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Introduction
The number of farmers markets in the United States has 
grown 180% from 2006 to 2014, with a total of 8,268 
operating farmers markets in 2014; this signifies a local 
food-purchasing behavior trend (Low et al., 2015; Low & 
Vogel, 2011). The production and consumption of foods is 
an exponentially large industry in the United States, and 
in recent years, interest in locally produced foods has risen 
(Low et al., 2015). A study found that, in Florida, sales of 
locally produced foods had grown to more than $8.3 billion 
annually (Hodges & Stevens, 2013). Many enthusiasts of the 
local food movement push the idea that supporting local 
farmers supports the local economy (Roper & Rumble, 
2014). Sonntag (2008) found that for every $100 spent at an 
average grocery store, $25 is re-spent locally, compared to 
every $100 spent at a local farmers market which translates 
to $62 being re-spent locally. The direct and indirect effects 
on the local economy as a result of a shorter supply chain 
provide more tangible economic benefits to the local com-
munity than if purchased from a large corporation thou-
sands of miles away (Kaplan, 2010). If the food producer 
retains a greater proportion of the food dollar, the local 
economy will be positively influenced by moving away from 
non-local food sources (Canning, 2011). Purchasing locally 
produced foods can support employment of those involved 
in the ownership and management of smaller farms, who 
can then maintain their careers in a time of urban sprawl 
and shifting agricultural practices (Dunning, 2013; “Land 

Use,” 2012). Although many individuals imagine the 
typical local farm as being smaller scale than the rest of the 
industry, larger producers are still capable of producing and 
supplying the local community with locally-produced food.

While there are a lot of economic benefits to selling food 
locally, only 7.8% of farms in the United States are targeting 
local consumers (Low et al., 2015). Reasons for this are 
varied, but education is needed to encourage producers 
to keep their products local and to encourage the public 
to purchase local products. Opinion leaders, or individu-
als who have a large amount of influence within their 
respective social circles, can influence people within their 
communities whether that be consumer circles or producer 
organizations (Valente & Pumpuang, 2007). Leveraging 
opinion leaders to disseminate information can assist in 
greater access to hard-to-reach populations, but also allows 
Extension professionals to do more with less. Therefore, 
Extension professionals should consider targeting their 
programs at opinion leaders (Norwood, Oltenacu, Calvo-
Lorenzo, & Lancaster, 2015).

This EDIS document is the third in a series discussing how 
Extension can more efficiently encourage citizens to join 
the local food movement by focusing utilizing and leverag-
ing opinion leaders. The entire series includes the following 
EDIS documents:
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1.	Opinion Leadership and the Perceived Health Benefits of 
Local Food (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc266)

2.	Opinion Leadership and the Perceived Effects of Local 
Food on the Local Community (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/
wc267)

3.	Opinion Leadership and the Perceived Economic Benefits 
of Local Food (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc268)

Indirect Economic Benefits of the 
Local Food Movement
Beyond the direct economic benefits to local producers 
and consumers, there are other notable factors influenced 
by a local food presence. A study conducted in 2008 
found a positive association between the presence of local 
community gardens in urban residential areas and an 
increase in nearby real estate values (Voicu & Been, 2008). 
Restaurants that advertise and serve local food are more 
likely to have an increase in popularity and therefore sales 
(“Top 2016 Food Trends,” 2015). When consumers choose 
to dine at restaurants that serve local food, the profit made 
has “twice the usual impact of household spending” on the 
local economy than if from a restaurant that does not serve 
locally produced goods (Sonntag, 2008, p. 18). In 2002, a 
study of over 800 farmers market customers found that 60% 
of the shoppers also visited nearby stores on the same day 
(“Measuring the Impact,” 2015). Another indirect effect 
considers local food providers as role models for “sparking 
a culture of entrepreneurship in communities” (Dunning, 
2013, p. 2).

Marketing Locally Grown Food
Evidence suggests that labelling produce with a sticker 
identifying it as a locally grown product is associated with 
greater produce sales (Rumble & Roper, 2014). This mar-
keting technique can create a more official representation of 
produce and can connote high quality and freshness (Roper 
& Rumble, 2014). An experiment conducted in Arizona 
found that consumers are willing to pay more for locally 
grown spinach marked with the “Arizona Grown” label 
over locally grown spinach that was not labeled (Nganje, 
Hughner, & Lee, 2011). This implies that consumers 
perceived the term “locally grown” as an indicator of safety 
and quality in their food supply (Nganje et al., 2011).

Willingness to Pay
When looking at consumer behaviors and the economic 
motivations behind food purchases, studies suggest people 

(especially Caucasian/White women of middle to upper 
class) are willing to pay more for a product if they know it 
is locally grown (Burnett, Kuethe, & Price, 2011; Low et. 
al, 2015; Thilmany, Bond, & Bond, 2008). Many consumers 
have started showing interest in product attributes, such as 
sustainability practices, animal welfare, and the point of ori-
gin of products they are looking to purchase (“Food Retail-
ing,” 2007). Additionally, one study found that consumers’ 
willingness to pay for local food can be independent from 
the values associated with product freshness, meaning some 
consumers are willing to pay a premium for local food even 
when given various other food options of similar quality 
(Darby, Batte, & Roe, 2008; Ruehle & Goldblatt, 2013).

Current Research on Local Food 
Opinion Leaders
The role of opinion leaders could be an extremely help-
ful and much more efficient method of helping change 
doubtful opinions or perceptions about local food. If more 
opinion leaders were involved with marketing the economic 
benefits of local food production, a greater proportion of 
the general public could be motivated to participate as well. 
Opinion leaders are more likely than the general public to 
share information about the extra indirect advantages to 
local food placement in residential areas, in close proximity 
to other businesses and retail stores, and as options on 
restaurant menus. This, in turn, could help in the spread of 
more community gardens and farmers markets.

The UF/IFAS Center for Public Issues Education recently 
conducted a national study to further understand the role 
of opinion leaders in the local food movement. Details on 
the survey itself, the methods, and the resulting demo-
graphic characteristics of the identified opinion leaders can 
be found in the first EDIS document of this series found 
at http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc266.This EDIS document 
specifically looks at opinion leaders’ thoughts regarding the 
economic benefits of purchasing local food.

Demographics
A table displaying the survey respondent demographics 
can be found in the first EDIS document of the series titled 
Opinion Leadership and the Perceived Health Benefits of 
Local Food found at http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc266. Opinion 
leaders were more likely to be female (60.3%), and 45.5% 
described themselves as Caucasian/ White (Non-Hispanic). 
The largest number of respondents were aged between 
20–39 (60.9%). Fifty-three percent identified as Democrat 
and the majority of respondents listed their political values 
as moderate (38.4%). Opinion leaders were more likely to 
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hold a higher level of education than overall respondents. 
Finally, 38.1% reported earning $75,000 to $149,999. When 
opinion leader respondents were asked to indicate where 
their home was located in relation to the city center or town 
nearest them, 67.4% indicated living within the city center 
compared to the 74.2% indicated by the overall respondent 
population of 1,023 individuals.

Impact of Food Purchasing 
Behaviors on the Local Economy
Respondents were asked a variety of questions, including 
their level of agreement with several statements about 
how their personal spending effects their community’s 
economy using a five-point scale of 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 
= Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, and 5 
= Strongly Agree. The results are shown in Table 1. Ninety-
four percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that 
their community’s prosperity is important to them, and 
84% believed there is high importance in knowing that the 
money they spend benefits their local community.

Discussion
The strategic use of opinion leaders could be extremely 
influential in furthering the purchase of local foods in 
communities across the nation. Extension professionals 
should encourage opinion leaders to act as communication 
strategists within the community by genuinely explaining 
their personal endorsement of local foods (Nisbet & 
Kotcher, 2009). The findings of this study show that many 
opinion leaders already value the importance of their 
personal spending and its effect on the local community. 
They also agree that access to local food is very important. 
Reach out to individuals who are already passionate about 
consuming local foods and positively influencing their local 
neighborhood community and encourage them to share 
their ideals with others. This could not only change pur-
chasing behaviors, but also make that change more effective 
in the community. The findings revealed 94.4% of the 156 
individuals prompted to answer the question “The prosper-
ity of my neighborhood community economy is important 
to me” agreed or strongly agreed. Opinion leaders who 
already recognize the benefits of local food should be 
used to reach the general public who are passionate about 
their local economy but do not realize how locally-grown 
food can play a role in positively influencing it. Extension 
professionals should use these crucial opinion leaders to 
efficiently disseminate information about the possible 
economic benefits of adopting new personal attitudes and 
behaviors about local food (Canning, 2011; Sonntag, 2008).

Opinion leaders can transform the perceived product attri-
butes of local goods in the eyes of the influential consumer 
community. In order for an increase in local food consump-
tion to be successful, Extension professionals should 
encourage more opinion leaders to recognize the impacts 
of their spending on their local community’s economy and 
to share their ideals with others. The results of this study 
indicated 47% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that 
it is alright if the money they spend does not benefit anyone 
in their neighborhood community. By encouraging opinion 
leaders to place more value on the local economic impacts 
of their personal spending, they can promote greater 
participation in the purchasing of locally grown foods and 
revitalize overall attitudes towards supporting the local 
food movement (Keller & Berry, 2003).
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Table 1. Values of personal spending economic impact (n = 156).
Strongly Disagree or 

Disagree 
%

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree 

%

Agree or Strongly Agree 
%

The prosperity of my neighborhood community 
economy is important to me.

5.6 94.4  94.4

I prefer that the money I spend stays in my 
neighborhood community.

10.7 85.1  85.1

It is important for me to know that the money I spend 
benefits those in my neighborhood community.

15.0 83.7  83.7

I am concerned about the economy associated with 
my neighborhood community shrinking.

15.6 78.8  78.8

I am alright if the money I spend does not benefit 
anyone in my neighborhood community.

20.8 47.4  47.4

I hardly think about whether or not the money I spend 
benefits anyone in my neighborhood community.

17.7 46.0  46.0


