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Consumer Food Insight Series 2.0
Highlights from nationwide survey of food
behavior during COVID-19 pandemic
Sample size = 5000 respondents
Conducted Winter 2021 (Nov. - Jan.) and
captures behavior in two time periods (Oct.
2020 and Oct. 2021)
Objective: Understand changes in U.S.
consumer food behavior
Specific focus on implications for local and
regional food systems

Exploring Awareness and Promotional Linkages to New
Market Channels
Terms:
Artisan markets: Include bakeries, delis, cheese shops, ethnic markets, and fish markets.
Expenditure or market shares: the share of reported money spent on food for each market channel
as a percentage of the total food expenditures reported.
Food boxes: Boxes of locally sourced products from multiple farms/producers, food hubs, or other
food businesses.
Independent local restaurants: Locally or regionally owned businesses that may source food, in
part, from nearby farmers.
Market Channels: Food outlets for food to be consumed away from home and at home including
supercenters, supermarkets, health food store, smaller or independent retailer, farmers market,
direct from producer, food box, meal kit, artisan food store, national restaurant, and independent
restaurant.

Overall Food Market Channel Purchases
As public health restrictions began to ease across the country, many consumers returned to
more mainstream sources of food (supermarkets, supercenters, and chain restaurants). In Figure
1, we present the percentage of household purchasing across different market channels in both
October 2020 and October 2021. The percentage of households using these channels increased,
especially in high-traffic large-format supercenters. At the same time, buying within Local and
Regional Food Systems (LRFS) market channels (farmers market, direct from producer, artisan
market, independent/local restaurant, and food boxes) also stayed relatively consistent or
increased during this same time.
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Fig. 1. Percent of households purchasing from market channels in October 2020
and October 2021.

New Shoppers Using Local Market Channels
During the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers continued to diversify their food
acquisition strategies. Thirty-three percent of survey respondents purchased from a new market
channel between October 2020 and October 2021. More specifically, when survey respondents
were asked about trying different market channels for the first time, 9% of survey respondents
tried an independent restaurant for the first time, 7% purchased from an artisan market, 6% from a
farmers market, and 3% from a Community Supported Agriculture program (CSA).
In Figure 2, we present the percentage of first-time buyers who had expenditures at a business in
each local food market channel in October 2021, shown in blue. At least 40% of respondents had
weekly expenditures in October 2021 in the new LRFS market channel. It is worth noting that some
local market channels are less active in October (e.g., farmers market, direct from producer, etc.)
based on the growing season for farmers in some locations.
We also report the number of first-time buyers who expect to increase or maintain their
purchases from these market channels in the upcoming year, shown in orange, which illustrates
that there is interest in potential future patronage of LRFS market channels. At least 76% of
respondents expect to increase or maintain their purchases from the new market channels.
Independent local restaurants and artisan or specialty markets (e.g., bakeries, cheese shops, delis,
fish markets) had the greatest share of new consumers intending to purchase more or about the
same next year.
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Fig. 2. New shoppers and share intending to continue shopping local market
channels.

With continued changes in consumers’ purchasing patterns, we now consider how individuals
learned about market channel options, and if the method of discovery varied by market channel. In
the next section, we explore survey responses that link first-time market channel usage to various
sources of information and referrals, in addition to methods of market promotion. We focus on the
market channels where one would expect to find products from local or regional producers.
Farmers markets and CSAs are well known, but we also included a direct from producer category,
which includes purchases from farm stands, on-farm sales, and u-pick; food boxes; artisan
markets; and, independent restaurants.

Linking to New Markets
After responding that they had purchased food through a new LRFS market channel, consumers
were asked to share how they discovered those markets. We analyzed 1,200 open-ended text
responses and sorted them into several themes and categories. Examples of how open-ended
responses were grouped include:
Word of Mouth: Community, Friends, Family, Coworkers
Local interaction: Walking by, Driving by, Another Local Business, Relationship with Producer,
Learned through Food Acquisition Site, Feature in a Local Newspaper (non-advertisement)
Advertisement: Flyer, Poster, Signage, Newsletter, Billboard, Radio, TV
Social Media: Facebook, Instagram, NextDoor
Internet: Google Search, Websites, Blogs, Online reviews/recommendations, Delivery Apps
The same categories were used to analyze the nationwide survey of food behavior in fall of 2020.
With two years of data, we can begin to compare changes in consumer behavior and explore what
changes may more likely be temporary versus permanent.
3

Consumer Awareness and Information Linkages by Channel
During much of 2020, consumers stayed home either because of public health orders or to avert
potential exposure to COVID-19. Consumers relied on their phones and computers to connect
them to the world. Increased reliance on online modes of food acquisition seems to be an enduring
change[1]. It does appear that consumers are also returning to more traditional ways of food
discovery be it word of mouth or through a local interaction.
Results from the 2021 and 2020 survey show that consumers find new (to them) market channels in
different ways. This may be a result of differences in outreach and marketing strategies utilized
across market channels, for example new customers mostly discovered CSA and food box market
channels through the Internet and social media, as compared to other LRFS market channels.
Figure 3 identifies how respondents found new markets between October 2020 and October 2021.
Each color represents a different market channel. The height of each bar represents the
percentage of respondents that selected the information source. For example, 36% of respondents
who purchased from a farmers market for the first time learned about this channel by “word of
mouth,” while 12% discovered farmers markets through advertisements. The responses are
grouped by information source, which allows us to compare which source of information was
prominent for different market channels.
Fig. 3. Source for information about new local market channels between
October 2020 and October 2021.

[1] Thilmany, D. (2022). An Overview of Online Shopping Trends. LFS-CFI-2.02. https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wpcontent/uploads/2022/05/LFS-CFI-2-02.pdf
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Word of mouth was the most prominent way that consumers discovered new local food
businesses, regardless of market channel. This was also observed in the 2020 survey, but the
percent of shoppers who learned about market channels via word of mouth was higher for every
market channel in the 2021 survey as compared to the 2020 survey (Figure 4). Word of mouth
recommendations via communications with family, friends, and others in the community
illuminated many options for food acquisition, with social relationships outweighing all other
factors, according to survey correspondents. Here it is important to note that, for CSA and food
box channels, internet searches were nearly as important. Given the emphasis on “community” in
CSAs, this result may be surprising. However, given its relatively niche status as a food acquisition
channel, opportunities to learn about the CSA model via word of mouth may be limited.
Fig. 4. Source for information about new local market channels between April
2020 and September 2020.

The Internet (excluding social media, which was coded separately) was the second most prominent
source individuals used to find new food businesses in all market channels except farmers markets
and independent restaurants. Websites, in addition to phone-based apps including GrubHub,
DoorDash, UberEATS, and Yelp (as a subcode of the internet) were specifically mentioned by
respondents to discover artisan markets and independent restaurants. This result is compelling
because respondents used the Internet less frequently to find independent restaurants than local
interaction, but compared to other channels, phone apps were a form of engagement unique to just
artisan markets and restaurants. Going forward, these results might suggest that artisan markets
and local restaurants should diversify promotional strategies to reach social networks that are both
digital (i.e., social media, apps), personal, and/or community-based (i.e., word of mouth, local
interactions).
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Local interactions were the third most common source for individuals to discover new markets
overall, and the second most common source for individuals to discover farmers markets and
independent restaurants. Local interaction is the broadest code among discovery methods, as it
includes walking by, driving by, and previous relationships with farmers or food businesses, but it
excludes word of mouth recommendations from family and friends.
Comparing responses from 2020 to those in 2021, word of mouth and local interactions were more
common and advertisement and social media were less critical for every single market channel,
except for food boxes. As vaccination rates increased and public health orders loosened, people
returned to the marketplace and began to discover new channels through local interactions. This
may also be supported by the relative increase across all market channels in the importance of
word of mouth. It still holds true (together with the previous survey) that social media is the least
frequently mentioned driver for new market channel use compared to digital (Internet) and
traditional (advertising) media. And in this new survey, the relative importance of social media has
decreased in all market channels compared to the previous data.

Take away messages for
food businesses and
stakeholders
Based on this snapshot from a national survey of one point in time (between Fall of 2020 and
2021), we continue to see the importance of social connections between businesses, households,
and communities to drive trends in consumer behavior. One finding provides a clear
recommendation: word of mouth continues to stand out as the most popular source of market
information, awareness, and promotion, so farms and food businesses should actively consider
how to leverage their existing customer base by nudging or incentivizing them to share their
experiences with their networks. While local interaction was a minor source of information in
2020, it has increased in prominence now that consumers are back out in the world, so signage
and strategies to capture local passersby should be prioritized. Consumers are open and excited
to try new things they come across in their everyday lives. Further digital marketing through
advertisement and social media saw a large decline from 2020 to 2021. The implications for
retailers, restaurants, and farmers who invested in digital engagement in 2020 are unclear, but
worth monitoring.
The consumer issues explored in this document complement other innovations, case studies and
sector initiatives to support local and regional supply chains, many of which are highlighted at:
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/.
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