= \eap & (G
Local Food Systems " o _
* Highlights from nationwide survey of food behavior
Re Sp onse tO C OVID during Covid-19 pandemic

Sample size = 5000 respondents

Conducted Fall 2020 (Oct. - Nov.) and captures
behavior in 3 time periods (September 2019, April 2020,
September 2020)

Objective: Understand changes in U.S. consumer food
behavior during COVID-19

Specific focus on implications for local and regional
food systems

Consumer Food Insights Series

Jairus Rossi, University of Kentucky

We evaluated survey responses by community L ocC al FOOd Perception

size to understand differences in perception of .
local food systems during the COVID-19. We Differences Between

matched each respondent’s zip code to USDA Re Sld ents in Differ ent
ERS’s county-level ‘Rural Urban Continuum . e
Codes’ (RUCC) . Using these codes, we placed Sized Communities

respondents into three groups based on
community size.

Based on this approach, we had 3016
all other non- respondents in large communities,

metropolitan metropolitan 1601 in medium communities, and 383
counties counties

metropolitan
counties with

population above
1 million in small communities. Documentation

on Rural Urban Continuum Codes can
be found here.

Factors Important to Food Purchasing Patterns

To understand COVID-related changes in consumer behavior, it is important to identify factors and
attitudes that potentially shaped respondents’ experiences of food acquisition during the pandemic. To
do this, we asked respondents the following question: ‘Suppose you are shopping for food and are
deciding what to buy. Please indicate how important the following factors are in your decision.” Each
respondent then rated the factors on a scale that ranged from 1='not at all important’ to 7=‘very
important’. We present the proportion of respondents who answered 5 (i.e. important’) or greater for
each community size (Figure 1).

o ~70% of respondents feel that purchases that support the local economy are important or very

important regardless of community size.

» The next most important factor is having options about purchasing method. During COVID-19,

online ordering, in-store pickup, and curbside delivery became popular food acquisition methods,
especially in large communities.


https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-continuum-codes.aspx

Figure 1. Importance of Factors in Food Purchasing Decisions. "When shopping for food, how important
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Residents in all community sizes value products that are locally grown. Approximately 60% of all
residents find this factor important.
Finally, the groups differ in their attitudes toward organically grown products. A higher proportion

of consumers in large communities (52%) stated that the organic designation was important to their
purchasing decisions. However, this factor was the least important overall.

COVID-19 Impact on Local Food Consumption

Next, we consider how COVID-19 impacted food consumption and local food access (Figure 2). We
asked consumers to agree or disagree with specific statements. They evaluated each statement on a 7-
point scale where 1="strongly disagree’ and 7=strongly agree’. We present the proportion of consumers

who answered 5="agree’ or greater.

At least 70% of
respondents agreed with
the statement “I would be
willing to make personal

food consumption
sacrifices in consideration

of public health concerns
of COVID-19.” The

strongest agreement
comes from large
communities (76%).

Two-thirds agreed with
“COVID-19 restrictions
impacted what, where,
and how I buy food.” A

majority of respondents

agreed that ‘local food
products are easily
available’. Again, residents
in large communities had
the strongest agreement
with both statements.

Finally, ~50% of
respondents in all
communities agreed with
the statement ‘COVID-19
has affected my ability to
buy food to meet the
same dietary quality that I
had 1 year ago.’



Figure 2. Perceptions of COVID-19's Impacts on Food Consumption. "Of the following options, please
select the option that best describes your feeling."
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First-Time Purchasing at Local Food Market Channels

Many consumers began changing their food acquisition strategies during the initial stages of the
pandemic. As noted in figure 2, COVID-19 impacted the availability of foods generally. This section
considers which market channels were used for the first time by respondents. We asked respondents:
“Did you purchase from a business for the first time,in any of the following categories, in the past 6
months (since April 1, 2020)?”

34%, 26%, and 28% of respondents in large, medium,
28% and small communities, respectively, indicated that

they were 1st time buyers from at least one local
food business.

Large Medium Small

We now consider what market channels were most frequently visited by 1st time buyers. All channels

were defined to be mutually exclusive.

» Local restaurants represent the most frequently visited channel. ~25% of residents who diversified
food purchases tried an independent restaurant for the 1st time during the pandemic. Restaurants
have struggled financially during COVID-19, so this result is intriguing.

e Over 20% of first-time buyers tried a new bakery, deli, butcher shop, ethnic grocery store, or other
specialty market. Given shortages of many products in typical retail environments, it is not
surprising that many individuals used niche or specialty markets for the 1st time.



» Two market channels have community size differences: farmers markets and direct from
producer purchases. Farmers markets were used for the first time more frequently in
metropolitan areas. Direct from farmer purchases, such as on-farm retail and u-pick, were
favored by consumers in small communities.

« Finally, food boxes and CSAs are similar in magnitude with each other and for consumers in each
community size. Additionally, they offer similar delivery mechanisms. The main difference is that
the food boxes are aggregated while CSAs are generally from a single farm.

Figure 3. Did you purchase from a business for the first time, in any of the following categories, in
the past 6 months (since April 1, 2020)?
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