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Local Food Perception Differences Between Residents in
Differently-Sized Communities

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

1

Consumer Food Insights 2.0

Consumer Food Insight Series 2.0

Large communities - all metropolitan counties with populations above 1 million
Medium communities - all other metropolitan counties 
Small communities - all non-metropolitan counties 

The 2021 Consumer Food Insight Survey responses were evaluated based on community size to
understand differences in perception of local food systems during the second year of the COVID-19
pandemic. Each respondent’s zip code was matched to county-level urban-rural designations
specified by the USDA ERS’ Rural Urban Continuum Codes (RUCC) from 2013. Using these codes,
respondents were divided into the following groups:

This approach garnered 2,694 respondents in large communities, 1,445 respondents in medium
communities, and 873 respondents in small communities.

Factors Important to Food Purchasing Decisions

Since 2020, COVID-19 has impacted individuals’ food purchasing decisions. Specifically, supply chain
disruptions in conventional food outlets prompted consumers to seek alternative food market
channels. However, consumer trends are expected to vary according to different contexts and
experiences. For instance, at the time the first consumer survey was conducted, COVID-19 had
impacted metropolitan areas in the US more acutely than more rural locales. As the pandemic
continued, more individuals in smaller communities were impacted. This CFI explores how attitudes
and values toward food and the pandemic differed in locations of various sizes 18 months into the
pandemic (late 2021). This CFI is the follow-up to LFS-CFI-5 which compared values and attitudes
after the first six months of the pandemic (late 2020). 

Residents indicated how important certain attributes of food are in their purchasing decisions by
responding to the following survey prompt: “Suppose you are shopping for food and are deciding
what to buy. Please indicate how important the following factors are in your decision (check one for
each).” Each respondent then rated the factors on a scale that ranged from 1 (not at all important) to
7 (very important). The percentage of respondents who answered 5 (important) or greater for each
community size is presented in Figure 1.

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/LFS-CFI-2-01.pdf
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-continuum-codes.aspx
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/LFS-CFI-05-updated.pdf
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/LFS-CFI-05-updated.pdf


Figure 1. Percentage of Survey Respondents Rating Each Factor as "Important" or "Very
Important" in Food Purchasing Decisions
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Most survey respondents (62% in small and medium communities; 67% in large
communities) felt that purchases that support the local economy are important. This
represents a decrease from the first survey where ~70% agreed with the statement
regardless of the community size. Nevertheless, this was the value that scored highest in all
communities.
The next most important factor is having options for purchasing methods. In the context of
COVID-19, consumers began using alternative food acquisition methods such as online
ordering, in-store pickup, and curbside delivery at an increased rate. While these
alternatives appear to be more important for residents in large communities (62%), all
groups appear to value diversity in purchasing options. As with supporting the local
economy, the percentage of people who agree with this statement has decreased for all
community sizes compared to the first survey.
Around half of survey participants, regardless of community size, value products that are
locally grown. Residents of large metropolitan locations agree at the highest percentage
(55%). These percentages are down from the previous survey.
The groups differ in their attitudes toward organically grown products. A higher
percentage of consumers in large communities (49%) as compared to medium (39%) and
small communities (38%) see the organic designation as important to their purchasing
decisions. However, this attribute was the least important for residents in all community
sizes and the percentage is also down from the previous survey.



Figure 2. Perceptions of COVID-19's Impact on Food Consumption and Food Choices

COVID-19 Impact on Local Food Access and Consumption
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Consumers across all three groups 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 came from those in large communities. These
percentages decreased from the previous survey.
Approximately 60% of respondents in each group agreed that “local food products are easily
available.” This is the only question where the percentage of those who agree was nearly the
same as in the previous survey. 
Around half of respondents (53% in large communities; 53% in medium communities; and
61% in small communities) agreed with the statement “COVID-19 restrictions impacted
what, where, and how I buy food” during the second year of the pandemic. Residents in large
communities agreed at the highest percentage, though these percentages decreased from
the previous survey.
Fewer than half of the respondents in all community sizes agreed with the statement “The
COVID-19 disruption has affected my ability to buy food to meet the same dietary quality
that I had 1 year ago.”

After examining COVID-19’s impact on food purchasing decisions, respondents were asked to
agree or disagree with specific statements about how COVID-19 impacted food consumption
and local food access (Figure 2). They evaluated each statement on a 7-point scale where
1=strongly disagree and 7= strongly agree. Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of consumers who
answered 5 (agree) or greater. 
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The most frequently visited first-time market channel was local restaurants. Around a
quarter of surveyed residents, who diversified their food purchasing patterns, tried a new
independent restaurant during the second year of the pandemic. This channel made up a
higher proportion of first-time buyers in small and medium communities. This continues a
trend also noted in the first survey.
The second most frequently visited first-time venue was specialty markets. Over 20% of
first-time buyers across all community sizes tried a new bakery, deli, butcher shop, ethnic
grocery store, or other specialty retailer. Given the widely publicized and unpredictable
supply chain disruptions of many products in typical retail environments, many individuals
continued to explore niche or specialty markets. 
The two market channels with slight community size differences are Community Supported
Agriculture (CSAs) and direct from producer purchases. Residents in large and small
communities used CSAs and purchased directly from farmers for the first time more
frequently than in medium communities. Direct from farmer purchases include opportunities
like pick your own, on-farm retail, and whole animal purchases. 
Food boxes and farmers markets were explored less for the first time by residents in smaller
communities than in medium and large ones, though the differences are slight. Farmers
markets were the third most frequented channel for new purchasers. 

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. However,
respondents saw less of an impact in the second year of the pandemic. This section considers
which market channels were used for the first time by respondents during the second year of
the pandemic. Overall, approximately one third of respondents indicated that they tried a new
local market channel during the second year of the pandemic. This is like the findings of the
previous survey.

Looking more closely, 36% of respondents from large communities used a different market
channel for the first time compared to 28% and 30% from consumers in small and medium
communities, respectively.

Each respondent was asked: “Did you purchase from a business for the first time, in any of the
following categories, in the past 12 months (since October 2020)?”  Only responses from
individuals who purchased from local market channels[1] for the first time during the pandemic
were evaluated. This group comprised a third of our total respondent population. As such, the
percentages represent which market channel was visited for the first-time by respondents in
this subset. These results are summarized here:

First-Time Purchasing at Local Market Channels

[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).
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During the first 18+ months of the pandemic, many consumers were purchasing from local
market channels for the first time. While this trend was immediately visible in the first six
months of the pandemic, it has continued with slightly more emphasis on purchasing from
local restaurants. Additionally, most respondents felt that local foods were easy to access.
Fewer individuals were noticing COVID-19-related restrictions to how and where they could
buy food. As such, it is possible that purchases from local market channels are now less
motivated by disruptions and restrictions, and more motivated by either consumers’ positive
experiences while using them during the pandemic. This perspective may be supported by
the relative decrease in the percentage of respondents agreeing with statements about
values related to purchasing food as compared with the survey responses in 2020. In other
words, fewer people were motivated by food being locally produced, organic, or supporting
local economies, but a similar percentage of respondents purchased from local market
channels for the first time. Consequently, the consumer base for local foods has expanded
since the beginning of the pandemic. Monitoring these buying trends is critical to
understanding the long-term prospects of local market channels. 

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/.

Figure 3. Percentage of First-Time Shoppers at Businesses in Local Food Market
Channels

Implications for Local and Regional Food Markets

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/

