
vide an analysis of the themes that were presented
to better understand where potential intersections
occur between sustainable agriculture and CES.

Producers

When MTSO, Seminary Hill Farm, and Franklin-
ton Farms initiated this project, there was an as-
sumption that an online food hub as an AFN
would be a win-win for small-scale farmers and res-
idents in the Franklinton neighborhood. While
producers we interviewed were interested in sup-
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porting low-income consumers in areas where lo-
cal, fresh, and healthy food options were limited,
their primary need related to ensuring the eco-
nomic viability of their business, which is one com-
ponent of sustainable agriculture. This was evident
through the producers’ statements about needing
price guarantees and reliable orders. In addition,
many expressed a need for creative strategies to re-
tain appropriate pricing for their products, noting
that the pricing would not likely be low enough for
food-insecure and low-income consumers. Guth-
man et al.’s (2000) review of CSAs and farmers
markets showed similar interest in wanting to ad-
dress food insecurity and make food more available
to low-income consumers, but the bottom line
must be considered. Small-scale farms, such as
those working with MTSO and Seminary Hill
Farm, face challenges to maintaining the viability of
their farm business. Producers’ sentiments about
wanting to provide food to low-income consumers
but feeling challenged by their own need to have
fair prices for their high-quality products exemplify
the intersection of CES and sustainable agriculture
framings, both of which consider social justice and
equity as underlying values. When designing this
project, we included Seminary Hill Farm and
Franklinton Farms in the planning and research
process, but we did not have for-profit farms di-
rectly involved until the interviewing process. If we
had included their voices eatlier on, we might have
recognized that while the for-profit small-scale
farms in our study may share similar values as the
Seminary Hill Farm and Franklinton Farms, their
mechanism for meeting their financial needs is dif-
ferent than that of nonprofit or higher education
institutional-based farms. For-profit farms are in-
fluenced more by the market system embedded in
a local, regional, national, and international indus-
trialized food system, while Seminary Hill Farm
and Franklinton Farms are able to receive grants
and foundation support to help subsidize their ef-
forts to provide high quality, organic, local food to
their customers. Franklinton Farms, specifically, is
able to provide a sliding scale of prices through
their farm stand and CSA program in the low-in-
come neighborhood where the study took place
because it is a 501(c)(3) and can access certain re-
sources unavailable to for-profit entities. Producers
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were frustrated by the reality they faced trying to
meet the needs of consumers unable to pay the
price for their products. When we think about the
sustainable agriculture and CFS values of justice,
equity, and fairness, we must consider how we
make the system work for all involved when the
needs seem to be in opposition to one another. If
we had brought one or more of the for-profit
farms to the table, our assumptions may have been
challenged, or we may have asked ourselves, “Jus-
tice and equity for whom? Who decides?”

Since beginning our study, a large volume of
research and reliable information has emerged
about the economic viability of food hubs, with
variations existing within and between localities,
states, and regions (e.g., Matson, Thayer, & Shaw,
2016; Rysin & Dunning, 2016). We held a confer-
ence at MTSO in November 2018 to share our re-
search, but it is evident that small-scale producers
in our study that are not cutrently connected to
others through this aggregation method could ben-
efit from resource-sharing about food hubs. This
could include working with national and regional
food hub networks (e.g., Ohio and West Virginia
Food Hub Network, Michigan Food Hub Learning
and Innovation Network, the National Good Food
Network’s Food Hub Center) that exist to support
peer producers by providing education, reaching
non-academic audiences through accessible re-
search, helping work through challenges experi-
enced by food hub members, and bridging any
divergences between academics studying food hubs
and practitioners implementing them (Levkoe et
al., 2018; Wallace Center, 2013).

Direct-to-consumer programs that allow the
use of SNAP, WIC, and Senior Farmers Market
Nutrition Program coupons, and double-up SNAP
programs are intended to provide low-income con-
sumers with opportunities to purchase healthy and
fresh food, while also providing producers with
potentially new customers and subsidies to bridge
the gap between the value of the produce being
sold and what the customer is able to pay. Some
producers in our study shared negative experiences
from participating in government programs be-
cause payments were often delayed. Guthman et
al.’s (2004) study identified similar concerns about
any extra time needed to market produce and pat-
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ticipate in programs like SNAP, although it seemed
to be less risky for larger-scale farmers markets or
farms with established revenue streams and was
easier for nonprofits that could access diversified
funding. Community partners working with small-
scale farms or food hub networks may be a way to
help educate producers about how these programs
fit within AFN frameworks with CFS and sustaina-
ble agriculture values, as well as provide technical
assistance to troubleshoot any challenges they have
with government procedures, equipment, or reim-
bursement processes.

Producers expressed uncertainty about the
risks and time, beyond economic aspects, that
would be involved with a potential online food
hub. Producers noted the amount of time needed
to participate in an online food hub in new mar-
kets, especially if it meant expanding their opera-
tion. The sentiment was expressed that food
movements (i.e., food messages in the mass media)
constantly shift, and there would be a need to en-
sure that the supply and demand were in balance.
Producers also expressed concerns about any extra
time for marketing, as most of them felt limited in
their availability to add more to their workload. It
is important to consider how community partners
like those in this project from private and public
higher-education institutions and nonprofit groups
might support producers in these endeavors by in-
corporating for-profit stakeholders into projects,
shating responsibilities for marketing materials, and
in the event producers do not have time, serving as
liaisons to advocacy groups, food policy councils,
and government entities who might support sys-
temic changes representative of sustainable agricul-
ture and CFES values.

In our study, producers expressed a desire and
need for a cultural shift in Central Ohio. The small-
scale producers in our study met a specific set of
requirements in order to provide food for MTSO,
aligning with production methods that do not use
chemicals and consider stewardship of natural re-
sources in the cultivation of healthy soil as part of
MTSO’s commitment to ecotheology and sustaina-
bility. Producers felt that the food hub project itself
may need some additional educational components
in order for consumers to understand more about
how food is grown, how prices are determined,
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how to reduce food waste, and how consumer
food purchases ultimately can create greater de-
mand for an improved sustainable regional food
system in which people are more connected to the
land and farmers.

Many producers in our study described the
need to provide low-income consumers with edu-
cation about the potential benefits of local and ot-
ganic food and farming practices. It is unclear
whether this was due to producers’ beliefs about
low-income consumers lacking adequate infor-
mation, having limited access to information, or
having conflicting or untrustworthy information
that could inform and promote purchasing behav-
iors favoring local and/or organic food (Wundet-
lich, Gatto, & Smoller, 2018). While it is beyond
the scope of this article to discuss the wide range
of research regarding the purported health and en-
vironmental benefits of local and organic food, and
what even constitutes “local” or “organic” food in
the first place (Allen & Hinrichs, 2007; Schnell,
2013), we know consumers from all socioeconomic
backgrounds are exposed to food marketing mes-
sages that can sometimes be considered value-
laden, confusing, politically motivated, and contra-
dictory (Allen & Hinrichs, 2007; Kareklas, Carlson,
& Muehling, 2014; Nestle, 2007; Wunderlich et al.,
2018).

Low-income consumers ate exposed to mass
media food marketing and targeted healthy food
messaging to those at high risk for chronic diet-re-
lated diseases, but often have to weigh other con-
siderations about food purchasing, such as the
availability, affordability, and accessibility of local
and/or organic food options (Rodman, Palmer,
Zachary, Hopkins, & Surkan, 2014). Byker, Rose,
and Serrano (2010) recommend the use of several
education and outreach “demand-side strategies”
that are based on their study of participants who
followed a local food diet. They describe the need
for a variety of messaging that is for subgroups of
people with different demographic characteristics
that could be potential customers (e.g., seniors, im-
migrants). Education strategies include providing
information about “food handling and proper stor-
age,” encouraging involvement by multiple family
members during meal preparation, incorporating
information about “balanced meals using seasonal
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products” in local food guides, and shifting cultural
views on local food to describe it as a normal
standard of consumption, not an “alternative” way
of eating (Byker et al., 2010, p. 134). Other out-
reach activities suggested include “neighborhood
canning parties,” potlucks, sharing family recipes
through local media sources, encouraging “one-day
or one-week local food diet challenges,” and hav-
ing more food-based celebrations in communities
(Byker et al., 2010, p. 134).

Future research could focus on having low-in-
come consumers identify where they have learned
about local and/or organic food, analyzing food
marketing messages provided by local, state, and
federal AFN programs, and analyzing the sources
and the quality of sources of food messaging tar-
geted to low-income consumers or those living in
low-income communities. These efforts could in-
form how a food hub might include producer-sug-
gested educational components that would be
effective, impactful, and informative.

Producers in this study were interested in hear-
ing consumers’ perspectives as a way to bridge
their gaps in understanding, since most did not
have relationships with low-income communities
and markets. Producers valued learning about how
low-income consumers made their decisions
around food, in addition to consumers’ interest in
purchasing local foods. Producers were proud of
the quality of their food and want a way to show-
case this food to their low-income neighbors, if
there could be ways to overcome the risks and bar-
riers to marketing, pricing, and food access. Their
concerns beg the question about who bears re-
sponsibility for ensuring healthy food access, espe-
cially for producers interested in creating AFNs
that incorporate the ideals of sustainable agricul-
ture and CFS.

Consumers

Price, transparency and trust, and communication
were the three prominent themes that emerged
from our consumer focus groups. These themes
reflect those of transparency, democracy, equity,
and access that Berti and Mulligan (20106) identify
as necessary to foster connections between produc-
ers and consumers and uphold the alternativeness
of local food systems. We unexpectedly recognized
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that the interviews with small-scale producers, the
focus groups conducted with residents, and the re-
search team meetings between all groups involved
were important aspects of building relationships
and using inclusive processes that themselves build
transparency and trust, which are important goals
of local food movements (Allen, 2010) and undet-
score CFS practices (Pothukuchi et al., 2002;
Winne, 2004). As the team moves forward and
considers the feasibility of an online food hub, in-
cluding producers and consumers in other pro-
cesses will be important. This may include having
producers come to the neighborhood for a farm
day event in coordination with Franklinton Farms
or finding ways for residents to meet and/or visit
local producers as a way to build trust for food
products and address any assumptions producers
have about residents’ interest or needs.

Overall, focus group participants, who were
overwhelmingly food-insecure, desire high-quality
food at an affordable price. CFS strategies intend
to address the need for improved access to quality,
healthy foods, recognizing that price is a common
bartier (Pothukuchi et al., 2002; Winne, 2004).
AFNs operate as market-based endeavors, and
small-scale producers have little room to negotiate
prices. While producers expressed the need to edu-
cate consumers about their products and how pric-
ing is determined, the same issue exists in regards
to communicating that low-income consumers
have a set amount each month to spend on food.
Despite the CFS ideals of economic and social jus-
tice for all people within the food system (Hamm
& Bellows, 2002), most houscholds were con-
cerned about their own family’s financial well-be-
ing. It was clear that prices for food through the
proposed online food hub would need to be similar
to what they pay at supermarkets and other food
retailers where they shop.

Consumers desired high-quality produce and
expressed their trust of certain supermarkets where
they shopped, although many shared that they
would buy more fresh items if there were markets
available in the neighborhood. While some wanted
very specific transparency in regard to pinpointing
their food source, others preferred to not have ac-
cess to that information. Interestingly, some focus
group conversations moved back and forth be-
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tween the desire for food that had limited additives
or for food that was grown without chemicals to
statements about regularly eating frozen pizzas and
fast food. We interpreted this to mean that a social
bias may have occurred or that transparency had
multiple meanings. Ideals of quality were related to
cither consistency and trust experienced with cer-
tain brands or stores or through handling foods di-
rectly and being able to see, smell, and touch the
food items. Researchers have noted similar con-
sumer concerns about food quality at farmers mar-
kets, such as rotten produce, presence of bugs, and
uncertainty about where food was grown (Di Noia
et al., 2017).

One theme that emerged, but was unexpected,
among the consumer focus groups was a sense of
camaraderie. The focus groups, in addition to serv-
ing as a chance for the researchers to learn from
the consumers and for the consumers to share
their thoughts about local food, served as a com-
munal space to share conversation and information
with fellow residents. Although the residents ex-
pressed their thoughts about local food and the
possibility of an online food hub, they seemed to
enjoy the company of other residents, some they
had never met before. The presence of camaraderie
and the meeting of neighbors in our study is an un-
expected positive outcome and demonstrates that
including residents in local food conversation can
foster a sense of community (Allen, 2010) in addi-
tion to discussing food issues. Food hub viability
research suggests the importance of community
outreach and educational activities about the po-
tential impacts of local food purchasing and how to
use local ingredients (LeBlanc, Conner, McRae, &
Darby, 2013). However, small-scale producers in
our study seem hard-pressed for time to lead these
efforts. It is important to find community partners
who are focused on complementary services that
would support producers’ efforts and would be
recognized as trustworthy and welcoming organiza-
tions, agencies, or spaces by residents in those
communities. In the community where the study
took place, such partnerships have resulted in host-
ing cooking demonstrations at neighborhood
events, using local ingredients donated from Frank-
linton Farms at free community meals and soup
kitchens, providing cooking classes using ingredi-
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ents from Franklinton Farms and the neighbot-
hood food pantry, bringing children to Franklinton
Farms to learn about food, hosting free neighbor-
hood festivals that incorporate local and organic
food into the food that is served, and working with
OSU to educate families with young children in the
community about growing food, preparing meals,
and celebrating together through shared meals. As
we move forward, we recognize how important it
is to pay attention to the community’s modes of
communication, as other AFN programs have suf-
fered because of lack of awareness or advertising
(Colasanti et al., 2010; Freedman et al., 2016).

Meeting the Needs of Producers and Consumers

We hypothesized that producers would be oriented
toward the economic viability of their small-scale
operations and that consumers would be oriented
toward improved food access that was convenient
and affordable. Our findings suggest confirmation
of these sentiments, but the underlying values of
producers and consumers are imperfect and inter-
sect along sustainable agriculture and CFES frame-
works. Both groups were interested in supporting
their community, although there were realistic chal-
lenges expressed in terms of logistics like price, de-
livery, and scale. Consumers did not seem to have a
strong sense of what products could be produced
or available locally, and producers seemed to have
limited experience or knowledge about low-income
consumers. Using a CFS framework would require
a greater effort by producers, consumers, and the
research team to build relationships; Feenstra
(2002) refers to this as developing social spaces
where people can come together to communicate
with one another and build capital. Similar to Hin-
richs’ (2000) findings, producers and consumers
must consider different needs and priorities related
to prices and costs with AFNs that focus on rela-
tionships.

While producers favored organic and sustaina-
ble farming practices, this was not of high interest
to consumers. It is unclear if there is an educational
gap about what organic means, as expressed by
some producers, or if it is the perception of or-
ganic and/or local food as more expensive and un-
attainable. Consumers discussed food more in
terms of safety, which is an important aspect of
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CES strategies that focus on environmental and
public health (Winne, 2004). This is where messag-
ing is important. Producers also described the po-
tential for this project to launch others and change
the food system. In order for AFNSs to fulfill their
purpose, Hoey and Sponseller (2018) stated that in-
dependent food projects will need to spark the
emergence of other independent food projects, and
the collective presence of these food projects will
bring about structural change to the food system.

Consideration has been given to how to appro-
priately scale-up AFNs to be more impactful and
to counteract the harmful effects of the unsustaina-
ble, conventional food system. Scaling up must be
done appropriately and at a pace that does not de-
tract the authenticity and underlying values of
AFNs (Berti & Mulligan, 2016); otherwise, AFNs
risk furthering injustice and inequity, the antithesis
of CFS and sustainable agticulture values. Berti and
Mulligan (2016) identify three main challenges that
need to be met when scaling up: (1) Not compro-
mising quality for consumers by providing a con-
sistent and appropriate quantity of food; (2)
Making available a variety of products; and (3)
Making healthy and fresh food accessible and con-
venient to consumers, with regard for low-income
populations.

Conclusion

Our project explored scaling up the AFN presence
in a low-income neighborhood by seeking input
from producers and consumers on the feasibility of
an online food hub. We were able to identify the
presence of values associated with sustainable agri-
culture and CFS. The information and insight pro-
vided by the producers and consumers was
invaluable in determining that an online food hub
is something that appealed to some producers and
consumers for several reasons, but also that overall
the barriers identified by both producers and con-
sumers were more prominent than the benefits,
and the desire for the proposed online food hub
was not sufficient to move forward with a full-scale
online food hub at the time. Had the producers
and consumers not been involved in our process of
exploration, it could have been assumed that
simply by creating an online food system available
to a predominately low-income neighborhood, jus-
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tice would have been served, when in reality this is
not the case. Low-income individuals often are not
aware of things happening in their own neighbor-
hoods, as evidenced by the communication con-
sumer theme we identified. Therefore, specific
outreach to this population when considering alter-
native food projects is indispensable. On the other
hand, small-scale producers must keep in mind the
ability for their farming businesses to be financially
stable and sustainable, so more planning is needed
to ensure the economic feasibility of an online
food hub. Without the considerations for consum-
ers and producers, food scholars and activists will
continue, while likely unintentionally, to perpetuate
the injustices they seek to eliminate within our
food system.

Addendum

In early March 2020, Ohio businesses began shut-
ting down due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This
included the farmers market where Franklinton
Farms sold produce weekly. Within 24 hours of
notification of the closure, the nonprofit farm team
determined that the financial loss of the closed
market and the potential loss of crops ready to har-
vest for consumers would be devastating without
shifting to an alternative model to stay in business,
as they were also in between CSA seasons and CSA
revenue. On April 28, 2020, the research team
spoke with Rebecca Brown, one of the co-execu-
tive directors, for an update. The farm created an
online ordering system using the Square platform,
worked with a volunteer living in the area where
the market was generally held to host a curbside
pick-up on her porch, and created a similar
curbside pick-up system of orders in the Franklin-
ton neighborhood at one of their rehabbed farm
houses. The farmers market then developed a
spreadsheet of farmers and ways to order their
food and created a curbside pick-up at a commu-
nity center. Franklinton Farms is maintaining or-
ders for both locations, accepts SNAP, Produce
Perks, and discounts its produce for people living
in their low-income community. At this time, it has
doubled its distribution income for the same time
last year, with 50 households from Franklinton and
350 customers outside of Franklinton purchasing
food. Most of the advertising has been through so-
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cial media and emails to people who have partici-
pated with Franklinton Farms. The online ordering
system allows for people to pay for others’ pro-
duce, which is the third highest grossing item.
Franklinton Farms works with a local pantry and
distributes the produce to low-income individuals
each week.

Franklinton Farms has also worked with three
individuals (two live in the community, one works
there) to provide additional items for sale through
its site (including sustainably harvested ramps,
jams, flowers), with non—Franklinton Farms pro-
ducers receiving 70% of the sales. Rebecca ex-
pressed a willingness to work with other producers
in the community, as long as they are able to pro-
vide 50%—75% off their product. They are hoping
to increase sales to persons using SNAP, but they
had nine such customers in the third week of April
2020. While Rebecca was unsure of the level of
need in the neighborhood, a different food pantry
in the neighborhood is seeing an increased need,
requesting donations so they can purchase three
times as much product from the food bank.

Seminary Hill Farm launched an eatly-bird ver-
sion of its CSA program through an online weekly
ordering system, with customers able to choose
items and pick up themselves at the farm on the
campus of Methodist Theological School in Ohio.
Other farmers in the study have participated in
webinars and Zoom calls with the Ohio Ecological
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