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Rio Grande Colonias Local and Regional  
Food Market Usage in 2022 & 2023 

Local Food Systems  
Response to COVID

Consumer Food Insights 
3.0 - Regional Series

Highlights from third nationwide survey of food behavior during COVID-19 pandemic
•	Sample size = Over 4,500 respondents
•	Timeline = Conducted Winter 2023 and captures behavior in 2 time periods (October 2022 & October 2023) with 

questions about broader changes since October 2019 
•	Objective = Understand changes in U.S. consumer food behavior during COVID-19
•	Focus = Specific focus on implications for local and regional food systems

Introductions and Definitions

This CFI is part of a series of short reports centered on specific geographic regions. These regions align with the USDA’s 
new Regional Food Business Centers (RFBCs) which were created to coordinate and support local and regional food 
supply chains and market activities within specific regions. The intent of these CFIs is to provide a snapshot of regional 
consumer trends at a moment when post-COVID patterns of market engagement are evolving. 

CFIs from the two previous surveys showed that beginning in 2020 approximately 1/3 of survey respondents visited and 
purchased from a local/regional food business for the first time during the previous year. In prior CFIs, we evaluated 
consumer engagement with local market channels. These CFIs highlighted interesting differences by community size 
and consumer segment. In this CFI, we expand upon the work previously completed to provide insights into consumer 
engagement with local markets in the Rio Grande region of the US. The Rio Grande region includes Texas and New 
Mexico, with focused support to Colonia counties in those two states.

To read the other Regional Briefs, visit the links below. 

•	Appalachia
•	Delta
•	Great Lakes Midwest
•	Heartland
•	North Central

•	Northeast 
•	Northwest and Rocky Mountain
•	Southeast
•	Southwest

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/consumer-food-insights/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/appalachia/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/delta/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/great-lakes-midwest/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/heartland/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/north-central/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/northeast/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/northwest-rocky/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/southeast/
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/southwest/
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Figure 1: USDA Regional Food Business Center Regions1

1 There are 11 Regional Food Business Centers and 1 National Intertribal Food Business Center, however we have excluded the Islands and 
Remote Areas region and National Intertribal Center from our analysis due to a small sample size of survey responses.
2 These categories are an adaptation of a schema developed by Tim Woods and Debra Tropp their 2015 article   
“CSAs and the battle for the local food dollar.”

Northwest and Rocky Mountain Region includes Washington, 
Oregon, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado.

Southwest Region includes California, Nevada, Utah, and 
Arizona.

North Central Region includes North Dakota, South Dakota, 
and Minnesota.

Heartland Region includes Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, 
Iowa, and Missouri.

Rio Grande Colonias Region includes New Mexico and Texas.

Great Lakes Midwest Region includes Wisconsin, Michigan, 
Illinois, and Indiana.

Delta Region includes: Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Alabama.

Appalachia Region includes Ohio, West Virginia, Kentucky and 
Tennessee.

Northeast Region includes Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, 
Massachusetts, Connecticutt, Rhode Island, New York, New 
Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and Maryland.

Southeast Region includes Virginia, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.

Islands and Remote Areas includes: Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, 
American Samoa, Puerto Rico, US Virgin Island, and the 
Commonwealth of the Mariana Islands.

We evaluate consumer engagement with local/regional food businesses in multiple ways. First, we identify market 
growth opportunities by exploring first-time purchasing at five different categories of local and regional food market 
channels:

•	Farmers Markets
•	Direct to Consumer Markets (direct purchases from farmers including community supported agriculture (CSA), 

but excluding farmers markets)
•	Food Boxes (includes aggregated food products from multiple farms, excludes single-farm CSA)
•	Specialty Retail (small format grocery, specialty markets (e.g., delis, bakeries, butcher shops), and health food 

stores 
•	Local and Independent Restaurants

We present the 2022-23 share of respondents who purchased from a business in each of the categories and then 
contextualize this with the share of all respondents that indicated that they purchase from local food businesses in each 
category.  

Second, we segment consumers by the diversity of local market channels they reported buying from during a typical 
week in October 2022 and 2023. The three categories2 we use are:

•	Core Local Consumers: purchased from at least four different local market channels in both 2022 and 2023 
•	Mid-Level Local Consumers: purchased from at least three local market channels in 2022 or 2023
•	Peripheral Local Consumers: purchased from two or fewer local market channel in 2022 or 2023

https://www.fdrsinc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/2-113-Tim-Woods.pdf
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New and Established Consumers in Each Market  
Channel Category 
Figure 2 presents the share of food buyers who began purchasing from a market in 2023 (bottom/blue segment) and 
established customers (top/red shaded segment) that were purchasing from these markets earlier than 2022 for each 
category.  

Figure 2: New & Established Local Market Channel Users (% in October 2023) 

Direct markets – which include CSA and direct purchasing from a farmer – is the market category where new buyers 
comprise the largest proportion of all buyers. Food boxes – which include products from multiple farms or a food hub – 
have a similar magnitude of overall users when compared to the direct markets category but have fewer new users.  

•	Nearly 40% of all survey respondents indicated that they visit specialty retail markets, with over 8% of all 
respondents being new to this market channel. 

•	There are more households shopping at farmers markets overall (over 20%), with over 8% visiting a farmers 
market for the first time in 2023. Most individuals (over 65%) have visited a local or independent restaurant in 
October 2023.

Consumers Segments and Market Channel Usage
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In Figure 3, we present the 
percentage of respondents that 
indicated they purchased from few 
(peripheral local consumers), some 
(mid-level local consumers), or many 
(core local consumers) local market 
channels.  Mid-level consumers 
who visited at least three different 
local market channels in 2022-2023, 
are the most common.  Core local 
consumers are the smallest segment 
(8%) but represent the most intense 
users of local markets. Over 40% of 
survey responses are categorized 
as peripheral local consumers who 
are visiting less often but should 
be considered important to future 
market growth. 

Figure 3: Diversity of Local Market Channel Usage (% in each category for 2023)
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Figure 4 presents the share of each consumer type that purchase from each of the five local market channels categories. 
Most core and mid-level consumers shop at specialty retail channels and visit independent restaurants. Nearly half of 
core local consumers are also visiting direct markets and buying food boxes, but most notably, a very large share (77%) 
shopped at farmers markets in October 2023. The mid-level group has a much smaller share of farmers market, direct 
market and food box shoppers. The peripheral consumers are far less frequently visiting independent restaurants or 
specialty retail venues, and were not shopping at direct or farmers markets at all in October 2023.

Figure 4: Share of Consumer Segment that Uses Local Market Channels (% in October 2023)

In the next two figures, we present average expenditures for each local market channel to give a sense of the magnitude 
of expenditures by different segments of local food consumers in the Rio Grande region.

Figure 5: October 2023 Expenditures by Market Channel Users, by Consumer Segment ($ per week by household)

Note: In this analysis, we exclude survey participants who indicated that they did not shop at these market channels so these dollars 
are only representative of the share of respondents reported using those channels.  
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•	Respondents using local markets spent the most per week at independent/local restaurants ($32) and specialty 
food retailers ($23). 

•	Core consumers spent $46 per week at restaurants and $35 at specialty food markets. Farmers markets ($31), 
direct markets ($22) and food boxes ($16) also drew a good deal of spending from the core group.  

•	The mid-level group spent much less ($12) at direct markets, farmers market ($11) and food boxes ($6). 
•	Finally, peripheral consumers did not use farmers markets, direct markets, or food boxes.

Figure 6: October 2022 Expenditures by Market Channel Users, by Consumer Segment ($ per week by household)

In 2022, expenditures were lower in some channels, but higher in others, a pattern worth further consideration.  

•	The core group spent more in farmers markets, food boxes and direct markets in 2022 than 2023 (dropping 
between $4 to $9 over that year) but shifted to more spending at specialty food retailers in 2023 (up from $30 to 
$35).  This may signal a dynamic where more local foods are being carried in retail food stores instead of being 
sought through direct farm interactions. Core consumers may also be purchasing food away from home more 
often.

•	Mid-level users had more stable expenditures between the years but spent far more at restaurants ($22 to $31) 
and a bit more in direct markets ($9 to $12) in 2023. 

•	Note the peripheral group had no individuals who spent money on food boxes or in farmers or direct markets in 
2022, a trend that continued in 2023. 

$13

$20 $21
$18

$25

$8

$25

$9
$14

$19
$14

$22

$28

$35

$30

$25

$40

$0

$10

$20

$30

$40

$50

Direct
Markets

Farmers
Markets

Specialty
Retail

Food
Box

Independent
Restaurant

Total Peripheral Mid level Core

Created through a cooperative agreement between the 
United States Department of Agriculture, Agricultural 
Marketing Service and Colorado State University.

Author:
Dawn Thilmany and Jairus Rossi

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

Photo credit: Adobe Stock


