
   As a result of COVID-19, many individuals reshaped their food acquisition strategies in 2020. In a
previous brief, for example, approximately 1/3 of survey respondents were reported to have tried a
local food business for the first time during the pandemic. Some explored online ordering and other
novel food purchasing options. These changes in attitude and behavior, related to local food
acquisition, differ by community size as the choices and access to markets likely varies across
locations. 
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   This CFI presents data related to individuals’ expenditure changes at market channels in smaller
communities, before and after the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Respondents, in 12 distinct
market channels, were asked to estimate their weekly expenditures during three specific time
periods: September 2019 (pre-pandemic), April 2020 (early pandemic), and September 2020
(intensifying pandemic).  The goal was to determine what types of behavior changes occurred
between each of these specific intervals for residents of smaller communities. Smaller communities
were the main focus, as residents may have differing levels of access to certain market channels
when compared to urban communities that are usually larger and well connected to national supply
chains. 

Each respondent was asked the following questions:
 
 

On average for September 2019 (prior to COVID-19), how much did you spend on food,
WEEKLY, at each of the following places?
On average for April 2020 (onset of COVID-19 restrictions in the U.S.), how much did you
spend on food, WEEKLY, at each of the following places?
On average for September 2020 (last month), how much did you spend on food, WEEKLY, at
each of the following places?
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   In this brief, the percentage change is shown between each interval for individuals who answered all
three of these questions. Small communities are all non-metropolitan counties as defined by the USDA
ERS’s county-level ‘Rural Urban Continuum Codes’ (RUCC). RUCC categorization details can be found
at www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-continuum-codes.aspx.
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Weekly Expenditure Changes by Market Channel
 

    Figure 1 shows changes in weekly expenditures for two specific intervals. The first interval, from
September 2019 to April 2020, represents the initial consumer response to the pandemic.  As many
locations experienced supply chain shortages and restrictions, related to what was considered an
essential business, this interval provides some insight into how consumers responded to these
conditions, as well as their own perceptions of the safety of specific market channels. 

   The second interval, April 2020 to September 2020, represents the adjustment by communities,
markets, and consumers to the pandemic situation. 



   Respondents reported initial decreases in expenditures for nearly all other channels during
early COVID-19. The most striking initial decreases were in farmers markets, direct from
farmer purchases (excluding farmers markets, but including CSA and on-farm retail), health
food stores (e.g. Whole Foods), small format grocery, and specialty markets (bakeries, delis,
etc.).

   Restaurants – both local and independent, along with chain varieties, also experienced
sharp initial decreases.

   While the specific reasons for these decreases are unclear, it is possible that some
consumers were spending more at retail markets with more variety in order to limit potential
exposure. In the cases of farmers markets and restaurants, some locales experienced
restrictions on how and when they could open. Consumers may have perceived less access to
such markets. Additionally, decreases from farmers markets and direct farm purchases could
be related to seasonality – limited product availability in many regions during the April
timeframe.

   Many of the same market channels that initially experienced decreases rebounded in the
summer of 2020. Health food stores, farmers markets, and food boxes all had dramatic
expenditure increases. Small/independent grocery and direct farm purchases had a smaller
increase. Again, the reasons for these changes likely had to do with seasonality as well as
producers, markets, and consumers gradually figuring out safe methods for food
transactions. 

   Restaurants of all types had expenditure increases compared to April. This rebound may be
related to restaurants re-opening after initial shutdowns, the development of more robust
takeaway/delivery options, and consumers wanting to support local restaurants.
Additionally, some restaurants increased their prices to deal with the added expenses of 

   Initially, weekly expenditures increased in many retail-oriented venues.
Respondents estimated an increase in weekly purchasing at supercenters
(such as Walmart or Costco) and supermarkets. Expenditures on meal kits or
delivery services – such as Blue Apron or Schwann’s – also increased in the
early pandemic. 

   In the adjustment period following April 2020, respondents reported a slight
decrease in retail-related weekly expenditures based on their estimates from
April. The notable exception was an increase in expenditures at small format
stores such as independent grocers.
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operating safely, working with online ordering platforms, and increased material costs for
takeout. 

   Finally, respondents reported further decreases for specialty markets such as bakeries,
delis, fish markets, and ethnic markets.

   In short, many of the market channels that experienced sharp declines early in the
pandemic recovered in smaller communities as the market evolved.

Overall Changes in Weekly Spending from
September 2019 – September 2020
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   In this section, the intervals from September 2019 to September 2020 are examined to
understand broader changes in consumer food expenditures in non-metropolitan areas.  This
interval equates to six months before and after the initial onset of COVID-19 in the US.  Expenditure
changes from consumers in large metropolitan regions (with populations greater than 1 million) are
also included to reflect the contrast of changes in smaller communities.



Meal kit increases are comparable in both community size
categories.
 This may be explained by consumers spending less on restaurants while
looking for easy ways to prepare meals at home. Restaurant expenditures
increased for both community sizes. This trend is surprising given reports of
restaurants struggling and closing. As noted above, these increases may be
related to increased costs of operating restaurants. 

Key Trends
The largest expenditure increases are related to meal kits, health food stores,
food boxes, and farmers markets. For each of these channels, except for meal
kits, the expenditure increases are greater than in more urban areas. 

Farmers markets provided an alternative venue for acquiring
fresh local foods. 
Larger retailers (supercenters and supermarkets) saw slight weekly increases,
which were less than the increases in urban areas.

Consumer purchasing decreased in some local market
channels.
 Consumer purchasing decreased in some local market channels such as direct
purchases from farmers (farm stands, CSA, etc.) and specialty markets. This
trend runs counter to that of urban areas where large increases were seen.
Further research is necessary to determine the cause of these differences.
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