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Introduction: Consumer demand for authenticity and sustainability in food 
systems is growing, creating both opportunities and challenges for entrepreneurs 
in niche and specialty markets. While wild-foraged and hunted foods are often 
perceived as more “natural” and sustainable, attempts to scale these products 
through farming may compromise their perceived authenticity.

Methods: To explore these dynamics, we conducted discrete choice experiments 
with a nationally representative sample of 1,039 U.S. consumers. Participants 
evaluated their willingness to pay (WTP) for salmon, venison, and morel 
mushrooms, presented in both wild-foraged/hunted and farm-raised forms.

Results: Consumers exhibited strong preferences for wild versions of all three 
products, with average premiums of $5.09 for salmon, $7.47 for venison, and 
$4.73 for morels. Perceptions of naturalness and minimal human intervention 
largely drove these premiums. Additional attitudinal predictors of WTP included 
concern for animal welfare, distrust in government regulation, and identification 
with foodie culture. However, these preferences reflected characteristics that 
consumers cannot verify, suggesting that scaling via farming may reduce market 
value by undermining product authenticity.

Discussion: Our findings highlight an “authenticity paradox”: while wildness 
drives consumer demand, efforts to commercialize and expand production 
may erode the very attributes that generate value. Entrepreneurs in niche food 
markets must carefully balance ecological sustainability, product scaling, and 
consumer trust. Strategic messaging and transparent sourcing practices may 
help preserve perceived authenticity while enabling market growth.
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1 Introduction

Identifying sustainable niche market opportunities is a core challenge in entrepreneurship, 
particularly when aligned with environmental or social impact goals (Dean and McMullen, 
2007; Evans et al., 2017; Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011; Schaltegger et al., 2016). Misinterpreting 
consumer demand can be exceptionally damaging for small and medium-sized agri-food 
enterprises, which are often considered pivotal contributors to sustainable economic 
development but are considered riskier to start and typically have higher burn rates (Bylund 
and Malone, 2024; Nooteboom, 1994; Klewitz and Hansen, 2014; Lynde, 2020; Rossi et al., 2023).

While the prior literature addresses how entrepreneurs explore market opportunities, this 
study emphasizes the importance of accurately assessing the total addressable market for agri-
food businesses. This gap is particularly important as modern consumers continue their shift 
toward “authentic” and “sustainable” food products (Khessina et al., 2023; Malone et al., 2025; 
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Pozner et al., 2022; Schifeling and Demetry, 2021; Verhaal et al., 2022). 
Specifically, we  use a series of discrete choice experiments to 
demonstrate that misinterpreting consumer demand characteristics 
can lead to overestimating the market size and risking business viability.

The burgeoning wild food market presents a unique arena for 
academic exploration for several reasons (Anand et al., 2021; Ploum 
et al., 2018; Sarma et al., 2022). At its core is the “authenticity paradox,” 
which refers to the complex dynamic in niche markets where, when a 
firm gains market success, it affects its ability to maintain an authentic 
identity (Verhaal and Dobrev, 2022). The paradox lies in the fact that 
as a firm’s popularity grows, the appeal of its authenticity declines 
because the increased market success, which is often associated with 
scalability and high growth, is less aligned with the intrinsic 
motivations and social values that were initially associated with the 
firm’s authenticity. In the case of wild foods extracted from the natural 
environment, a firm’s success in the market can also lead to negative 
environmental outcomes such as overfishing or forest degradation 
(Coll et al., 2008; Jackson et al., 2001). For example, some states have 
implemented rigorous training requirements to restrict excessive 
foraging of products such as wild mushrooms (Malone et al., 2022).

Entrepreneurs must understand the consumer psychology 
associated with their market segmentation strategy (Woolley et al., 
2022). We focus on how consumer preferences shape entrepreneurial 
opportunities in agri-food markets where environmental degradation 
is a concern (Jolink and Niesten, 2015; York and Venkataraman, 
2010). Specifically, we  investigate how misinterpreting consumer 
associations with perceived authenticity, sustainability, and animal 
welfare concerns influences an agri-food entrepreneur’s opportunity 
evaluation for farm-raised products initially produced via foraging, 
fishing, and hunting.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 
provides a background on how growth in demand for wild food can lead 
to entrepreneurial opportunities for U. S. farms. In Section 3, we develop 
a conceptual framework describing the market dynamics associated 
growing farm-raised food as a substitute in response to increased 
demand for their wild-caught products. Section 4 describes our 
experimental design, which involves a discrete choice experiment 
involving 1,039 U. S. consumers. We outline our results in Section 5, 
which indicate that the consumer demand for farm-raised products is 
generally lower than that of their wild-foraged counterparts. However, 
in some market niches, consumers might be willing to substitute the less 
environmentally damaging alternative. Our article concludes in Section 
6 with a discussion of the current study’s limitations, recommendations 
for future research, and recommendations for sustainable food systems.

2 Wild food in the United States

U. S. consumers increasingly embrace niche agri-food products via 
novel marketing channels, leading to a heightened interest in native, 
“wild,” and indigenous options. Compounding interest is the recent 
push for diets such as the Paleolithic diet, which directs followers to eat 
only the foods that humans during the Paleolithic era ate. Similarly, the 
modern “wild food movement” extends advocacy for alternative food 
systems, rooted in post-modern views that reject traditional, 
industrialized food systems reminiscent of the “back-to-the-land” 
movement of the 20th-century (Malone and Norwood 2020; Phillips, 
2019). Consider The Omnivore’s Dilemma, which describes multiple 
food systems as alternatives for omnivore (human) consumption 

(Pollan, 2006). Specifically, Pollan addresses industrialized agriculture, 
organic food, local food, and wild food (food hunted or foraged in 
some way), arguing that industrialized agriculture harms human and 
ecosystem health while showing potential alternatives. Similarly, 
Kimmerer (2013) emphasizes the disconnect that industrialized and 
technology-focused agriculture creates between people and their food 
and people and the land. These authors support the increasingly-
popular notion that wild food systems might promote a more holistic 
approach to sustainable food systems.

Market opportunities for wild food entrepreneurs are not new or 
limited to fad diets; some consumers believe that wild food solves 
perceived environmental, nutritional, and moral problems in traditional 
food systems (Popkin, 2002). During the COVID-19 pandemic and 
resulting stay-at-home orders of early 2020, interest in foraging as a safe 
hobby and a way to reconnect with food increased. Several influencers 
on social media sharing foraging tips and tricks saw a huge increase in 
views and followers, including Alexis Nikole Nelson, also known as the 
“Black Forager,” who has over 4.3 million followers on new media 
platforms such as Instagram and TikTok (Mohtasham and Zomorodi, 
2021). Nelson describes her connection to foraging as a way to access 
cheaper food and connect with her ecosystem and with “African 
American and Indigenous food traditions that many people were 
discouraged—or actively prevented—from accessing” (Mohtasham and 
Zomorodi, 2021). These vibrant online and social communities have 
been particularly effective at increasing the popularity of niche wild food 
products (Hoskins et al., 2021; Sachdeva et al., 2018).

In addition to inducing food policy change, social movements can 
create room for niche market opportunities (Malone and Norwood 2020; 
Biedny et al., 2020). However, research on these kinds of opportunities 
has been particularly limited in the United States due to the complex 
history of foraging, specifically through trespassing laws and often 
confusing policies around the legality of harvesting and hunting certain 
species (Weber et al., 2008; Sawers, 2015, 2022). Hunting many wild 
products requires a permit; some foods can be harvested only during 
certain seasons. However, hunting and foraging remain culturally 
popular, and that positive view of the activities themselves could translate 
to the value of wild products, even if the consumer did not forage it 
themselves (Demartini et al., 2018, 2021).

Additionally, the sales step in the vertical marketing chain can 
change consumer valuation of the local product, as local inputs are 
perceived as less worthy of a premium than local outputs (Staples et al., 
2021a). Niche marketers might also popularize changes in product 
flavor profiles via “terroir” effects to increase willingness to pay (Staples 
et al., 2021b). Even within the same product, consumer willingness to 
pay for a niche product might differ based on the marketing channel. 
For example, though consumers are typically willing to pay a premium 
for local foods, they are not willing to pay premiums for local food sold 
at farmers’ markets, and discount it when purchased directly from an 
urban farm (Printezis and Grebitus, 2018).

The notion of “wildness” in food preferences is especially unique 
because it is a credence attribute that insists on omitting agricultural 
productivity. For our purposes we define wild food as edible plants, 
fungi, and animals that are harvested or collected from their natural, 
unmanaged habitats, rather than being cultivated or farmed. These 
foods grow spontaneously in forests, meadows, mountains, and 
bodies of water and are typically gathered rather than grown through 
agricultural practices. Wild foods include a variety of species such as 
wild fruits, nuts, mushrooms, herbs, greens, and game. They are often 
prized for their natural flavors, nutritional value, and the connection 
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they provide to the local ecosystem and traditional culinary practices. 
The concept of wild food also often encompasses a broader ethos of 
sustainability, traditional knowledge, and a minimal ecological 
footprint, distinguishing these foods from those produced in 
conventional agricultural systems. As wild food has been brought 
into popular culture in cycles, many Indigenous people, rural Black 
and white Americans, and immigrants have been carrying on these 
traditions. In much of the rural Southern United States, including 
Appalachia and the Ozarks, foraging has been embedded in the food 
culture, coinciding with subsistence farming as a way for poor, rural 
communities to remain economically viable during seasons of 
inclement weather or bad economic times (Campbell, 2014).

At the same time, increased demand for foraged foods can 
significantly damage native ecosystems. Overfishing is the most 
drastic example, as demand for wild-caught fish has created the 
collapse of some coastal ecosystems (Coll et al., 2008; Jackson et al., 
2001). Increased foraging has also increased environmental 
degradation concerns, leading urban planners to call for added policy 
considerations for the practice (Shackleton et al., 2017; Synk et al., 
2017). Thanks to these concerns, researchers and entrepreneurs alike 
have sought to establish practices that might increase the supply of 
traditionally wild-foraged food products (e.g., Malone et al., 2022).

3 Conceptual framework

Figure  1 presents a conceptual framework for the dynamic 
development of farm-raised food markets as entrepreneurs expand 
their production away from wild-forage production systems. The 
quantity of wild foods supplied in a market is limited by what can 
be harvested from a naturally occurring quantity (Figure 1A). Natural 
growth rates, harvest regulations, seasonality, and ecological 
considerations can all influence the supply curve for wild food 
products (Malone et al., 2022). Additionally, harvesting wild foods 
can be more labor-intensive, risky, and unpredictable than farm-
raising, often leading to higher prices from a restricted supply curve. 
In that market scenario, we  can define Equation 1 as the total 
addressable market (TAM) for the all-wild market as the product of 
the equilibrium price and quantity:

 = ×Wild WildTotal Addressable Market P Q . (1)

Given the substantial limitations on wild-forage products, the 
relatively high equilibrium price will likely attract agri-food 
entrepreneurs interested in cultivating wild products. Indeed, wild 
foods are also limited in a way that farmed foods are not; if agricultural 
producers project increased demand for a farm-raised product, they 
can plant more during the proceeding growing season. Producers may 
even invest in technology and practices to increase their yield with 
increasing consumer demand. Developing a commercialized 
production process relaxes constraints on the supply curve, connecting 
supply to traditional supply variables such as production cost, 
technology, and the price of inputs.

Figure  1B introduces this farm-raised cultivation 
( +Wild Supply Farm Raised Supply), shifting the supply curve to the 
right. The added supply expands the equilibrium quantity demanded 
from QWild to QˈWild while the equilibrium market price will likely decline 
from PWild to PˈWild. Thus, the first practical inference from our simple 
conceptual framework is that standardized production of wild products 
expands product supply, reducing the expected equilibrium price an 
entrepreneur might expect. This reduction in price can often 
be disastrous for an upstart niche agricultural market, though the extent 
of the change in the size of the TAM is a function of the slope of the 
demand curve. The extent to which this increase in supply changes an 
entrepreneur’s total addressable market can be stated in Equation 2 as:

 

( )
( )
( )

Wild Wild

Wild Wild

Wild Wild

P Q
% Total Addressable Market .

P Q

P Q′ ′×
− ×
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×

 
(2)

Figure  1B assumes that consumers consider wild and farm-
raised foods the same product, where the added production shifted 
the pre-existing supply curve. That said, the prior literature indicates 
that consumers often consider production decisions as a “credence 
attribute,” which is a quality or characteristic of a product that 
cannot be  verified by the consumer even after purchase and 
consumption (Lusk, 2018). Credence attributes contrast with “search 
attributes” like color, price, or size, which consumers can determine 
before purchase, and “experience attributes” like taste or texture, 
which can be  assessed after purchase but before consumption. 
Examples of credence attributes can include a food’s organic status, 
carbon footprint, fair trade certification, animal welfare standards, 

FIGURE 1

Conceptual framework. (A) Only wild. (B) Expanded supply due to cultivation. (C) Unique farm-raised demand.
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or, in this case, whether a product is wild-foraged or farm-raised. 
Figure  1C demonstrates the updated TAM for an agri-food 
entrepreneur who begins cultivating a product that was previously 
available only via wild foraging after we  adjust the extent of the 
market to a decline in demand due to “wildness” as a credence 
attribute in Equation 3:

 

( )
( )
( )

Overall Overall

Wild Wild

Wild Wild

P Q
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P Q

P Q
∗

×
′ ′− ×

∆ =
′ ′×

 
(3)

4 Methods

Our empirical findings come from discrete choice experiments 
for three unique wild products (venison, salmon, and morel 
mushrooms) embedded within a survey of 1,039 U. S. adults who had 
purchased at least one of these wild foods in the previous 6 months. 
The study was approved by the relevant University Institutional 
Review Board.

4.1 Experimental design and sampling 
strategy

After indicating their informed consent to participate, each 
participant answered three questions about each product, which 
were randomly selected from a fractional factorial design. We used 
this approach for three reasons. First, this approach allows us to 
collect data from a more representative sample than in-person 
surveys, which is particularly valuable for the entrepreneurship 
literature (Bylund and Malone, 2024; Malone et al., 2019; Williams 
et  al., 2019). Second, a hypothetical experiment is required 
because farm-raised products for two study items (morels and 
venison) are limited. Finally, while there are concerns about 
hypothetical bias in stated preference DCEs, we are interested in 
the marginal differences between wild and farm-raised. Prior 
studies have indicated that marginal value estimates between 
stated and revealed preference studies is consistent (Lusk and 
Schroeder, 2004; Johnston et al., 2017).

Data were collected via the professional sampling company 
SSI-Dynata in March 2023. On average, participants completed 
the survey in 8.12 min. Table 1 presents our consumer sample in 
comparison to the U.S. census. Note that our sample skews slightly 
older, with higher percentages in the 55–64 and 65–74 groups, and 
less racial diversity than the census. Most of the sample was white, 
83.5%, while only 68.5% of the U.S. population is white, which is 
unsurprising given our focus on likely consumers of wild foods.

To be  admitted as a survey participant, respondents had to 
be  willing to purchase a wild product. Table  2 presents the 
percentage of the sample who selected one or more of the three 
options when asked about their willingness to purchase a wild 
version of each option. Salmon was the most popular, with 62.8% 
of respondents indicating they would be willing to purchase wild 
salmon, with about 45% each for mushrooms and venison. About 
one-third of the sample indicated they would be willing to purchase 
a wild version of all three.

4.2 Survey structure and key variables

We focus on several relevant variables to understand consumer 
behavior dynamics for wild foods. Among these, “Animal Welfare 
Concerns” reflects the degree to which consumers are concerned 
about animal welfare and ethical treatment in food production. This 
variable is particularly relevant in choosing wild and farm-raised 

TABLE 1 Sample demographics.

Variable Value Survey Census

Gender Female 49.3 50.5

Male 49.5 49.5

Non-binary / 

Transgender

1.1 --

Prefer not to say 0.2 --

Age 18–24 years old 8.2 8.7

25–34 years old 18.8 18.4

35–44 years old 16.1 17.2

45–54 years old 11.5 16.9

55–64 years old 20.7 17.4

65–74 years old 17.9 12.8

75–84 years old 6.8 6.1

85 years or older 0.4 2.6

Income Less than $49,999 32.5 36.5

$50,000 to $99,999 37.7 29.6

$100,000 to 

$149,999

17.9 16.3

$150,000 or 

greater

11.7 17.7

Race White 83.5 68.5

Black or African 

American

8.4 13.8

American Indian 

or Alaska Native

2.8 1.3

Asian 3.4 6.6

Other 3.1 9.6

Number of observations = 1,039. Numbers are provided as a percentage of the total. U. S. 
Census numbers from the 2022 U.S. Census Bureau (2022).

TABLE 2 Percentage of respondents willing to purchase one or more wild 
options.

Product Percentage

Salmon 62.7

Mushrooms 45.4

Venison 45.2

Mushrooms and salmon 41.8

Salmon and venison 40.4

Mushrooms and venison 33.5

Mushrooms, salmon, and venison 31.6

The sample target for the discrete choice experiment was 1,000 participants who were willing 
to purchase at least one wild option. The total number of observations for this table is 1,556.
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proteins, as consumers with high animal welfare concerns might 
prefer wild proteins, perceiving them as more ethical or natural than 
their farm-raised counterparts. Similarly, we explore the level of trust 
consumers have in government regulations and standards related to 
food safety and production. Higher trust might lead to greater 
confidence in the safety and quality of farm-raised foods. In contrast, 
lower trust may incline consumers towards wild foods, which are 
perceived as less affected by government-regulated farming practices. 
Finally, we consider “foodies,” which refers to consumers who spend 
a larger share of their income on food at home and away from home 
(Malone et al., 2025). We anticipate that this consumer segment may 
be more open to exploring and valuing the unique attributes of wild 
foods, driven by their pursuit of culinary diversity.

To calculate our TAM, we  simulate demand curves for three 
unique wild-forage products: salmon, venison, and morel mushrooms. 
Figure 2 presents a sample choice question for wild versus farm-raised 
salmon. U.S. consumers ate an estimated 19 pounds of fish and 
shellfish per capita in 2020 (National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, 2022). Approximately 79% of that consumption is 
imported rather than U.S. wild-caught or from U.S. aquaculture 
producers (Abaidoo et al., 2021). A robust literature has explored 
differences in willingness-to-pay between farm-cultivated and wild-
caught seafood, generally indicating that wild-caught fish typically 
receive higher premiums due to perceptions of quality, freshness, and 
safety (Claret et al., 2014; Verbeke et al., 2007; Menozzi et al., 2023; 
Wongprawmas et al., 2022). However, some literature has shown that 
consumers can have negative perceptions of wild-caught fish due to 
concerns about overfishing or exposure to mercury (Hall and 
Amberg, 2013).

Figure 3 presents a sample choice question for wild versus farm-
raised venison. Wild game is one of the most widely discussed wild 
food products, second to seafood. This category includes wild boar, 
and venison, of which the legality of hunting and selling varies by 
region and country. The literature around the value of wild game is 
based primarily in Europe because of the large market and its long 
history, as well as the high cultural demand by consumers 
(Marescotti et al., 2019). The United States also has a strong hunting 
culture. However, little is known about the potential market for 

hunted animals because legislation on selling hunted products is at 
the state level.

Figure 4 presents a sample choice question for wild versus farm-
raised morel mushrooms. While many people forage as a hobby or 
passion, the high prices of specific mushroom types, especially 
morel mushrooms, lead some to sell their harvest. However, over 
70% of morels were supplied at costs below $30/lb (Malone et al., 
2022). That said, the extent of the morel market remains unclear. 
Understanding consumer premiums for this market allows us to 
contrast the salmon and venison premiums with a plant-based 
product, allowing us to more easily isolate the potential impact of 
animal welfare assumptions on the value of wildness.

4.3 Empirical estimation

To explore the differences in TAM for these products, 
we estimated discrete choice models via a random parameter logit 
(RPL) model to calculate the wild and farm-raised price premiums 
individually. These models allow each participant to have their own 
utility function within the empirical estimation, which is assumed 
to follow a normal distribution, which was accomplished with a 
simulated maximum likelihood estimation with 1,000 Halton 
draws. From the demand system created by our RPL estimations, 
we first simulate a series of implied demand schedules that link 
price to the quantity demanded for each farm-raised and wild 
product. In other words, we  estimate the probability that the 
average participant chooses a product at a range of prices. We hold 
the base prices for the complementary product constant for each 
implied demand curve at the median price presented in the DCE. To 
test items that might explain those differences, we  use the 
individual-specific parameter estimates generated by the RPL to 
regress individual differences in willingness to pay between WTP 
for wild-foraged and for farm-raised against the variables collected 
(Animal Welfare Concerns, Government Trust, Foodie). We also 
include an interaction effect for animal welfare and the specific 
product, as we anticipate that animal welfare is likely to explain gaps 
between salmon and venison WTP but not for morels.

FIGURE 2

Example choice question for salmon.
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5 Results

We asked three questions to understand the key factors that might 
predict why a consumer might be willing to pay less for farm-raised 
food (Table 3). Overall, respondents were evenly split between trust 
or distrust in government organizations, with roughly 48% answering 
either “tend to distrust” or “distrust greatly” versus 44% stating they 
“tend to trust” or “trust a great deal.” However, those in the trust 
category skewed more to weaker trust, with only 12% saying they 
trusted greatly. Respondents answered that animal welfare was either 
“somewhat” or “strongly” important to their purchasing decisions, 
with a combined 54%. Only 22% answered that they “somewhat” or 
“strongly” disagreed that animal welfare was important, and the 
remaining 27% marked “neither disagree or agree.” Our final key 
factor was the perceived quality of food, and we asked respondents if 
they considered themselves “foodies.” Over half, 52%, said either 
“probably” or “definitely” yes, while 48% said “probably” or “definitely” 
not. The largest group was those saying, “probably yes,” with 33.7%.

Table  4 presents the empirical results derived from the three 
discrete choice experiments. The RPL model fits the data better, based 

on the Akaike information criterion (AIC) for each model, so we focus 
the remainder of our discussion of the results on these parameter 
estimates. Consumer utility for all three wild products was higher than 
for the farm-raised products, with salmon having the largest 
difference, followed by venison and morels. This finding is consistent 
with the size of the WTP estimates, which are derived by dividing the 
mean parameter estimate by the non-random price parameter and 
multiplying by −1. The difference in mean WTP was highest for 
venison at $7.47, followed by salmon at $5.09 and morels at $4.73.

Figures 5A–C display the implied demand curves for each food 
product. Corresponding demand schedules can be  found in 
Appendix A1. As expected, all three products show a higher demand 
for wild products over farm-raised products, with salmon having the 
largest premium, venison in the middle, and morels having the 
smallest premium. While the literature overall is somewhat mixed 
about premiums for salmon, the results support that consumers are 
willing to pay a premium for wild-caught salmon. The demand curve 
for wild-caught salmon is significant, with an average willingness to 
pay of $5.09 across all consumers surveyed. The implied demand 
curve for venison is similar to that of salmon, with an average 

FIGURE 3

Example choice question for wild versus farm-raised venison.

FIGURE 4

Example choice question wild versus farm-raised morels.
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willingness to pay of $7.47. While the previous literature on the 
premiums for wild game is limited, this finding supports the 
conclusion that products labeled “wild” instead of “farm-raised” are 
perceived as more valuable to consumers. The implied morel demand 
curve stands out from the other two as being steeper and farther to the 
left. The overall average premium for all consumers was $4.73. Though 
the overall demand is lower, the curve’s steepness shows that the 
consumers who prefer wild, prefer morels and are less concerned 
about price changes. The mean willingness to pay for all products and 
all consumers was $5.76.

Table 5 represents three regressions that explore the impact of 
the three key beliefs related to willingness to pay. The first 
examines the hypothesis variables exclusively and finds they are 
all significant, with increasing government trust correlating with 
decreasing willingness to pay, and an increase in identifying as a 
“foodie” correlating with decreasing willingness to pay. The 
second regression includes both hypothesis variables and product 
distinctions and indicates that venison and morel mushrooms 
(captured in the intercept) are significant, while salmon is not. 
The final regression includes all the previous variables, along with 
controls for the interaction between animal welfare preferences 
for wild salmon and venison, which shows a slight increase in 
WTP, but which is not significant for either product.

We anticipated that premiums for wild foods are likely a 
function of views on traditional versus alternative food systems, 
political views, and animal welfare views. In addition to the 
questions looking to quantify consumer WTP for wild products, 
we also asked the follow-up question, “When you hear the word 
‘wild,’ what two words come to mind?” Figure 6 presents those 
findings. In addition to the counterpart, “unfarmed,” Many of the 
most popular words associated with wildness were words 
emphasizing the connection to the natural environment, such as 
“nature,” “raw,” “unprocessed,” and “chemical-free.” While not all 
the words had a positive connotation (“feral” and “dangerous” 

were also commonly listed), the strong emphasis on factors related 
to quality, taste, and safety supports our argument that the 
demand curves for wild products and farm-raised products 
occupy unique places in a consumer’s utility function.

It is also worth noting that our sample consisted of people 
willing to purchase wild foods, as participants had to indicate a 
willingness to purchase at least one of the wild food options. In 
a follow-up question, we asked, “If prices were the same, how 
much more likely are you to choose a wild option over a farm 
raised option?” Among the participants who indicated a 
willingness to purchase wild foods but an unwillingness to 
purchase specific wild foods, we found a limited interest if prices 
were the same. Only 25% of those unwilling to purchase wild 
mushrooms were open to purchasing them if the prices were the 
same. Similarly, 21% of the venison holdouts were interested in 
wild venison if the prices were the same, and 45% of the fish 
holdouts were open to wild salmon if the prices were the same. 
This limited interest indicates that price is not the determining 
factor in many potential consumers’ choice not to purchase wild 
food options.

TABLE 3 Variables likely to affect consumer premiums for wild foods.

Variable Value Percent

Trust in government 

organizations

Trust a great deal 12.1

Tend to trust 32.3

Tend to distrust 26.6

Distrust greatly 21.1

Not sure or do not 

know 7.6

Animal welfare is 

important to my 

purchasing decisions

Strongly disagree 11.5

Somewhat disagree 10.8

Neither agree nor 

disagree 26.5

Somewhat agree 27.8

Strongly agree 23.4

Would you consider 

yourself a foodie?

Definitely not 18.1

Probably not 29.9

Probably yes 33.7

Definitely yes 18.2

Number of observations = 1,039.

TABLE 4 Empirical results predicting the probability of choosing morels, 
salmon, and venison.

Parameter Multinomial logit Random 
parameters logit

Morels

Farm raised 0.999*** (0.101) 1.025*** (0.108)

Wild 1.150*** (0.094) 1.160*** (0.104)

Price −0.028*** (0.001) −0.029*** (0.001)

Standard deviations

Farm raised -- 0.264 (0.200)

Wild -- 0.497*** (0.107)

AIC 6463.7 6459.8

Salmon

Farm raised 3.456*** (0.181) 5.129*** (0.288)

Wild 4.206*** (0.188) 6.510*** (0.319)

Price −0.268*** (0.019) −0.442*** (0.029)

Standard deviations

Farm raised -- 1.886*** (0.137)

Wild -- 2.060*** (0.130)

AIC 5450.4 4995.5

Venison

Farm raised 2.219*** (0.187) 4.671*** (0.352)

Wild 2.778*** (0.204) 6.001*** (0.396)

Price −0.177*** (0.013) −0.387*** (0.025)

Standard deviations

Farm raised -- 3.594*** (0.226)

Wild -- 3.649*** (0.217)

AIC 6611.7 5496.4

Number of participants = 1,039. Each participant responded to three choice questions, so 
each model was estimated based on 3,117 total choice responses. AIC, Akaike information 
criterion. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. *, **, and *** indicate statistical 
significance at the 90, 95, and 99% confidence levels.
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6 Conclusion

While beneficial regarding consistency and quality, advancements 
in agricultural technology can push some nostalgia-driven consumers 
towards alternative food systems. This article encourages a deeper 
exploration of the market dynamics for wild versus farm-raised food 
products as the agri-food system addresses heightened sustainability 
concerns. Consumers see “wildness” as an important differentiator, 
and the uniqueness of a lack of agricultural cultivation intrinsically 
limits the supply of products in these markets. Thus, agri-food 
entrepreneurs interested in historically “wild” products must 
be especially aware of their market demand, as any oversight could 
lead to overestimating the total addressable market.

Our comparison of farm-raised and wild-foraged demand curves 
highlights the inherent tension producers face. While shifting to 
farmed production may address environmental constraints, it can 
also lead to a potential loss in consumer demand, restricting the 
entrepreneur’s market opportunity. Our empirical analysis 
encourages producers to more effectively gauge the market size for 
foraged products, as the size and scope of each market vary 
considerably. The supply of wild products is typically steeper than 
farm-raised products, as their labor is more labor-intensive and 
reaches a natural maximum capacity dictated by 
environmental constraints.

This study emphasizes the importance of assessing consumer 
preferences and demand dynamics in identifying economic feasibility 
in entrepreneurial decision-making. Our results imply that effective 
demand assessment must be integrated into business plans in addition 
to production cost data, capital requirements, and revenue 
projections. Understanding how changes in demand are tied to 
economic tradeoffs would help entrepreneurs better evaluate whether 
scaling strategies can succeed without compromising authenticity 
or sustainability.

Our analysis provides a few other key implications for future 
research. A vital area of exploration is estimating supply curves to 
ascertain whether wild and farm-raised products differ in this 
regard. Additionally, regional variations in entrepreneurial 
opportunities for wild and farm-raised foods warrant further 
investigation, as the historical connection to regional wild-harvested 
products (Moreno and Malone, 2021). By extension, future research 
might consider the regional variation in entrepreneurial opportunity 
for wild and farm-raised foods. Furthermore, our DCE did not 
include all the production attributes of the farm-raised products, 
potentially including organic versus conventional and greenhouse-
grown versus field-grown. Further research might unpack the 
relationship between these credence attributes and overall views on 
agriculture to expand market opportunities for agri-
food entrepreneurs.

FIGURE 5

Implied demand curves for wild and farm-raised products. (A) Venison. (B) Salmon. (C) Morels.

TABLE 5 Regression results predicting individual-specific differences in willingness-to-pay for wild and farm-raised foods.

Parameter No product-specific 
controls

Product-specific controls Interaction with animal 
welfare

Intercept 7.436 (0.729) *** 6.401 (0.785) *** 7.389 (1.123) ***

Salmon -- 0.365 (0.518) −1.067 (1.483)

Venison -- 2.741 (0.518) *** 1.206 (1.483)

Animal welfare 0.456 (0.176)** 0.456 (0.176) ** 0.166 (0.572)

Govt trust −0.834 (0.156)*** −0.834 (0.156) *** −0.834 (0.155) ***

Foodies −0.541 (0.229)* −0.541 (0.228) * −0.541 (0.227) *

Animal welfare*salmon -- -- 0.420 (0.408)

Animal welfare*venison -- -- 0.450 (0.408)

R2 0.013 0.023 0.023

AIC 24,281 24,253 24,255

Number of observations = 1,039. Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations. *, **, and *** indicate statistical significance at the 90, 95, and 99% confidence levels.
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This article also highlights the important role that food hubs and 
university innovation centers can play in helping agri-food 
entrepreneurs more accurately assess market demand. As 
entrepreneurial assistance programs have proliferated in recent 
decades (Batterink et al., 2010; Berti and Mulligan, 2016; Lovgren 
et al., 2019), so too has the risk of fueling speculative bubbles - a 
recurring challenge in the agri-food sector (Saitone and Sexton, 
2007). These support systems can help mitigate overinvestment in 
market fads by equipping entrepreneurs with better tools for 
understanding demand. Our findings further highlight the need to 
integrate demand assessment training into agri-food education 
programs, which have expanded in reach and relevance (Oliveira and 
Cardoso, 2021).

6.1 Implications for entrepreneurs

For entrepreneurs and the organizations that support them, the 
challenge is to grow sustainable food ventures without erasing the 
intangible attributes that give them value. Food hubs and university 
innovation centers can play a critical role in helping entrepreneurs 
conduct demand assessments and refine their go-to-market strategy. 
Our findings highlight the importance of demand assessment, but 
they also point to a broader need for strategic communication, 
transparent production practices, and thoughtful innovation that 
preserves consumer trust. Wild food markets might offer 
entrepreneurial opportunities only if their distinctiveness is 
carefully stewarded. Our findings suggest several actionable 
strategies for entrepreneurs navigating niche and specialty 
food markets:

 1 Test before you scale: Given the steep drop-off in demand for 
farm-raised substitutes, entrepreneurs should use pilot markets 
or direct-to-consumer trials to validate demand before 
investing in scaled production.

 2 Reinforce credence attributes through branding: Since 
consumers associate “wildness” with values like naturalness and 
ethical treatment, marketing efforts should clearly communicate 

how farm-raised alternatives preserve these values (e.g., “wild-
inspired,” “low-intervention,” or “heritage-grown”).

 3 Segment based on consumer values: Targeting consumers with 
strong animal welfare concerns or low trust in government 
regulation may improve adoption of farm-raised substitutes, 
as these groups appear to drive demand differentials.

 4 Guard against dilution of authenticity: Entrepreneurs should 
be  mindful that over-commercialization or inconsistent 
messaging can erode the premium associated with “wild” 
products. Maintaining authenticity—even symbolically—can 
preserve value.
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Appendix

TABLE A1 Demand schedule for wild and farm-raised products.

Venison Salmon Mushroom

Price ($) Wild Farm Price ($) Wild Farm Price ($) Wild Farm

1 99.47% 96.28% 1 99.05% 88.91% 45 35.41% 31.27%

2 99.22% 94.61% 2 98.53% 83.75% 46 34.74% 30.65%

3 98.85% 92.27% 3 97.72% 76.80% 47 34.08% 30.03%

4 98.32% 89.02% 4 96.50% 68.02% 48 33.42% 29.41%

5 97.54% 84.63% 5 94.66% 57.75% 49 32.77% 28.81%

6 96.42% 78.91% 6 91.93% 46.75% 50 32.13% 28.21%

7 94.82% 71.77% 7 87.97% 36.07% 51 31.49% 27.62%

8 92.56% 63.33% 8 82.45% 26.60% 52 30.86% 27.03%

9 89.42% 53.99% 9 75.12% 18.89% 53 30.24% 26.46%

10 85.16% 44.36% 10 65.98% 13.01% 54 29.62% 25.89%

11 79.59% 35.13% 11 55.48% 8.77% 55 29.02% 25.33%

12 72.60% 26.90% 12 44.47% 5.82% 56 28.42% 24.78%

13 64.28% 20.00% 13 33.97% 3.82% 57 27.82% 24.24%

14 55.01% 14.52% 14 24.84% 2.49% 58 27.24% 23.70%

15 45.38% 10.34% 15 17.52% 1.61% 59 26.66% 23.18%

16 36.08% 7.27% 16 12.01% 1.04% 60 26.09% 22.66%

17 27.72% 5.06% 17 8.06% 0.67% 61 25.53% 22.15%

18 20.67% 3.49% 18 5.33% 0.43% 62 24.97% 21.64%

19 15.04% 2.40% 19 3.49% 0.28% 63 24.43% 21.15%

20 10.73% 1.64% 20 2.27% 0.18% 64 23.89% 20.67%

21 7.55% 1.12% 65 23.36% 20.19%

22 5.26% 0.76%

23 3.63% 0.52%

24 2.50% 0.35%

25 1.71% 0.24%
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