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Abstract
Objectives: To examine purchasing behaviors and perceptions related 

to farmers markets’ use in a sample of farmers market shoppers and 

non-shoppers. Methods: Cross-sectional, with the use of a structured 

survey instrument to assess participants living within one kilometer of a 

farmers market (n=240). Quantitative analysis included descriptive sta-

tistics, as well as bivariate analysis to compare shoppers and non-shop-

pers. Open-ended questions were analyzed using thematic coding. Re-

sults: 56% were farmers market shoppers, and mostly female adults. 

Shoppers had similar incomes but lower education than non-shoppers. 

Among shoppers, price, freshness, and proximity were the main per-

ceived benefits. Among non-shoppers, hours of operation, lack of time, 

and high prices were main barriers not to attend the farmers market. 

Conclusions: Our findings provide farmers market managers and ven-

dors information on potential improvements. In addition, promotion 

messages can be tailored to highlight benefits and ways to overcome 
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barriers for attending farmers markets, leading to more effective mar-

keting strategies to promote their use.

Keywords: Farmers markets. Produce. Purchasing behaviors. Fruit. Veg-

etables.

Resumen
Objetivo. Examinar los comportamientos de compra y las percepciones re-

lacionadas con el uso de ferias del agricultor en una muestra de usuarios 

y no usuarios de las mismas. Metodología. Diseño transversal, con el uso 

de una encuesta estructurada en participantes viviendo a un kilómetro de 

distancia o menos de dos ferias del agricultor específicas (n=240). El análi-

sis cuantitativo incluyó estadísticas descriptivas y bivariadas para comparar 

usuarios con no usuarios. Las preguntas abiertas se analizaron utilizando 

codificación temática. Resultados. 56% de la muestra fue usuaria de la feria 

del agricultor, y en su mayoría, mujeres adultas. Las usuarias tenían ingre-

so similar, pero nivel educativo menor que las no usuarias. En usuarias, el 

precio, la calidad de producto y la proximidad a la feria fueron las princi-

pales motivaciones de uso. En no usuarias, las horas de operación, la falta 

de tiempo y los precios fueron las principales barreras. Conclusión. Los 

hallazgos profundizan en potenciales mejoras de las ferias del agricultor. 

Los mensajes de promoción se pueden adaptar para resaltar los benefi-

cios que ya son conocidos de las ferias, lo cual conduciría a estrategias de 

mercadeo más efectivas para promover su uso.

Palabras clave: Ferias del Agricultor. Productos Agrícolas. Comporta-

mientos de Compra. Frutas. Vegetales.

INTRODUCTION

Consumption of fruits and vegetables decreases the risks of cardiovascular disease, 
some types of cancers, and other chronic diseases.1 The World Health Organization has 
prompted countries to implement programs and policies that increase availability, affordabi-
lity, and consumption of fruit and vegetables.2 Likewise, the Costa Rican National Food Guide-
lines recommend the general population consume a minimum of five servings of fruits and 
vegetables daily.3 However, only 35.9% of the population reaches this recommendation.4 

The promotion of farmers markets (FM) is a strategy to increase community-wide fruit 
and vegetable consumption5 due to their potential of increasing access to fresh fruits and ve-
getables.6 Participation in FM nutrition programs has been related to an increase in the intake 
of this food group,6-8 especially when considering the opportunity of implementing nutrition 
education activities within this context.9-12 

In addition, FM are considered local markets that contribute to sustainable food sys-
tems, due to the key characteristics in their chain supply and marketing. Among these key 
characteristics, are the social relations of reciprocity and trust between producers and consu-
mers, the accessibility of markets to communities, and the possibility of assessing the origin 
of the food, which is linked to a symbolic identity.13 FM have also been promoted in the past 
as a way of improving the food and nutritional security of disadvantaged households14-16 by 
providing economic incentives for their use.  

Costa Rica’s National Farmers Market program was created more than 30 years ago to 
benefit both consumers and farmers in a way in which consumers obtain better price and 
quality, while farmers increase their income by selling directly to the consumer.17 A typical 
Costa Rican FM brings together between 100-350 farmers, and is usually held once a week 
either Saturday or Sunday. Despite over 80 participating farmers markets nationwide, the per-
cent of consumers that prefer this outlet as their main venue for fruit and vegetable purcha-
ses decreased between 2012 and 2015.18 To our knowledge, there are no published studies 
regarding the reasons of this decline which makes it difficult to design and implement actions 
towards the improvement of these markets. 

Barriers to attend farmers markets (in other settings) previously identified include in-
convenient location, hours, and price,19 but research is usually conducted only with consu-
mers which limits the inclusion of the viewpoint of those who do not attend these markets. 
Understanding the reasons that motivate people to buy products from FM can guide mar-
keting efforts.20 To address the current gaps in the literature, this study aimed examine pur-
chase behaviors, motivators, and barriers for FM use among both current consumers and 
non-consumers of these venues.



4 5

DEMETRA, Rio de Janeiro, v.14: e38990, mai-2019 | 1-18 DEMETRA, Rio de Janeiro, v.14: e38990, mai-2019 | 1-18

Behaviors, motivators, and barriers of consumers and non-consumers at local farmers markets in Costa Rica 

 

METHODS

Study Setting and Participants 

This cross-sectional study was part of a larger project led by the School of Nutrition at the 
University of Costa Rica between years 2012 and 2016, which took place in two specific FM that 
had been functioning for more than five years: Tres Ríos and La Villa Olímpica de Desampara-
dos. These two sites were selected due to key differences in their conditions. The Tres Ríos FM 
takes place on the streets of the town, with approximately 350 farmers participating in it. La Villa, 
in contrast, has better infrastructure conditions, including bathrooms and a large permanent 
roof over the vending area. Other characteristics of these two locations have been described 
elsewhere.21,22 

Since we were interested in including both consumers and non-consumers in our sample, 
our sampling strategy involved selecting households in close proximity to these FMs, instead of 
participants at the markets.

A two-stage sample of households in the 1 km (~3000 feet) perimeter of the two FMs was 
selected. Sampling frame was a list of Minimum Geostatistics Units (MGU), based on census 
data in each area, for which we randomly selected 50 MGU, and ten households were then ran-
domly selected from each MGU. That is, a total of 500 households were selected, with the goal 
of recruiting 240 participants. Inclusion criteria for participating in the study were: living in the 
selected household, being 18 years old or more, and having food-purchasing responsibilities 
for the household.

Data Collection 

Participants were interviewed with a structured, face-to-face questionnaire at respon-
dents’ homes by trained, graduate nutrition students. The instrument was developed using an 
iterative process between project researchers and graduate students. An initial set of ques-
tions was drafted based on the constructs of knowledge, attitudes and practices23 related 
to FM use, as well as previous research conducted in this setting.5,24 These questions were 
pre-tested with a group of adults who were then verbally probed to assess question clarity 
and ease of interpretation. Modifications were then made and tested again on a different set 
of adults.  

The final survey instrument included both open- and closed-ended questions, mea-
suring produce-purchasing behaviors (5 items), FM awareness and purchase behaviors (10 
items), perceptions around FM (13 items), and socio-demographic characteristics (10 items). 
A more detailed description of survey items is provided below.

Purchase behavior of agricultural products

Participants were asked whether they purchased (i) fruits, (ii) non-starchy vegetables, 
(iii) starchy vegetables, and (iv) legumes, in the following locations: (a) farmers market (b) su-
permarket (c) small store (e.g. “pulpería” or “verdulería”), (d) street vendor or (e) other, over 
the past month. Then, they were asked which of those locations were more frequently used, 
followed by the frequency of purchase over the past month (none, one, two, three, four or 
more) of the same four product categories. Finally, participants were asked approximately 
how much money they spent on food per month (seven categories, and specific amount), 
as well as how much money they typically spent on agricultural products per month (seven 
categories, and specific amount).

Farmers’ market awareness and purchase behaviors 

Participants were asked whether they were aware that they lived near a FM (yes/no), and 
how they became aware of this FM (if applicable). They were then asked if they had ever sho-
pped at their local FM (yes/no) and how often they had shopped there over the past month 
(if applicable).  

For participants who bought at their local FM two times or more over the past month, 
purchase behaviors were assessed by asking which products they bought (at their local FM) 
over the past month, with the following list being read to all participants: fruits, non-starchy 
vegetables, starchy vegetables, fresh meats, processed meats, eggs, cheese, prepared foods, 
flowers, and baked goods. The approximate amount of money spent on a typical visit to the FM 
was then assessed, as well as the transportation used to commute to and from the FM. Finally, 
participants were also asked “Why do you shop at the farmers market?” 

For participants that reported either not buying or buying only once at their local FM over 
the past month, we asked the question “Why do you think you do not shop at the FM more 
frequently?”

Perceptions on their local farmers market 

FM perceptions were first assessed by asking participants “What do you consider are 
the main strengths of this farmers market?”, “What do you consider are the main weaknes-
ses of this farmers market?”, and “Can you share with me some of the feelings that you have 
when you visit the farmers market?”. These were open ended questions, and interviewers 
took detailed notes of participants’ responses. We then asked participants to rate the follo-
wing characteristics of the FM on a scale of 1 (very poor) to 5 (very good): variety and quality 
of produce, customer service, hygiene at selling point, food safety of produce, vendor’s 
personal hygiene and promotion strategies, the market’s infrastructure and advertising te-
chniques, and prices.
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Demographic characteristics

The following variables were assessed: district of residence, sex, age, number of mem-
bers in the household, marital status (married, living with partner, single, separated/divor-
ced widowed), education level (11 categories provided), work schedule (full time, part time, 
unemployed), type of work (permanent, temporary, unemployed), type of occupation (9 ca-
tegories provided), and family income (9 categories provided). 

The University of Costa Rica’s Ethics Committee reviewed the study protocol, and all 
participants completed a written informed consent form prior to enrolling in the study.

Analyses 

Quantitative analysis was performed with SPSS software, version 15.0. Bivariate statistical 
analysis (chi-square test) was used to compare characteristics of consumers and non-consu-
mers of FM. Participants who had visited the FM two or more times during the previous month 
were considered consumers whereas the rest were considered non-consumers. Descriptive 
statistics were used to analyze purchase behaviors. Open-ended questions were analyzed in 
QDA Miner Lite, version 1.3 using a thematic coding approach.

RESULTS

Study Participants 

The mean age for consumers, 50.3 years (SD=15.9), did not differ from the mean age 
of non-consumers (50.9 years, SD=16.60, p=0.78). (Table 1). Consumers were mostly female 
adults (75.6%), and married or living with a partner (65.2%). Overall, demographic characteris-
tics did not differ between consumers and non-consumers.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Total Sample, Consumers and Non-Consumers.                                

San José, Costa Rica, 2013.

Variable
Total Sample1

(n=240)
Consumers

(n=135)
Non-Consumers

(n=105) p-value
n % n % n %

Sex

   Female 186 77.5% 102 75.6% 84 80.0%  

   Male 54 22.5% 33 24.4% 21 20.0% 0.440

Age (years)        

   Less than 25 15 6.3% 11 8.1% 4 3.8%  

   25-44.9 64 26.7% 31 23.0% 33 31.4%  

Variable
Total Sample1

(n=240)
Consumers

(n=135)
Non-Consumers

(n=105) p-value
n % n % n %

   45-64.9 106 44.2% 66 48.9% 40 38.1%  

   65 or more 55 22.9% 27 20.0% 28 26.7% 0.108

Marital status        

   Married 128 53.3% 76 56.3% 52 49.5%  

   Living with partner 18 7.5% 12 8.9% 6 5.7%  

   Single 41 17.1% 23 17.0% 18 17.1%  

   Divorced 20 8.3% 10 7.4% 10 9.5%  

   Widowed 33 13.8% 14 10.4% 19 18.1% 0.382

Education level

   Primary complete or less 71 29.6% 42 31.1% 29 27.6%  

   Secondary incomplete 45 18.8% 30 22.2% 15 14.3%  

   Secondary complete 41 17.1% 24 17.8% 17 16.2%  

   University incomplete 34 14.2% 19 14.1% 15 14.3%  

   University complete 49 20.4% 20 14.8% 29 27.6%  0.133

Household monthly income2       

   Less than $595.2   36 20.1% 22 20.0% 14 13.3%  

   $595.2-$992.1 49 27.4% 31 28.2% 18 17.1%  

   $992.2 - $1388.9 30 16.8% 19 17.3% 11 10.5%  

   $1389.0 or more 64 35.8% 38 34.5% 26 24.8% 0.972
1n=179 for “Household income”
2for chi-square test
3question asked in local currency, “colón”. Exchange rate, July 30th 2013, $1=504 colones. The minimum wage at the 
same date was 257.220 colones (~$510.36).

Purchase behavior of agricultural products

Consumers purchased fruits, non-starchy vegetables, and starchy vegetables more fre-
quently than non-consumers during the past month. Frequency of purchase of beans or le-
gumes did not differ between groups (Table 2). 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Total Sample, Consumers and Non-Consumers. San José, Costa Rica, 

2013. (cont.)
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Table 2. Frequency of Produce Purchases of Total Sample, Consumers and Non-Consumers.                               

San José, Costa Rica, 2013.

Produce Category
Total Sample1

(n=240)
Consumers

(n=135)
Non-Consumers

(n=105) p-value
n % n % n %

Fruits

   < 1/month 10 4.2% 2 1.5% 8 7.6%

   2-3 times /month 67 27.9% 36 26.7% 31 29.5%

   4 or more/month 163 67.9% 97 71.9% 66 62.9% 0.045

Non-Starchy Vegetables

   < 1/month 12 5.0% 2 1.5% 10 9.5%

   2-3 times /month 81 33.8% 39 28.9% 42 40.0%

   4 or more/month 147 61.3% 94 69.6% 53 50.5% 0.001

Starchy Vegetables2

   < 1/month 20 8.4% 5 3.7% 15 14.4%

   2-3 times /month 83 34.7% 43 31.9% 40 38.5%

   4 or more/month 136 56.9% 87 64.4% 49 47.1% 0.002

Beans or legumes

   < 1/month 89 37.4% 46 34.3% 43 41.3%

   2-3 times /month 102 42.9% 60 44.8% 42 40.4%

   4 or more/month 47 19.7% 28 20.9% 19 18.3% 0.538

1n=239 for “Starchy vegetables”, n=238 for “Beans and legumes”.
2Examples of starchy vegetables include potatoes, sweet potatoes, yucca, tiquisque, malanga, among others.

In the past month, FM consumers had preferred the FM as their place for purcha-
sing fruits (85.8%), non-starchy vegetables (88.9%), and starchy vegetables (87.4%). On the 
other hand, non-consumers preferred the supermarket for these products (56.2%, 56.7% 
and 59.0% respectively). Both consumers and non-consumers purchased beans or legumes 
mainly at the supermarket.  

Nearly all study participants (99.2%, n=238) were aware that they lived close to a FM, 
and had been to it at least once in their lifetimes (95.0%, n=228). The ways consumers and 
non-consumers found out about the FM were via word-of-mouth or observing it (87.8%); “me-
gaphoning” (7.0%) or others (4.6%), including handouts/posters, radio, television, or newspa-
per ads. Megaphoning is a common practice, particularly in small towns in Costa Rica, in which 
an “advertising car” will drive through streets and promote upcoming community activities.

During the past month, the sample had shopped at the FM zero (35.0%), one (8.8%), two 
(20.0%), three (2.9%) or four or more (33.3%) times. Note that we have considered FM con-
sumers, to be people who purchase goods two or more times at the FM during the previous 
month; therefore, a total of 56.2% of our sample consisted of FM consumers.

More than half of FM consumers (54.2%) spent roughly between $18 and $37 on a 
typical FM visit. The products most commonly purchased by consumers at the FM during the 
past month were fruits (97.0%), starchy vegetables (94.1%), non-starchy vegetables (94.8%), 
cheese (32.6%), eggs (31.1%) and meat (22.2%). 

Transportation means used to get to the FM include walking (67.2%) or driving their own 
vehicle (30.6%). Similarly, to leave the FM, consumers walk (56.0%), drive a personal vehicle 
(30.6%), or take a taxi (11.9%).

Perceptions, motivators and barriers 

Variety of produce was the aspect most favorably assessed by consumers, followed by 
quality of produce and customer service (Table 3). Advertising techniques of FMs were rated 
most unfavorably in most of this sample. This includes billboards, ads, and fly-outs, among 
other things used to promote the markets. 

Table 3. Consumers Perceptions of different aspects of the Farmers’ Market (n1=135).                                      

San José, Costa Rica, 2013.

FM Characteristic
Favorable2 Indifferent Unfavorable

n % n % n %

Variety of produce 130 96.3% 0 0.0% 5 3.7%

Quality of produce 122 90.4% 2 1.5% 11 8.1%

Customer service 118 87.4% 2 1.5% 15 11.1%

Hygiene at vending point 89 65.9% 7 5.2% 39 28.9%

Food safety of produce 88 65.2% 15 11.1% 32 23.7%

Vendors’ personal hygiene 86 63.7% 13 9.6% 36 26.7%

Vendors’ promotion strategies 82 60.7% 16 11.9% 36 26.9%

Market’s infrastructure 71 52.6% 21 15.6% 43 31.9%

Prices 44 32.6% 26 19.4% 64 47.8%

Market’s advertising techniques 36 26.7% 71 53.8% 25 18.9%

1n=134 for “Vendors’ promotion strategies” and “Prices”; n=132 for Market’s advertising techniques.
2Favorable includes “Very good”, “good” and “cheap” or “very cheap” (for the aspect of price); unfavorable includes “Poor”, 
“very poor” and “expensive” or “very expensive”.
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Qualitative data sought to understand consumers’ and non-consumers’ perceptions of 
FMs, including the motivators and barriers to attend, which were related to perceived strengths 
and weaknesses of FM.

Perceived strengths of a given FM (Table 4) were generally related to characteristics of 
produce sold at the market, such as quality, price, and variety. Interestingly, not only consumers 
mentioned aspects related to quality, price, and variety when referring to FM strengths, but 
non-consumers were also aware that products at FMs are usually of better quality, variety, and 
lower price than other venues. If non-consumers recognize this, the reasons for not attending 
their local FM likely relate more to either personal barriers or to its perceived weaknesses ha-
ving a greater importance than its perceived strengths.

Table 4. Consumers “and potential Consumers” perceptions of farmers markets. San José, Costa Rica, 2013.

Themes Sample quotes

Strenghts

   Quality “freshness”, “I feel motivated due to the freshness of the products”, “every-
thing seems good quality”, “you want to buy because everything is fresh”

   Price “cheap”, “good prices”, “cheaper than the grocery store or vegetable stand”, “I 
go to save money, it’s a place where produce is cheaper”

   Variety “you feel good buying, because you can choose the products you want”, “you 
have the possibility of looking for and selecting the best”, “the variety is huge”

   Customer service “vendors are kind”, “attention is good”, “there is a good relationship with 
farmers”, “you become friends with vendors”

   Convenient location “closeness”, “accessible”, “I feel good because I shop and it is close”, “conve-
niently located”, “centrally located”.

   Recreation “I see people I know, and I can also say hello as I shop”, “for me it is social life, 
saying hello, hugs, seeing people you haven’t seen”, “I see it as a trip with my 
dog, I talk, I shop”  

Weaknesses

   Lack of hygiene “it’s very dirty afterwards, there are puddles that can cause dengue”, “ [they 
should work on] getting organized to collect garbage left after [the market]”, 
“poor hygiene, that’s why we don’t buy meat, cheese or prepared foods. You 
don’t see toilets or sinks for vendors”, “cleanliness, sometimes vendors leave 
garbage in the sewers and aisles, it’s a problem when it rains”

   Pricing “prices vary greatly from one place to another”, “prices should improve be-
cause although they are OK, they are more expensive than at other farmers 
markets”, “too expensive”, “sometimes it is more expensive than the super-
market”, “some vendors don’t have their prices visible to compare”

Themes Sample quotes

   Lack of space “the aisles are very narrow”, “make the market bigger, it is a single aisle, 
very uncomfortable and carts [used to carry produce] crash”, “the space is 
very narrow, it is difficult to move around”, “inadequate physical space for 
farmers”

Lack of hygiene, pricing issues, and lack of space were the most commonly mentioned 
weaknesses for the FM. When hygiene was mentioned, people were mainly concerned about 
the conditions in which meat, poultry, and cheese are sold. They also mentioned the trash 
that is left behind when the FM is over (despite there being a program in place for trash 
pickup). As far as pricing was concerned, several respondents mentioned high prices, either 
in general, or in comparison to another FM or supermarket. Other respondents were concer-
ned by not being able to compare prices between different vendors, since they are not visible 
with a price sign. Finally, lack of space referred to the feeling that the FM is crowded, and it is 
difficult to move around. Our qualitative data complemented the structured rating of different 
aspects of the FM and provided additional understanding of high and low scores for these. 

In addition, several personal barriers were identified, which are not necessarily consi-
dered FM strengths or weaknesses. Lack of convenience was the most common barrier for 
attending the FM, which was expressed in phrases such as “there are closer places to buy”, “I 
have a vegetable shop close to my house”, and “I prefer going to the supermarket and buying 
everything at once”. The perception that going the FM involves purchasing large quantities of 
produce was evident. “I feel lazy about carrying everything”, “it is too much load for myself” 
and “it is uncomfortable to carry so many bags” are a few examples of how people express 
discomfort associated with this perception. Additionally, one respondent also proposed that 
farmers “should sell in smaller quantities of products, smaller packages”.

DISCUSSION

This study examined socio-demographic characteristics, purchase behaviors, and per-
ceptions related FM use in a sample of FM consumers and non-consumers. Despite living at 
a distance of less than 1 km from distance of the FM, only 56.3% of participants had shopped 
at the FM more than once within the past month. 

Our findings related to age and gender of FM consumers are consistent with studies 
conducted in other countries. A literature review that sought to characterize FM consumers9 
found that they are more likely to be female with an average age of over 40. However, our 

Table 4. Consumers “and potential Consumers” perceptions of farmers markets. San José, Costa Rica, 2013. 

(cont.)
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results differ with respect to their education level; the consumers of our study were slightly 
less educated than non-consumers (although the differences where not significant), differing 
from studies in which consumers tend to have higher education and annual income levels.25 
This might be explained by the prices of produce being less at FMs than at supermarkets in 
Costa Rica, which might, therefore, be an additional motivation for lower-income households 
to attend FM there.

The relationship between fruit and vegetable purchase and consumption at FM, has pre-
viously been documented. One study found that women with higher consumption of fruits and 
vegetables were more likely to use FMs.26 Other studies have provided evidence that offering 
vouchers for purchasing produce at FMs increases consumption of fruits and vegetables,6 and 
participation in a Farmers Market Nutrition Program has been positively associated with indi-
cators of increased fruit and vegetable intake.27 In addition, greater vegetable availability within 
residence has been shown to be a positive predictor of vegetable intake.28 FMs increase access 
to fruits and vegetables29,30 and, therefore, could have a positive effect on the consumption of 
these foods in the population. We explored purchase behaviors of products and found that 
consumers bought fruits and vegetables more frequently than non- consumers during the past 
month and they also reported spending a greater amount of money per month in agricultural 
products. Despite the fact that an increased frequency and quantity of purchase of these foods 
could lead to an increase in consumption, it is impossible to determine whether that was the 
case in our study sample because we assessed purchase and not consumption. 

Most of our sample was aware of the existence of the FMs, and they had heard of these 
local markets by word of mouth or observing them, which differs slightly from another study 
in which road signs and the newspaper were the most common way for customers to find 
out about a market.10 Since our study sample included people living within 1 km from the FM, 
our findings were anticipated, and, therefore, they had probably seen it at some point in time. 
However, there is an opportunity to improve the means by which FMs are promoted, and to 
use different advertising techniques to attract customers passing through, or to attract those 
that live close to the FM, but choose not to use them. 

By including both consumers and non-consumers, we were able to explore perceptions 
in those who are currently not shopping at the markets and could potentially become consu-
mers. Furthermore, by including only people that lived within a one-km radius of an existing 
FM, distance to travel to the venue was likely not an issue for not assisting, which allowed for 
further exploration of motivators and barriers. 

When consumers were asked to rate their perception on different aspects of a FM, va-
riety of products was the aspect most favorably assessed by consumers, followed by quality 
of products and customer service. In addition, our study sample recognized pricing, conve-

nience of location, and opportunity for recreation as FM strengths. Other studies have found 
that aspects related to the product itself (such as taste, freshness, quality, and appearance) 
are important,24,25,31-34 as well as a good price,24,25,32,34 support for local farmers, and welcoming 
atmosphere.24,31-33

Previous research conducted in the United States and other high-income countries has 
identified multiple economic, service delivery, spatial-temporal, social, and personal factors 
that influence FM use.35 In our study, a mix of perceived FM weaknesses interplay with barriers 
that could be considered more personal in their nature, as well as misconceptions regarding 
FM functioning, when determining the reasons why non-consumers decide not to attend the 
FMs. The main FM weaknesses mentioned by our sample were lack of hygiene, pricing, and a 
lack of space. Barriers included lack of convenience and the misperception that going to the 
FM involves buying only large quantities that are hard to carry. Other studies have found that 
lack of transportation or distance to FMs,14,26 knowledge of market location,14 not being able 
to use a credit/debit card to pay,27 lack of variety26 and unfavorable weather26,36,37 are common 
barriers to attend FMs. It is important to note that in the Costa Rican context, consumers are 
not generally aware of the roles and responsibilities of other entities involved with a FM, such 
as the administrators, the local municipalities and the county agriculture centers. In many 
cases, they are unaware of how to communicate their concerns about the FM in order for 
them to improve. 

Both consumers and non-consumers mentioned the lack of hygiene as a weakness 
for their local FM, including the lack of restrooms for farmers and customers, a lack of hand 
washing facilities, and the weak trash-collection system for after the FM. This is the case in 
other contexts, as well.38 In Costa Rica, FM regulations exist and provide basic hygiene and 
food safety guidelines for vendors. However, the types of locations in which FM are conducted 
vary widely, and, in many cases, lack conditions to provide customers with a satisfactory visit. 

There are multiple motivations and barriers to buying local, and beliefs and perceptions 
interact with economic barriers, lack of access, and other types of barriers to purchasing local 
foods.39 However, by recognizing the common barriers mentioned by non-consumers, more 
effective marketing messages can be tailored to address these, and particular FM weaknesses 
can be included as potential improvements for FM managers. 

Our study has several limitations. First, all surveys were conducted face-to-face during 
the daytime at homes of the selected participants. This could result in a risk of selection bias, 
since households in which all family members work during the day were less likely to be a part 
of the study. We tried to minimize the effect of this bias by attempting multiple visits to the 
non-responding selected households, and returning to these during the weekend. Second, 
the assessment of perceptions about FMs included three open-ended questions that allowed 
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participants to express their thoughts freely in this section of the interview. However, these 
responses were not audio-recorded, and we relied on the note-taking ability of the inter-
viewers to document information. This method might have resulted in a loss of information 
that could have otherwise further enriched our results. Finally, our study assessed purchase 
behaviors, and purchasing does not always lead to consumption. This limited our ability to 
determine whether consumers of FMs were actually consuming more fruits and vegetables, 
compared to non-consumers.

CONCLUSIONS

This study provides insight on FM consumers and non-consumers purchase behaviors, 
and motivators and barriers to access the FMs, even when in proximity to place of residency. 
We contributed to the state of knowledge, by deepening the understanding of barriers to be 
faced, and we are confident that this information will lead to actions that can strengthen and 
increase of the use of FMs as the main venues for fruit and vegetable purchases in the Costa 
Rican population. 

Our findings also offer FM managers and vendors information on potential improve-
ments, including better hygiene conditions, uniform prices throughout the market, and pro-
viding each vendors with more space, as well as more space for people to walk comfortably. 
Promotion messages can be tailored to highlight benefits that are already well known in FMs, 
such as good prices, product quality, and variety. In addition, these messages can tailor spe-
cific ways to overcome common barriers to attending FMs, which will lead to more effective 
social marketing strategies to promote their usage. Our ultimate goal is an increase in the 
use of these markets as the main venue for fruit and vegetable purchases in the Costa Rican 
population.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors are thankful for the financial support provided by the Office of Research of 
the University of Costa Rica (grant #450-B12-123). They also thank Dayana Aguilar Ceciliano, 
Roberto Cascante Suárez, Karla Castillo Camacho, Katherine Serrano Valverde, Diana Ugalde 
Jalenques, and Raquel Ulate Chaves who were involved with data collection, and also provided 
valuable insights around study design and results as part of their graduation project. Finally, a 
special thanks to all the families that were willing to participate in this study.

 

REFERENCES

1. Liu RH. Health benefits of fruit and vegetables are from additive and synergistic combinations of phy-

tochemicals. Am J Clin Nutr. 2003;78(3):517S-20S.

2. World Health Organization. Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health. Geneva: 2004. [Ac-

cessed July 20 2018]. Available at: URL:   https://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/strategy/eb11344/

strategy_english_web.pdf

3. Ministerio de Salud de Costa Rica. Guías alimentarias para Costa Rica Costa Rica. San José: 2011. 

[Accessed July 20 2018]. Available at: URL:  https://www.ministeriodesalud.go.cr/gestores_en_salud/

guiasalimentarias/guia_alimentarias_2011_completo.pdf 

4. Wong R, Abarca L, Cervantes M, Barillas, M, Badilla X. Vigilancia de los Factores de Riesgo Cardiovascu-

lar: Segunda encuesta, 2014. San José: 2016. [Accessed July 20 2018]. Available at: URL:  http://www.

binasss.sa.cr/informesdegestion/encuesta2014.pdf

5. McCormack LA, Laska MN, Larson NI, Story M. Review of the nutritional implications of farmers’ markets 

and community gardens: a call for evaluation and research efforts. J Am Diet Assoc. 2010;110(3):399-408.

6. Mozaffarian D, Afshin A, Benowitz NL, Bittner V, Daniels SR, Franch HA, et al. Population approaches 

to improve diet, physical activity, and smoking habits: a scientific statement from the American Heart 

Association. Circulation. 2012:CIR. 0b013e318260a20b.

7. Savoie-Roskos M, Durward C, Jeweks M, LeBlanc H. Reducing Food Insecurity and Improving Fruit 

and Vegetable Intake Among Farmers’ Market Incentive Program Participants. J Nutr Educ Behav. 

2016;48(1):70-6.e1.

8. Sneed C, Burney J, Vineyard M. Farmers’ Market Fresh: Engaging Limited-Resource Families in Tennes-

see. J Nutr Educ Behav. 2016;48(7):S87.

9. Sanville L, Hibbs J, Cotto-Rivera EZ, Habibi MF, Moore J, Lee JS. Development of a Farmers Market 

Based SNAP-Ed Nutrition Education Curriculum-Food Talk: Farmers Market. J Nutr Educ Behav. 

2017;49(7):S9.

10. Henry B, Maxwell J, McBride R, Penland A. Ways to Make Fresh Produce Family-Friendly: Integrating 

Nutrition Education Programs into Community Farmers Markets. J Nutr Educ Behav. 2014;46(4):S139.

11. Durward C, LeBlanc H, Wengreen H, Savoie M. Farmers’ Market Incentives and Nutrition Education: A 

Qualitative Study. J Nutr Educ Behav. 2015;47(4):S36.

12. Hardison-Moody A, Jones L, Bloom JD. Incorporating Farmers’ Market Tours Into the Expanded 

Food and Nutrition Education Program: Best Practices and Lessons Learned. J Nutr Educ Behav. 

2016;48(7):S73.



16 17

DEMETRA, Rio de Janeiro, v.14: e38990, mai-2019 | 1-18 DEMETRA, Rio de Janeiro, v.14: e38990, mai-2019 | 1-18

Behaviors, motivators, and barriers of consumers and non-consumers at local farmers markets in Costa Rica 

13. Marques F, Conterato M, Schneider S. Capítulo  4: Mercados y Agricultura familiar. Porto Alegre, Brazil: 

UFRGS; 2016. 93-140 p.

14. Dimitri C, Oberholtzer L, Zive M, Sandolo C. Enhancing food security of low-income consumers: An 

investigation of financial incentives for use at farmers markets. Food Policy. 2015;52:64-70.

15. Savoie-Roskos M, Durward C, Jeweks M, LeBlanc H. Reducing food insecurity and improving fruit 

and vegetable intake among farmers’ market incentive program participants. J Nutr Educ Behav. 

2016;48(1):70-6. e1.

16. Freedman DA, Flocke S, Shon E-J, Matlack K, Trapl E, Ohri-Vachaspati P, et al. Farmers’ market use 

patterns among Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program recipients with high access to farmers’ 

markets. J Nutr Educ Behav. 2017;49(5):397-404. e1.

17. Gobierno de Costa Rica, Ministerio de Agricultura. Reglamento a la Ley de Regulación de Ferias del 

Agricultor (Nº 34726- MAG-MTSS). San José: 2008. [Accessed July 20 2018]. Available at: URL: http://

www.mag.go.cr/legislacion/2008/de-34726.pdf

18. Programa Integral de Mercadeo Agropecuario. Análisis del consumo de frutas, hortalizas, pescado y 

mariscos en los hogares costarricenses. San José: 2016. [Accessed March 15 2018]. Available at: URL: 

http://www.pima.go.cr/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Analisis-Consumo.pdf

19. Byker C, Shanks J, Misyak S, Serrano E. Characterizing Farmers’ Market Shoppers: A Literature Review. 

J Hunger Environ Nutr. 2012;7(1):38-52.

20. Baker D, Hamshaw K, Kolodinsky J. Who Shops at the Market? Using Consumer Surveys to Grow 

Farmers’ Markets: Findings from a Regional Market in Northwestern Vermont. Journal of Extension. 

2009;47(6):1-9.

21. Zúñiga Escobar M, Rodríguez González S, Fernández Rojas X. Promoción de la seguridad alimentaria 

y nutricional en las ferias del agricultor: Propuesta Metodológica. Perspectivas Rurales Nueva Época. 

2014;12(24):77-93.

22. Jensen ML, Zúñiga Escobar M. Algunas prácticas complementarias a la comercialización en las ferias 

del agricultor y aspectos por mejorar desde la perspectiva de sus grupos productores. Perspectivas 

Rurales Nueva Época. 2016;14(28):57-73.

23. Fautsch Macías Y, Glasauer P. Guidelines for assessing nutrition-related Knowledge, Attitudes and 

Practices. Rome: 2014. [Accessed April 19 2019]. Available at: URL: http://www.fao.org/3/i3545e/

i3545e00.htm

24. Wolf MM, Spittler A, Ahern J. A Profile of Farmers’ Market Consumers and the Perceived Advantages of 

Produce Sold at Farmers’ Markets. Journal of Food Distribution Research. 2005;36(1):192-201.

25. Bukenya JO, Mukiibi ML, Molnar JJ, Siaway AT. Consumer Purchasing Behaviors and Attitudes toward 

Shopping at Public Markets. Journal of Food Distribution Research. 2007;38(2):12-21.

26. Racine EF, Smith Vaughn A, Laditka SB. Farmers’ market use among African-American women parti-

cipating in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children. J Am Diet 

Assoc. 2010;110(3):441-6.

27. Kropf ML, Holben DH, Holcomb JP, Jr., Anderson H. Food security status and produce intake and 

behaviors of Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children and Farmers’ 

Market Nutrition Program participants. J Am Diet Assoc. 2007;107(11):1903-8.

28. Bodor JN, Rose D, Farley TA, Swalm C, Scott SK. Neighbourhood fruit and vegetable availability 

and consumption: the role of small food stores in an urban environment. Public Health Nutr. 

2008;11(4):413-20.

29. Freedman DA, Mattison-Faye A, Alia K, Guest MA, Hébert JR. Comparing farmers’ market revenue 

trends before and after the implementation of a monetary incentive for recipients of food assistance. 

Prev Chronic Dis. 2014;11:E87-E.

30. Larsen K, Gilliland J. A Farmers’ Market in a Food Desert: Evaluating Impacts on the Price and Availabi-

lity of Healthy Food. Health & Place. 2009;15(4):1158-62.

31. Andreatta S, Wickliffe Ii W. Managing Farmer and Consumer Expectations: A Study of a North Carolina 

Farmers Market. Hum Organ. 2002;61(2):167.

32. Conner DS, Smalley SB, Colasanti KJA, Ross RB. Increasing Farmers Market Patronage: A Michigan 

Survey. Journal of Food Distribution Research. 2010;41(2):26-35.

33. Detre JD, Mark TB, Clark BM. Understanding Why College-Educated Millennials Shop at Farmers Mar-

kets: An Analysis of Students at Louisiana State University. Journal of Food Distribution Research. 

2010;41(3):14-24.

34. Svenfelt AaC-KA. Farmers’ Markets – Linking Food Consumption and the Ecology of Food Production? 

Local Environment. 2010;15(5):453--65.

35. Freedman DA, Vaudrin N, Schneider C, Trapl E, Ohri-Vachaspati P, Taggart M, et al. Systematic review 

of factors influencing farmers’ market use overall and among low-income populations. J Acad Nutr 

Diet. 2016;116(7):1136-55.

36. Schneider J, McDonnell L, Morris MN. WIC participants’ perceived benefits and barriers of using their 

fruit and vegetable food checks at a certified farmers’ market. J Nutr Educ Behav. 2012;44(4):S76-S7.

37. Crow C, Henneberry SR. Improving Consumer Participation in Oklahoma Farmers’ Markets. Journal of 

Food Distribution Research. 2013;44(1):107-8.

38. Worsfold D, Worsfold PM, Griffith CJ. An Assessment of Food Hygiene and Safety at Farmers’ Markets. 



18

DEMETRA, Rio de Janeiro, v.14: e38990, mai-2019 | 1-18

Int J Environ Health Res. 2004;14(2):109-19.

39. Adams DC, Adams AE. De-Placing Local at the Farmers’ Market: Consumer Conceptions of Local 

Foods. Journal of Rural Social Sciences. 2011;26(2):74-100.

Contributors

All authors designed the study; MLJ coordinated data collection, analyzed the data and drafted the 

manuscript with contributions from all coauthors; all authors assisted in the interpretation of the re-

sults, provided critical intellectual feedback to help revise, and approved the final manuscript. 

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Received: December 18, 2018

Reviewed: April 24, 2019

Accepted: May 2, 2019


