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Who is Buying Food from Local Market Channels for
the First Time?

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

Local Food Systems
Response to COVID
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Consumer Food Insights 2.0

Consumer Food Insight Series 2.0

A survey of U.S. households in 2020, discussed in the Local Food System Consumer Food Insight
(CFI) report, shows that approximately one-third of respondents purchased food from a local food
business for the first time that year. Similar responses were observed in responses to the 2021 survey
conducted as part of this project. Collectively, the survey results indicate that many consumers
altered their shopping habits during the pandemic to include more local food markets[1]. 

While this is a notable observation, some additional context could shed light on which consumers are
exploring local market channels. The Consumer Food Insight surveys were used to help determine
whether specific food-related values are driving changes in consumers’ shopping habits. The 2020
and 2021 surveys included 16 questions related to how individuals connect food to social, cultural,
and environmental concerns. Respondents fell into different groups. Some individuals, for instance,
felt their purchases had an impact on local economies. As a result, they were more likely to seek out
local farmers. Others were primarily concerned with the cost or convenience of buying food and
were less likely to buy locally. Based on the survey results, this CFI examines which food-related
values are associated with an individual’s increased likelihood of trying a new local market channel.

Questions and Approach

A probit regression model was used to understand which values were statistically related to
purchasing from a local food business for the first time. A probit model is a type of regression
analysis where the dependent variable can take only two values, in this instance, purchased from a
local food business for a first time or did not purchase from a local food business for the first time.

The first eight survey questions were separated into two broad categories, shopping behaviors and
motivations, which served as variables. Each question starts with the phrase: “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 of 1 (not at all important) to 7
(very important). A score of 4 was calculated as neither important nor unimportant to the
respondent. Questions that scored above 4, were considered a value held by the respondent.

[1] The options included Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) subscriptions, Farmers Markets, Direct from Producer
(i.e., farm stands, u-pick, etc.), specialty markets (including bakeries, butchers, fish-sellers, delis, and ethnic markets),
local/independent restaurants, and food boxes (aggregated product from many farms).

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/LFS-CFI-02-UPDATED.pdf
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/LFS-CFI-2-04.pdf
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The second set of eight survey questions were related to how (or if) individuals perceive food
purchasing to have broader connections to social, cultural, health, and COVID-19-related
issues. Respondents were asked to “…read each statement and check the number that best
describes your feeling.” They evaluated each statement on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Scores above 4 were considered agreement, scores below 4 were considered
disagreement, and scores of 4 were neither agree nor disagree.

In addition to the sixteen subject questions, respondents answered demographic-specific
questions about age, gender, income, and community size. Additionally, they answered whether
they had any changes in employment, such as loss/reduction of job versus no change/increase
in employment, since COVID-19 began. The simple probit model provided an estimate of how
each value/demographic variable influenced the likelihood of a person with those values trying
a new local market channel during the pandemic. The tables below show the percentages that
represent increases or decreases in the probability that an individual answering positively to
each value question also purchases from a new local market channel. The probit regression
model was run for both the 2020 and 2021 survey versions capturing data since the start of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This helped to determine whether changes in consumer experiences,
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, influenced the associated with individuals’ likelihood of
buying from new local market channels during that time.

How Do Consumer Food Values Impact Exploration of New Local Market
Channels?

Individuals who were primarily concerned with affordability of food were less likely to shop
at new venues during the pandemic than those who were less sensitive to cost. 
Individuals who valued convenience – measured through having options about purchasing -
were more likely to explore new market channels. This result suggests that diversification of
purchasing locations was facilitated by the rise of options like online purchasing and
curbside delivery on the part of farmers and food businesses.
Certain food attributes impacted shopping diversification. Individuals who valued organic
and culturally specific food products were more likely to try new businesses in both surveys.
People who valued locally grown/produced items were not more or less likely to diversify
purchasing locations in the initial phases of the pandemic. This indicates that exploration of
local market channels was not limited to individuals who already valued local items. But, after
18 months of COVID-19, it appears that individuals who valued local items were more likely to
try new markets. 
Similarly, individuals who wanted to support local economies with their purchases were
more likely to buy from new local markets in the first year of the pandemic. This may mean
that some consumers were diversifying food purchases that prioritized social cohesion in the
face a massive disruption. This value had no effect later in the pandemic. 

The degree to which different consumer food related values influence an individuals’ likelihood
of exploring new market channels was also determined through survey responses (summarized
in Table 1). The following bullets summarize the survey findings.



Consumer Food Value Survey Year

Suppose you are shopping for food and are deciding what to buy.
Please indicate how important the following factors are in your
decision:

2020 2021

It is ...

... locally grown No effect +3%

…organically grown +4% +3%

…supports the local economy +3% No effect

…affordable -4% -3%

It meets my cultural preferences +3% +3%  

I feel confident in the safety protocols of the market channel No effect No effect

Workers were treated safely during harvesting, processing,
delivering, and retail service

No effect No effect

I have options about my purchasing method +5% +3%
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Table 1. How the Likelihood of Purchasing from a Local Market Channel for the First
Time Changes if an Individual Scored a Value as "Important" to their Food Purchasing

Decision

 In both survey years, individuals who valued market safety protocols and worker safety
when purchasing food were no more likely to buy at new local market channels than
individuals who did not find these values to be important.

How Do Other Values and Experiences Impact Exploration of New Local
Market Channels?

This CFI also examines how individuals perceive food purchasing to have broader connections to
social, cultural, health, and COVID-19-related issues. The results in Table 2 show whether
agreement with each values statement makes an individual more or less likely to buy from a new
market channel or business since the start of the pandemic. 

In the first year of the pandemic, the only statement associated with an increased likelihood of
purchasing from a new business was “COVID disruption affected my ability to buy food to meet
the same dietary quality…”.



Table 2. How the Agreement with Certain Values Statements Changes the Likelihood of
Consumers' First Purchases from Local Market Channels
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Fig. 4. Unique Characteristics of Online Shopper

Supply chain disruptions which led to shortages of certain products may be one reason
agreement with this statement impacted purchasing. If individuals could not find products of an
expected quantity, quality, or variety, they may have started looking to other venues to meet
their needs. 

In the second year of the pandemic, a few more experiences were associated with increased
likelihood of purchasing diversification. Convenience may have played a role. If individuals
believed that local foods were readily available, they were more likely to try a new market
channel. After 18 months of COVID-19, many individuals were probably ready to resume some
pre-pandemic habits, so if local foods were hard to find, consumers may have reverted to more
conventional options. On the other hand, if individuals were still experiencing COVID-19-related
restrictions and disruptions on purchasing, they may have needed to explore new markets to
find items that met their needs and/or expectations.

In both survey years, individuals who felt their food purchasing decisions could impact
economies, health, and society were no more likely to diversify their food purchasing than those
who did not hold those values.

Values Statement Survey Year  

Please read each statement and check the number that best describes
your feeling:

2020 2021  

I believe that by purchasing certain kinds of food, I can have a
substantial positive impact on my personal health. 

No effect No effect

I believe that what I choose to buy and where I choose to buy food can
have an impact on the local economy. 

No effect No effect 

Each consumer's behavior can have a positive effect on society by
purchasing products sold by socially responsible companies.  

No effect No effect 

I would be willing to make personal food consumption sacrifices in
consideration of public health concerns of COVID-19. 

No effect No effect 

I believe local food products are easily available. No effect +4%

COVID restrictions impacted what, where, and how I buy food. No effect +5%

COVID disruption has affected my ability to buy food to meet the
same dietary quality that I had 1 year ago. 

+6% +3%

Doing my part to reduce the spread of COVID-19  is important to me. No effect No effect
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Table 3. How the Demographic or Geographic Characteristics Change the Likelihood of
Consumers' First Purchases from Local Market Channels

2020 2021  

Age
-1% per year over age 46
+1% per year under age 46

-1% per year over age 47
+1% per year under age 47

Gender +8 if identifying as male  +9 if identifying as male 

Household Income
-1% per $10K over $79K
+1% per $10K under $79K  

-1% per $10K over $77K
+1% per $10K under $77K  

Community Size No effect  No effect

Employment Change
+6% if employment reduced since
2020 

+8% if employment reduced since
2020 

Who is Exploring New Market Options for Food Purchasing?

Younger individuals were more likely to purchase from a new market channel during the
pandemic. A 30-year-old, for instance, is 30% more likely to visit a new local market channel
than a 60-year-old person. 
Individuals with lower household incomes (compared to the national average) were slightly
more likely to explore new local businesses during the pandemic. 
Similarly, individuals who had their employment reduced since 2020 were more likely to try a
new local market channel. 

This project evaluated how specific demographic characteristics influence market channel
diversification and found that: 
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Based on the analysis of national survey respondents in Fall of 2020 and 2021, it appears that
perceived product attributes and convenience of purchasing were the values most
associated with exploring new local market channels. It also appears that individuals who
purchased from local food businesses for the first time were not narrowly defined by values
related to less tangible social, health, and economic impacts. In other words, purchasing
from new market channels was not limited to individuals who were already invested in the
concept of local food. Other factors such as convenience, product quality, and product
access possibly played a larger role in their decisions. In general, flexibility was a necessity
for some individuals. Lower income households, individuals who lost employment, and those
who experienced disruptions to their previous dietary quality were more likely to find a new
business in a local food market channel during the first 18 months of the pandemic.

Questions remain about how local market channels will continue to serve consumers’ food
needs. Will individuals continue to explore new market opportunities? We likely won’t know
the answer to this question for a few years, but consumers have become more flexible since
the start of COVID-19. This project’s outputs, including the Resilience Playbook, provide
some answers to remaining questions and to explore the role of local market channels
especially during times of disruption.

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/.

Implications for Local
and Regional Food
Markets

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/consumer-food-insights/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/8b06f25fcc9f4908b0fd3b298007b59c
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/

