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Abstract: Farmers markets are regular, recurring gatherings at a common facility or area where
farmers and ranchers directly sell a variety of fresh fruits, vegetables, and other locally grown farm
products to consumers. Markets rebuild and maintain local and regional food systems, leading to an
outsized impact on the food system relative to their share of produce sales. Previous research has
demonstrated the multifaceted impacts that farmers markets have on the communities, particularly
economically. Recent scholarship in the United States has expanded inquiry into social impacts that
markets have on communities, including improving access to fresh food products and increasing
awareness of the sustainable agricultural practices adopted by producers, as well developing tools
for producers and market stakeholders to measure their impact on both producers and communities.
This paper reviews the recent scholarship on farmers markets to identify recent trends and synthesizes
the current evidence describing the ways in which farmers markets contribute to the wellbeing of
their communities, as well as identifying areas for additional future research.

Keywords: local food systems; public space; social capital; food access; economic impact; social
impact; agroecological practices

1. Introduction

Farmers markets are regular or seasonal community gatherings where local farmers,
ranchers, fishers, harvesters, food vendors, and artisans can sell their local and sustainably
products directly to community members [1–3]. Since the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) began recording the number of farmers markets in 1994, the prevalence
has increased from 1755 to 8761 in 2019 [4]. According to the 2015 Local Food Marketing
Practices Survey, farmers market sales consisted of 23% of direct-to-consumer farm sales,
totaling $711 million in revenue (USDA 2015). This growth may be attributed to grassroots
promotion of farmers markets at the local level converging with an increase in the number
of small farms and consumer interest and demand for fresh, high quality local foods [5,6].
Customers are also drawn to farmers markets for access to healthy food, social appeal,
convenience, and atmosphere [7–13]. Farmers markets can contribute benefits towards
public health, economic well-being, social engagement, and ecological concerns [14,15].

The current iteration of United States farmers markets developed in the 1970s and
evolved as it built organizational and structural elements and created principles for suc-
cessful markets [1,16]. In response to grassroots pressure, federal initiatives such as the
Farmer-to-Consumer Direct Marketing Act of 1976 and the Farmers Market Promotion
Program of the 2002 Farm Bill developed and played significant roles in fostering the
growth and development of farmers markets [17,18]. At the state and local levels, mu-
nicipalities, main street organizations, and nonprofits embrace markets as economic and
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equity development strategies [19]. Federal and nonprofit food assistance programs may
use farmers markets to increase access to fresh produce for individuals in underserved
neighborhoods [20].

Due to their direct connection to both producers and end-users of food products, farm-
ers markets contain multiple leverage points to improve health and ecological outcomes of
the food system [2]. In 2008, Brown and Miller summarized the documented impacts of
farmers markets on their local communities, finding that farmers markets generate signifi-
cant economic benefits for both local economies and farmers [2]. In the following decade,
the number of farmers markets in the US has grown by an additional 86%. The continued
rapid growth of farmers markets has resulted in a significant expansion of the literature
investigating the structure and impact of local markets throughout the supply chain, includ-
ing lines of inquiry not explored in 2008. In particular, there has been increased attention to
the role of farmers markets in contributing to a socially and ecologically sustainable food
system, as well as the potential and limitations of utilizing farmers markets to contribute to
food security and justice efforts across the US. In addition, partnerships between academia
and organizations supporting farmers markets have stimulated the development of new
tools to allow markets to engage in “citizen science” to track and communicate the impact
of their markets on local communities. This paper synthesizes the social ecological benefits
of farmers markets within the broader food system and their potential role in building
healthy, sustainable communities, updating the previous work produced by Brown and
Miller [2]. In addition, this review examines market-specific elements that maximize
chances for success and sustainability, including how farmers markets are organized and
managed by community members to benefit local agriculture, encourage entrepreneurship,
and support individual, social, and economic aspects of public health.

2. Organizational Structure of Farmers Markets

A given market’s structure is determined by both its social mission and its organi-
zational characteristics, such as size, business model, governance capacity, and available
resources [21,22]. Most farmers markets are managed by a paid or volunteer market man-
ager who runs day-to-day operations, as well as a governing body, such as a board of
directors, that develops a mission statement, business plan, and by-laws [21,23–25]. Market
operators create the market layout, manage staffing needs, formulate and enforce market
policies, and ensure adequate and representative governance [22,26]. Understanding, navi-
gating, and communicating relevant federal, state, and local policies to producers are all de
facto parts of most market managers’ responsibilities. Governance also includes facilitating
a board of directors or an advisory committee to ensure representation of all relevant
stakeholder groups (such as farmers, shoppers, allied governmental and nongovernmental
organizations) and development of appropriate market policies [26].

Federal, state, and local agencies regulate farmers market business activities, some of
which address public health and safety. Federal agencies (e.g., USDA and the Food
and Drug Administration) may assign some food safety requirements pertaining to the
production, harvest, post-harvest handling, and marketing of foods, as well as tax and
labor laws pertaining both to farm businesses and farmers market organizations. State and
local regulations vary by community and address some or all of the following: licensing,
permits, collection and reporting of sales tax, labeling laws, food handling and preparation,
food microbiological and chemical safety, labor issues, and farming practices. Often local
regulations supersede state and federal regulations and therefore need to be considered
during the creation of local farmers market regulations to avoid confusion or potentially
contradictory or miscommunicated expectations [27]. A growing number of states, however,
are attempting to simplify and streamline the duplicative or contradictory processes by
which farmers sell and offer samples of their products at markets [28]. As markets grow
in number, size, and product diversity, they must learn to interact comfortably with the
plethora of official imperatives, restrictions, and fees that connect them to social, political,
and economic systems.
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Organizational structure, goals, zoning regulations, nearby land uses, proximity to
other markets, and simple availability of space can influence where farmers markets are
located as well as their dates of operation. Seasonal farmers markets often require minimal
physical facilities. According to the 2019 Farmers Market Manager Survey (FMMS), 21%
of markets operated year-round, and 36% utilized temporary facilities in their operations.
Set up of temporary facilities is relatively quick, inexpensive, and flexible, relying mostly
on energy and muscle as opposed to brick and mortar. This flexibility helps markets in
both rural and urban areas to provide access to healthy and affordable foods close to the
neighborhoods where customers live [29–31]. Markets are also flexible in their ability to
open in different areas on different days; while the 2019 FMMS indicates that a majority of
markets operate on Saturday, at least 10% of markets surveyed nationally operate on each
day of the week with the exception of Monday. In areas with a high density of farmers
markets, this provides households with multiple opportunities to buy local food products
during a typical week.

Zoning ordinances can establish community areas for farmers markets, modify permit
requirements, and protect existing markets from re-development. Well-conceived farmers
market zoning ordinances aim to locate markets on properties that have stable tenure
and are accessible to prospective patrons, while also fostering community development
by expanding access to fresh produce or bringing foot traffic to a neglected commercial
district. Such policies encourage partnerships between farmers markets and communities,
schools, local commerce or business organizations, hospitals, universities, and faith-based
organizations [32]. Sometimes zoning ordinances even require farmers markets to accept
food assistance benefits. For example, San Francisco’s city code was amended in 2009 to
require farmers markets operating within the city to accept various forms of food assistance,
including SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits via Electronic
Benefit Transfer (EBT) [33].

Common business models include independent nonprofits, private for-profits, private
social enterprises with unofficial agreements among producers, public services sponsored
by city or county governments, and even programs under the umbrella of existing agencies
or organizations [22,25]. Many farmers markets operate under the umbrella of another
organization and therefore are not recognized by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). Incor-
poration of markets as nonprofit organizations by registering them with a state government
as opposed to applying for tax-exempt status with the IRS has become increasingly com-
mon due to the legal challenges involved in filing IRS 501(c)(3) documentation; as of 2019,
over 65% of farmers markets were registered as a nonprofit (USDA 2019). Despite difficul-
ties, obtaining 501(c)(3) status from the IRS may help communicate a market’s commitment
to a broad social agenda due to the high transparency required by the IRS for federally
incorporated nonprofits [23]. Federally recognized tax-exempt status exempts a market
from federal, state, and often local taxes, and the 501(c)(3) statute allows them to accept
tax-deductible donations and become eligible for a wider variety of private and govern-
ment grant programs. Nonprofit status can help farmers markets attract local private and
public partners who can help pay for start-up costs with financial contributions or in-kind
donations. Beyond funding, these partnerships also serve to embed markets within the
social fabric of their communities, enabling the pursuit of various social and economic
objectives [34]. Figure 1 illustrates the avenues of community impact frequently pursued
by local markets and their synergies across actors.

To attain financial sustainability, farmers markets must avoid dependence on grant
support and be able to pay operational costs solely out of income derived from vendor
fees and other market income. However, other markets, especially those whose primary
purpose is to serve low-income or rural communities, may require outside funding for
ongoing management and community outreach [35,36]. Over the last two decades, funding
opportunities have expanded both in the diversity of funders and the total dollars available
for market support, including grassroots neighborhood support, marketing assistance from
agricultural extension services, in-store and online promotion by neighboring businesses,
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and federal funding. One prominent example is the growth of the USDA Agricultural
Marketing Service’s Farmers Market Promotion Program (FMPP) [37]. The FMPP was
originally created in 2006, and over the last decade has expanded the total funding made
available from $1M in 2006 to $15M in 2016 [38]. FMPP funds can be used to support a
wide swath of functions for farmers markets, including training, community outreach,
marketing, and purchase and operations of Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) machines.

Figure 1. This framework illustrates the synergies created by farmers markets to benefit communities,
individual citizens, and the farming community.

In addition to these forms of direct financial support, farmers markets are increasingly
receiving indirect support from federal and state programs, such as the USDA Food and
Nutrition Service’s (FNS) Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) for participants in
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and
for low-income seniors (SFMNP). These programs bring business to markets by distributing
vouchers to eligible low-income families and seniors that can only be redeemed at farmers
markets. Other programs, such as Double Up Food Bucks and equivalent programs
developed by non-profits such as the Wholesome Wave Foundation and the Fair Food
Network work to increase the value of food assistance dollars by using matching funds
from donors, programs inspired in part due to effort by the former First Lady Michelle
Obama [39,40].

3. Community and Citizen Impacts of Farmers Markets

Farmers markets are social events that build, support, and link urban and rural
communities by fostering economic opportunities, creating public space, and vitalizing
neighborhoods. More specifically, markets connect citizens as neighbors, consumers, pro-
ducers, and community groups to the food system, providing opportunities for social
interaction, commerce, entertainment, and information transfer [41]. Bringing people
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together at markets can directly benefit public health by providing a source of healthy
foods as well as fostering a social atmosphere that promotes interaction, education, and po-
tentially positive behavior change [42,43]. Farmers markets provide opportunities for
people to learn about food, where it comes from, and how to prepare it. By providing a
new approach to food and its role in our lives, farmers market patrons’ shopping behav-
ior at conventional grocery outlets may also change. Table 1 summarizes the benefits to
communities identified by the research since the Brown and Miller review.

The search for authenticity and connection to food and agriculture has created a
cultural momentum heightening the demand for quality local foods produced using en-
vironmentally and socially conscious methods [9,11,44–49]. This desire of consumers to
know where their food comes from and how it was produced stems, in part, from cor-
porate consolidation in the food system and the resulting, at least perceived, negative
consequences for public health and farm viability [50–52].

Table 1. Summary of benefits to communities identified since Brown and Miller (2008).

Community Impact Synthesis of Findings since 2008 Cited Studies

Food Access Prices for fresh produce in markets are competitive with local retailers.
Expansion of food assistance increases consumption of fresh produce. [53–76]

Citizen Awareness Market shoppers report increased willingness to try new food products,
greater awareness of agroecological practices. [77–80]

Social Cohesion Markets foster social interactions between diverse community
members, act as a multipurpose gathering space. [42,81–86]

Economic Development Markets generate additional business for local businesses, increase
local circulation of money, increase farm employment. [43,57,87–102]

Contribution to Social Justice
Markets generate social capital that facilitates pursuit of broader

community objectives such as public health. Lack of racial diversity
among markets may make markets a driver of gentrification.

[10,103–121]

The community relationships undergirding the formation and provision of local
farmers markets create possibilities for innovation and efficiency while advancing social
and ecologic ideals. These relationships can lead to new marketing opportunities and
greater availability of affordable, healthful foods for citizens [29,31]. Markets are often a
venue for civic engagement, where local champions—frequently volunteers—and non-
traditional coalitions of public agencies and nonprofit organizations act to generate a range
of impacts on their communities, whether it be fostering the development of vibrant public
spaces, promoting healthy eating, or connecting food eaters with food producers [42].

3.1. Improving Food Access and Affordability

Offering a viable alternative to conventional food retailers such as supermarkets is
an important aspect of successful markets. Previous research has indicated that consumer
preferences for food are sensitive to cost and the proximity of a food retailer to where
households live, particularly in areas that have limited food access [53]. As a result,
concerns about inadequate local access to healthy food options remains pervasive across
disciplines, given persistent gaps in physical and economic access to supermarkets and
other food retailers, particularly in urban areas [54]. These dynamics have generated
interest among scholars in the potential of farmers markets as a mechanism to improve the
availability of fresh food products to underserved communities [55].

Recent scholarship has found consistent evidence that the presence of a farmers
market increases local food access, specifically from an economic perspective. Fruits
and vegetables at farmers markets can be equivalent to or lower in cost than produce at
conventional retail outlets, especially during peak seasons [56–59], and may even affect the
prices of produce in local retailers [60]. In addition, the fact that federal food assistance
is increasingly redeemable at farmers markets further bolsters the affordability of their
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food products. As of 2019, more than 4000 farmers market retailers, approximately half
the number of all markets listed in the USDA Farmers Market directory, accepted some
form of federal food assistance. SNAP benefits are most commonly accepted, followed by
WIC FMNP, and the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program coupons are also accepted
at most of these markets [61,62], all of which are accepted by a majority of markets that
accept federal food assistance. Food assistance programs have produced measurable
improvements in economic access to and increased consumption of fresh produce, in some
cases having residual impacts on produce consumption after the programs expired [63–68].
These efforts have been boosted over the last decade by nutritional education programs
supported by SNAP-Ed, which have consistently increased the usage of SNAP benefits at
local markets [69,70], though barriers remain in making markets readily available to SNAP
recipients [71].

Federal and state food assistance at farmers markets may be complemented with addi-
tional financial incentives, most of which are privately funded. These include matching in-
centives, such as Double Up Food Bucks, which match federal food assistance dollars spent
at farmers markets. Studies evaluating these programs have found consistently positive
impacts on the consumption of fruits and vegetables for participating consumers [68,72–74],
though barriers to participating remain, particularly for households of color [75,76].

3.2. Supporting Sustainable Agriculture

Related to the increased provision of fresh produce and other food products to local
communities, farmers markets serve to meet a growing demand for locally grown food
products produced using ecologically sensitive techniques. Dating back to the review
written by Brown in 2002, scholars have consistently found that farmers market shoppers
are not motivated solely (or even primarily) by the cost of food but rather by a broader
set of characteristics including the growing practices used by the producer, the perceived
quality of the products, and a desire to support local grower, findings further supported by
research over the last decade [8,77].

There is a growing body of literature indicating that this demand is amplified by direct
interactions with food producers. Farmers can act as food emissaries, introducing new
foods or varieties through partnerships with chefs (e.g., hosting cooking demonstrations
and tastings at farmers markets), restaurants, schools (e.g., supplying goods directly or
making them available to be picked up at the market), and cooperative extension agents.
The intimate relationship with consumers and unique characteristics [2] of individual
markets based on geography or customer base encourages farmers to experiment with new
crops and varieties, such as those with a particular ethnic appeal or targeted to consumers
interested in trying new or exotic foods [2,78]. Many farmers selling at markets value the
interaction with customers and, “after the drudgery of production, harvesting, and trans-
porting, enjoy telling the story behind the food to customers” [78]. This storytelling is more
than an attempt to sell a product, helping to valorize both the food and the process. Com-
municating the history, origin, growing conditions, preparation methods, and anecdotes
behind the food builds an unintentional mythology that may later be repeated by a chef
to a customer or by a parent to her family at the table [79]. These exchanges can elevate
the social and cultural value of the farmers market and help raise the cultural status of
fruits and vegetables, so they become a regular part of consumers’ diets. This encourages
consumers to choose from a selection of foods that changes seasonally, encouraging a
positive feedback loop as consumers keep returning to see what is new and exciting at the
market [80]. This newfound appreciation for food seasonality can spur eaters to adjust
their cooking practices and diet by using foods that can be grown nearby, instead of using
foods from the supermarket where seasonal changes are less evident because of global
supply chains that span climatic zones and compress distance.
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3.3. Community Revitalization and Economic Development

As markets are increasingly recognized as community centerpieces, studies on farm-
ers markets have documented the expanding multipurpose uses of these public spaces
for nourishment, entertainment, education, and recreational activities. These include
music, nutrition instruction, culinary demonstrations, seasonal produce tastings, and in-
formational outreach by community groups [42,81]. As public spaces, markets can build
community ties by facilitating social interactions and bridging economic, ethnic, and po-
litical divides [43,82,83]. Hosting multiple activities at farmers markets can expand the
customer base by appealing to different needs, deepening the social and community
cohesion fostered at markets, and making the markets themselves more sustainable [42].

As Brown and Miller note, farmers markets often serve as a catalyst for economic
development and local business revitalization. Markets often generate increased foot
traffic, which can spill over and benefit surrounding businesses. The market and its patrons
create an active public space, which in turn attracts and encourages people to stay and
participate in mercantile or social activities [84,85]. Depending on the locale and product
mix, markets may attract tourists, further contributing to their economic impact. Farmers
markets may also spur transactions with local businesses and local organizations via
wholesale arrangements with restaurants or processors and donations to food pantries.
Partnerships between agricultural producers and local businesses build trust, innovation,
and connection between urban and rural communities [86].

Farmers markets produce economic impact through what is known as the multiplier
effect, which is a general measure of the number of times money circulates at the local level
and the resulting jobs created by these activities [43,87–93]. The direct purchases at farmers
markets coupled with the indirect farmer expenditures on farm inputs, marketing supplies,
and services contribute to the multiplier effect, along with subsequent induced effects from
those suppliers and service providers spending money earned from farmers [57,87,93,94].
A higher multiplier effect indicates greater economic benefit to communities, stabilizing
incomes, creating employment, and promoting investment growth and development of
human capital. A study completed by Henneberry et al. of Oklahoma farmers markets had
a collective multiplier of 1.78, estimating that each dollar spent generated $1.78 of total
local economic activity. Given the $3.3 million in total sales conducted at farmers markets
that year, that resulted in a total economic impact of $5.90 million [87].

However, the spending that occurs at farmers markets also tends to displace consump-
tion at other food retailers, causing a slowdown in economic activity. These opportunity costs
must be included in order to ensure an accurate estimate of the economic impact generated
by farmers markets. For instance, in a study of a “locally grown” campaign targeting
South Carolina farmers markets, Hughes and Isengildina-Massa found that while the
program netted nearly $1 million in increased output and income and netted 26.4 full-time
equivalent jobs, the impact was much lower than the 10,000 jobs that had been reported
by public outlets [92]. Due to these tradeoffs, local businesses selling similar products
may perceive markets as competitors. While such concerns may have some merit, farmers
markets generate local economic activity that tends to be greater than the activity lost
through a decrease in spending at other retailers because farmers market sales recirculate
more in the same locale, and farmers markets are more labor intensive than other food
retailers [91]. In addition, the products available at markets are frequently unique in quality
and variety, thus are unlikely to be found elsewhere. These characteristics fill a critical
niche and reward farmers for crop diversity and innovation. However, some markets
choose to limit or prohibit vending of prepared foods to maintain positive relations with
neighboring food establishments [95–97].

While there is a growing interest on the part of farmers market managers and their
stakeholders for measuring their economic impact, limited studies have been conducted
attempting to measure this impact since the Brown and Miller review. This lack of research
has been attributed to issues with data collection. Accurately measuring the economic
impact of a farmers market relies on robust spending data by producers and consumers,
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which can be difficult to attain, particularly for markets with limited technical capacity
and labor hours [98]. Recent scholarship has therefore focused both on improving data
collection protocols and utilizing a diverse a holistic set of methodological approaches to
capture economic impact, including the use of applied geography to illustrate the spatial
reach of economic activity spurred by farmers markets [99,100].

These economic impacts are particularly relevant for low-income communities, where
markets can be tools for neighborhood renewal and feed into comprehensive local economic
development strategies [101]. Direct farm income stimulates employment opportunities
and tax revenues in the surrounding urban and rural economies; it generates farm-level
employment, purchases of agricultural inputs, and capital investment in land, materi-
als, and machinery [57,102]. Markets may also decrease the economic costs of living in
neighborhoods without supermarkets [60].

3.4. Social Justice at Farmers Markets

Given their ability to both provide economic revitalization and food access to local
communities, a growing body of literature has employed social, environmental, and food
justice frameworks when analyzing the impact of farmers markets on their local com-
munities. Individual and social benefits radiate from enhanced access to healthy food in
the socially positive community space generated by markets, wherein communities come
together around food, health, jobs, economics, and the environment (Figure 1). Markets
bring patrons into a defined physical area, which stimulates local business and generates
community goodwill. Local artisans and crafts persons may also vend at markets and
therefore increase the diversity and scale of foot traffic and strengthen cross-cultural ties
to the community. In recent years, scholars have argued that highlighting the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental relationships that govern agricultural production processes will
generate consumer-led movements for building a sustainable and just food system [103].

The networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness created and strength-
ened by markets build social capital, which are the “institutions, relationships, and norms
that shape the quality and quantity of a society’s social interactions” [104,105]. Grassroots
organizations build social capital by connecting community stakeholders, reinforcing trust,
and engendering a feeling of ownership and civic responsibility [60,106–108]. Commu-
nities rich in social capital often have the resources that promote individual and public
health goals, such as support, social trust, information, and membership [60,109,110].
Even controlling for socio-economic status, evidence suggests that stronger social capital
at the household and community level increases household food security [60,111]. Social
capital also is associated with decreased risk of hunger, meaning that farmers markets have
potential to increase food security among vulnerable populations [60,111].

However, this potential is often left unrealized due to the political and environmental
values held by typical consumers and managers of local markets, who tend to be white,
female, affluent, and well-educated, even in areas where white non-Hispanics are the
minority [10,103,112–119]. These trends have been largely undisturbed by the expansion
of federal food assistance at farmers markets; rather, shoppers on average are merely
less affluent, but still overwhelmingly white, even among those using food assistance.
In this case, the social capital generated by farmers markets acts as a draw to potential
homeowners and renters looking to live in neighborhoods committed to sustainable val-
ues [120], increasing competition in local housing markets. As a result, there have been
claims that farmers markets may unwittingly contribute to green gentrification and the
displacement of low-income households of color in urban areas, despite nominal commit-
ments to social justice and racial equity [121]. In response, there have been greater calls
for stakeholders within farmers markets located in historically marginalized communities,
particularly communities of color, to directly center the pursuit of social justice in their
work for both consumers and producers, including broader socioeconomic representation
among vendors and targeted outreach to communities underrepresented among farmers
market shoppers [117].
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4. Farmers Market Impact on Producers
4.1. Economic Impact on Producers

According to the USDA Economic Research Service, farmers received 22.8% of the
retail value of food commodities sold for home consumption in 2013, below the average of
23.4% over the last 25 years and representing a multi-year decline in the share of food sales
going to producers [122].

An alternative solution to declining farm share is reducing the number of inter-
mediaries between farmers and consumers, as exemplified by the blossoming of direct-
to-consumer marketing such as farmers markets. Shortening the supply chain usually
provides farmers a higher share of the consumer dollar, allowing them to earn significantly
higher revenue for a given crop compared to wholesaling [123]. The drawback of such
channels is that they also demand more labor and materials for marketing and distribution
than wholesale market channels [123], costs which farmers must control along with their
production costs to be profitable [124]. Producers must therefore make tradeoffs between
the lower volume and higher prices in direct-to-consumer sales, versus the higher volume
and lower prices in wholesale markets [125].

These caveats aside, the low barriers to entry at farmers markets, resulting from the
lack of minimum volume or standardization requirements, can spur formation of new farms
or foster expansion and/or transformation of existing farms towards direct marketing
and greater crop diversity [126,127]. Farmers markets facilitate enterprise development by
giving direct and instant feedback to farmers on issues such as product quality, appearance,
and taste, which assists producers’ entry into market channels with higher barriers, such as
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) distribution, restaurants, institutional food
service, and retail buyers [125,128–130]. This increased access to other marketing channels
makes the indirect economic impact of farmers markets much greater than their direct
impacts [57,78,102].

Farmers markets encourage diversity in production methods and the crops grown.
Directly connecting producers with consumers provides an avenue for direct economic
feedback to producers on their growing practices, which in turn encourages the usage of
organic or other ecologically sensitive techniques to remain competitive with other vendors
at the market [128], ultimately giving consumers a measure of control in their local food
system. This dynamic also encourages smaller farms to hedge risk by growing a diversity
of crops possessing varying adaptability to environmental conditions. These crops are
often delicate and highly perishable with specific growing windows, requiring a rapid
harvest and marketing process. Local markets provide these farmers with the opportunity
to experiment with market dynamics by introducing new or heritage varieties in small
quantities [131], as well as the incentive to market the agroecological techniques used in
their production to consumers. This product diversity serves as another selling point for
customers, and markets that feature significant product diversity among its vendors are
typically more financially successful [132], completing a virtuous circle of crop diversity.

Complementing the tendency to promote crop diversity, markets also tend to attract
smaller farms as larger farms find it more difficult to adapt to the markets’ demands [51].
Nationally, the number of farms within the US has continued to shrink, while average farm
size continues to grow, indicating increasing levels of concentration in the agricultural
sector. Bigger farms usually concentrate on a few crops and invest in highly mechanized
approaches. Smaller farms, in turn, tend to use low-input agricultural methods or organic
practices. When operating at a smaller scale, farmers can more intensively observe their
land without relying on hired labor. This provides them with a better picture of how
practices influence the farm’s ecology and helps them find ways to improve production
and manage pests without chemicals. Farmers market policies may or may not require
vendors to be farmers, or that the food sold originates from farms within a specifically
defined geographical radius [78]. The USDA Market Manager Survey found that 65% of
markets require vendors to sell only the products they produce [133]. It can be difficult for
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small-scale local producers, strictly selling their own crops, to compete with vendors who
sell foods purchased from wholesale venues or other farmers [41,78,133].

In their review, Brown and Miller discuss the research detailing the impact of farmers
markets on producer incomes, noting that markets serve as a sole source of income for
over 20% of small producers, according to the 2006 Farmers Market Manager Survey [133].
Since then, there have been no similar studies characterizing more current trends in income
generated by farmers markets. However, evaluation tools such as Farm2Facts and Farmers
Market Metrics provide reporting tools for vendor income that may be applicable in future
research (see Section 5). One relevant area on the frontier of research on farmer income is
the potential over-saturation of markets. No academic research has been conducted on this
topic to date, but journalistic reporting in the last two years has revealed a trend of smaller
markets closing at increased rates in the last three years, with larger markets also seeing
a decrease in revenue due to increased competition [134]. While the presence of multiple
markets throughout a week may alleviate access concerns for consumers, traveling to mul-
tiple markets is costly for producers, while holding multiple markets on the same day risks
dilution and divides the potential sales for vendors at each individual market. Theoretical
and applied perspectives to model the relationship between market concentration and
producer income would engage community organizations and stakeholders in decision
making processes to determine the optimal number and locations of farmers markets.
Table 2 summarizes the benefits to producers for participating in local markets since the
Brown and Miller review.

Table 2. Summary of Farmers Market Impact on Producers.

Producer Impact Synthesis of Findings since 2008 Cited Studies

Small Farm Viability Smaller markets can be more competitive in markets than large
farms. Producer-only markets better protect small farmers. [41,51,78,133]

Diversification Consumer preferences and steady revenue encourage
production of multiple commodities. [126–128,130,131]

Economic Benefits

Markets offer higher margins on lower quantities sold
compared to wholesale market channels. Markets may also

serve as a conduit to other marketing channels. Oversaturation
may threaten market viability and farmer income.

[41,78,122–125,128–130,133,134],

Ecological Practices

Markets reduce food miles, but ecological impact of food
miles is unclear. Producers at markets engage in a wide

variety of ecologically responsible growing practices,
but impact of market participation on practices is unclear.

[48,123,135–143]

4.2. Agroecological Impacts on Producers

Brown and Miller’s review called for new research analyzing the ecological impact
of farmers markets. To date, limited research has been conducted on the direct impact
of participating in markets on growing practices by vendors. A commonly cited benefit
of farmers markets is the reduction in food miles that occurs when buying and selling
from a farmers market. Many markets have strict limits on the distance food can travel to
the market, and in general, food sold at a farmers market travels less than conventional
food, which exceeds 1000 miles on average [135]. However, recent scholarship has called
into question the value of food miles as a broad indicator of the climate impact of food
choices [136–138], though the concept has value as an allegory representing the desire of
consumers to reintegrate food production and consumption within local contexts [139].
A joint survey conducted by American Farmland Trust and Farmers Market Coalition
found that 81% of producer respondents used one or more ecologically responsible prac-
tices, such as cover crops, reduced tilling, and other soil health practices on their farm [140].
In addition, Organic farmers engage in direct marketing more frequently than their con-
ventional farmer peers [48,123,141–143]. However, despite a call from Brown and Miller in
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2008 for new scholarship quantifying the impact of markets on the adoption of ecologically
sustainable practices by producers, we were unable to identify any articles that address
this line of inquiry. However, given the existing literature suggesting that market shoppers
have a preference for ecologically sustainable practices, as well as the economic incentives
of individual producers to appeal to these preferences, this topic remains valuable for
future research.

5. Evaluating the Impact of Farmers Markets

Another rapidly expanding segment of the literature on farmers markets explores
the theoretical and methodological approaches to characterizing their impact on commu-
nities and farmers. As Brown and Miller note, this push towards evaluating the impact
of farmers markets is attributed to the development of the rapid market assessment by
Lev, Stephenson, and Brewer in 2007, with a primary focus at the time on assessing the
economic impact generated by farmers markets. The 2006 Farmers Market Manager Survey
did not feature a question measuring the adoption of assessment techniques by markets.
In 2019, the Market Manager Survey included both questions, asking whether markets had
conducted an assessment of their operations, as well as the type of assessment conducted.
They found that 25.1% of survey markets had conducted an evaluation in the last year,
encompassing a wide spectrum of objectives, including customer counts and product pref-
erences, vendor needs, and sales information from producers [144], reflecting the growing
diversity of methods and lines of inquiry among scholars. Given the multiple avenues
by which markets can affect local food systems, there has been a growing recognition
among researchers that maximizing their benefits requires a simultaneous effort to increase
the frequency, location, and product diversity at markets, concurrent with an appropriate
balance of patronage and supply. Focusing on single dimensions of market performance,
such as the overall sales of the market, will not allow markets to realize their full potential
to improve public health and community well-being at multiple scales and in multiple
dimensions. Single focus or myopia can hinder the ability of markets to reach their full
potential to positively impact community development and public health. For example,
evaluating changes in fruit and vegetable access or intake as a result of targeted nutrition
education interventions at markets is only one of many potential measures of the public
health benefits [145], when market location and access to adequate transportation, among
other factors, also influence the purchase of fresh produce at markets.

As a result, realizing the potential of farmers markets requires the use of transdis-
ciplinary, trans-sector, and multilevel engagement of citizen, community, and agricul-
tural stakeholders within the highly interconnected food, economic, and health systems
(Figure 1) [146,147]. Assessing the impact of these interventions requires implementing
a consistent data collection approach, which can be challenging for market managers,
who are tasked with many different responsibilities, often with minimal budgets [148].
Several data collection tools have become available in the last decade to meet this need.
For instance, Farm2Facts, a data collection tool developed and housed at the University
of Wisconsin-Madison, is a citizen-science tool that enables individual markets to track
and report their impact in the community through existing sources of potential secondary
data such as vendor applications as well as simple primary data collection through cus-
tomer and producer surveys [149–151]. This includes economic impact (e.g., the number of
customers at the market and how much they spend at the market and at local businesses),
social impact (e.g., food assistance spending, percentage of visitors who bike to the market),
and is expanding its range of metrics to characterize ecological impact, though it currently
tracks distance traveled by producers to the market. Another data collection tool to assist
farmer market managers in tracking their impact is Farmers Market Metrics, developed
by the Farmers Market Coalition, which offers a similar profile of metric collection and
reporting. Placing farmers markets within the larger context of food, economic, and health
systems can help planners, organizers, researchers, policy makers, and other farmers mar-
ket stakeholders more effectively target potential points of intervention and anticipate the
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myriad consequences flowing from the complex social and cultural phenomenon that is
the farmers market world [146,147].

6. Conclusions

Since the last review of farmers markets and their impact on local communities and
producers by Brown and Miller, the scale and scope of these impacts have expanded
significantly. Markets continue to function as an important economic engine, creating
jobs by supporting small farm viability and acting as an incubator for broader business
development, while also providing an attraction to increase commercial activity locally.
However, recent scholarship has also illuminated the important role that farmers markets
play in reducing food insecurity by granting communities access to fresh and affordable
food products, particularly given the increase in federal, state, and private funds providing
food assistance to food insecure households. In addition, markets have shown the potential
to create a virtuous circle of sustainable agriculture practices by connecting producers
directly with their customers, allowing producers to educate their patrons on the various
agroecological techniques used in producing food, while simultaneously giving customers
the ability to influence those practices through their purchasing behavior. The combined
economic, social, and ecological impacts of farmers markets have also generated significant
attention to the possibility of leveraging them to accomplish broader objectives related to
social and environmental justice. To document these many impacts, new methodologies
and tools have been developed to empower markets as citizen-scientists able to communi-
cate the role of their market in their community and advocate for resources to further their
social mission.

Despite the growing array of identified benefits provided by farmers markets, there
are several avenues of research that remain open on the relationship between markets and
communities. First, while there is some evidence of markets directly improving the sustain-
ability of local food systems by creating more conscientious consumers and incentivizing
producers to engage in agroecologically sustainable practices, there remains a dearth of
literature explicitly connecting participation in a market to the adoption of farming prac-
tices that would otherwise not occur. In addition, while markets have documented the
clear ability to increase local fresh produce consumption, these benefits are distributed
unevenly, as structural and social barriers continue to prevent access to these spaces from
reaching communities of color. Further, in some cases the presence of a market and the
economic development it can bring has the secondary effect of displacing local households
as housing costs rise. Thus, another area for additional research is identifying models and
practices of socially just farmers markets that dimmish these barriers to access and ensure
an equitable distribution of the benefits that markets provide to their local communities.
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