




Farmers Markets in Consumer Food 
Shopping

There is little research on the role of farmers 
markets in U.S. consumers’ food shopping behavior, but 
a Colorado State University study asked consumers about 
their primary and secondary fresh produce source choices.  
Although supermarkets dominate as the primary source 
of fresh produce (Figure 2a), 8.8 percent of consumers 
consider farmers markets to be their primary fresh produce 
source, and 32.9 percent of consumers consider farmers 
markets to be their secondary fresh produce source.   
These consumer trends, together with the growth in direct 
sales by agricultural producers, documented by the Census 
for Agriculture, clearly show the growing popularity of 
personal sales relationships with consumers.

There are broader community and policy issues 
that relate to farmers markets and direct marketing as 
well.  There are some who believe that public support for 
these markets should grow, but it is not clear how much 
support is needed.  The USDA reports that 82 percent of 
markets are already self-sustaining and market income is 
sufficient to pay for all costs associated with the operation 
of the market (not including grant or in-kind support).  
But, this may be misleading, as the study focused on 
existing markets, and there is no information on what other 
markets might exist if public support were available.  Sally 
Haines, with the Colorado Farmers Market Association, 
believes that most Colorado markets still rely heavily on 
volunteers, support for facilities and unpaid management.  
This is especially true in more rural areas, where there is 
an insufficient consumer base relative to what is necessary 
to support a market’s overhead.

With respect to broader food policy concerns, 
farmers markets appear to play a significant role in 
food security and assistance.  According to the USDA, 
58 percent of markets participate in WIC coupon, food 
stamps, local and/or state nutrition programs.  But 
again, Colorado does not reflect these national trends, as 
Colorado does not participate in either the WIC Farmers 
Market Nutrition Program or the Senior Farmers Market 
Nutrition Program (FMNP).  However, three markets 
in Colorado fund their own version of the FMNP.  
Furthermore, 21 Colorado farmers markets participate in 
the CFMA EBT (Food Stamp) program, and offer earnings 
before taxes electronic benefits transfer (EBT) capability at 
their markets. To support more localized assistance efforts, 
25 percent of markets participate in gleaning programs 
aiding food recovery organizations in the distribution of 
food and food products to needy families. 
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Figure 2a and 2b: Primary and Secondary Food Shopping 
Locations.


