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Abstract 
Alternative food practices, including farmers 
markets and CSAs, are often inaccessible to low-

income families. Subsidized CSAs and fruit and 
vegetable prescription programs have the potential 
to decrease food insecurity, increase fresh fruit and 
vegetable consumption, and generate better health 
outcomes. However, several challenges can limit 
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the success of such programs, including the logis-
tics of distribution and an inability to cook from 
scratch due to a lack of kitchen infrastructure, time, 
or skills. In this paper, we investigate two diet-
related health programs conducted with commu-
nity partners in Madison, Wisconsin, and Portland, 
Oregon. We used photovoice to evaluate and 
enhance these programs, which supplied low-
income participants with free or subsidized weekly 
shares of local food, addressed transportation bar-
riers associated with access, and offered recipes 
and cooking education. Drawing on social practice 
theory, we demonstrate how these programs 
altered food provisioning practices for low-income 
individuals and families by building their compe-
tence in the kitchen, fostering meaningful social 
relationships, and cultivating new meanings related 
to fresh, local food. The short-term gains were 
positive, and such community-based nutrition pro-
grams warrant continued support as part of a 
broader strategy to address poverty and food 
insecurity. 

Keywords 
Community-Based Participatory Research, Home 
Cooking, Community Nutrition Programs, Food 
Insecurity, Community Supported Agriculture, 
Local Food, Low-Income Families, Photovoice, 
Social Practice Theory 

Introduction and Literature Review  
Local food is often inaccessible to low-income 
consumers, many of whom lack the resources to 

 
1 Community supported agriculture (CSA) is a direct to consumer agriculture model. In its traditional form, members pay upfront for 
a season’s worth of produce from a local farm and receive regular shares of produce.  

purchase higher-cost produce and/or the infra-
structure to cook fresh vegetables. Subsidized 
CSAs1 have the potential to decrease food insecu-
rity, increase consumption of fresh fruits and vege-
tables for adults and children, and generate better 
health outcomes (Bryce et al., 2017; Izumi et al., 
2018; Landis et al., 2010; Ridberg, Merritt, Harris, 
Young, & Tancredi, 2019; Wilkins, Farrell, & 
Rangarajan, 2015). The growing popularity of local 
food has motivated new research on how to suc-
cessfully incorporate CSAs into community-based 
nutrition programs (Cohen & Derryck, 2011; 
McGuirt et al., 2018; Vasquez, Sherwood, Larson, 
& Story, 2017) at a time when CSA farmers are fac-
ing increasing market competition (McKee, 2018) 
and declining consumer support (Trotter, 2018). 
However, several challenges can limit the success 
of such programs, including logistics of share pick-
up and uncertainty about how to prepare unfamil-
iar produce (Andreatta, Rhyne, & Dery, 2008; 
Forbes & Harmon 2008; McGuirt et al., 2019; 
Quandt, Dupuis, Fish, & D’Agostino, 2013; White 
et al., 2018).  
 Furthermore, simply increasing physical access 
to local food is not enough to dramatically change 
long-term dietary behavior (Cummins, Flint, & 
Matthews, 2014). Successful dietary programs must 
also address socio-cultural factors—including 
nutrition knowledge, cooking skills, attitudes, moti-
vations, and social support—which affect dietary 
intake and engagement in farmers markets, CSAs, 
and other alternative food practices (Castellanos, 
Keller, & Majchrzak, 2016; Farmer, Babb, Minard, 
& Veldman, 2019). It is also important to acknowl-
edge the ways in which efforts to bring “good 
food” to others often universalize white values and 
consumption practices as normative and superior 
and reduce structural inequality to cultural differ-
ence (Alkon, 2012; Guthman, 2011; Slocum, 2006). 
More research is therefore needed to understand 
and appreciate the diversity of experiences that 
individuals have when participating in subsidized 
CSA programs in order to identify design features 
that facilitate the adoption of new dietary practices.  
 In this paper, we investigate two nutrition pro-
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grams conducted with community partners in 
Madison, Wisconsin and Portland, Oregon. Both 
programs attended to the limitations of subsidized 
CSAs identified by Andreatta et al. (2008) and 
White et al. (2018) by addressing transportation 
barriers associated with pick-up and providing 
recipe ideas, cooking education, and/or slow cook-
ers. The Madison program coupled pick-up with 
weekly classes that participants were already attend-
ing, and the Portland program offered free ride 
sharing to pick-up locations. All participants were 
low-income and the majority were women.  
 We analyze data from both programs to 
answer three primary research questions: 

1. How does the introduction of new 
elements (i.e., local produce and slow 
cookers) shape participants’ home-cooking 
practices? 

2. How does the relationship that partici-
pants develop with producers and/or sup-
pliers of local food shape their adoption of 
alternative food practices? 

3. What effect does the practice of sharing 
locally produced food and/or recipes with 
others have on participants’ attitudes 
toward experimenting with unfamiliar 
foods and/or culinary techniques? 

 We use social practice theory (SPT) to investi-
gate how the introduction of local food and slow 
cookers altered low-income individuals’ food pro-
visioning practices, thereby building on a growing 
body of SPT scholarship within food studies 
(Devaney & Davies, 2017; Fonte, 2013; Kendall, 
Brennan, Seal, Ladha, & Kuznesof, 2016; O’Neill, 
Clear, Friday, & Hazas, 2019; Spaargaren, Ooster-
veer, & Loeber, 2013; Torkkeli, Mäkelä, & Niva, 
2020; Tucker, 2019; Twine, 2015) and public health 
research (Delormier, Frohlich, & Potvin, 2009; 
Maller, 2015). The term “social practice” refers to 
routinized behaviors made up of interconnected 
elements, including bodily and mental activities, 
things and their uses, know-how, and emotions 
(Reckwitz, 2002). Shove, Pantzar, and Watson 
(2012) define a practice as the product of three 

types of elements: (1) materials—
objects, tools, technologies, and 
infrastructures; (2) competence—
skills and know-how; (3) mean-
ings—norms, cultural conven-
tions, and expectations. These 
elements shape how people per-
form practices, and vice versa 
(Mylan & Southerton, 2018).  
 Social practices emerge, 
evolve, and disappear, transform-
ing over time and mediating the 
relations between consumers, 
producers, and systems of pro-
visioning (Southerton, Chappells, 
& van Vliet, 2004; Spaargaren, 
2003). For example, competences 
related to home gardening and 
food preservation—once wide-
spread practices in the U.S.—
were largely displaced by the 
practice of purchasing frozen 
and/or canned vegetables from 
grocery stores, but have recently 
undergone a resurgence. Figure 1 

Figure 1. The Practice of Eating Local Vegetables

Source: Adapted from Maller, 2015. 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

120 Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020 

illustrates the materials, competence, and meanings 
associated with the practice of eating local 
vegetables. 
 While individual performances of practices can 
reproduce or re-shape those practices over time, 
practices are not isolated or individually con-
structed. Rather, they are “bundled” together and 
shaped by other practices, and embedded in social 
contexts. For example, recipients of Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits 
must navigate restrictions on what they can and 
cannot purchase. Low wages and low benefit 
amounts often push SNAP participants to pur-
chase cheap high-caloric processed foods instead 
of fresh fruits and vegetables. However, some 
recent SNAP policies—such as “Double Up Food 
Bucks” at farmers markets—make it easier for low-
income families to purchase healthy local foods 
(Farmer, Babb, Minard, & Veldman, 2019; Mann, 
O’Hara, Goddeeris, Pirog, & Trumbell, 2018; 
Oberholtzer, Dimitri, & Schumacher, 2012; 
Woodruff et al., 2018). This demonstrates the ways 
in which food provisioning and other social prac-
tices are embedded in the context of (and also 
shaped by) ever-changing social, political, and 
economic systems.  
 By employing SPT, we strategically shift the 
unit of analysis from the individuals who partici-
pated in community-based nutrition programs in 
Madison and Portland to the food-related practices 
they engaged in during the programs. Both pro-
grams sought to change outcomes (i.e., cooking 
and consumption practices) by deconstructing and 
re-configuring the elements within the bundled set 
of practices known as “food provisioning.” In 
Madison, this involved introducing new materials 
(i.e., a slow cooker and regular deliveries of vege-
tables and other healthy foods), new competences 
related to home cooking with potentially unfamiliar 
ingredients (cultivated by sharing recipes and 
knowledge through in-person discussion and a 
private Facebook group), and new meanings (par-
ticularly in relation to locally and organically pro-
duced foods and different cultural cuisines). In 
Portland, the program introduced new materials 
(i.e., a weekly CSA share) and new competences 
(via cooking demonstrations, recipes, weekly news-
letters, and other programmatic events), while 

forging new meanings related to local food and the 
environment through interactions with farm staff 
and other CSA members who participated in a 
subsidized CSA program.  
 By focusing our analysis on these two pro-
grams, rather than a single program alone, we are 
better able to explore the range of experiences that 
low-income individuals have when asked to adopt 
new practices as part of a community-based nutri-
tion program emphasizing local food. These cases 
also allow us to investigate how the “interlocking 
practices” of shopping, storing, cooking, and eating 
food are related to broader everyday spatial and 
temporal rhythms (e.g., of work and childcare) so 
that we can identify novel strategies that promote 
health and sustainability (Southerton, Díaz-
Méndez, & Warde, 2012). Recognizing these prac-
tices as interlocking can, according to Southerton 
et al., redirect attention from ineffectual policies 
aimed at “persuading, influencing and encouraging 
attitudinal change in the hope that millions of 
people will simultaneously change their behav-
iours” (2012, p. 34) toward programs that address 
how daily practices are specifically reinforced 
and/or disrupted and then reconfigured in more 
healthy and sustainable ways.  

Research Methods 
After receiving IRB approval for both projects, we 
employed the community-based participatory 
research (CBPR) method photovoice to evaluate 
and enhance the subsidized CSA programs. Photo-
voice is a qualitative research method that enables 
participants to document and investigate their 
experiences through photography, discussion, and 
storytelling. Similar to other CBPR methods, 
photovoice is designed to elevate participants to 
the role of researchers, enabling them to build 
skills and cultivate relationships with fellow partici-
pants (Wang, Yi, Tao, & Carovano, 1998). Photo-
voice moves beyond isolated concepts or indicators 
to investigate the lived collective experiences of 
participants (Balvanz et al., 2011). Public health 
practitioners have used photovoice to evaluate 
health promotion and intervention practices 
(Jurkowski & Paul-Ward, 2007; Livingood et al., 
2017; McMorrow & Saksena, 2017; Wang, 1999) 
and food justice scholars promote it as a way to 
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center the voices and needs of those experiencing 
food insecurity (Pine & de Souza, 2013; Porter, 
2018; Vernon, 2015; Woodsum, 2018).  
 While both projects used photovoice and pro-
vided subsidized deliveries of healthy and local 
foods to program participants, there are some 
notable differences in the two CBPR projects. In 
the following sections, we describe the logistics, 
photovoice protocols, data collection and analysis 
procedures for each of the two community-based 
nutrition programs.  

Madison Food Exploration Partnership 
The Odyssey Project-Slow Food UW partnership 
in Madison began in 2016 as a community-based 
nutrition education and research partnership 
between the Odyssey Project and the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison (UW) student-led chapter of 
Slow Food International, called Slow Food UW-
Madison (SFUW). Odyssey is an educational pro-
gram run by the University of Wisconsin-Madison 
that offers a free humanities class and six college 
credits for adults living at or below the poverty 
level. Odyssey provides wraparound services for 
participants, including free textbooks, childcare and 
youth programming (facilitated, in part, by under-
graduate SFUW volunteer interns), and a weekly 
dinner held during class. The SFUW interns par-
ticipated in a weekly for-credit course in which they 
read articles related to food justice, including Julie 
Guthman’s writing on the problematic nature of 
undergraduate students “bringing good food to 
others” (Guthman, 2008), and discussed strategies 
for engaging Odyssey participants in all aspects of 
the community-based nutrition project. 
 During the summer of 2016, one of the 
authors organized a focus group of former 
Odyssey students in which participants identified 
slow cookers as a culinary tool that could reduce 
time constraints on cooking from scratch. Thus, at 
the start of each academic year (2016-17 and 2017-
18), all Odyssey students (30 each year) received a 
slow cooker. Only 12 adult participants, from a 
cohort of 30 returning adult-students, signed up 
during year one (2016-17) of the program. The 
Odyssey director requested that program recruit-
ment procedures be altered for year two of the 
program (2017–2018) to allow students to join the 

study mid-project; however, no additional Odyssey 
students elected to join the program after it began. 
Across both academic year cohorts, 24 Odyssey 
students participated in this community-based 
nutrition program and were offered a modest 
incentive—a US$25 phone credit or farmers 
market gift certificate—for completing all 
components of the research study.  
 Participants received 10 to 12 free deliveries of 
groceries valued at US$16 each as an incentive to 
join the food exploration program. Thematic “food 
explorations” (e.g., fall harvest, Native foods, 
winter soups) included recipes utilizing the 
groceries as ingredients. SFUW undergraduate 
interns assembled food explorations by sourcing 
ingredients—fresh produce (often locally sourced 
and/or organic), grains/legumes, and some meat/ 
dairy—from farmers markets, a local butcher, a 
cooperative grocery store, and several ethnic 
markets. They also sourced some nonseasonal 
produce from conventional and discount grocers in 
an attempt to balance the project aims with pro-
gram participant requests for specific ingredients. 
Notably, this method of sourcing and delivering 
the foods was a workaround that the SFUW 
interns developed in collaboration with their 
graduate student mentor. Initially, Growing Power, 
a Milwaukee-based nonprofit organization, was 
intended to supply market baskets for the program, 
but they stopped delivery to Madison between the 
writing of the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) Hatch grant proposal to fund the program 
and implementing the program over a year later.  
 Deliveries were weekly for the first year of the 
program and switched to biweekly for the second 
year, based on participant feedback indicating that 
it would be easier to use the supplied ingredients if 
the deliveries were less frequent. On delivery days, 
a member of the research team, SFUW interns, and 
participants spent approximately 20 minutes dis-
cussing the contents of the food exploration, the 
theme, and the recipes in addition to debriefing the 
previous food exploration. Between in-person 
meetings, participants shared home-cooking 
triumphs and challenges via a private Facebook 
group. They were instructed to post at least three 
photos per food exploration of themselves and 
their families using the provided food items and 
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were invited to post recipe ideas and questions for 
the group.  
 When reviewing photos from the first year of 
the program, we found that participants most often 
shared pictures of the finished meals they prepared, 
as opposed to also sharing pictures of how or with 
whom they prepared the meals. Consequently, the 
SFUW interns developed a more specific photo-
voice protocol, the “3P,” for year-two participants 
in order to encourage them to take a variety of 
photos that could generate different types of 
insights into the home food environment. The 3P 
consisted of the people involved in the process of 
food preparation or consumption, the processes 
involved in preparing the foods, and the final 
products created (Figure 2). 
The SFUW interns reminded 
participants about the 3P 
during the grocery deliveries 
and through periodic commu-
nication on the private 
Facebook group, producing a 
wider range of photos across 
the three categories. This 
paper reports on data from 
pre- and post-interviews 
(lasting 27–60 minutes), 
photos and captions shared in 
the Facebook group, and 
notes from weekly in-person 
participant discussions of the 
food explorations.  
 Pre- and post-interview 
questions focused on how 
participants learned to prefer 
and prepare different types of 
foods; the practices they 
engaged in to plan, procure, 
prepare, and consume meals 
at home; and a measure of 
participants’ “food agency” 
(Trubek, Carabello, Morgan, 
& Lahne, 2017). Food agency 
is a conceptual framework 
that places people and their 
food practices within a 
broader social and environ-
mental context by examining 

the extent to which people are empowered to 
access and prepare food in ways that align with 
their goals, needs, and beliefs. Post interviews also 
included questions about their experiences in the 
program, such as the use of specific ingredients 
and anticipated changes in household food provi-
sioning practices. The research team also used a 
compiled set of each participant’s Facebook 
photos, captions, and comments to generate 
specific prompts for the post interviews. Each 
participant’s recorded and transcribed interviews 
(pre/post) were then analyzed in Dedoose, an 
online qualitative analysis software tool, using a 
deductive coding scheme created through thematic 
analysis of the first-year interview transcripts and 

Figure 2. Participant Facebook Post Illustrating the 3P Photovoice 
Protocol Used by the Madison SFUW-Odyssey Project Partnership 
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the food agency framework, with modifications 
suggested by Morgan (2020) that enhance the 
framework in ways that better account for the 
structural barriers impacting low-income 
communities of color and the food-related aspira-
tions, constraints, and strategies that influence their 
food agency.  

Portland CSA Partnerships for Health 
In Portland, CSA Partnerships for Health 
(CSAP4H) is a subsidized program aimed at 
improving food security, diet quality, and overall 
health and well-being (Izumi et al., in press). This 
ongoing program was launched in 2015 as a CBPR 
partnership between federally qualified health cen-
ters, local farms, and academic institutions. Partici-
pants are recruited by community health workers 
(CHWs) at the health centers and pick up their 
CSA shares weekly for 18 to 22 weeks. Participants 
pay US$5 per week using cash or SNAP benefits 
for a grant-subsidized share of locally grown pro-
duce valued at US$27. In 2018, the year of the 
photovoice evaluation project, five local farms and 
nine health centers collaborated to provide shares 
to 251 households. 
 At pick-up, participants select quantities of 
available produce and interact with farm staff and 
CHWs. The program aims to increase social sup-
port by providing nutrition and cooking education 
and other programmatic events (Izumi et al., in 
press). The program-provided nutrition education 
includes weekly newsletters with skill sheets with 
written and visual instructions for preparing vege-
tables, recipes for cooking with the week’s share, 
and stories from the farmers who supply the pro-
duce. Programmatic events include monthly in-
person cooking demonstrations and tastings and 
occasional classes and events, such as a pizza-
making party hosted by one of the farms.  
 CSAP4H faces challenges common among 
diet-related health programs, including funding, 
attrition, and staff capacity. Grant funding cycles 
do not always align with the timing of CSA mem-
ber sign-ups for the partner farms, and funding 
levels are uncertain and fluctuate significantly from 
year to year. These issues cause stress for those 
running the program and for farmers who might 
not be notified that funding was secured until just 

before the CSA season begins. CSAP4H is working 
to convince insurance companies to fund the pro-
gram in future years, which would provide security 
and stability. In order to address high rates of attri-
tion in the early years, CSAP4H secured funding 
from UBER to offer free rides to and from pick 
up, which significantly reduced attrition in later 
years. However, the issue of staff capacity remains 
unresolved, as the success of the program leans 
heavily on CHWs who already have a heavy work-
load at their respective clinics. Since the program 
began in 2015, CSAP4H partners have conducted 
research to identify challenges and evaluate the 
program. 
 We designed the 2018 photovoice project to 
augment findings from previous survey and focus 
group research (Martin, Coplen, Lubowicki, & 
Izumi, 2020) in order to further evaluate the impact 
of CSAP4H on food security, diet quality, and 
overall health and well-being. We recruited 28 
photovoice participants during weekly vegetable 
pick-ups at two locations, one in its first year of 
participating in the program and the other in its 
fourth year, into three groups, two English-
speaking and one Spanish-speaking. CSAP4H 
facilitators did not instruct program participants to 
use the 3P protocol used by the Odyssey Project-
Slow Food UW partnership program. Instead, each 
focus group attended a 2-hour training session and 
had 3-4 weeks to take photos in response to the 
prompt: “How does this CSA program impact your 
life?” We downloaded and printed participants’ 
photos for the focus groups. For each training and 
focus group, participants were offered transporta-
tion, childcare, and food. Participants also received 
a total of US$75 in cash, prints of their photos, and 
digital cameras (about a US$30 value). 
 During each focus group, participants selected 
up to five photographs and worked together using 
group dialog and consensus to organize them into 
three to five themes. These group-generated 
themes differed among focus groups, but included 
topics such as “growing,” “cooking,” “nutritional 
needs,” and “community.” We then facilitated a 
discussion using an abbreviated SHOWeD method 
(Wang, 1999): (1) What do we See here?, (2) What 
is really Happening here? (What is the story behind 
this photo?), (3) How does this relate to Our 
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experience with CSA Partnerships for Health? 
Using these guiding questions, we asked partici-
pants to take turns sharing stories related to each 
theme and discuss how the photos they took cap-
tured their experience in CSAP4H. We then helped 
participants create captions for two of their photos, 
which we later displayed in printed booklets and on 
large banners at a public reception open to partici-
pants and their families, program staff, policy-
makers, and funders. The three focus groups were 
audio recorded, and the discussions were tran-
scribed verbatim, translated in the case of the 
Spanish group, and uploaded to Dedoose. We used 
applied thematic analysis to code the focus group 
data and organize it into themes and sub-themes. 

Combined Case Analysis 
After the project-specific data described above was 
collected and analyzed by each respective CBPR 
team, members of the Madison and Portland re-
search teams compared the results of the qualita-
tive coding processes (both conducted in the 
Dedoose online data analysis platform) and identi-
fied three overarching themes that were present in 
both cases: (1) introducing materials, building com-
petences, and shifting food practices, (2) impact of 
supplier relationships on the adoption of alterna-
tive food practices, (3) sharing food and recipes. In 
the following sections, we provide summary data 
and illustrative quotes related to each of these 
themes and discuss our findings using the social 
practice theory framework presented in Figure 1. 
We then outline the limitations of this study and 
make recommendations for future policy, practice, 
and research. 

Results 

Introducing Materials, Building Competences, 
and Shifting Food Practices 
Both community-based nutrition partnerships re-
shaped food provisioning practices by introducing 
new materials and building (or renewing) partici-
pants’ capacity and/or competence to cook healthy 
meals. For some participants, cooking from scratch 
with fresh vegetables was a new experience, while 
others had a much higher degree of competence 
and were inspired to draw on and revive recipes 

and from-scratch cooking practices which they had 
learned from their parents and/or grandparents. 
The programs also encouraged and enabled partici-
pants to learn how to prepare unfamiliar produce 
and helped them cultivate new tastes.  
 Participants in both programs were provided 
with a variety of free or low-cost local produce 
and/or protein items that they identified as fresher, 
tastier, more visually appealing, and even more 
aromatic than what they could otherwise find and/ 
or afford in the grocery store. One Madison par-
ticipant, for example, discussed how having an 
“abundance” of fresh vegetables allowed her to 
add more taste and flavor to her meals. Portland 
participants discussed learning about multiple 
varieties of eggplant and different parts of plants 
that they previously did not know were edible. One 
participant who reported being “raised on 
McDonald’s and KFC” and not eating fresh 
vegetables as a child said, “You guys taught me 
how to eat the leaves of the beets. I didn’t know 
that [before the program]. I threw that stuff away.” 
 Madison participants emphasized how their 
program enabled them to both stretch their food 
budgets and substitute conventional ingredients 
with healthier, local, and organic ingredients. Many 
engaged in complex food provisioning practices 
(e.g., traveling to different stores in search of the 
best prices, clipping coupons, buying in bulk, freez-
ing large quantities of food purchased at discount 
prices) and described their food exploration deliv-
eries as supplementing or replacing these other 
practices. Participants who experienced a higher 
degree of food insecurity described the deliveries as 
a more significant element of the “bundle” of prac-
tices that they used to procure sufficient food for 
their families. “I appreciated it because we were 
going through hard times,” one participant re-
ported, “I didn’t have any food stamps or anything. 
It was just one income in my house.” This tough 
financial situation made it especially important for 
the participant to “use whatever” was in the food 
exploration. Madison participants noted that their 
ability to incorporate the items into their home 
cooking practices at no cost to their household 
budgets made culinary experimentation more 
enjoyable. Consistent with previous research 
(Clark-Barol, Gaddis, & Barrett, 2021), the 
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financial subsidy the programs offered lessened the 
risk that a recipe might not turn out correctly, be 
rejected by children, or otherwise end up in the 
garbage. This was especially true for participants 
who did not have much confidence in cooking 
meals from scratch. 
 In addition to free local produce and protein, 
the Odyssey-SFUW partnership introduced 
another material element into participants’ home 
provisioning practices: a free 6-quart slow cooker. 
When viewed through the lens of SPT, slow 
cookers are a “de-skilling” technology that alters 
the relationship between the three elements of 
practice (materials, competences, and meanings) by 
folding competences (e.g., temperature regulation 
and cooking time) into the material element of the 
cooking technology itself. Our data confirms this 
insofar as participants consistently referenced how 
easy it was to prepare meals with the slow cooker. 
“I would cut up my vegetables at nighttime, season 
my meat, put it in the refrigerator, in the morning, 
add the juice, turn it on, and then by the time I got 
off work it was time to eat,” explained one partici-
pant. In addition to the temporal convenience of 
slow cookers, the comparative user-friendliness 
and safety of the slow cooker enabled children to 
participate more actively in the practices of home-
cooking, because it alleviated parents’ fears that 
young children might mishandle a crucial, time-
sensitive step in the cooking process or hurt them-
selves on an open flame. The slow cooker was not 
entirely a “deskilling” device, however, since it 
required those who were unfamiliar with the prac-
tice to develop and incorporate new temporal com-
petences into their cooking routines (e.g., how and 
when to set up, add ingredients, and check the 
recipe). Moreover, several participants lacked func-
tional kitchens with stoves and ovens, and the 
introduction of a slow cooker created new possi-
bilities for preparing home-cooked meals. 
 The incorporation of new material elements 
and the expanded use of existing materials trans-
formed participants’ tastes. In Portland, for exam-
ple, some participants recalled strongly disliking 
vegetables before the program, but reported that 
cooking from scratch made vegetables more 
appealing. Due to the CSA nature of their pro-
gram, Portland participants expressed appreciation 

for the local vegetables produced by small farmers, 
which they identified as “more natural” and “much 
more appealing” than their “industrial” and “pack-
aged” counterparts. The program changed some 
participants’ expectations of what vegetables 
should look like, opening them up to (and even 
encouraging them to welcome) the imperfections 
of their locally sourced produce. Before joining the 
program, noted one participant, “I’d be like ‘ew, 
this carrot has dirt on it, I don’t want this. Where’s 
my cute little shaved little bite-sized carrots?’ . . . 
With this [program] I think I’ve eaten a lot more 
stuff I’d never even thought about eating.” Partici-
pants also learned about seasonality, becoming, 
according to one participant, “more clued in to the 
way that our climate works and what things bloom 
when and locally, in this farm area.” Having the 
opportunity to see vegetables in their “natural 
habitats,” as one Portland participant phrased it, 
inspired some to adjust their home-cooking prac-
tices in order to consume more “natural” and 
“real” food in place of the “fake” versions pur-
chased outside of the home. “I had [eggplant par-
mesan] at Olive Garden and theirs is all processed. 
It was all soggy,” noted one participant, “So I really 
want to try [to cook it].” Likewise, in Madison par-
ticipants expressed their desire to continue eating 
fresh, locally grown vegetables instead of frozen 
and canned vegetables, because they discovered 
how much better tasting they are, but noted that 
their income constraints would make this unlikely.  

Impact of Supplier Relationships on the 
Adoption of Alternative Food Practices 
Participants in both programs expressed appreci-
ation for and developed relationships with the 
interns, CHWs, and farmers who managed, sup-
ported, and supplied their programs. While 
Madison participants learned how to cook unfamil-
iar foods from the SFUW interns and each other 
during in-person meetings and through the Face-
book group, Portland participants took home 
useful recipes (sometimes with prepared samples) 
and learned how to prepare unfamiliar produce 
from farmers and CHWs at their farm stand pick-
up. Some Portland participants presented photos 
of CHWs and farmers during photovoice focus 
groups, illuminating the critical role these actors 
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played in the program. “They’re so happy and 
friendly and informative every week,” reflected one 
participant on her photo of a CHW. “Without 
them, the program wouldn’t [exist].” A Madison 
participant expressed a similar positive opinion of 
the interns: “I really like that the interns are so 
friendly and I think that means a lot, because then 
it makes us feel open to telling them if we—some 
recipe went wrong or something.” However, some 
Madison participants indicated a cultural divide 
between themselves—many of whom were immi-
grants and people of color—and the interns, who 
were predominantly white, middle-class under-
graduates, and communicated a desire for people 
more like themselves (i.e., low-income immigrants 
and people of color) to provide the food explora-
tion deliveries.  
 Portland CSAP4H participants benefited from 
the opportunity to develop relationships with the 
local farm staff and interns who grow their food, a 
finding discussed in previous research on the pro-
gram (Martin et al., 2020). While farmers did not 
reflect the overall demographics of participants in 
terms of race and ethnicity, they succeeded in con-
necting to participants in meaningful ways. Weekly 
interaction with farmers ranged from simple con-
versations about which seasonal, local vegetables 
were available that week to how unfamiliar vege-
tables taste and options for preparing them.  
 Portland parents reported that their children 
cultivated relationships with farmers, which 
changed their families’ relationship to food. One 
participant discussed the role that farmers play for 
her son: “The farmers are truly like our family. . . . 
It makes me cry because he doesn’t have that—our 
family isn’t a bigger family—and so . . . with his 
special needs, he doesn’t have a lot of community 
connection, but the farm is his farm.” Participants 
and their children were also more willing to try 
unfamiliar vegetables because of their relationship 
with the farmers. One participant reflected on this 
phenomenon: “It’s given us an opportunity to have 
[my son] try new things that he wouldn’t neces-
sarily try.” Her son, who is an avowed tomato-
hater, bit into a purple tomato that his farmer 
handed to him and “he absolutely loved it.”  
 Participants also expressed deep respect for the 
hard work of farmers. “I can’t imagine how much 

work it must be just to not only be planting,” noted 
one participant whose disability prohibits her from 
gardening, “but to harvest them . . . [and] transport 
all those vegetables to [the health clinic] where we 
go pick them up.” Another participant explained 
how her son’s relationship to “his farmer” gives 
him “a different appreciation for food and a differ-
ent appreciation for the work that goes into it . . . 
that it’s not just the factories or machines that 
make [our] food, [but] there’s people behind it.”  
 Forming relationships with farmers deepened 
Portland participants’ connection to and apprecia-
tion for the natural systems that support local food 
production. The photovoice project itself—which 
was hosted on one of the farms that supplies the 
CSA—allowed participants to explore the setting 
where their food was grown. One participant 
reflected on her observation of farming practices 
during this experience: “The farmer has tried really 
hard to also be friendly to wildlife—planting cer-
tain kinds of plants next to the rows of the vege-
tables that the bugs are also attracted to. It’s more 
of a natural kind of trying to keep the pests away.” 
This participant gained a new understanding of her 
CSA as the product of a local farmer working in 
relationship with nature. In doing so, she assigned 
new meaning to local food, which helped her dis-
tinguish the practice of eating CSA vegetables from 
the practice of eating conventionally farmed 
vegetables. 

Sharing Food and Recipes 
Participants discussed the important role that food 
plays in their families and communities, especially 
as a tool for expressing love and fostering connec-
tion. The Odyssey-SFUW and CSAP4H programs 
offered participants an opportunity not only to 
access healthy food for themselves and their imme-
diate families, but also share food and recipes with 
fellow participants, extended family, and neighbors. 
Participants reported that this deepened their 
relationships, describing with fondness how they 
engaged in cooking as a practice of socializing, 
caretaking, and meaning-making. One Portland 
participant noted that before she entered the 
program cooking “was not my favorite thing to 
do,” but since she began spending time cooking 
with her son, “I love it.” Similarly, a Madison 
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participant identified one of the most meaningful 
outcomes of the Odyssey-SFUW partnership as 
“the connection I’ve made with my significant 
other.” Likewise, a Portland participant who joined 
the program with her mother describes how the 
program offered them a way to spend quality time 
together: “Our schedules are always opposite, but 
with this program, on her days off, rather than just 
not really doing anything or hanging out or what-
ever, we always make it a point now to try to cook 
together.”  
 Participants in both programs found joy in 
cooking fresh, healthy meals for their family, 
friends, and neighbors as a form of caretaking. A 
Madison participant expressed pride in using her 
slow cooker to prepare “good food” for her sons 
to eat while she was at work, while a Portland par-
ticipant who works as a caregiver enjoyed using her 
CSA to make meals for the families of children in 
palliative care and hospice. Sharing a series of 
photos she took of different meals she prepared 
with a giant zucchini from her CSA, she noted, 
“it’s not just about me. I get to share that the farm 
produced this vegetable. It didn’t just come from a 
supermarket.” 
 In Madison, participants belonged to a cohort, 
which facilitated peer-to-peer sharing. The practice 
of sharing with their adult classmates via short in-
person discussions and through photos and videos, 
captions, and comments on the private Facebook 
group gave participants a window into their peers’ 
home cooking practices, increasing their desire to 
try unfamiliar foods, recipes, and culinary tech-
niques. In post-interviews, many participants com-
mented on this dynamic and the excitement they 
shared when food exploration baskets were deliv-
ered to their classroom. “I felt like all of us were 
kind of on the same mission to just use the ingredi-
ents that were there,” one participant explained. 
“So, there was some solidarity inside of all that, but 
you could see just everybody had their own kind of 
twist on that stuff,” he continued, before describ-
ing how the photos and recipes fellow participants 
shared in the Facebook group helped inspire 
changes to his own home-cooking practices. These 
examples demonstrate the capacity for the cohort 
model to develop “communities of practice” 
(O’Neill et al., 2019) that enable participants to 

forge new social ties that facilitate adopting alterna-
tive food practices. 
 Notably, the Odyssey-SFUW partnership, 
which was situated within the practice of adult 
education, created opportunities for cross-cultural 
learning that transformed a broad range of partici-
pants’ meanings around food. Many participants 
identified the practices of cooking with others and 
sharing stories as the most valuable components of 
the program. They especially appreciated learning 
about their classmates’ home-cooking practices 
because it helped them understand the cultural 
backgrounds of their fellow learners, while imbuing 
the food exploration deliveries with new meanings 
and introducing potential culinary skills and tech-
niques to test out in their own kitchens. “It’s really 
awesome to just be able to accept and embrace 
different nationalities, different ethnicity groups, 
and learn from them,” one participant explained. 
Another was impressed by the photos shared on 
Facebook. While she would “make just your 
standard Americana-type stuff,” her peers would 
make soul food, vegetarian food, and Hmong food. 
“[Hmong food] looks pretty tasty,” she said, “I 
would try to do that . . . and sometimes I wonder 
about eating vegetarian.” As these examples 
demonstrate, the practices of preparing and sharing 
home-cooked food with others—including dishes 
that incorporated unfamiliar foods or relied on new 
culinary techniques—transformed participants’ 
relationships to food. 

Discussion and Conclusion 
Community-based nutrition programs in Portland 
and Madison impacted food provisioning practices 
for low-income individuals and families by intro-
ducing new material elements (i.e., food explora-
tion deliveries, CSA shares, and slow cookers) and 
programming that elicited new competences and 
meaning-making in relation to cooking locally 
sourced food at home. These programs built parti-
cipants’ food-related competences, cultivated rela-
tionships between fellow participants and farmers/ 
suppliers of local food, and increased consumption 
of healthy, locally produced foods. Our findings 
are consistent with research by Andreatta et al. 
(2008) on a subsidized CSA program in North 
Carolina, which found that participants experi-
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mented productively with new recipes, shared 
meals with family and friends, and forged meaning-
ful relationships with farmers and volunteers.  
 It is important for such programs to continue, 
even when restrictions on face-to-face gatherings 
are in place, as with the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
private Facebook group and 3P photovoice proto-
col used by the Madison SFUW-Odyssey Program 
partnership offers one promising way for nutrition 
educators and others who provide community-
based nutrition programming to continue to 
engage groups of participants in new social prac-
tices when face-to-face meetings are not possible. 
The photovoice focus groups in Portland and the 
interviews and Facebook group in Madison gave 
participants a place and time to articulate how 
these programs shaped their food practices, and to 
reflect on the meanings they attach to food and 
cooking. Through photovoice, we gained a per-
sonal, intimate, and embedded picture of the 
reconfiguration of practices within participants’ 
home kitchens. By encouraging participants to take 
photos and interpret them through captions and 
conversation, we learned how they bundled certain 
practices together and how these bundled practices 
then became routinized into “complexes” (Shove 
et al., 2012) of behaviors that are regularly re-
peated. For example, participants framed budgeting 
as inseparable from food provisioning, and partici-
pants with children described their food-related 
practices in relation to parenting.  
 Based on our findings, we recommend that 
practitioners and policymakers utilize the insights 
of SPT to design more effective nutrition programs 
that not only lower barriers of accessibility and 
affordability, but also address the “complex archi-
tecture of factors” (i.e., cultural norms and habits, 
social and economic policies, and systems of pro-
visioning) that impede adopting healthier and more 
sustainable diets (Devaney & Davies, 2017, p. 825). 
Our research demonstrates that offering useful 
cooking equipment, technologies, recipes, lessons, 
and other materials and competences helps facili-
tate the adoption of alternative food practices.  
 We also suggest that practitioners design nutri-
tion programs that make use of social learning, 
since both communities of practice and existing 
social networks facilitate experimentation and 

learning that alter practice elements and their 
configuration (O’Neill et al., 2019; Shove et al., 
2012). Change agents such as farmers, CHWs, and 
interns who are active “carriers” (Shove & Pantzar, 
2005) or hosts of particular social practices are 
instrumental in recruiting more people to adopt 
desired practices. We found that encounters with 
people who were already growing, purchasing, 
cooking, and eating local food activated new forms 
of competence and meaning-making in relation to 
food, agriculture, health, and community. Partici-
pants were inspired to try new varieties of produce 
and cook new recipes because of their relationship 
to local food producers and suppliers. Forming 
relationships between participants and carriers of 
alternative food practices—particularly in the case 
of health clinic patients and local farmers in 
Portland—also helped alter how practices interlock 
by expanding the meanings that participants at-
tached to locally produced food as a part of nature.  
 The Odyssey-SFUW partnership in Madison 
and the CSAP4H program in Portland created 
what O’Neill et al. (2019) refer to as a “fracture”: a 
critical moment in which social practices become 
more open to change at the microscale of indivi-
duals, households, and small communities of prac-
tice. The programs created space for participants to 
alter their existing food practices by combining 
materials, competences, and meanings in new ways. 
However, community-based nutrition programs are 
inherently limited in terms of their ability to elicit 
transformative meso- and macro-scale change un-
less there is a parallel effort to address the struc-
tural constraints that make it difficult for low-
income individuals to continue to reproduce these 
practices after the program is over. When these 
programs end, and the financial subsidies they pro-
vide are terminated, the alternative food practices 
they promoted may be “disintegrated” (Maller & 
Strengers, 2013) and certain practices (e.g. eating 
organic food or participating in a CSA) may 
become ex-practices. Such disintegration is a 
potential source of frustration and disempower-
ment for program participants when competences 
and meanings have been altered, but the materials 
required to perform alternative food practices are 
no longer financially accessible.  
 Grant funding for the Portland CSAP4H 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020 129 

fluctuates from year to year, creating uncertainty 
for program participants and the farmers who 
supply the CSA. However, since the program 
began in 2015, the program has been continuously 
funded and participants, who pay US$5 per week 
for a CSA share valued at US$27, have been able to 
re-enroll every year. Madison participants, on the 
other hand, were not eligible to continue receiving 
their food exploration deliveries after the Odyssey-
SFUW grant-funded partnership ended. Some 
Madison participants reported that they plan to 
continue incorporating materials, competences, and 
meanings into their home-cooking practices, there-
by making the new practices conform to their 
existing income-constrained food provisioning 
routines. However, most Madison participants 
reported that they would be unlikely to continue 
consuming organic and locally grown food because 
of the price premium attached to such foods. With-
out adequate financial resources to purchase more 
costly items, low-income carriers of alternative 
food practices may have no choice but to substi-
tute cheaper foods into their diets, despite having 
acquired new food-related competences and mean-
ings through their participation in community-
based nutrition programming. 
 The potential disintegration of new cooking 
and dietary practices speaks to an important limita-
tion of short-term nutrition programs and the need 
to address the structural issues of poverty and food 
insecurity. Raising wages and lifting low-income 
families out of poverty would have a profound 
effect on reducing dietary disparities in the U.S. by 
increasing their ability to afford healthy foods 

(Hough & Sosa, 2015; Otero, Pechlaner, Liberman, 
& Gürcan, 2015). Achieving such a macrolevel 
economic shift is a long-term organizing challenge 
for the U.S. food movement and one that will 
require strong academic-activist partnerships 
(Levkoe et al., 2016). In the meantime, our study 
provides useful insight into how community-based 
nutrition programs support the adoption of alter-
native food practices and demonstrates why the 
subsidies for healthy, local food provided by these 
programs should be part of a broader strategy to 
address poverty and food insecurity.  
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