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Abstract. Appetite for Change (AFC) is a non-profit organization working in North 
Minneapolis on food and economic justice issues. In 2013, AFC launched Fresh Corners, an 
effort to support a local food system, increase access to healthy foods, create economic 
opportunities, and engage the community in policy and development in North Minneapolis. 
To support urban vegetable growers’ farm and business planning, a survey instrument was 
developed to assess local food vendors’ willingness and capacity to purchase locally grown 
produce from Fresh Corners growers. This report presents results from 11 surveys 
conducted during the pilot phase of this project. The respondents were diverse in terms of 
their vendor type, produce needs, and expectations of their suppliers. Nevertheless, there 
were some similar themes that emerged across all vendor types, including high interest in 
buying locally grown produce, need for a flexible but clear ordering and delivery/pick-up 
system, importance of appropriate post-harvest produce handling, and importance of 
competitive pricing. The survey protocol integrated data collection with relationship-
building and was an effective way to introduce the Fresh Corners initiative and gauge 
business’s interest and expectations regarding relationships with local produce growers. 

Prepared for Appetite for Change with funding from the Nelson Program of the Center for 
Urban and Regional Affairs, University of Minnesota 

Minneapolis, MN 
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Background 

Food systems impact both the health and economic vitality of communities. Research has 
found that living in a community with higher density of fast food restaurants, fewer 
supermarkets, more convenience stores, or lower availability of healthy foods in nearby 
stores is linked to less healthy diets and higher rates of diet-related disease, including 
diabetes and obesity.1-3  

In Minneapolis, access to grocery stores differs by neighborhood. North Minneapolis, 
University, Powderhorn, Phillips, Cedar-Riverside, Elliot Park, Downtown East, and Marcy-
Holmes are areas with low access to supermarkets; residents of these communities are also 
more likely to be low-income and suffer from higher rates of diet-related disease.4 

In contrast, participating in farmers markets, community-supported agriculture, and 
community gardening may increase the amount and variety of fresh vegetables that people 
eat.5 More research is needed on how these activities influence diet overall,6 but the 
economic benefits of local food systems are clear: farmers markets yield direct and indirect 
economic benefits by providing jobs to local residents, generating revenue on food sales 
that stays in the community, and increasing sales at nearby businesses on market days.5 In 
addition, relationships built between farmers and produce buyers facilitate social 
interaction and community connectedness, providing social benefits.  

Local governments, non-profit organizations, and community advocates around the 
country are currently working to improve access to healthy foods in their communities. 
One approach that is gaining traction is experimenting with ways to connect local farmers 
to local businesses. Businesses such as corner stores, cafes, and restaurants buy produce on 
a larger scale than individual consumers do, thus providing a promising business 
opportunity for local and urban farmers. In Baltimore, New York City, and Eugene, OR, 
where the healthy corner store movement has a firm foothold, local governments and non-
profits are helping connect corner stores to local farmers who can supply them with 
healthy, fresh produce to sell to their customers.7-9 As local farmers build their capacity to 
supply larger vendors, they have also begun to reach out to restaurants as potential buyers 
of their produce.10-13 In this way, food that is grown in the community stays in the 
community, feeding residents and creating a local food economy. 

With funding from Blue Cross Blue Shield of Minnesota’s Center for Prevention, local non-
profit Appetite for Change (AFC) launched the Fresh Corners program in 2013. Fresh 
Corners is an effort to support a local food system, increase access to healthy foods, create 
economic opportunities, and engage the community in policy and development in North 
Minneapolis, an area that has been overlooked by existing food movement initiatives.  To 
support local growers’ crop and business planning, AFC recognized the need to conduct 
market research on local businesses’ willingness and capacity to purchase locally grown 
produce from Fresh Corners growers. To that end, a survey tool was developed to facilitate 
initial contact with potential business partners and support growers’ efforts to meet the 
businesses’ produce needs.  
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Methods 

Process 

AFC partnered with the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs (CURA) at the University of 
Minnesota to hire a research assistant (the author) from January-May 2014. A meeting 
between AFC, CURA, and the author was held in January to outline the goals for the project 
and agree on the final deliverables. The author and AFC project manager met for 60-90 
minutes every 1-2 weeks throughout the duration of the project. In the first month, these 
meetings served several purposes: to give the author an opportunity to better understand 
AFC’s mission and organizational operations, to build a working relationship between the 
author and the AFC project manager, and to clarify the data AFC needed and how that data 
would be used to inform their project activities. The author and AFC project manager 
continually challenged each other to view the project from both an evaluation and a 
programmatic perspective, each bringing their own knowledge and expertise to bear as 
decisions were made about what data to collect, how to collect it, and how to report results.  

In the spirit of a pilot project and given the ongoing programmatic work with Fresh 
Corners growers, the survey instrument and process evolved during the course of data 
collection as new information became available and additional feedback was received. The 
growers, the trainers hired by AFC to lead the Fresh Corners initiative, an evaluator from 
Wilder Research, an evaluation contractor working with AFC, and the AFC executive 
director all contributed to development of the survey instrument and data collection 
protocol. The author also attended biweekly meetings with the Fresh Corners growers to 
share updates on data collection and results and solicit feedback on the instrument and the 
process. 

Instrument 

A Vendor Survey instrument was developed via a collaborative process involving Appetite 
for Change staff, Fresh Corners growers, and advice from outside experts on urban 
agriculture. The survey was designed to be administered in-person with corner store 
owners, café/deli owners, restaurants chefs, and staff from non-profit organizations that 
serve food to community members. It takes approximately 10-15 minutes to complete. 

Survey questions included businesses’ current produce purchasing practices (whether they 
are currently purchasing local produce, where and how often they buy their produce, 
which produce items they buy), as well as approximate quantities of locally grown produce 
they project purchasing weekly, based on a tentative product and price list. The price list 
was revised midway through data collection after it was recognized that restaurants and 
cafes preferred to see prices given by the case. USDA wholesale prices from April 2014 
were gathered and discussed with the Fresh Corners growers and trainers, who decided on 
an appropriate mark-up for per-unit and per-case prices. The list of products was based on 
a 2013 product list from the Community Table Cooperative.  

Questions about businesses’ interest in and barriers to purchasing local produce were left 
open-ended for this initial phase of data collection. During analysis, themes were identified 
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from the responses, which were then used to create specific probes for future data 
collection.  

A final version of the survey instrument was developed with technical assistance from 
Wilder Research. Question wording was changed to improve interpretability and 
formatting was standardized for ease of data collection.  

Recruitment and Data Collection 

The following criteria were used to identify businesses for recruitment: 1) has an existing 
relationship with AFC, or 2) independently-owned business located in North or Northeast 
Minneapolis selected by AFC for a potential partnership. The AFC project manager made 
the initial contact with the businesses via email, phone, or in person; the goals of the 
project were explained and the business owners were invited to participate in the survey. 
Scheduling was then coordinated between the business owner and the author, and the 
survey was completed in person at the site of the business. The author administered all the 
surveys, and the project manager accompanied her when scheduling allowed. 

Data Entry and Analysis 

Survey responses were entered into an online database using Google Forms. This format 
was chosen to enable AFC to manage its own database in a free, user-friendly format with 
built in analysis capabilities. Descriptive analysis was performed using the built-in analysis 
in Google Forms and Microsoft Excel. 

Results 

Sample characteristics 

Eleven surveys were completed between Mar 29 and Apr 28, 2014. The vendor types are 
shown in Figure 1. The survey respondents were owners, managers, or chefs of the 
establishment. Seven of the vendors were currently buying or using local food in their 
operations. Of these, three of were buying from farmers markets only, two were buying 
from farmers markets in combination with direct order from local farms, one was buying 
from farmers markets and Appetite for Change’s Youth Farm, and one (the non-profit) was 
growing its own food in a community garden. 
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Figure 1. Number of respondents, by vendor type 

 

Interest in buying locally grown food 

Nine vendors were somewhat or very interested in buying more local food.  Reasons for 
their interest included taste/quality/freshness, environmental and health concerns 
(chemical free, lower transportation costs, lower carbon footprint), support for local 
community and small farmers, importance of personal relationship with suppliers, ability 
to market locally grown products to customers, and lower cost. Two corner stores were “a 
little” interested and said they would be more interested if produce were cleaned and 
packaged appropriately, certified organic, available for purchase in small quantities, 
available in the varieties that the store needs, and available for delivery. 

Barriers to sourcing locally grown food 

When asked what makes it difficult to buy locally grown produce, vendors frequently 
reported their need for smaller quantities and more frequent deliveries than is usually 
offered by larger farms or distributors offering local food. Another frequently reported 
barrier was limited availability (supply) of local produce, especially during the winter, 
because of high demand and limited capacity of local growers. 

“The [West Broadway] farmers market is only open once a week, but I can go to Sam’s 
Club everyday.” –Corner store owner 

Other barriers that were mentioned included lack of a clear, easy, and flexible ordering and 
delivery system; unreliable suppliers that deliver low quality produce (e.g., not cleaned or 
processed properly); uncertainty whether produce in farmers markets are truly locally 
grown; preference for some products from other regions (e.g., asparagus from California); 
and legal concerns about whether local produce can be used in a cafe. Some restaurants 
and cafes were concerned that local suppliers could not meet their full demand, while 
corner stores were concerned about low customer demand, especially in winter, limiting 
their ability to sell the produce. 

Facilitators to sourcing locally grown food 

When asked what would make it easier to source locally grown produce, vendors 
frequently cited the need for a clear ordering process. They wanted to have someone they 
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could call when they needed to place an order and be able to deal directly with their 
supplier. One restaurant chef also mentioned spreadsheets one of his farm suppliers sends 
him that gives weekly harvest projections. He found that very helpful in planning his menus 
and orders for the coming weeks. Another frequently cited need was frequent, flexible 
delivery or pick-up options. Most vendors have limited space to store produce and need 
smaller deliveries at least twice per week. Restaurants may buy some items nearly every 
day. 

“[I would like the option of] daily deliveries, where I could put my order in before a 
certain cut-off time and have that order delivered the next day.” –Restaurant chef 

Other factors mentioned that would make sourcing locally grown produce easier were the 
use of appropriate post-harvest cleaning and processing to minimize preparation time in 
the cafe/restaurant and reduce spoilage; the ability to choose from many varieties; higher 
customer demand (in corner stores); and consistently high product quality. 

Pricing and delivery 

Vendors were divided on whether they would be willing to pay more for locally grown 
produce (table 1). However, they agreed that the prices could not be too much higher than 
what they are paying now. In general, they don’t want to have to pass the higher prices on 
to their customers, but they are willing to pay a little bit more to support the community. 
One restaurant chef said that he is willing to pay whatever it takes to get the highest quality 
product. Corner stores appear to be more price-sensitive and were less willing to pay more 
for local produce. 

Table 1. Vendors' Willingness to Pay for Local Produce and Delivery 

 Willing to Pay 
More for Local 

(N) 

Willing to Pay for 
Delivery 

(N) 
No 3 2 
Yes 3 7 
It depends 5 2 
 

Most vendors said they were willing to pay a $5-7 delivery charge for the convenience of 
delivery to their store. One vendor said that a delivery fee is okay for small orders but not 
large orders. Another vendor said that if the delivery fee is too high, she would buy larger 
quantities less often. 

Current produce practices 

Most vendors purchase their produce through a combination of a delivery from a 
distributor and self-supply from buyer’s clubs, retail stores, and farmer’s markets (Figure 
2). Most products were purchased 1-2 times/week, with some seasonal or special items 
purchased only occasionally (<1 time/week). Restaurants buy some perishable products, 
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such as herbs and microgreens, 3-6 times/week. Detailed results on the number of stores, 
frequency, and source of purchasing each product type are provided in Appendix A.  

Figure 2. Current Sources of Produce Purchases 

 

Produce needs and expectations 

Vendor types were vastly different in terms of their produce needs and expectations. 

Restaurants require much larger quantities and are interested in unusual or heirloom 
varieties at extremely high qualities. Cost is less of an issue for them, but they need to be 
able to count on suppliers to deliver consistent quality and accommodate frequent orders. 
Sourcing restaurants would require growing more specialized products and investing 
heavily in quality and consistency. Restaurants will make larger orders and even agree to 
buy the entire summer’s harvest if the product is truly the best quality available.  

Cafes require smaller amounts of produce for menus consisting mainly of sandwiches, 
salads, and soups (e.g., lettuce, tomatoes, bell peppers, onions, potatoes, carrots, etc.). Space 
constraints in cafe kitchens make frequent ordering a necessity. The types of products they 
use are similar to the types of products that could be sold in corner stores. 

Corner stores are not currently selling a lot of fresh produce, but are willing to give it a try. 
It was difficult for them to estimate quantities for new products they will introduce. 
Customer demand is a concern for corner store owners, but not for the other types of 
vendors.  

Some restaurant chefs and cafe/corner store owners expressed an interest in visiting the 
growing sites to see how and where the food is grown.  
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Table 2 shows the aggregated results of vendor’s weekly order projections for Fresh 
Corners’ products. The ten most popular items (both in terms of number of stores and 
quantities requested) were beets, cabbage, carrots, corn, cucumber, lettuce, onions, bell 
peppers, potatoes, and tomatoes. Some vendors were not able to give estimated quantities 
because the product would be a new product for them, and they did not know how well it 
would sell. These were entered as “0.1 lbs” and included in the table. 

Table 2. Projected Weekly Orders 

VEGETABLE 

FRESH 
Quantities 

(lbs) 

FRESH 
Vendors 

(N) 

FROZEN 
Quantities 

(lbs) 

FROZEN 
Vendors 

(N) 

Beans, Green 21.1 4 13.7 4 

Beets 102.6 4 
 

 

Cabbage, all varieties 92.5 4    

Carrots  103.6 6 23.7 6 

Corn (ears) 161.5 5 26.6 4 

Cucumber  134.1 8    

Eggplant  20 2    

Greens, Collard 47.1 4    

Greens, Mustard 47 3    

Lettuce, all varieties 112.6 8    

Onion, all varieties  195.1 8 2 1 

Pepper, Bell  68.6 9 2 1 

Potato, all varieties 138.6 8 0.1 1 

Spinach  37 3 0.1 1 

Squash, all varieties 49 4    

Tomatoes, all varieties 222.6 10    

Turnips 22 2 0.1 1 

Kale 25.1 3    

Herbs (oz.) 31 6    

Microgreens 65 2    

Celery 11 2   

Other vegetables: Okra, 
Broccoli, Banana 
Peppers, Jalapenos 
Peas, Mushrooms, 
Asparagus, Chard 

 1 each   

Note: Top 10 items have been shaded. 
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Marketing materials 

All surveyed vendors were interested in marketing materials for their customers. When 
added together, posters for the store and “other” signage such as window stickers and signs 
for the cash register or produce area were the most common request, followed by social 
media, flyers, social media, and articles in local newspapers (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Number of Vendors Requesting Marketing Materials 

 

Conclusions 

The 11 vendors surveyed were diverse in terms of their business type, produce needs, and 
expectations of their suppliers. Nevertheless, there were some similar themes that 
emerged across all vendor types: 

o There is high interest in buying locally grown produce.  
o Vendors require flexible but clear ordering and delivery/pick-up systems.  
o Products must be harvested and cleaned appropriately to minimize spoilage and on-site 

preparation time. 
o Prices cannot vary too much from what vendors are paying currently. 
o For restaurants and cafes, delivery/pick-up should be available at least twice per week, 

with the option for more frequent orders if necessary. 

The survey protocol ended up being part research and part relationship-building. This 
worked best when the author and AFC project manager surveyed vendors together. 
Vendors wanted to know more about Fresh Corners and why they were being asked all 
these questions, and they were happy to engage when they thought they would benefit 
from a grower-buyer relationship. Approaching vendors with a “we’d like to see if you’re 
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interested in working with us and what your needs are” pitch worked better than a “we’d 
like to survey you” pitch.  

In order to develop strong and sustainable partnerships, it was agreed to reduce the initial 
target number of vendors surveyed and invest more heavily in relationship building. The 
diversity of vendors surveyed resulted in the pilot being successful even with the smaller 
number of respondents: the results enabled distinctions to be drawn between different 
types of vendors and their needs. This information will be helpful as Fresh Corners decides 
how to aggregate and market its products and which vendors to build relationships with. 
The next phase of this research project involves training growers to administer the survey 
directly to new vendors as their capacity to supply more vendors increases. 

 



Appendix A. Current Produce Purchasing Practices 

VEGETABLE FRESH 
Vendors 

(N) 

FROZEN 
Vendors 

(N) 

Percent 
Purchasing 
≥ 1/week 

Sources (No. of vendors) 

Beans, Green 4 1 25% Farmer’s market (2) 
Distributor (1) 

Buyer’s club (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Beets 3 0 67% Farmer’s market (2) 
Distributor (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Cabbage 5 0 80% Farmer’s market (3) 
Restaurant Depot (1) 

Distributor (1) 
Retail store (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Carrots  9 3 89% Buyer’s club (4) 
Distributor (3) 

Farmer’s market (2) 
Retail Store (2) 

Restaurant Depot (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Corn (ears) 5 4 57% Buyer’s club (3) 
Retail store (2) 

Restaurant Depot (1) 
Distributor (1) 

Farmer’s market (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Cucumber  9  75% Farmer’s market (3) 
Restaurant Depot (2) 

Retail store (2) 
Buyer’s club (2) 

Distributor (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Eggplant  2 0 0% Farmer’s market (1) 
Local farm (1) 
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VEGETABLE FRESH 
Vendors 

(N) 

FROZEN 
Vendors 

(N) 

Percent 
Purchasing 
≥ 1/week 

Sources (No. of vendors) 

Greens, Collard 4 0 0% Restaurant Depot (2) 
Retail store (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Greens, Mustard 5 0 40% Restaurant Depot (2) 
Distributor (1) 

Retail store (1) 
Farmer’s market (1) 

Local farm (1) 
Lettuce, all varieties 11  90% Distributor (3) 

Buyer’s club (3) 
Restaurant Depot (2) 

Retail store (2) 
Farmer’s market (2) 

Local farm (1) 
Onion, all varieties  11 0 90% Distributor (5) 

Buyer’s club (3) 
Restaurant Depot (2) 

Farmer’s market (2) 
Retail store (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Pepper, Bell  8 0 71% Buyer’s club (5) 
Retail store (3) 

Restaurant Depot (2) 
Farmer’s market (2) 

Distributor (1) 
Potato, all varieties 10 0 67% Distributor (4) 

Buyer’s club (3) 
Restaurant Depot (2) 

Farmer’s market (2) 
Retail store (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Spinach  5 0 60% Distributor (2) 
Farmer’s market (2) 

Restaurant Depot (1) 
Retail store (1) 

Buyer’s club (1) 
Squash, all varieties 4 0 75% Distributor (2) 

Farmer’s market (2) 
Local farm (1) 
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VEGETABLE FRESH 
Vendors 

(N) 

FROZEN 
Vendors 

(N) 

Percent 
Purchasing 
≥ 1/week 

Sources (No. of vendors) 

Tomatoes, all varieties 11 0 90% Restaurant Depot (3) 
Distributor (3) 

Retail store (3) 
Buyer’s club (3) 

Farmer’s market (2) 
Local farm (1) 

Turnips 2 0 0% Restaurant Depot (1) 
Local farm (1) 

Kale 2 0 100% Distributor (1) 
Farmer’s market (1) 

Local farm (1) 
Herbs (oz.) 7  83% Restaurant Depot (2) 

Distributor (2) 
Retail store (2) 

Farmer’s market (2) 
Buyer’s club (1) 

Microgreens 3  100% Distributor (2) 
Farmer’s market (1) 

Local farm (1) 
Other vegetables: 
asparagus, peas, 
celery, cauliflower, 
broccoli, radishes, 
jalapeno, banana 
peppers, Swiss chard, 
garlic scapes, ramps, 
apples, strawberries 
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