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Who Will Be Served? Farmers Market
Variability and the Expectations of Young Adults
Kathryn S. Oths, Frank J. Manzella, Brooke Sheldon, and Katy M. Groves
The number of farmers markets in the United States has increased rapidly over the past decade. The emergence of trendier
markets puts pressure on cities to rehabilitate their traditional markets to compete. When considering any new community
enterprise, it is imperative to gather knowledge on the needs, wants, and extent of the potential customer base in order to shape
it to local realities. While much has been said about the elitist nature of alternative food movement, one segment whose values
and expectations have not been studied regarding farmers markets is young adults. In Tuscaloosa, Alabama, where farmers
markets were in the process of transformation, a survey of the consumer preferences of a diverse sample of young adults at a
large public university demonstrated the greater attraction of a more festival-like market, even if the produce was perceived as
more expensive. Green values and the desire for a wide variety of items for purchase beyond fresh fruits and vegetables were
other notable traits of this sample of young adults. Broadening the appeal of farmers markets to the shoppers of the future could
shape future eating habits positively and contribute to the overall health of populations, though may run the risk of creating
more exclusionary market spaces.
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Introduction

he number of farmers markets in the United States
has seen a 24-fold increase since its low point of 342
markets in 1970 (Shaffer and Cox 2008), with over
8,200 markets today (USDA 2015), an increase of over 220
percent in the past decade alone (Figure 1). This growth
trend has led to divergent notions of the forms and functions
of farmers markets among both vendors and consumers and
the emergence of distinct market types which cater to specific consumer preferences, such as those of different ethnic
groups, or older and younger customers. Farmers markets
tend to differ in matters of administration and operation,
physical characteristics and atmosphere, goods allowed,
and producer-only regulations. As such, certain of these
characteristics appeal to particular clientele, alienate others,
and catalyze dissension among both vendors and consumers concerning the appropriate structure of farmers markets
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(Andreatta and Wickliffe 2002; Chrzan 2010; Jarosz 2008;
Smithers, Lamarche, and Joseph 2010). It is vital to understand the motivations and preferences of various consumer
groups if national efforts to increase fruit and vegetable
consumption are to be successful. Broadening the appeal of
markets from the customary clientele of women, older, affluent, and White customers to other segments, such as young
adults, can contribute to the overall health of populations
(Kraschnewski et al. 2014). Younger adults are more prone
to be uninvolved in shopping (Blanck et al. 2011) or, if they
do shop, “uninvolved” (see Zepeda and Nie 2012 regarding
food related lifestyle segments), and thus any inspiration at
this age to frequent farmers markets could potentially shape
future eating habits in a positive direction.
The farmers market is inextricably tied to local politics,
culture, and individual feelings and behaviors about food and
community. To keep abreast of national trends, cities may feel
pressure to rehabilitate their traditional markets (e.g., Oths
and Groves 2012). Across the United States, several cases of
dispute and conflicting agendas have been documented in the
development or renovation of local farmers markets (Andreatta
and Wickliffe 2002; Chrzan 2008; Guptill 2008; Smithers, Lamarche, and Joseph 2010). Such disruption can cause setbacks in
market operations and even curtail the availability of local fare.
At the time of this research in 2010, Tuscaloosa had two
farmers markets in operation, the traditional Tuscaloosa Farmers Market (TFM) and the contemporary Homegrown Alabama market. The TFM, in operation in one form or another
for nearly a century, was undergoing attempts by the City to
restructure and relocate it, to be rechristened as the “River
HUMAN ORGANIZATION

Market” (see Oths and Groves 2012). We discovered that a
primary aim of Tuscaloosa in renovating and revitalizing the
market was to attract new customers with a state-of-the-art
facility, whereas most of the TFM farmers were concerned
they might lose part of their loyal customer base, especially
the low-income, African-American, and disabled, as a result
of dramatic changes to market structure and operation.
A partnership between the University of Alabama (a
professor, graduate student, and three undergraduates of
the Department of Anthropology, all active participants in
the local food movement), the City of Tuscaloosa (Mayor’s
Office, City Council, and Office of Planning and Economic
Development), and the Tuscaloosa Farmers Market Association members was formed to investigate several aspects of
the proposed move. When considering any new community
enterprise, it is imperative to gather knowledge on the needs,
wants, and extent of the potential customer base in order to
shape it to local realities. To better understand the conflict
and disagreements that were arising due to the City’s plans,
data were collected through participant-observation, ethnography, and formal and informal interviews. One aspect of this
research, reported on here, regards the expectations of young
adults, a heretofore unexamined demographic segment of
farmers market consumers.

Literature Review
With the exception of some recent work that contends
with issues of authenticity, consumer values, and social
justice (e.g., Alkon and McCullen 2010; Feagan and Morris
2009; Gagné 2011; Kato 2013; Smithers, Lamarche, and
Joseph 2010), most research on farmers markets focuses
predominantly on practical aspects such as the logistics of
operation, descriptions of farmers market types, and consumer
demographics. Missing from the literature is a direct link between types of farmers markets, ideological components, and
social characteristics. Our study aims to unite these interests,
with a focus on the diverse demographics and values of one
particular constituency, young adults.
Despite the large literature on habits and preferences of
farmers market users, except for a few studies that targeted
young poor mothers or children in interventions that aimed
to induce market use through voucher programs (EvansGates 2006; Freedman, Bell, and Collins 2011; Racine,
Vaughn, and Laditka 2010) or measured the association
between market proximity and consumption or BMI (Jilcott
et al. 2011; Jilcott Pitts et al. 2014; Jilcott Pitts et al. 2013),
only one previous study has specifically examined the preferences of a young demographic. In it, Gunden and Thomas
(2012) found that young professionals preferred freshness
in their produce more than did other demographic groups
(also see Gagné 2011).
The meaning of “farmers market” differs among interest groups and researchers, resulting in an ambiguity in the
use of the term. Thus, we will first briefly review, critique,
and organize the literature on farmers market taxonomies.
VOL. 75, NO. 4, WINTER 2016

Figure 1. Exponential Growth in Number of United
States Farmers Markets (adapted from
USDA 2015)

It is necessary to update the classification to encompass the
expanding range of available options as well as the sociocultural aspects of these markets and their clientele in order to
place this research in proper context. A good place to begin
is Payne’s (2002:v) basic definition of a farmers market as
“a common facility or area where multiple farmers/growers
gather on a regular recurring basis to sell a variety of fresh
fruits, vegetables, and other farm products directly to customers.” For Payne, a farmers market is a physical location
for the economic activity of buying and selling fresh farm
goods. However, a sole term does not suffice to define all
types of markets.
Brown (2002) recognized that there was no agreedupon classification system and that many different directmarketing activities end up under the umbrella definition
of farmers market. She therefore proposed a taxonomy
that distinguishes farmers markets, where several farmers
sell their own products, from terminal markets, which sell
large quantities of produce wholesale but to which farmers
are denied access, and public markets, that are retail food
markets with no regulations about product origins. She created two subsets of farmers markets to distinguish between
wholesale and retail-type farmers markets. While doing so,
she acknowledged that additional sub groupings need to be
developed to account for grower-only versus those allowing
resale of produce. To add to Brown’s list, a newly identified
type of market, the regional food hub, facilitates the collection
of locally grown produce for distribution to the wholesale,
grocery, and individual levels, relaxing the timeframe in
which consumers make purchases beyond the limited hours
of farmers markets (Barham et al. 2012). While useful for
counting markets (Brown 2001), the typology falls short for
the purpose of analyzing the social processes, motivations,
and expectations that form the ideological foundation of a
farmers market.
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Adding further refinement to market classification,
Coster and Kennon (2005) identified wholesale farmers markets as either a new-generation market or a mixed-market. A
new-generation market is essentially a producer-only market
found in a focal public location that operates regularly. Only
farm-related produce and processed foods are sold directly
to customers. In contrast, mixed-markets sell both food and
non-food items with no restrictions on vendors having grown
or made their own products (Coster and Kennon 2005).
Tiemann (2008) then delineated producer-only (i.e., new
generation) markets into two specific types: indigenous and
experience markets. Indigenous markets are typically found in
small towns, offering a limited variety of staple crops, such as
corn, potatoes, and tomatoes, generally at low prices. Vendors
at indigenous markets tend to be retired or have another source
of income, and their clientele tends to be much older than that
of experience markets. Experience markets, by comparison,
are found in larger college towns with vendors who rely on
the market as a substantial part of their income. Therefore, the
vendors pay particular attention to the display of their goods to
maximize their sales. The range of products for sale is much
greater, including items such as meats, cheeses, and non-food
items such as crafts and homemade soaps (Tiemann 2008).
Since experience markets are likely to evolve with the season,
they tend to be open much longer than indigenous markets.
The physical arrangement of experience markets fosters a
greater opportunity for informal association among vendors
and shoppers since patrons are encouraged to leisurely stroll
past vendor stalls (Tiemann 2008).
A multidimensional conceptualization of farmers market
types is needed that takes into account the historical development of individual markets as well as their ideological bases
and practical management. Bourdieu’s theory of distinction
is instrumental in producing such an understanding. We
argue that not only is the economic realm inseparable from
the social realm, but that farmers markets, as a cultural
space, possess specific norms of behavior and meanings
developed through social embeddedness (Bourdieu 1984;
also see Hinrichs 2000; Wilk 2012) and informal association
(Tiemann 2008). Markets are socially structured institutions,
as economic behavior is often rooted in complex and integrated social relations. For instance, producer-only farmers
markets can be spaces where progressive-minded persons
engage in an idealized form of interaction as an alternative
to the dominant commodity mode of exchange, providing
them ideological distinction (Gagné 2011). As direct contact
with farmers is a pivotal experience of farmers markets, trust
and rapport are developed between farmers and their clientele
(Hinrichs 2000). This facilitates the creation of social relations, infused with cultural norms of behavior which ascribe
meaning to these interactions. Furthermore, informal association adds social dimensions that justify farmers markets
as a cultural space, creating bonds within the community at
large (Tiemann 2008). This highly social aspect of market
shopping creates an intersection of economic functionality
and social networking. The degree to which the opportunity
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for social interaction is valued by customers may in part
determine what type of market is appealing to them; whether
young adults are in search of sociality in a market experience
has not yet been studied.
For Bourdieu (1984), taste implies the antithesis of
function and form, quantity and quality, matter and manners.
A distinction between function and form epitomizes the difference between indigenous and experience farmers markets
in general and tracks with a differential valuing of quantity
and quality. Shoppers at indigenous markets, often low in
economic capital, are looking for sustenance—filling, hearty
food in large quantities (potatoes, corn). Shoppers at experience markets, in contrast, tend to be those with high cultural,
and moderate to high economic, capital who value the leisure
and ethics provided in the experience and prefer novelty and
freshness in their produce (heirloom tomatoes, arugula) (for
an extended discussion see Oths and Groves 2012).
Synthesizing, and following Bourdieu’s (1984) example,
we proposed a two-dimensional scheme to classify farmers
markets in the United States (Oths and Groves 2012): (1)
on the horizontal axis are indigenous (or traditional) versus
experience (or modern), and (2) on the vertical, grower-only
versus commercial; the choice on the first axis is independent of that on the second (Figure 2). Both factors overlap
and create spaces that are suitable for diverse producer and
consumer demographics. This allows a particular market to
be located more accurately in taxonomical space and offers
a better nuanced, multidimensional description. Starting at
the bottom and moving clockwise, the merchandise gets
progressively more expensive. Noting their position on the
graph, the TFM is 100 percent grower-only, and relatively
inexpensive, and thus appears in the upper left quadrant. Typical of an indigenous market, they provide plentiful amounts
of foods common to the regional cuisine, such as potatoes,
corn, greens, hybrid tomatoes, and some home canned goods.
Homegrown Alabama is supposed to be grower-only though
lets a few retailers slip in. With trendier offerings, such as
heirloom tomatoes, arts and crafts, and live music, their prices
are higher than at TFM. As proposed, the City’s new River
Market would give existing TFM farmers priority when they
were to allocate space yet would not hesitate to let in retailers,
thus stoking fear among farmers and customers alike that the
new upscale venue would be an experience-type market with
expensive goods that might alienate those with less social
and cultural capital, that is, non-White, poor, and disabled
customers (Oths and Groves 2012).
Regarding consumer expectations and preferences, it
has been found that patrons would shop at farmers markets
regularly if they offered a wider variety of produce for sale and
had more farmers present, lower prices, and extended hours
of operation (Andreatta and Wickliffe 2002; Eastwood 1996).
Also important to some customers are helping local farmers
as well as buying products of perceived greater quality than
from supermarkets and grocery stores (Eastwood, Brooker
and Gray 1999). Moreover, attitudes and concerns about
personal nutrition, fitness, and the environment as well as a
HUMAN ORGANIZATION

Figure 2. The Social Space of Growers in the Various Market Types, with Tuscaloosa Markets Plotted (following
Bourdieu 1984:128-129 and adapted from Oths and Groves 2012)

predilection for consuming organic foods are often catalysts
for some to frequent farmers markets (Zepeda and Li 2006).
In two Alabama cities, factors most important in the decision
to buy produce at farmers markets were, in rank order, freshness, appearance, variety, availability of locally grown, and
price (Onianwa, Mojica, and Wheelock 2006).
Part of the draw to markets is the mutual connection
forged between clients and vendors, the social experience, and
the sense of community (Baber and Frongillo 2003; Slocum
2008). Tiemann (2008) notes that many patrons attend farmers markets to partake in a “shared fellowship” with farmers
and fellow patrons, as this creates a public cultural space for
“ritualized revelry” and “informal association.” Andreatta and
Wickliffe (2002) found that in North Carolina, 10 percent of
customers came primarily because of their relationship with
the farmers, while 23 percent came because it was a pleasant
place to visit.
Conversely, a majority of consumers claim that they do
not shop regularly at farmers markets because of not wanting
to travel long distances to them, inflated prices, and having
comparable goods at more convenient locations (Andreatta
VOL. 75, NO. 4, WINTER 2016

and Wickliffe 2002; Eastwood 1996). Reasons for not attending farmers markets may include lack of facility cleanliness, not accepting food stamps and credit cards (Eastwood,
Brooker, and Gray 1999), and the perception it is “White
space” (Alkon and McCullen 2010).
Recent literature has rightly critiqued the alternative food
movement as being a middle-class, White phenomenon that,
while positive in intent, often unintentionally excludes other
consumer segments such as the poor and people of color
(Slocum 2007). The typology offered above helps to discern
that it is singularly the trendy, experience-type market that
creates a White space in which others may not feel welcome
(see, for examples, Alkon and McCullen 2010; Kato 2013;
Pilgeram 2012). So, in contrast, at stake in Tuscaloosa was
the potential replacement of a well-functioning, diverse, indigenous farmers market venue with an experience market in
an effort to modernize, a process we have begun to document
(Oths and Groves 2012). In the process of investigating the
current and future constituencies of the local markets, we
discovered that any discussion of the preferences and opinions
of young adults who, if not current clients, are potential future
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clients of such establishments (Govindasamy et al. 1998),
is absent from the literature. We believed an exploration of
the consumer expectations and preferences of mixed-ethnic,
college educated young adults regarding farmers markets
was also warranted, due to the widespread adoption of a
green ideology within this population (Doherty 2005) and
a burgeoning of the alternative food movement in general
(Friedland 2010). It is a fast-increasing segment of the farmers
market clientele and represents the buyers of the future, yet
has remained unstudied. We hypothesized that this younger
demographic would prefer an experience type market over
a traditional one, as well as grower-only over commercial,
both of which Homegrown Alabama represented. Our concern
is for what this preference might ultimately entail for future
farmers market configurations.

Setting and Methods
The three markets figuring in the study were two extant
ones—the traditional (indigenous) producer-only Tuscaloosa Farmers Market and the modern (experience) mostly
producer-only Homegrown Alabama market—and the City’s
proposed River Market facility being designed as a commercial mixed-market, “experience”-type venue that was
not concerned with producer status. TFM served a broad
segment of the population, inclusive of African Americans,
Asian and Latino immigrants, and a low income as well as
an educated middle-income, largely university and artisan,
crowd. It was a vibrant site of diversity in which everyday
social barriers of class, race, age, and gender were temporarily suspended as people were drawn together by the same
desire: to eat fresh, local food. It was strategically located
right at the intersection of Tuscaloosa’s historically Black
Westside neighborhood—literally at the endpoint of Martin
Luther King Boulevard—and the city’s downtown. Longtime customers tended to outnumber newcomers; however,
first time customers were not intimidated despite the closeknittedness of the clientele. College students and first time
customers reported that they valued the one-on-one contact
they got with the farmers. “I enjoyed talking with the farmers
just as much as I enjoyed picking out my vegetables. I will
definitely come back,” said one new patron.
Homegrown, located adjacent to the University of
Alabama campus, was a recently established student-run
organization with a mission to increase awareness of the
value of local produce by fostering partnerships between local
farmers, the University, and the community. It was located
on a lovely shaded portion of unused grounds belonging to
a church. Whereas the TFM was open twice a week in the
mornings from 6 a.m. to noon (with additional hours during
peak summer harvests) and ran for nine months of the year,
Homegrown set up shop on Thursdays from 3 p.m. to 6 p.m. and
had a shorter season (April-October). Homegrown drew its
clientele primarily from the university community of faculty,
staff, and students. Both TFM and Homegrown prohibited the
resale of products grown or made by others, although there
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was grumbling by some that certain Homegrown vendors
violated this rule without sanction.
TFM farmers feared that with the city’s impending transformation of their indigenous operation into River Market,
an experience-type venue, the non-White and low-income
segments of their clientele would be lost. At the same time,
they were clear that they would welcome having more young
people participate both as farmers and as customers, as they
worried that the younger generation was losing interest.
From 2008 to 2014 we engaged in participant observation and conducted formal and informal interviews with local
farmers market producers, consumers, and the City Planners
who intended to relocate the traditional market. One aim of the
overall study was to examine variation in young Tuscaloosan
consumer ideals and expectations of the ideal farmers market.
This paper focuses upon a subset of the data comprising a convenience sample of thirty-eight persons interviewed in 2009
in public venues across the University of Alabama campus
(quad, student union, library) regarding their knowledge and
use of local markets. Questions mainly targeted administration and operational procedure, food regulations, and food
preferences, as well as atmosphere. Additionally, motivation
for attending or not attending a farmers market was addressed,
alongside considerations of effective advertisement options.
A cultural consensus model was employed to assess the
agreement among the sample with respect to their attitudes,
preferences, and expectations regarding farmers markets.
Cultural consensus analysis (Romney, Weller, and Batchelder
1986) is a comprehensive statistical routine based on factor
analysis designed to assess the presence of a shared model
of belief or knowledge about a particular cultural domain, in
this case the ideal farmers market. Methodological research
has documented that, where a shared, underlying cultural
model exists, agreement around that model can be detected
efficiently, thus requiring quite modest sample sizes (Romney,
Weller, and Batchelder 1986). At the same time, the technique
tests for intracultural variation, or differential distribution,
of the cultural model within a group, or put differently, the
degree to which members of a group or community agree
upon certain concepts. It also measures the degree to which
a person knows or is competent in a domain of cultural
knowledge, that is, the agreed-upon answers to certain key
questions among a group of people, estimated by inter-item
correlations across a series of respondents and their answers
to a set of questions. The advantage of consensus analysis
over a standard survey of preferences is that it gets at how
people integrate various aspects of farmers markets into a
more comprehensive model that configures food along with
other domains of knowledge and experience.

Results: National Trends, Local Expectations
The sample consisted of thirty-eight persons aged 19-29,
the majority of whom were students (87%), White (87%), and
female (63%), a fair representation of the campus population. All respondents had completed some higher education.
HUMAN ORGANIZATION

Other ethnicities included four African-Americans and one
Latino. Forty-five percent (n=17) had previously been to a
farmers market at least once, and all but three claimed they
would like to attend if the hours of operation did not conflict
with their class or work schedules. Beyond word-of-mouth
and conventional media such as the campus newspaper and
radio, over half thought they would be most likely to hear
about farmers markets through Facebook.
To test for consensus among this demographic, a series of
thirty-eight agree/disagree statements were asked concerning
expectations and attitudes regarding market operation and
management, market atmosphere, foods and activities offered,
and motivations for going (Table 2). To indicate consensus,
the first factor should account for more than three times the
variance than the second (Romney, Weller, and Batchelder
1986). There was overall cultural consensus of belief, with an
eigenvalue ratio of 3.7 and a mean competence of .54. When
subgroups based on farmers market attendance are examined
separately, they agreed on most questions, such as the type
of atmosphere and entertainment expected, direct contact
with farmers, governance, and green values. They differed
noticeably on eight of the thirty-eight questions: those having
farmers market experience preferred a vendor-only market,
and the sales of meat, fish, and cheese, whereas non-marketgoers preferred the convenience of a grocery store, were less
likely to cook, and more likely to want to see live music at
the market.
It is important to emphasize that the proportions given
in Table 2 reflect the estimated answers to these questions
based on the degree of agreement observed (using a Bayesian
estimation procedure). As such, these are reliable estimates
of how a young college-educated adult who is reasonably
culturally competent would answer the questions (Batchelder
and Anders 2012).

Table 1. Sample Characteristics
Category

n

%

Age

19-29

38

Occupation

Student
Non-student

33
5

87
13

Gender

Female
Male

24
14

63
37

Ethnicity

White
Other

33
5

87
13

Items Available
A USDA (Payne 2002) report on the emerging trends of
farmers markets shows a national increase in the variety of
types of products for sale at farmers markets, such as, in order
of frequency, baked goods, processed foods, crafts, prepared
foods, crops grown by others, meats, and dairy. However,
the percentage of farmers markets that offer such a range of
goods for sale varies by region within the United States. The
southeast has a substantially lower percentage of farmers
markets that provide these items for sale in comparison to
most other regions of the country (see Figure 3).
Of the two farmers markets in Tuscaloosa, the TFM offered only a few baked goods and processed foods beyond
fresh fruits and vegetables, while Homegrown Alabama offered crafts and prepared foods in addition to baked goods
and processed foods. Young adults, whether they frequented

Atmosphere
When respondents were asked if they thought a farmers
market was comparable to a fair or festival, 68 percent of
those interviewed disagreed. Interestingly, however, when
individuals were asked separately about items that they would
like to see at farmers markets, an overwhelming majority
stated they would like to see features redolent of festivals
or fairs. For instance, 87 percent would like to see cooking
demonstrations, 90 percent would like to see live music, 90
percent would like to have specialty beverages like iced coffee
or wine available for purchase, 90 percent would like both
prepared and unprepared ethnic foods offered, 79 percent
would like farmers markets to have arts and crafts available,
74 percent would like kid’s events, and 68 percent would like
auctions and yard sales. Over half of the respondents (61%)
would like to see contests, such as food-eating and raffles.
Thus, as the item analysis shows in Table 3, there is a strong
tendency among young adults to want to see festival-like
characteristics at farmers markets, regardless of whether they
had ever attended a farmers market or not.
VOL. 75, NO. 4, WINTER 2016

Figure 3. Products Allowed in United States Farmers
Markets in Addition to Vendor-Grown
Vegetables
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Table 2. Attitudinal Survey of Young College-Educated Adults Regarding their Expectations of a Farmers
Market (agree/disagree answer format)
Survey Item

% Agree

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
		
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

I would prefer to go to a Farmers Market in the morning.
34
I would prefer to go to a Farmers Market in the afternoon.
76
A Farmers Market should be open all day for most of the week.
61
I would likely attend a Farmers Market if the hours of operation did not conflict with my class or work schedule.
92
Direct contact with farmers is a benefit of buying products from a Farmers Market.
92
Only products grown or made by the vendors themselves should be sold at Farmers Markets.
53
I expect that current Farmers Market vendors who grow their own food will not be able to compete if middlemen
are allowed to sell at a Farmers Market.
74
Vendors who resell produce grown by others (i.e., middlemen) will hurt the sales of local farmers.
87
I expect the variety of products at a Farmers Market to be wide.
79
I expect to find products other than fresh fruits and vegetables available for purchase at a Farmers Market.
79
Meat, fish, cheese, and prepared foods should be offered at Farmers Markets.
61
I expect to find organic foods at the Farmers market.
92
Natural, organic foods should be clearly advertised as such at the Farmers Market.
95
Food at the Farmers Market is less expensive than from grocery stores.
66
I do not attend a Farmers Market because it is easier to go to the grocery store.
61
I do not attend a Farmers Market because I rarely cook for myself.
47
I would be more likely to shop at a Farmers Market if recipes or cooking guides were included when I purchased
food products.
53
18. I would expect to receive brochures or information about the products I purchased at a Farmers Market (where
they were produced and by what means).
61
19. I expect a nutritional program with these goals to be implemented at all Farmers Markets.
76
20. The rules and regulations of Farmers Markets in Tuscaloosa should be managed by The City of Tuscaloosa.
11
21. The rules and regulations of Farmers Markets in Tuscaloosa should be managed by the Farmers Market Association. 66
22. The rules and regulations of Farmers Markets in Tuscaloosa should be managed by someone other than the City
or the Farmers.
5
23. When I think of a Farmers Market, I think of a fair or festival.
32
I would like to see these at a Farmers Market:
24. Live Music
90
25. Specialty Beverages
90
26. Specialty Foods
90
27. Kids Events
74
28. Auctions/Yard Sales
68
29. Contests
61
30. Arts and Crafts
79
31. Demonstrations
87
32. Other ______
74
33. I would be more likely to attend a Farmers Market if there were live music or bands present.
58
34. I am interested in supporting the local food movement.
84
35. Eating food grown by sustainable farming practices is important to me.
82
36. The trend of trying to be green is important to my generation.
95
37. I think shopping at a Farmers Market is a way of going green.
97
38. The Farmers Market is fine as it is – there is no need for change.
31

farmers markets or not, overwhelmingly stated that they
would like to see a wide variety of products offered, including items other than fresh fruits and vegetables. They
also expected organic foods, prepared foods, and crafts to
be available.
Respondents rated whether or not they would like to
see various items at their farmers market. These survey
items mirror, in large part, items listed in the USDA report.
A Guttman scaling models the items from most desired
to least, with organic food first, then specialty (especially
ethnic) foods, specialty beverages like iced coffee or wine,
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live music, demonstrations of cooking, etc., arts and crafts,
the Farmer’s Market Nutritional Program for low-income, a
wide variety in general, kids events, meat-fish-and-cheese,
yard sales and auctions, informational brochures, contests
such as food-eating and raffle, and lastly, recipes (Table
3). For parsimony, the data for the market-going subgroup
is presented, though it is substantially similar to the total
sample. Market-goers wanted a mean of 7.6 of the eight
items, and non-market-goers 5.5; while this represents a
significant difference (t=4.6; df=38; p=.000), both groups
would prefer to see a majority of the items offered.
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Table 3. Guttman Scale of Various Items Young College-Educated Adults Wish to Find at Farmers Markets
O S S					 W
		 R P P					
I
		 G E E L				 D K
		 A C C
I		 A		 E
I M Y
		 N I
I
V		 R N		 D E A B C
		
I
A A E		 T U V S A R R O R
		 C L L			 & T A		 T D O N E
					 M D C		 R E &		 C T C
		 F F		 U E R P
I
V F S H E
I
		 O O B S M A R E E
I
A U S P
		 O O E
I O F O T N S L R T E
		D D V C S T G Y T H E E S S
5:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
11:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
6:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1		
4:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1 1 +
13:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1 1 +
2:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1 1		 +
10:
1 1 1 1
1 1 1 1 1 1 +			
14:
1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1 1		 + +
15:
1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1		 + +		
1:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
-		 +			
12:
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1					
7:
1 1
1 1 1 1 1
+ +				
9:
1 1 1 1 1 1
1 1 +					
17:
1 1 1
1 1 1 1 1				 +		
16:
1 1
1
1 1
-		 + +			 +
3:
1
1 1 1
1 +						 +
8:
1 1 1
1		 +								

SCORE
14
14
13
13
13
12
11
11
10
10
10
9
9
9
8
7
5

Total # errors: 38
Coefficient Reproducibility: 0.84

Green Values
Framing cognitive trends concerning health and environment, as well as driving attitudinal predictors for supporting
local food movements, is the notion of “going green,” or
supporting a “green economy” (Alkon 2008). The green
movement is nationally recognized as emphasizing an ecofriendly and environmentally conscious mentality, promoting such actions as recycling, wildlife preservation, energy
conservation, and supporting organic and locally produced
food items. Zepeda and Li (2006) contend that attitudes and
behaviors surrounding environmental concerns, health, support of the local economy, and preference for organic foods
are more legitimate predictors of the propensity to shop at
farmers markets than are demographic variables such as
age. Feagan and Morris (2009) point to values of social and
spatial embeddedness, such as knowing the vendors and
eating local, that motivate some to support farmers markets.
Our data reveal that some of these same concerns motivate
college-educated persons in Alabama.
There was an overwhelming consistency among young
adults in the values that motivate them, reflecting the national
ideological shift to greenness. When asked whether the trend
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of going green was important to their generation, respondents
were in high agreement about its importance, at 95 percent.
Moreover, 97 percent of respondents confirmed that they
considered buying locally and shopping at a farmers market

Figure 4. Saturday Morning at the Tuscaloosa Farmers
Market
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Figure 5. An Afternoon at the Homegrown Alabama
Farmers Market Near Campus

surprising that younger customers wanted longer hours of
operation while farmers contended that the hours of operation
should be limited to give them sufficient time to work at their
farms. Additionally, young consumers showed a preference
for the inclusion of such food items as meat, fish, cheese, and
prepared foods, while farmers did not. In contrast to young
adults, TFM farmers were much more likely to think the
current Tuscaloosa Farmers Market was just fine the way it
was with no need for change.

Discussion: What They Want

as a significant way to “go green.” Overall, 84 percent said
they support the local food movement, and 82 percent felt it
important to eat food grown by sustainable farm practices. As
expected, those who had previously attended a farmers market affirm a somewhat stronger interest in green values; for
instance, 95 percent of them support the local food movement.
However, it is noteworthy that those who had not attended a
farmers market still considered supporting local food of great
personal interest (71%). Therefore, it appears that the green
movement serves as an influential cognitive construct for the
younger generation and acts as a catalyst for the attitudinal
and behavioral patterns seen regarding farmers markets.

Comparing Farmer and Young Adult Opinion
The attitudes of young adults who were current or
potential future patrons of farmers markets were compared
to the current farmers at the indigenous market. Based on a
subset of ten survey questions that were identical for both
the young and farmer samples, we found consumers and
growers gave equal importance to producer-only operations,
agreed upon the aesthetic presentation of the market, and cited
corresponding motivations and interests regarding farmers
markets. Furthermore, they agreed that direct contact with
farmers is a benefit of buying products from a farmers market
whereas reselling produce and the inclusion of middlemen
in a farmers market would hurt the sales of local farmers by
impairing their ability to compete with retailers’ prices. They
also agreed on having the federal Farmers Market Nutrition
Program that provides vouchers to low-income and senior
citizens, and that the Farmers Market Association, rather than
the City or any other organization, should set the rules and
regulations of market operation. There was weak agreement
that food at the market was cheaper than commercial food,
with farmers more likely to subscribe to that notion. It is not
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We begin the discussion by cautioning that our findings may not be generalizable to all. Our sample, while
closely reflecting the ethnic diversity of the campus and
the United States young adult population in general,1 is not
representative of non-college attendees, non-Whites, nor
the low income. The findings do support our hypothesis that
young adults in the demographic sampled would favor an
experience type market, which Homegrown Alabama represents and the Tuscaloosa Farmers Market does not. They
want entertainment along with their organic, locally grown
food, that is, a festival or fair-like atmosphere. Notably,
Ruelas et al. (2012) have recently shown that nearly half
of low-income Latinos and African-Americans surveyed
at Los Angeles farmers markets also would like to see the
addition of trendy items such as prepared foods, crafts, and
activities, evidence that the appeal of an experience market
may not adhere solely to those with higher social capital.
The stereotype of the “uneducated poor” as indifferent to
environmental and social issues of consumption, while
prevalent (Barnhart and Mish 2016), should be entertained
with caution. While in our sample, non-Whites were half
as likely as Whites to have previously visited a farmers
market, their preferences differed little from the overall
sample, even registering unanimous support for having live
music, specialty beverages, arts and crafts, kids events, and
believing “going green” was important.
It is also apparent that green values act as a catalyst for
the attitudinal and behavioral patterns seen among young
adults regarding farmers markets. Thus, while Zepeda and
Li (2006) hold that environmental and other values trump
demographics in influencing farmers market attendance,
it is young college-educated adults who are more likely to
hold these values. For better or worse, consumers have been
shown to think that attendance at the markets is a virtue in
and of itself, whether or not they reflect more deeply on the
origin of the food or are aware if the vendors are producers
(Smithers, Lamarche, and Joseph 2010).
Those in the sub-sample who had already attended a
farmers market were somewhat more likely to consider the
cost of market produce to be about the same as in grocery
stores, in contrast to the sub-sample of non-market-goers who
tended to think prices would be higher.
Some customers may choose to go to the farmers market precisely because it is affordable, as described by one
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university student: “I [go to Homegrown] because the food
is fresher than Publix [a nearby supermarket] and cheaper.”
Interestingly, while price is often cited as a determinant of
farmers market use (Jilcott Pitts et al. 2014; McGuirt et al.
2014), in a national study Zepeda (2009) discovered that
expenditures on food did not differ between farmers market
adherents and non-adherents, nor did their annual income.
However, holding cost as a priority concern did predict who
went and who did not.
Low prices are not the only thing that keep customers coming back to a farmers market. Other customers may
choose the farmers market for socially conscious reasons:
“I like to know where my food comes from and who grows
it and picks it,” says one customer who recently switched
to a vegetable based diet after being diagnosed with heart
disease, “…I don’t want food that has been shipped halfway
around the world in a box. I want clean stuff that goes from
the ground to my plate.” As the threat of contaminated food
(such as recent E.coli scares with tomatoes and spinach) from
the global market increases, concerned citizens are looking
more to local markets for safe, clean food.
The expectations of the young adults studied put them
very much in line with national trends in farmers markets and
out of sync with what’s currently offered at the Tuscaloosa
Farmers Market. Yet at the same time, college-educated youth
do share many of the opinions and values of the current farmers at the indigenous market. It was heartening to find that
despite young adults’ desire for a trendy, experience-filled
farmers market, which may seem to set them at odds with the
traditional farmers, there were strong points of convergence
in the values and opinions between the two groups.

Conclusion: Who Will Be Served?
Our previous research on the planned relocation of the
Tuscaloosa Farmers Market outlined the various constituencies of different market types based on their cultural and
economic capital (Figure 2 in Oths and Groves 2012:142). The
TFM in 2011 served an ethnically diverse clientele including
both those with no cultural or economic capital—that is, the
low-income—as well as a middle-income with cultural but
little economic capital. We highlighted the risk of losing an
important segment of consumers that a new “experience”
market might pose. This risk was acutely perceived by the
traditional farmers and was the basis of their rejection of
City plans.
In this study, we found that young adults on campus,
whether or not they had ever visited a farmers market, demonstrated a stronger proclivity toward the trendier, more
festival-like “experience” farmers market that reflects a green
ideology. At the same time, they shared with traditional farmers an insistence upon a producer-only type operation with
the farmers in charge.
It is not clear if a market’s gaining of an educated,
youthful clientele, who will be largely those with high economic and/or cultural capital, might come at the expense of
VOL. 75, NO. 4, WINTER 2016

the established low-income, especially African-American
and immigrant, consumers (Markowitz 2010; Slocum 2007).
As it happens, this is not an idle worry, with Counihan
recently documenting the shift in clientele of the historic
traditional Central Market in Lancaster, Pennsylvania—the
oldest continuously operating market in the country—to an
“experience-type” event. After the city out-sourced market
management to a private entity that allowed in wholesalers
and non-food vendors, it ceased to attract as many vendors
or everyday shoppers, including minority and low income
clients (Counihan 2015). Without careful planning to assure
that all segments remain welcome and comfortable in a new
market space, a valuable community service—the provision
of fresh fruits and vegetables at low cost to those most in
need—may be lost.
Note
1
In 2009, 70 percent of recent post-high school aged persons attended
college (Norris 2014), 71 percent of the population was non-Hispanic
White, and 13 percent of non-elderly adults lived in poverty (DeNavasWalt, Proctor, and Smith 2010).
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