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Examining Perspectives of New England Farmers Markets
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UNH research studies consumer views on farmers markets and other alternative food networks
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RESEARCH LED BY SCIENTISTS FROM THE UNH'S COLLEGE OF LIFE SCIENCES AND AGRICULTURE AND CARSEY SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY EXAMINES CONSUMER VIEWS ON FARMERS MARKETS

AND OTHER ALTERNATIVE FOOD NETWORKS.

Key Finding

Alternative Food Networks (AFNs) have struggled to reach beyond a small niche market of committed consumers. While AFNs emphasize local, sustainably

grown food sourced directly from small farms, UNH survey results show that attributes like taste, high quality, healthiness, and affordability are more

important to most New England consumers than how the food is grown or who grows it.

Previous research shows that people's cultural identity plays a significant role in shaping their food preferences and purchasing behaviors. Earlier work also

finds that some consumers view food shopping through AFNs as an expression of their cultural values, creating an emerging cultural identity around values-

based food shopping.

Key Term

Alternative Food Network: Alternative food networks (https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-94-007-6167-4_513-1) (AFNs), including

farmers markets and community supported agriculture, are relationship-based marketing models that prioritize shorter supply chains, fair wages for

producers, transparency and a commitment to environmental sustainability.
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From Main Street in a quintessential New Hampshire small town to a busy metropolitan downtown, the vibrant colors and shades of fresh fruit, vegetables and

homemade foods and the stylish patterns of handspun clothes and accessories of farmers markets offer a feast for the senses. However, according to research from

the New Hampshire Agricultural Experiment Station (https://colsa.unh.edu/new-hampshire-agricultural-experiment-station) (NHAES), this “typical” description of

a farmers market may not resonate or be experienced in the same way by all consumers. In fact, what consumers seek in a shopping experience and their interest

and comfort in visiting a farmers’ market may differ based on shoppers’ ethnic or cultural background, their values, and perceptions of farmers markets.

These differences in perceptions have led to farmers markets being primarily visited by a niche group of repeat shoppers. The practical impact of this to the

region’s small and mid-sized farmers and food entrepreneurs—who rely on higher prices by selling directly to consumers—is a narrower customer base that limits

their abilities to grow their businesses, according to NHAES scientist Analena Bruce (https://colsa.unh.edu/person/analena-bruce), an assistant professor in the

UNH College of Life Sciences and Agriculture (https://colsa.unh.edu/), and Jess Carson (https://carsey.unh.edu/person/jess-carson), a research assistant professor

with the UNH Carsey School of Public Policy (https://carsey.unh.edu/) who are leading the research. This work and its findings are critical to the researchers’ goal of

developing more effective marketing models and messaging by alternative food networks (AFNs)—of which farmers’ markets are one type—that appeals to a

broader range of consumers and underserved populations who have not previously engaged with local and regional food markets.

“This work is important for reimagining farmers markets and other AFNs in ways that better celebrate and serve the cultural and ethnic diversity that is present and

growing in our region,” said Bruce. “At the same time, expanding public participation in AFNs will catalyze local economic development and support food

producers and small food businesses that depend on these markets for their survival.”

Surveying Consumers on Farmers Markets & Other AFNs

Although AFNs have gained popularity among committed customers, they have faced challenges reaching a broader population. To determine the extent of these

challenges and to begin identifying research-based pathways to overcome them, Bruce, Carson and their research team conducted a survey of over 2,100

consumers located across all six New England states with varying levels of engagement in AFNs. The survey, administered by the UNH Survey Center

(https://cola.unh.edu/unh-survey-center) between November 2022 and March 2023, aimed to explore New Englanders’ food shopping behaviors, values, and

perceptions.

One important finding was that over 70 percent of New England adults consider attributes such as taste, quality, healthiness, and affordability as important factors

when choosing their food (see Figure 1). The results also showed that factors such as locality of food and size of farm vendors were less influential for shoppers

than previously thought.

“A surprising finding from the survey is that a little over half of New Englanders say food that supports fair wages and is sustainable and local is important to them,

while only a third say it's important that their food was grown on a small or family farm,” described Bruce. “And even fewer—just 21 percent—say it’s important to

know the people who grew their food.”

Interestingly, the survey found that some consumers perceived buying from AFNs as an expression of their cultural values. Adults who think of  themselves as the

“type” of person who buys local farm foods shopped at AFNs at a rate three times higher than those who said they were not the “type” to buy locally. This cultural

identity may inadvertently be deterring potential customers who do not feel that shopping at AFNs reflects their values.

Key characteristics of AFNs: (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aaspro.2016.02.027) Expand for characteristics

Figure 1: Percent of New England Adults Marking Each Characteristic as “Important” in Their Food Purchasing Decisions

Figure 2: New England Adults’ Responses to “Do you think there is a certain type of person who buys local farm foods?”

Source: University of New Hampshire "New England Food Shopping Habits and Preferences Survey," collected November 2022 through March 2023.​
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“We found that over half of New Englanders think there is a ‘type’ of person [see Figure 2] who buys local farm food, and they’re split on whether they identify

themselves as that ‘type,’” said Carson. “We see a relationship between calling oneself the ‘type’ of person who buys local farm food and their reported shopping

habits—specifically, whether they buy local foods and from where.”

“We’re still working to unpack these relationships but are seeing signs of connection between identity markers and food acquisition strategies that could be really

helpful for understanding less visible barriers to accessing local foods,” she added.

The survey findings showed that even shoppers who said they were not the “type” of person who buys from local farms still occasionally purchased local foods,

but these individuals were less likely to shop for local foods at AFNs. The research team is seeking to understand whether AFNs could attract a broader customer

base by emphasizing attributes like tasty, high quality and healthy produce and better communicating the benefits of supporting small-scale farms. Incorporating

such marketing strategies could help AFNs appeal to a wider audience, benefiting both consumers, who gain access to fresh and sustainable food options, and

small-scale farmers, who often rely on these markets to stay in business.

“This work is important for reimagining farmers markets and other AFNs in ways that better celebrate and serve the cultural
and ethnic diversity that is present and growing in our region.”     ~ Analena Bruce (https://colsa.unh.edu/person/analena-
bruce), assistant professor, COLSA

For the next phase of the research, the team is conducting in-depth interviews with a diverse mix of New England consumers who shop and don’t shop at AFNs to

further explore the relationships between cultural identity, food shopping practices and perceptions of AFNs.

“This study is important because most of the research that's been done about AFNs focuses on existing customers,” said Bruce, “and this tells us nothing about the

perspectives of the general population who currently don’t attend farmers markets, participate in CSAs, or engage in other types of AFNs.”

(https://colsa.unh.edu/new-hampshire-agricultural-experiment-station/research/inspired#mailing)
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Interested in reading more about this research? Sign up to receive a printed version of the upcoming INSPIRED Research Report: Food Markets, Nutrition
and Community Dynamics—due out early September! (https://colsa.unh.edu/new-hampshire-agricultural-experiment-station/research/inspired#mailing)

This material is based on work supported by the NH Agricultural Experiment Station (https://colsa.unh.edu/new-hampshire-agricultural-experiment-station)

through joint funding from the USDA National Institute of Food and Agriculture (https://www.nifa.usda.gov/)(under Hatch award number 1024406) and the state of

New Hampshire. Support for this research also came from an Interdisciplinary Working Group grant from UNH’s Collaborative Research Excellence (CoRE) initiative

and a USDA NIFA AFRI grant under award number 110394.

The research team for this work includes: Analena Bruce (https://colsa.unh.edu/person/analena-bruce), Jess Carson (https://carsey.unh.edu/person/jess-

carson), Hannah Stokes-Ramos, Stephanie Webb (https://www.unhfoodsystemslab.net/about-us/researchers/stephanie-webb), Cindy Zheng

(https://www.unhfoodsystemslab.net/about-us/researchers/cindy-luyue-zheng), Elise Neidecker (https://www.unhfoodsystemslab.net/about-

us/researchers/elise-neidecker), Isaac Leslie (https://www.isaacleslie.com/), Sarah Boege (https://carsey.unh.edu/person/sarah-boege), Semra Aytur

(https://chhs.unh.edu/person/semra-aytur) and Larry Hamilton (https://cola.unh.edu/person/lawrence-hamilton). The team also thanks its advisory committee

members Charlene Andersen, Jessica Gorhan, Erin Hale, Ameenah Shabazz, Allan Reetz, and Jennifer Wilhelm for their valuable insights and support of this

project.
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