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“Where everybody knows your
name”: How regulars at farmers’
markets differ from less-frequent
shoppers

Tracy Stobbe*

School of Business, Trinity Western University, Langley, BC, Canada

A survey of consumers at three farmers’ markets (FMs) was done near Vancouver,
British Columbia. The markets span urban and suburb locales, and the survey's 234
respondents were asked questions about shopping behavior, attitudes toward FMs,
and demographic information. The focus of the analysis is on the differences between
regulars and non-regulars to the market, where a regular is considered a shopper
who shops weekly or bi-weekly. The results show that regulars spend more ($46.36
vs. 33.19 for non-regulars), are much more likely to expect higher prices compared
to grocery stores than non-regulars, and buy more products (4.15 vs. 3.1). Regulars
also value attributes of FMs differently: they value variety, organic products, and being
locally-grown more highly. Organic purchasing behavior is also significantly different
with regulars much more likely to say they “always” or “usually” buy organic products.
As this is the first study to explicitly analyze regulars at FMs, suggested research
directions and methods are offered to help guide future research.
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1. Introduction

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, there was tremendous energy around the
growth of farmers’ markets (FMs). In the US, between 2000 and 2011, the number of markets
grew from 2,863 to 7,175 (a 151% increase) (USDA, 2019). Many cities, in both Canada and
the US, saw a dramatic expansion in the number of FMs and big surges in the number of
consumers patronizing them (Daflos, 2013; Shore, 2014). Growth was also observed in other
countries (Bukenya et al., 2007).

However, this growth appears to be slowing. From 2011 to 2019, the number of markets
in the US increased just 22.3% (from 7,175 to 8,771) and many observers are now concerned
with over-saturation (Zezima, 2011; Helmer, 2019). In Vancouver, a 2013 report by city staff had
proposed increasing the number of markets up to 22 by the year 2020 (Daflos, 2013). This did not
happen and in the 2021 peak summer season, there were nine markets operating (Smit, 2021).
In the whole province of British Columbia there were 134 markets operating in 2021 (BCAFM,
2022).

Likewise, publication of studies of FMs™ consumers has slowed in the past 10 years. Fewer
articles which detail the spending habits, motivations, and demographics of FMs customers are
appearing which opens up the possibility that as the local food system develops, the role and
appeal of FMs is changing without being documented. Thus, continuing research into FMs is
needed to record whether such a shift in preferences and demographics is occurring or not. One
broad purpose of this study is continue to document FMs’ consumer profiles as time goes on.
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A more targeted purpose of this work is to examine questions
surrounding the shopping habits of FM regulars—those who shop
weekly or biweekly—which has not been explicitly addressed in the
academic research previously. Because this is the first published study
to examine FM regulars, it is preliminary in nature and can serve
a role in suggesting future avenues and awakening the curiosity of
other FM scholars. The main question this study sought to answer
was: Are these consumers different from less-frequent patrons? This
information is valuable to FMs managers as they attempt to convert
more customers into regulars. Managers might like to know if being
a regular is associated with other characteristics, such as whether
regulars spend more, have fewer children, or are different in their
mode of transportation to the market. These results could also be of
interest to scholars of consumer behavior. They might be fascinated
to learn if regulars have different attitudes toward the market or find
different amenities important compared to less-frequent shoppers.
This study could help craft better business practices when it comes
to market operations, advertising and marketing efforts, and local
food advocacy.

The rest of this paper is laid out in a traditional way. The next
section examines the published literature on this topic, focusing on
the key variables being examined here, including demographics of
consumers, spending habits, and how they value market amenities.
The following section outlines the survey methodology and sampling
procedures, including a sub-section on analysis and statistical
methodology. The results section comes next with key statistical
tests and comparisons highlighted. A discussion section highlights
interesting issues raised by the study, implications, limitations, and
areas for future study. Finally, a conclusion ends the paper.

2. Literature review

Studies of FMs’ consumers have been published in academic
journals, extension reports, and by governments at various levels.
Though some variation is inevitable when dealing with different
countries and populations, the picture that emerges out of the
literature on FMs consumers is surprisingly stable and consistent.
Surveys conducted at FMs tend to revolve around a fairly stock set of
questions which includes items purchased, amount spent, frequency
of shopping, attitudes toward FMs, and various demographic
characteristics (for example, see Govindassamy et al., 2002). The
amount spent generally hovers around $35 per visit (see Table 1).

The demographic profile of a FM consumer that has emerged
across many studies in the United States seems to be one of a middle-
aged women with above-average education and income (McGarry
Wolf et al.,, 2005; Murphy, 2011; Buman et al., 2014). For instance,
Baker et al. (2009) found their average survey respondent at two
Vermont FMs was a women (70.4% were female) in her early
50s. In a study by Govindassamy et al. (2002) of New Jersey FM
patrons, 83% were female, most were at least 51 years old, 62% had
graduated from college, and 84% were Caucasian. Gumirakiza et al.
(2014) found that 16 FMs in Nevada and Utah attracted an average
respondent who was female (66%), with a college degree, and an
average age of 42. Henneberry and Agustini (2004) and Henneberry
et al. (2009) similarly discovered that Oklahoma FM consumers were
mostly women (79%), aged between 51 and 65, Caucasian (88%),
and educated (with more than 50% having a college degree and 21%
having a graduate degree). Zepeda (2009) also found women were
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TABLE 1 Literature on amount spent.

References Amount CAD, inflation-
spent adjusted
(2017)
Govindassamy et al. (2002) $16 USD $32.46
Onianwa et al. (2006) $22.10 USD $29.96
Connell et al. (2006) $20.52 CAD $24.53
Smithers et al. (2008) $27.46 CAD $31.70
Vecchio (2009) $23.93 USD $31.14
Connell (2009) $32.06 CAD $36.53
Pascucci et al. (2011) €17.36 EURO $26.01
Cassia et al. (2012) €22.51 EURO $31.22
Gumirakiza et al. (2014) $24.78 USD $28.75
Zepeda and Carroll (2018) $28.46 USD $36.16

Currencies were first converted to CAD (using the Bank of Canada’s annual average exchange
rate for that currency in that year) and then adjusted to 2017 CAD (using the Bank of Canada’s
inflation calculator) to be comparable to the data collected in 2017.

more likely to be FM customers, but she rejected any education, age
or income effects.

These trends are enduring around the world. Burns et al. (2018)
found educated women were the most common consumers at
Australian FMs, while both Pascucci et al. (2011) and Cassia et al.
(2012) found older women at Italian markets. In China, a similar
result was found by Chen and Scott (2014). And in Canada—
the setting for this study—comparable results have been found by
Connell et al. (2006), Smithers et al. (2008), Feagan and Morris
(2009), and Stobbe (2016).

Demographics aside, the literature is also rather uniform on
the question of why people shop at FMs, though many different
terms are used to describe this result. In essence, FM shoppers are
commonly driven by a set of environmental, economic, and social
values which lead them to prefer local food (Connell et al., 2008;
Giampietri et al., 2016). Customers usually believe that local food is
fresher and better for the environment, commonly because local food
had to travel fewer “food miles”. Customers also want to support the
local economy through sustaining local farms and businesses, and to
socially enhance the local community (Burns et al., 2018).

The concept of “local” is ill-defined for FM consumers (Smithers
et al., 2008; Thilmany et al., 2008; Carroll and Fahy, 2015) and is
also regularly conflated by ideas of organic production. In some
studies, local is defined by the researchers as within a specific
distance or travel time, and others use political boundaries such
as within a county, state, region, or province. The US Department
of Agriculture also reports there is no pre-determined distance to
define local, but that local food systems should connect farms and
consumers at the point of sale (USDA, 2022). Consumers themselves
have disparate definitions of what constitutes local. To add to these
difficulties, organic production (whether certified organic or not) is
frequently associated with local production and some consumers use
these terms interchangeably. Vendors at FMs who are not certified
organic will regularly post “no spray” or similar signs which signal
environmentally-sensitive production methods, and rely upon the
high-degree of trust that most FM customers have in the vendors
(Smithers et al., 2008; Feagan and Morris, 2009; Burns et al., 2018).
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This has led to some instances of unscrupulous behavior where
imported food is fraudulently labeled as local (Denne and Foxcroft,
2017). In sum, research on FM consumers is plagued by problems
of definitions over what is considered local, both in the minds
of researchers and in the minds of the people being studied. The
current study has not addressed these issues—the survey used the
term “locally-produced” without offering a definition—but it is worth
acknowledging this methodological difficulty.

Some researchers are starting to question the romanticism
that is built around FMs and alternative food systems in general
(Forssell and Lankoski, 2015), including analyzing the problems with
confounding localness with moral goodness. Born and Purcell (2006)
call this the “local trap”—where activists and researchers assume the
local scale is equivalent to desirable outcomes ecologically, for food
quality, and for justice and democracy concerns. They warn that the
opportunity cost of confusing means with ends is that other options—
which may be more effective in achieving a desired outcome—are
ignored. Additionally, researchers have pointed out the pitfalls of
using “food miles” as a metric of sustainability (Coley et al., 2011).

Surveys at FMs usually ask about the frequency with which a
respondent shops at the market. Most studies find that FMs attract
a significant number of “regulars”—shoppers who attend with high
frequency and thus exhibit a high degree of loyalty to the market.
Unfortunately, there is no consistent use or definition of what
constitutes a “regular” in the literature. This study uses a definition
of weekly or fortnightly shopping. Using this definition, the most
comparable findings in the literature are: 71% are regulars in New
Jersey (Govindassamy et al., 2002), 55% are regulars in Oklahoma
(Henneberry and Agustini, 2004), 92% are regulars in the Lombardy
region in Italy (Cassia et al., 2012), and 83% are regulars in Ontario
(Feagan and Morris, 2009). Also in Ontario, Smithers et al. (2008)
report a weekly attendance of 51.5%. Despite this being a commonly
recorded variable, little further analysis is reported in the literature,
which provides a motivation for the current paper.

Besides amount spent, two additional variables related to money
and prices were part of the current survey. The first is expectations
of prices at FMs—whether they were higher, lower, or the same
as at grocery stores. Past studies generally show that a majority of
consumers perceive prices to be higher at FMs (Murphy, 2011; Burns
et al., 2018) but that price is a minor consideration for shoppers
(Feagan and Morris, 2009; Henneberry et al., 2009). Incidentally, the
question of whether prices at FMs are actually higher than grocery
stores has not been settled. In a price analysis, Vecchio (2009) found
that Whole Foods was 5% lower than the FM prices and Safeway was
7% cheaper. A study by Pesch and Keeler (2015) found no statistically
significant differences between grocery stores’ and FMs’ prices. Claro
(2011) also asserts that price differences are exaggerated, especially
when considering organic produce.

The second additional variable related to prices in this study
is concerning willingness to pay (WTP) for FM food over grocery
story food. The contingent valuation literature in economics—which
tries to determine WTP for goods and amenities through surveys
and choice experiments—is deep and complex. Researchers that have
applied these techniques to the question of local food have generally
found positive (though small) affects (Carroll et al., 2013). Lev and
Stephenson (1998) found just a $0.06 WTP price premium (on a $1
item) for local food among a general survey of the population, but
found FM consumers were willing to pay $0.29 more. Adams and
Adams (2011) found that 86% of their FM subjects were willing to
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pay a local premium (on a $1 item); 31% would pay between one-
third and two-thirds more, 26% would pay between two-thirds and
twice as much more, and 11% would pay more than twice as much. A
Kearney report on local food (Kearney, 2013) reported that a majority
of consumers were willing to pay more for local food; the premiums
they were willing to pay were more modest than in Adams et al,,
though: 38% said they would pay up to 5% more, 24% said up to
10% more, and just 8% indicated a local premium of more than 10%.
Berg and Preston (2017) found a local premium between 2.1 and 8%,
depending (positively) on age and income. Finally, Printezis et al.
(2019), in a meta-study of 35 other WTP studies, concluded that a
local premium exists and varies between 41.4 and 52.2%.

The current study did not ask about local food per se, but
instead asked about WTP for FM food over grocery store food. The
methodology used was relatively simple—an open-ended question
soliciting the respondent’s best guess at their preferences and habits,
in percentage terms. Due to this lack of sophistication, this variable is
not highlighted in the current work, but it does add to the literature
about FM consumers and how other variables are related to this one.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sampling methods

The survey was conducted during the summer of 2017 at three
weekly FMs in or near Vancouver, BC, Canada. These markets
were the Trout Lake Farmers’ Market (Vancouver), the Langley
Community Farmers’ Market, and the Abbotsford Town and Country
Market. A total of 234 surveys were completed on 11 different market
days from June to September, with three market days in Vancouver,
four market days in Langley, and four market days in Abbotsford.
Most collection days were in June or July (which represents the
peak of farmers’ markets growing seasons) but one collection day (in
Abbotsford) was conducted in early September.

The survey was conducted by either the author or an
undergraduate research assistant, by inviting people to participate
as they left the market. The 10-min questionnaire was oral and
responses were recorded by the researchers using a clipboard. It
was approved by the researchers’ university’s Human Research Ethics
Board (HREB), operating under standards established by the Social
Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRCC),
the main government body for funding and regulating research
in Canada.

Since a truly random sample of shoppers was not possible, several
steps were taken to try to limit selection bias. As most markets
had several points of egress, researchers would station themselves
at different points when working in tandem, or would vary their
positions when surveying trips were made alone. The Langley and
Abbotsford markets were less busy and so researchers were able to
invite the majority of shoppers leaving the market to participate in
the survey. The Vancouver market, conversely, is substantially larger
and attracts many more people per week; therefore, in principle, more
intentionality would be required to randomly select participants.
However, researchers also found that Vancouver shoppers declined
to participate far more often than at other markets. Thus, in practice,
researchers were still able to approach the majority of shoppers
leaving the FM in Vancouver in the sampling window each day.
The rate of participation for Langley and Abbotsford was 74 and
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77%, respectively, but it was only 23% in Vancouver. This opens
up the possibility of greater non-response bias from Vancouver,
although, as will be seen below, the results are quite consistent on
many variables.

3.2. Locations

These three markets were chosen because they provide a cross-
section of different farmers’ markets types. They can be divided into
urban and suburban, but perhaps a more telling distinction is to
divide them into three types: well-established, large and thriving
(Vancouver); well-established, small but secure (Abbotsford); and a
relatively new market, struggling to attract consumers (Langley).

The (Vancouver) Trout Lake Farmers’ Market, has been operating
since 1995 and is one of the province’s most successful markets with
a large and stable number of vendors (~60) (VEM, 2017, n.d.). It
is situated in the city, near residential neighborhoods, and is easily
accessible by car or public transit as it is adjacent to an arterial road.
It is open Saturday mornings, closing in the early afternoon.

The Langley Community Farmers’ Market and the Abbotsford
Town and Country Market represent suburban settings for markets.
The Langley market, started in 2009, was situated in 2017 on a
campus of a small university, and hosted ~30 vendors. It was
convenient for drivers as it had ample parking and was located on
the busiest road in the municipality. However, it was not near major
residential areas. In 2017, it was open on Wednesdays from noon
to 4 p.m.

The Abbotsford market started in 2004 and attracts about 30
vendors per week. In 2017, it was located in a commercial area,
although residential neighborhoods were not far away. It was open
Saturday mornings. Both Langley and Abbotsford markets were
technically accessible by public transit, but the public transportation
infrastructure is not well used in either municipality and bus routes
are limited and infrequent.

3.3. Survey and coding

The survey took ~10 min to complete. Information was recorded
on the behaviors of shoppers (including a list of items purchased,
amount spent, and how they got to the market that day), questions
concerning their values and beliefs surrounding FMs (measured on
Likert scales), and detailed demographic information (see Table A1l
for a list of variables. For a copy of the survey, please email
the author).

The raw survey data was entered into a spreadsheet and
several variables were coded into new variables; for instance, the
individual items that consumers bought were categorized into eight
bins including produce, dairy/cheese, baked goods, plants/flowers,
etc. Respondents provided their postal code which allowed two
distance variables to be created: distance via roads, and direct
distance measured in a straight line. In the demographic section,
the survey asked about household income levels. This question was
refused the most often of any question-—25 respondents declined
to answer it. In the analysis therefore, to capture wealth levels,
some models were run which used the income variable while
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other models used education levels as an (imperfect) proxy variable
for wealth.

3.4. Analysis methodology

Standard statistical techniques were used to analyze the results,
including two-sample ¢-tests, chi-square tests for differences between
groups, and OLS regression. The statistical software package STATA
was employed. Multivariate regression was used to analyze the
quantitative variables such as amount spent and distance traveled to
reach the FM. The regression model is:

i=1

Y=pB+) BXite
n

Routine checks for common problems facing multivariate

regression  analysis  were  performed, such as  tests
for multicollinearity.

In addition to linear regression, logistical regression was used
to analyze the categorical dependent variables using the following

functional form:

Log( py=1

m):'go"_ﬁlxl"‘ﬁzXz-i—...-kﬁnxn

As the key focus of the paper is how regular patrons of FMs differ
from non-regulars, this model type is central to the analysis. Marginal
effects of those model’s results were also calculated, evaluated at the
mean of continuous variables.

The hypotheses for the analysis can be found in Table Al. In
general, the directions of the hypotheses (signs on the coefficients)
line up with both past literature in this area and with common
intuition; for example, it is hypothesized that people who say buying
local is very important to them will spend more at the FM. When
considering the factors that are associated with being a regular
shopper at a FM, the key variables of interest include how much they
spend, how they get to the market, what types of products they buy,
and major demographic trends.

This survey included questions that ask respondents about their
attitudes toward farmer’s markets; in particular, their preferences and
priorities about key features of the market and its products. The
choice of which specific characteristics to include was made based
on past FM literature which has shown a high degree of uniformity
in this regard (for instance, see Baker et al, 2009; Buman et al,
20145 Zepeda and Carroll, 2018). The questions in this study could
be grouped as food/product-based characteristics—such as freshness
of the produce, production methods (organic or not), variety of
produce available, etc.—and market-based characteristics—such as
cleanliness of the market, convenience of location and hours, social
atmosphere, etc. These responses were coded using a simple ordinal
scale where 1 was used for “not important,” 2 was used for “slightly
important,” 3 was used for “moderately important,” and 4 was used
for “very important.” Though some past studies which used similar
questions have calculated and compared means of the recorded data,
this method is not appropriate. Since the scale is qualitative and thus
there is no objective measurement taking place, it is inappropriate
to assume that all respondents would hold the same criterion for
classifying something as “very important”, or any other category.
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Thus, in this study, these variables are treated as categorical variables
in regression models or are analyzed using other appropriate methods
such as chi-square independence tests.

In some parts of the analysis, a cut-off is employed at $30 to
differentiate “low spenders” from “high spenders”. This cut-off is
admittedly a choice made by the author in an attempt to profile
different customer types for practical applications of this research
for use by FM managers. The $30 cut-off is close to the average
spent at FMs found across many studies (of $30.85) (see Table 1).
Another justification for this cut-off amount is it is a reasonable
amount to differentiate those shoppers who are either casual visitors
to the market or just purchasing a few items, from the more serious
shoppers. Of course, a more robust way of analyzing spending would
be to use multivariate regressions which then control for many
factors—which is why that analysis method is principally employed in
this study. The $30 definition is used primarily as an avenue to make
the analysis more understandable and practical for non-specialists
who do not possess advanced statistical educational backgrounds.

4. Results

Opverall this study found a similar archetype of consumers at FMs
compared with many other studies in the literature. The average
consumer is female, white, well-educated, very interested in fresh and
organic food, is not particularly interested in seeking out inexpensive
food, and someone who shops regularly at the FM (see Table 2 for
summary statistics).

4.1. WTP and price premium

The average amount spent at an FM was nearly $42; the median
was lower ($30) owing to the fact that a small number of people
(5%) spent more than $100. The Vancouver market witnessed higher
spending with an average of $62.50 (median $50), while the Langley
and Abbotsford markets saw more moderate spending at $31.38 and
31.47, respectively (with a median of $25 at both markets).

More than half the shoppers (55%) expected to pay higher prices
than at a grocery store, but when asked how much more, two-
thirds of respondents reported a willingness to pay of 20% or less
as their top premium. This low stated WTP premium may reflect
real preferences, but it may also reflect uncertainty of how FM
prices stack up against grocery stores in the minds of consumers
(refer back to the literature review section for a discussion of how
price comparisons between FMs and grocery stores are scarce and
inconclusive). In addition, the methodology of the survey may impact
on this result—the survey used a simple, open-ended question, as
opposed to a complex choice experiment set-up. Putting aside these
issues of interpretation and methodology, the current study’s results
on price expectations being higher than grocery stores is in keeping
with past published research.

This WTP price premium was significantly related to
respondents’ opinions about whether FM products were more
expensive compared to grocery stores products (p-value of 0.0003
on a chi-square test). Not surprisingly, those with higher WTP
(30-100% price premium) are more likely to believe FMs have higher
prices. Conversely, those with the lowest WTP (of 0-10% price
premium) were less likely to believe prices are higher and much
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TABLE 2 Summary statistics of respondents, n = 234.

Quantitative variables Mean Median
Spent that day ($) $41.92 $30
WTP for FM products over grocery stores 23.1% 20%
Age of respondent (years) 53.9 55
Number of adults in respondent’s household 2 2
Number of children (under 18) in respondent’s 0.45 0
household

Distance to market via roadways (km) 6.6 43
Female 77.9%

Caucasian 87.8%

Born in Canada 77.6%

Completed undergraduate/trade/technical 61.4%

education or higher

Completed graduate education 18.2%

Income >$50,000/year 69.9%

Eats meat (i.e., non-vegetarian) 86.2%

Expects higher prices at FM compared to 54.8%

grocery stores

Expects same prices at FM compared to grocery 17.5%

stores

Expects lower prices at FM compared to grocery 27.6%

stores

Used a car as transportation to the market that 78.8%

day

more likely to believe prices are lower at the FM. This makes perfect
sense: if those with a low WTP believed FM products commanded
a large premium, they wouldn’t shop there. Another possibility is
that the question order influenced how people answered. Because
the price expectations question came before the WTP question,
people who had already expressed a belief that FM products are more
expensive may have felt a need to report a higher WTP in order to
make their presence at the market logical to themselves and avoid
cognitive dissonance.

In sum, we see shoppers at FMs are generally not there to find
“a deal”. They tend to view FMs as more expensive and to have an
explicit preparedness to pay more for the products on offer.

4.2. Spending regression model

To further explore what factors are correlated to the amount
spent at the FM, an OLS regression model was created with variables
including frequency of shopping, opinions about the importance
of some market attributes, organic buying preferences, and several
demographic variables (see Table 3). The three factors with the largest
effect on spending are choosing organic food always, having higher
education, and rating local food for environmental reasons as a “very
important” attribute of the FM. If a respondent chose organic food
always, the model reports that they spent $27.42 more on average
than those who do not always choose organic. Respondents with
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TABLE 3 OLS regression model of spending ($) as dependent variable,
n=200%.

10.3389/fsufs.2023.970335

TABLE 4 Categories of spending.

Consumer

Up to $30/low  Above $30/high

Variable Coefficient  P-value characteristics spenders, spenders,
n=122 n =109
Weekly frequency (0, 1) 10.9845** 0.016
Age 53.75 54.15
Fresh rated as “very important” dummy (0, 1) 4.1635 0.645
Female 81.7% 74.1%
Social atmosphere rated as “very important” 2.0084 0.653
(0,1) Income ($100,000 or above) 23.63% 30.21%
Local (environmental reasons) rated as “very 13.3525%* 0.005 Household size (total) 2.43 2.55
important” (0, 1)
Adults 1.9 2.1
Chooses organic food always (0, 1) 27.4230%** 0.000
Children 0.51 0.38
Willingness-to-pay for FM over grocery stores —0.1597 0.123
: egular (weekly or biweel .7% 5%
(% premium) Regular (weekly or biweekly) 60.7% 72.5%*
Age (years) 0.1448 0.299 % rating local (environmental 68.9% 69.4%
reasons) as “very Important”
Adults in household 4.9222** 0.021
WTP 23.2% 23.1%
Children in household 2.7592 0321 *Significant difference at a 10% level using a ¢-test.
Respondent eats meat (0, 1) 10.5375* 0.087
TABLE 5 Regulars vs. non-regulars on spending, WTP, and price
Education—graduate 16.2039*** 0.005 expectations.
(partial or complete degree)
Education—undergraduate degree or trade 10.1768** 0.039 Regulars, Non-regulars,
school n =155 n=79
Intercept term 0.2009 0.989 Spending, $ (average) $46.36 $33.19™
Adjusted R? 0.2061 0.000 WTP (average) 23.3% 22.8%
*Significance at a 10% level; **significance at a 5% level, ***significance at a 1% level. Expected higher price 58.4% 44.3%"
FThe sample size for this model is 200 due to non-response on some questions by . .
some participants. Expected lower price 12.3% 26.6%
Number of products bought 4.15 3.10%*

an undergraduate or trade degree are found to spend $10.18 more
than those without an undergraduate degree, and those with graduate
education spend $16.20 more on average. Finally, those who rated
local food as a “very important” attribute of the FM spent $13.35 more
on average than others with less important ratings.

Demographic variables do not loom large in explaining consumer
spending at FMs. High levels of education does play a role, as
previously discussed, but age is not significant. Gender was also
highly insignificant (and removed from the model early on). The
gender profile of respondents being predominantly female (78%)
(Table 2) is perhaps exaggerated. It was observed by the surveyors
that when male-female couples were invited to take the survey,
it was heavily skewed toward the female volunteering and thus
having her data be recorded. It is unknown to what extent this
phenomenon has occurred and influenced the results of other
studies in the literature which found a higher proportion of female
shoppers. But in any event, gender was not statistically significantly
related to spending.

If the responses are broken down into sub-groups based
on their spending, it is possible to compare low spenders
(those who spent up to $30) with high spenders (those
who spent in excess of $30). Surprisingly, perhaps, there
are not many measured differences between these groups
(see Table4). The only statistically significant difference
(employing a two-sample t-test) is that high spenders are
significantly more likely to be regulars to the market. This
result reinforces that investigating the differences between regulars
and non-regulars is a potentially fruitful place to learn about
FM shoppers.
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**Significant difference at a 5% level, ***significant difference at a 1% level using ¢-tests.

4.3. Analyzing regular shoppers

Regular shoppers (comprising 66.2% of the sample) are defined
as those who identified as weekly or biweekly (fortnightly) shoppers;
conversely, non-regulars (comprising 33.8%) are all other categories,
including monthly, one-to-three-times per season, and first-time
shoppers. Table 5 lists different measures related to spending, WTP,
and price expectations and how these vary with frequency of
shopping at a FM. It shows that frequent shoppers are buying more
items at the market on average and are doing so expecting it to cost
them more than a traditional grocery store would cost.

As mentioned in the literature review, it is not well-established
whether FMs’ prices are in fact always, or even usually, higher or
not (the limited number of published studies shows a great deal of
variability, according to geographic location of the market, season,
and study methodology). A potential implication to draw is that
perhaps sellers at FMs do not need to be overly concerned about
price-matching competing products at grocery stores in order to
keep their regulars as patrons. Competition within the FM, between
different vendors selling similar products, may be more relevant
than competition from grocery stores outside it. However, these FMs
are not particularly large—the Langley and Abbotsford markets in
particular had only about 30 vendors. There were often only two
to four vendors selling a variety of vegetables with the balance of
the vendors selling dairy, bakery, specialty artisan products, crafts,
or flowers. Therefore, it may be more accurate to categorize the FM
as an oligopoly rather than a competitive market. In particular, the
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TABLE 6 Demographics of regular vs. non-regulars.
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TABLE 7 Attributes toward farmer’s markets for regulars vs. non-regulars.

Regulars, Non-regulars, Said attribute is “very Regulars, Non-regulars,
n =155 n=79 important” n =155 n=79
Age 55.7 50.3** Freshness of produce 94.2% 94.9%
Income ($75,000 or above) 42.6% 51.5% Variety of produce 68.2% 51.9%™*
Income ($100,000 or above) 27% 26.5% Availability of organic products 54.8% 36.7%**
Household size (total) 2.3 2.8%** Locally-grown 74% 60.7%**
(environmental reasons)
Adults 2 22
) Locally-grown 83.8% 77.2%
Children 0.3 0.6 (to support businesses)
Diet (eating meat) 85.6% 87.3% Ability to interact with farmers 52.6% 41.8%
Education (any higher education) 82.2% 87.3% Availability of artisan products 21.4% 22.7%
Education (graduate or above) 23.2% 21.5% Social atmosphere of market 45.5% 38%
Race (Caucasian) 88.1% 87.3% Cleanliness of market 63% 72.2%
Distance (km) 5.8 8.4** **Significant difference at a 5% level, ***significant difference at a 1% level using ¢-tests.
Car as method of transportation 75.5% 82.3%

sk

**Significant difference at a 5% level, ***significant difference at a 1% level using ¢-tests.

Abbotsford market was explicitly managed to limit competition in
order to keep the vendors happy and returning (Fatkin, 2017). Be
that as it may, it is clear from the data that two-thirds of the survey
respondents were regulars and thus, were willing to pay the prices
posted at the FMs. Whether the FMs would have a great number of
customers in total if prices were lower is an open question and is
impossible to answer with the current survey data.

The regulars did not have a higher stated WTP compared to non-
regulars, even though a significantly higher proportion of them said
they expected to pay more at the FM compared to grocery stores. It
is important to remind ourselves that economists generally consider
stated WTP to not be as accurate as revealed WTP. Even though
regulars show no difference on stated WTP, their revealed preferences
are displayed through actual spending which is significantly higher
for regulars vs. non-regulars. Assuming these shoppers are well-
informed and rational, one can conclude that they are willing to pay
more for FM products.

On demographic measures, regulars show only a few differences
from non-regulars (see Table 6). They tend to be older, have a smaller
total household size (due to fewer children living at home), and they
tend to live closer to the market. Their closer proximity to the market,
however, does not translate into different choices for how they get to
the market compared to non-regulars. On all transportation options
(car, walk, bike, or public transportation), there are no significant
differences between regulars and non-regulars. Regulars also do
not show any differences on measures related to race or education
from non-regulars.

Regular shoppers value a few attributes of FMs significantly
higher than non-regulars (see Table 7). Though both groups say
freshness is of the utmost importance (with 94 and 95% rating this
attribute as “very important”), having a high degree of variety is
significantly more important to regulars. A plausible theory to explain
this is that regulars may rely upon the FM for their fresh produce
needs and thus deny themselves the variety available at most grocery
stores. Therefore, variety at the FM is more desired by them than their
non-regular counterparts who shop more broadly.

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems

The availability of organic products was also rated as considerably
more important by regular shoppers compared to non-regulars
(see Figure 1). Remember, the spending regression model (Table 3)
showed that people who choose organic options “always” ended up
spending significantly more ($27.42 more, on average).

Regular shoppers also have stronger feelings about supporting
the FM for the sake of the environment, but show no difference
from non-regulars on supporting local farm businesses. This might
indicate that regulars would classify themselves as more strident
environmentalists than non-regulars, though this would have to be
settled by future research.

4.4. Regulars regression model

To analyze the behavioral patterns, attitudes, and demographics
of regulars more fulsomely, a non-linear logistical regression model
was created which incorporated the key variables that were found to
be significant in the preceding section. As Table 8 shows, some of
the variables that were statistically significant between regulars and
non-regulars when analyzed in insolation are no longer significant
when analyzed as part of a whole model.! However, others are still
significant including buying produce, always buying organic food,
expecting FM prices to be higher than grocery store prices, rating
variety as “very important”, having a smaller total household size, and
traveling fewer km distance to reach the FM.

1 This might cause some confusion for non-statistically advanced readers.
Some traits in regulars vs. non-regulars were significant when analyzed in
isolation (with t-tests) but were not significant when analyzed in a regression.
This, however, is the primary reason for using regression—its strength in
controlling for other factors and identifying true relationships. The t-test results
still have value though because they could be useful to market managers on
the ground. For example, age is a significant variable using a t-test, but not in
the regression. A market manager may try to design an advertising campaign
to convert more people to being regulars using age to target the most likely
would-be regulars. It doesn't matter to him or her that the correlation is likely

through a third variable.
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TABLE 8 Logistical regression model of regulars (weekly or biweekly) as
dependent variable, n = 206*.

Variable Coefficient  P-value
Spent ($) 0.0056 0.432
Produce bought (0, 1) 1.7735%* 0.001
Number of products bought 0.0497 0.653
Variety of produce rated as “very important” 0.8528™* 0.018
0,1)

Local (environmental reasons) rated as “very 0.1198 0.752
important” (0, 1)

Availability of organic food rated as “very —0.2707 0.586
important” (0, 1)

Chooses organic food always (0, 1) 1.1905** 0.015
Expected higher price at FM (0, 1) 0.9357** 0.010
Household size (number of people) —0.2782* 0.059
Age (years) 0.0094 0.387
Vegetable garden (0, 1) 0.3996 0.289
Distance (km) —0.0531** 0.024
Intercept term —2.3112 0.017
Pseudo R? 0.2266

*Significance at a 10% level, **significance at a 5% level, ***significance at a 1% level.
FThe sample size for this model is 206 due to non-response on some questions by
some participants.

In terms of consumer behavior, buying produce is significantly
linked to being a regular. The marginal effects, displayed in Table 9,
show that there is a 41% increased probability of being a regular for
those who purchase produce. Always choosing organic food results in
a24% increased probability of being a regular, and expecting prices at
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TABLE 9 Marginal effects of logistical regression model.

Variable dy/dx  P-value
Spent ($) 0.0012 0.431
Produce bought (0, 1) 0.4136™** 0.001
Number of products bought 0.0105 0.653
Variety of produce rated as “very important” (0, 1) 0.1849** 0.018
Local (environmental reasons) rated as “very 0.0255 0.754
important” (0, 1)

Availability of organic food rated as “very —0.0572 0.586
important” (0, 1)

Chooses organic food always (0, 1) 0.2406™* 0.009
Expected higher price at FM (0, 1) 0.1967** 0.008
Household size (number of people) —0.0587* 0.058
Age (years) 0.0020 0.386
Distance (km) —0.0112** 0.024

*Significance at a 10% level, **significance at a 5% level, “**significance at a 1% level.

the FM to be higher than grocery store prices results in almost a 20%
increased probability. In terms of attitudes and demographics, rating
variety as “very important” results in an 18% increased probability of
being a regular.

The remaining two significant variables, total household size
and distance from the market, are quantitative, and so the marginal
effects are calculated at the mean. Table 9 shows that having an
additional family member results in a reduced probability of being
a regular of almost 6%. Living an additional kilometer away from
the FM results in a reduced probability of being a regular of just 1%.
These two variables are good examples of the principle that statistical
significance is distinct from the actual effect size or importance of
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the variable in a predictive sense. So while this study does predict
that smaller households that live nearer to the FM are more likely
to be regulars, the actual effects are tiny, and market managers
would probably be wiser to focus their time and attention on other
aspects, such as attracting vendors that sell a variety of organic
produce options.

5. Discussion

The goal of every FM manager is to have a thriving market with
a growing customer base, including a large stock of repeat customers,
as well as satisfied vendors with robust sales. This study can help
managers by identifying which factors are associated with being a
regular customer. Some of the factors highlighted in the previous
sections are beyond the control of the managers, such as family size.
Some factors, however, are within the control of market managers,
such as having a large variety of produce for sale and having many
organic options. Managers can prioritize attracting new vendors
which enhance the variety of produce available.

Since 60% of regulars expect prices at FMs to be higher than
grocery stores, compared to only 45% of non-regulars, this may
represent an opportunity to confound expectations. If, in actuality,
prices are the same or lower than grocery stores, clever advertising
can capitalize on this discrepancy between expectations and reality
with the result of perhaps attracting non-regulars to come more
faithfully, or for shoppers to purchase more.

Therefore, for future research, market managers should be keenly
interested in the results of studies that systematically compare actual
prices at FMs and grocery stores. If the perception of FMs being more
expensive is erroneous, that can be a key part of future advertising
campaigns and marketing measures.

As mentioned in the introduction, FM numbers have grown
markedly more slowly in the past decade. Observers have noted the
over-saturation of FMs (too many markets for too few customers)
and the tendency of markets to fail (Helmer, 2019). For instance, in
their 2008 paper, Stephenson et al., note that 32 of the 62 markets
that opened between 1998 and 2005 in Oregon ceased operations
(Stephenson et al., 2008). More recently, FMs in major cities such as
Boston have reported major drops in attendance (Teitell, 2017).

The global COVID-19 pandemic, which is ongoing at the time
of this article being written, has had major impacts on community
gatherings, including FMs. The Langley Community Farmers Market
did not operate at all during the 2020 season. Media coverage of
the FMs in Vancouver reported that flower, soap and other non-
food vendors were upset at provincial health orders that restricted
their inclusion at the markets during various waves of the COVID
pandemic (Ross, 2021).

It is uncertain how FMs will fare coming out of the pandemic.
On one hand, global supply shortages of many goods, including
some food categories, may encourage some people to support local
production of food. FMs, being held outdoors, may also be seen
as a safer alternative for shopping in the short run while the
pandemic is still ongoing. FMs might also serve to fill part of the
gap in community gatherings and to counter social isolation. On
the other hand, the pandemic was also associated with high levels
of unemployment and high inflation. This survey suggested that
the majority of shoppers at FMs expect prices to be higher. If so,
then FMs might see a loss of sales as non-regulars substitute toward
the perceived less-expensive grocery stores. The effect of COVID-19
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upon the success of FMs and the profitability of vendors is left to be
settled by future research.

5.1. Limitations and areas for future research

This study has several limitations. One is that results may not
be generalizable to other countries or locations. Though results on
some variables such as spending have been remarkably consistent
across studies from around the world, it is possible that the key
variable under examination here—being a regular and how that
affects consumer habits—may not be consistent across locations.
Since this is the first study looking at this variable in-depth, time will
tell if this is a universal finding or not.

Regulars in this sample made up 66.2% of FM shoppers. This is
in keeping with past studies (see the literature review section above).
This raises the question though of non-response bias among regulars
and non-regulars. If regulars agreed to take the survey at a higher rate
than non-regulars, this would skew the results. Even if non-response
bias is not a concern, a larger overall sample of shoppers would be
advisable to ensure there is enough variation for statistical tests to
reveal differences between the groups.

Another limitation of the current study is that the methodology
for the WTP question was very simple. The economics literature
surrounding WTP is vast and complex with many sophisticated
methods to address concerns related to bias and unfamiliarity with
the task of thinking about hypothetical prices. Because it was not a
key feature of this survey, these complex methods were not employed
and people were simply asked to estimate how much more (if any)
they think they would be willing to pay for FM food. Therefore, these
results in particular should be used with caution.

More generally, this survey and analysis should be viewed as
exploratory, examining a previously unstudied dimension of FM
consumers. This study used a fairly stock set of questions found in
most FM consumer surveys. This allowed for comparability with
past research. But now that features of regulars have been identified,
this work needs to be repeated with different populations and
to be elaborated upon with more testable theories to explain the
patterns seen here. The regressions and tests employed here establish
correlation, not causation. More data collected on specific behaviors,
attitudes, and demographics of regulars and non-regulars will add
more evidence to help explain the differences.

For instance, is the higher observed spending in regulars
(compared to non-regulars) due to higher WTP for FM food?
Regulars believe, in higher proportions, that FM food is more
expensive which may indicate they are willing to pay more for it.
Future work is needed to measure the price elasticity of demand
for FM food for regulars and non-regulars. Experimental work (i.e.,
choice experiments) could accomplish this; also collecting data on the
behavior of the two types for checking and comparing prices between
FMs and grocery stores could help shed some light. As stated earlier,
there is a lack of studies which even establish whether FMs are, in fact,
more expensive than grocery stores. More research is needed here too.

Another avenue future research could pursue the differences
in attitudes between regulars and non-regulars. The current study
indicated that regulars value variety in FM food to a greater
extent than non-regulars and they also more-highly value the
perceived environmental benefits of locally grown food. This raises
many questions including what proportion of their household
food/produce purchases are done via FMs? If the regulars use FMs
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to a greater extent to feed themselves, this could help explain
their greater desire for variety. Also, are regulars more strident
environmentalists on other measures of concern for the environment
compared to non-regulars? Given that most respondents were also
female, there may be an influence of gender on these factors.
A more detailed examination into attitudes could help reveal
these interactions.

6. Conclusion

The broad purpose of this study was to add to the literature
documenting consumers at FMs, particularly in light of the dwindling
number of published studies over time. The more specific purpose
was to contribute to our understanding of how regulars at FMs
differ from non-regulars. This study revealed that regulars and
non-regulars do have some observable differences when it comes
to shopping behavior, how they value the attributes of FMs, and
demographically. Specifically, they tend to value variety in produce
more highly than non-regulars, they shop for organic products more
consistently, and they have a smaller household size.

Market managers want to convert non-regulars into regulars
because, by definition, they create a more stable consumer base for
vendors at the market. This study reveals that regulars buy more
products and spend more on average. Understanding your customer
is one of the first rules of business and marketing, so it is hoped that
this study will add nuance to our understanding of regulars and will
spur on future researchers to deepen and elaborate on these findings.
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