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Highlights from nationwide survey of food behavior

e Sample size = Over 4,500 respondents

* Timeline = Conducted Winter 2023 and captures behavior in 2 time periods (October 2022 & October 2023) with
guestions about broader changes since the pandemic began

® Objective = Understand changes in U.S. consumer food behavior during and after COVID-19

¢ Focus = Implications for local and regional food systems

Introductions and Definitions

In this Consumer Food Insight (CFI), we explore the role of consumer values and perceived consumer effectiveness as
drivers within local and regional market channels. As shared in previous CFls, many consumers not only changed their
expenditure shares for both food at home and away from home, but also diversified the types of market channels they
are using, indicating there are new factors motivating food purchasing behavior.

A three-pronged approach was utilized to measure consumer values. First, consumers were asked to identify what three
factors motivate most of their food choices. Based on past research on consumer motivations, there are a variety of
factors spanning affordability and accessibility, characteristics of the food, and how the food may intersect with broader
social interests, such as: affordability, healthiness, widely available/convenient, supports the local economy, locally
grown, organically grown, and sold by a socially responsible company.

In addition, respondents were also asked questions to gauge their perceived consumer effectiveness, a relatively new
measure used to assess their perceptions about how their food purchases affect both personal and societal conditions.
In the case of local and regional foods, we chose to ask their perceptions of how much their purchasing decisions can
impact their personal health, the local economy, and society, rating their agreements with statements on a scale of 1 to
7, with from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7), with 4 being neutral.

Terms: Perceived Consumer Effectiveness: Consumer’s confidence in his or her ability to achieve the outcomes that he or
she personally values and has set as a goal.
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Affordability, Health and Convenience are Top of Mind

with Consumers

When asked about what three factors motivate most of their food choices, almost one-third of respondents chose the
popular combination of affordable, healthy, and widely available (Figure 1). Over 80% of respondents chose affordable as
one of their top three priorities. Still, there are a sizable number of consumers that rank each of the motivations amongst
their top three.

Figure 1. Top Three Motivations for Food Purchases
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Note: % add to more than 100 because top three could be chosen.

It is always interesting to consider how consumer motivations and behavior varies across a variety of dimensions
including type of communities (see 3.04 in this CFl series). Similarly, Figure 2 illustrates how the key motivations vary,
and we can see that there are many similarities, but some notable differences are the relatively higher concern about
affordability, locally grown and convenience in rural communities, and relatively stronger interest in organically grown
and healthfulness among suburban and urban consumers.

Figure 2. Top Three Motivators of Food Purchases, by Type of Community
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Perceived Consumer Effectiveness tied to Purchasing Power

Respondents were also asked questions to gauge their perceived consumer effectiveness, a more nuanced way of
assessing how confident a consumer is about whether their purchasing decisions can impact a variety of potential
outcomes including their personal health, the local economy, and society. Figure 3 illustrates that the level of agreement
(on a scale of 1 to 7, with from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7)) among respondents was highest for the
impacts they hoped to have on their personal health, which may not be surprising since it is related to personal goals
which they can assess on a daily basis.

Figure 3. Perceived Consumer Effectiveness (PCE) related to Food Purchases

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

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

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

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

| believe local food products are easily available.

To explore differences between different types of consumers, survey respondents were divided (Figure 4) with a
particular focus on those who were relatively more loyal local market users (delineated by higher-than-average combined
expenditure spending for local markets, such as farmers markets, direct to producer, food boxes, and specialty markets).

Figure 4 shows that the level of agreement with PCE for two of the questions asked (belief that what and where you buy
can impact the local economy and buying behavior can have a positive effect on society) were significantly higher among
loyal local buyers.

Figure 4. Differences in Perceived Consumer Effectiveness (PCE), differences among Loyal Local buyers
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| believe that what | choose to buy Each consumer’s behavior can have a
and where | choose to buy food can positive effect on society by purchasing products
have an impact on the local economy. sold by socially responsible companies.
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Take Away Messages for Food Businesses

There is a great deal to understand about the underlying motivations for food buyers, and this CFl was crafted to provide
insights that may be useful to those crafting brand, marketing and promotional strategies for local and regional foods.
Key findings for food businesses include:

e Affordability, healthfulness and convenience are still the dominant factors driving consumer decisions, so any
product development and marketing strategies that can address those priorities will be well received.

e Still, between 13 and 30% of consumers are consciously prioritizing and engaging with food market in a way that
aligns with broader, societal values (local, organic, social responsibility), representing a broad range of marketing
messages that may help food businesses attract and retain buyers.

e Local and regional farms and food businesses should leverage the relatively high confidence their buyers feel by
providing information, stories and evidence of how their enterprise does align with food system outcomes. For
instance, if you hire and spend 80% of your business expenses from the local community, share that information
with your customers. Or, if you give donations or collaborate with a key food or community program (a food
bank, community garden, youth education non-profit), let your customers know what share of their purchase
dollars support such efforts.

Created through a cooperative agreement between the
United States Department of Agriculture, Agricultural USDA AgnCUItural Marketmg Service

Marketing Service and Colorado State University. _ U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

Author:
Courtney Cooper and Dawn Thilmany

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.

Photo credit: Adobe Stock

l,m'\l:r\‘ll)’i

LFS-CFI-3.08
4 August 2024





