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Abstract

Purpose of review: The popularity of farmers’ markets is increasing, yet little is understood about their contribution in developing
social or economic benefits for the farmers who use them. This paper reviews the literature on farmers’ markets and the contributions
that they make, not only to the rural community but also the urban centres within which they operate, and the various challenges asso-
ciated with their operation.

Main findings: Although there are many advantages of farmers’ markets, the review identifies a clear gap in the research literature
relating to the potential impact of farmers’ markets on urban areas and tourism. While most studies have been undertaken in developed
countries, research in developing countries is equally if not more important, given the potential role of farmers’ markets in enhancing
the economic wellbeing of smallholder producers.

Directions for future research: Future research should guide policy makers by providing more evidence on the economic impact of
farmers’ markets and the potential for tourism and urban development.
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sity of Technology, Muresk Institute, GPO Box U1987, Farmers’ markets are an urban phenomenon worldwide.

Perth 6845, Australia. email: a.saili@postgrad.curtin.edu.au They are one of the forms of direct marketing to consumers
by small agricultural producers. According to Prince [cited

Stewart Postharvest Review 2007, 6:10 in 1**], this form of marketing has gradually died down in

Published online 01 December 2007 developed countries, but is emerging again with renewed

doi: 10.2212/spr.2007.6:10 vigour. Some researchers claim that the re-emergence of this

type of market is a reflection of the transition of our eco-
nomic system to one of decentralised marketing [2*]. This
re-emergence may also indicate that there are certain func-
tions farmers’ markets provide that cannot be performed by
other marketing channels, such as the direct contact between
the producer and end consumer, direct information exchange
and price attractiveness. Farmers’ markets also provide
broad economic, social and environmental benefits to the
communities in which they operate.

Farmers’ markets vary greatly in terms of their physical
shape, form, operation and product mix, but generally as-
sume characteristics determined by the social, political and
economic factors particular to their location. Farmers’ mar-
kets, which are sometimes referred to as farmers tailgate
markets, curb markets, weekend markets or Sunday markets,
have a long history in human civilisation. They are one of

© 2007 Stewart Postharvest Solutions (UK) Ltd.
Online ISSN:1945-9656
www.stewartpostharvest.com



https://core.ac.uk/display/195643763?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Saili et al. / Stewart Postharvest Review 2007, 6:10

Table 1. Characteristics of various types of markets.

Public market

Farmer’s market

Character Municipal market
Places/sites/buildings Government owned
Space or stalls For rent

Renter Any vendor

May be privately owned
For rent
Any vendor

May be privately owned
For rent
Mostly farmers

the world’s oldest institutions and were common during Ro-
man times. Farmers’ markets have evolved and changed over
time especially after the recent renaissance of farmers’ mar-
kets in the world. Many rules and regulations have been in-
troduced to make farmers’ markets more structured and sys-
tematic. However, this has also resulted in changes in the
nature of farmers’ markets that abound in the world today.

Definition and types of farmers’ markets

There are many definitions of farmers’ markets, reflecting the
changes in the structure and management of the marketing
system [3**, 4* 5** @** 7** 8**] Pyle [8**] defined
farmers’ markets as similar to public markets except for the
fact that most of the sellers are farmers. This definition is
very general in that while it is mentioned that most of the
sellers are supposed to be farmers, it implies that not all ven-
dors are necessarily farmers. Billing [3**] defined farmers’
markets as one in which farmers, growers and producers
from a local area are present in person to sell their own prod-
ucts directly to the public. All of the product sold should be
grown, reared, caught, brewed, pickled, baked, smoked or
processed by the stallholder. In this particular instance, farm-
ers’” markets are defined as purely producer farmer vendors
and the product offered must be local. Coster [1**] described
a farmers’ market as a predominantly fresh food market that
operates regularly within a community, at a focal public loca-
tion that provides a suitable environment for farmers and
food producers to sell farm-origin and associated value-added
processed food products directly to consumers.

Although several terminologies have been used loosely to
refer to farmers’ markets, some authors prefer to distinguish
farmers’ markets from other types of markets. For example,
Pyle [8**] claimed that municipal and public markets are
different from farmers’ markets as such. In particular, there
are differences in terms of the place or site, the space or stall
and the renters of the space (Table 1). Pyle [8**] character-
ises municipal markets as usually government owned
whereas farmers’ markets and public markets may be pri-
vately owned. However, the most distinguishing characteris-
tic is that the stall renters (also the sellers) in farmers’ mar-
kets are mostly farmers. Similarly, Billing [3**] considers
flea markets and farmers’ markets as two different entities.
According to Billing, vendors at flea markets are often itiner-
ant, travelling in from other centres to sell their goods such as
jewellery, second hand and home made clothes, books, plants

and food, usually at prices lower than consumers can buy
them elsewhere.

Sommer, Wing and Aitkens [7**] classify tailgate and curb
markets as a form of farmers’ markets. For example, Ashe-
ville Tailgate Market in Western North California, sells fresh
farm produce and food. Greensboro Farmers' Curb Market,
which is one of the oldest markets in North Carolina, also
offers fresh fruits and vegetables directly from the farmers
who grow them. Customers can also find dairy products,
home-baked goods, fresh-cut flowers, potted and bedding
plants, and hand-crafted items. On the other hand, Brown
[9**] maintains that although other markets such as public or
municipal markets, terminal markets, farm shops, farm
stands, curb or tailgate markets, flea markets and swap meets,
may at times be called farmers’ markets, they may not, in the
true sense, be authentic farmers’ markets. To be a true farm-
ers’ market, some, if not all, of the vendors must be produc-
ers who sell their own products. Wann, Cake, Elliot and
Burdette [cited in 9**] grouped farmers’ markets based on
the sales function of the market such as wholesale or retail
markets, amongst others (Table 2).

Griffin and Frongillo [10] classify farmers’ markets based on
location, ie, urban, small metropolitan or rural farmers’ mar-
kets. They also identified several different types of farmers
who may participate in the market: (1) vendors-growers — full
time; (2) vendors-growers — part time; (3) vendors-growers —
backyard gardeners; and (4) non-growers — produce dealers.

According to Brown [9**], research into farmers’ markets is
hindered by the lack of consistency in classification, by in-
complete descriptions of market characteristics and by lost
data. Moreover, the definition of a farmers’ market often
influences how the market develops and how its character is
shaped, because this will define the rules of engagement —
who is in and who is out.

For the purpose of research and policy making, it appears that
the definition of a farmers’ market cannot be too rigid. There
is a great diversity of farmers’ markets all over the world and
their uniqueness makes the market more interesting. Besides
that, the definition of farmers’ markets changes overtime
with the influence of market regulation. For example, some
local authorities recognise producer-only farmers and as
such, only producers are allowed to sell in the market. Hence,
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Table 2. Characteristics of various types of markets based on sales function.

Type of farmers’ market

Characteristic

Location

Facilities

Trading

Farmers’ city wholesale markets Urban areas

Farmers’ wholesale shipping
point markets

Rural areas with poor access to
urban markets

Farmers’ retail markets and farm Urban areas

women’s markets

Permanent buildings served by rail or
highway links

Usually a shed or building

Indoors with tables rather
than in sheds with stalls

Sell to dealers or agents

Sold or auctioned to dealers

Sell direct to the consumer

they define farmers’ markets based on their rules and regula-
tions. For the purpose of this paper, a farmers’ market is de-
fined as a venue where most of the vendors are producers
who sell agricultural and other related products to the end-
user. Farmers’ markets can be further classified into two
broad groups — mixed and producer-only farmers’ markets.

Advantages of farmers’ markets

Farmers’ markets can provide a mutually beneficial solution
for both consumers and producers. Most authors agree that
one of the strengths of farmers’ markets is the benefit it
brings to the consumers. Consumers shopping at farmers’
markets gain economically through price savings without
necessarily compromising quality [3**, 11** 12** 13**
14**]. They generally enjoy cheap products due to the elimi-
nation of a long supply chain, with the added advantage of
fresh products, often with superior taste. For example, fruit
sold in supermarkets is often harvested at an immature stage
which will detrimentally affect the taste of the fruit. Farmers’
markets also offer different varieties including exotic and
traditional products, organically grown produce and ethnic
foods, which are not ordinarily found in supermarkets. In
developing countries, farmers’ markets are the best source of
unique products such as ferns and plants, wild honey, wild
orchids, traditional herbs (used as medicine) and fruits from
the jungle.

Farmers’ markets are also beneficial for producers. While
consumers enjoy a good bargain, farmers or producers often
make higher profit margins through the elimination of multi-
ple market intermediaries [11**, 12** 13**]. Farmers are
free to set their own price and have greater control over prof-
itability.

Farmers’ markets also act as incubators for farm, food and
cottage businesses [15**, 16*]. They can also provide a good
platform for farmers to gain and improve their business con-
fidence [15**], as well as their marketing and business ex-
pertise [10**, 12**]. These skills are very important espe-
cially in developing countries because most farmers are not

well educated. In developed countries, farmers can easily
read marketing books to improve their knowledge while us-
ing farmers’ markets as a training ground to apply these
skills. However, for many farmers in developing countries,
the first hand experience of participating in farmers’ markets
serves as the only means of learning the necessary marketing
and business skills.

Many researchers applaud the resurgence of farmers’ markets
due to their environmental benefits [11**, 15**, 16*]. Ac-
cording to these authors, farmers’ markets incur fewer “food
miles” compared with modern retail formats. When deliver-
ing to supermarkets, the products have to be transported from
the production area to a central distribution point (usually in
a capital city) from which the produce is then dispersed to
regional centres before being marketed to consumers. In con-
trast, produce in farmers’ markets is sold directly to consum-
ers, hence reducing vehicle pollution [16*] as a result of a
shortened transport chain.

Farmers’ markets often provide less packaging, processing
and refrigeration [11**, 15**]. They also offer a good plat-
form for consumers to learn about product flavour and envi-
ronmentally sustainable growing practices. It is also a popu-
lar channel for selling organic products and less intensively
produced food, although these products are now becoming
more readily available in supermarkets.

Finally, farmers’ markets also link rural and urban people
[13**, 15**]. They reconnect people with food and its
sources and is a great resource for healthy foods [3**, 11**,
12** 15** 17*]. Farmers’ markets allow not only the rich to
buy, but all types of consumers have access to healthy and
fresh products, thereby reducing any income inequalities in
terms of access to food [12**].

Disadvantages of farmers’ markets

The main weakness of farmers’ markets is the time required
for farmers not only in selling the produce, but also in load-
ing, travelling to the market, unloading, setting up and then
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doing the reverse at the end of the day [18**, 19**]. Given
the time required in going to market, not unexpectedly, the
question that is often raised is when do farmers find the time
to grow anything? For this reason, regular periodic markets
(for example, twice a week) are favoured by some, compared
with permanent farmers’ markets that are open every day of
the week. In the biggest and most popular farmers’ markets,
the majority of the people working the stands are employees
and not the farmers themselves [20**].

Another weak characteristic of farmers” markets is the lack of
packaging. Compared with supermarkets, the products are
poorly presented and packaged. This is not usually a problem
for local consumers, but if the target consumers are visitors
who come from elsewhere, this may present a problem
[19**]. For example, cottage industry products should be
more presentable and better packaged because the usual tar-
get market are tourists who are often looking for gifts for
their friends and families. Another weakness of farmers’ mar-
kets is the competition among vendors [19**]. As there are
many undifferentiated products, price competition is keen
and vendors often need to employ more creative marketing
strategies to win the customer.

Of growing concern among both consumers and government
are the poor food sanitary conditions often found in many
farmers’ markets. In many developing countries, it is not
unusual for fish and livestock to be slaughtered in the market
itself and the lack of refrigeration has a significant detrimen-
tal impact not only on product quality, but also on food
safety. The lack of any food safety training among the ven-
dors significantly increases the potential risk of the product
becoming contaminated.

The future of farmers’ markets

In many ways, the future of farmers’ markets look bright. The
concept is as old as commerce itself and having survived for
many centuries, there seems to be few reasons for it not to sur-
vive in the future. Many researchers point to the opportunities
for farmers’ markets to revitalise towns and public spaces
[3**, 11**, 12** 13** 15** 16*] as they offer an opportu-
nity for local authorities and town planners to revitalise down-
town areas. Not only do farmers’ markets make the town more
vibrant, but their presence may also reduce criminal elements
in a particular area, transforming a previously dark area into a
lively and vibrant zone. Developing farmers’ markets can help
the local economy by safeguarding local jobs [12**, 16*] and
benefiting local traders [12**, 17*]. Visitors coming to farm-
ers” markets usually visit the local shops as well, so that the
influx of extra shoppers coming to the farmers’ markets will
also have flow-on effects for the local stores.

Farmers’ markets can also boost local tourism [3**, 12**] in
urban areas. It has the potential to generate regular, repeat
visits from high spending visitors who are seeking quality
food, which may be exotic or more unusual than the fresh
produce found in their local shops [21**]. Likewise, farmers’

markets present a good platform and opportunity for the com-
munity to socialise and build social interaction not only be-
tween farmers and consumers, but also among consumers
[3**, 10%*, 11**, 13**, 15** 17*]. It is not just a place to
buy products, but also a point for people to meet and greet
each other.

The growing interest of farmers in general (not only small-
holder farmers, but also more established farmers) in diversi-
fying their marketing channels by experimenting with new
ways of marketing food is likely to be influenced by the fu-
ture development of farmers’ markets. Similarly, the growing
number of part-time and hobby farmers may facilitate the on-
going development of farmers’ markets as the most appropri-
ate place for them to market their products.

Farmers’ markets are likely to continue to be the most impor-
tant avenue for marketing organic and biodynamic food. Ac-
cording to Brown [9**], farmers’ markets were the most visi-
ble source of organic products until quite recently. Interest in
organic food is increasing throughout the world [22**] as
more consumers become more health conscious and aware of
organic food. The price of organic produce is however high,
due to the fact that organic production systems generate
lower yields compared with conventionally grown crops. As
the supply of organic food remains irregular, farmers’ mar-
kets may very well provide the only means for organic pro-
ducers to market their produce.

From a tourism perspective, farmers’ markets can be an at-
traction for potential visitors. The growing trend worldwide
is for such markets to be incorporated into the broader con-
text of regional events and festivals [21**]. In the near fu-
ture, with the full support of related organisations, farmers’
markets can be part of a tourism strategy.

Problems and threats to the development of

farmers’ markets

One of the threats to the development of farmers’ markets is
space and location. In some cases, there are limited spaces
[18**] and the vendor can only sell limited amounts and
types of produce. Some farmers’ markets are also situated at
some distance from the consumers and in locations that are
difficult to access. As pointed out by Gibson [18**] and the
University of Florida [19**], this not only causes problems to
the vendors, but also discourages consumers from visiting.
Another threat is the time of operation of farmers’ markets.
Farmers’ markets are operated differently all over the world.
Certain markets are seasonal or operate only on certain days
which may not necessarily suit the needs of consumers
[19**]. More serious than this are the regulations that ven-
dors often have to face to participate in farmers’ markets.
According to Gibson [18**], some vendors face numerous
rules and bureaucratic policies that constrain their activity.
While such rules may be perceived as threatening to the de-
velopment of farmers’ markets, they are necessary to facili-
tate a fair and open market.
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Conclusions and future research

Farmers’ markets are an exciting and important form of free
enterprise. Farmers’ markets have excellent potential for sup-
porting sustainable development due to the myriad of eco-
nomic and social benefits that they bring to society. How-
ever, for farmers’ markets to be more than just a trend and for
them to play a pivotal role in sustainable development, there
is a need for more in-depth research in certain aspects. This
review revealed that there is a dearth of information about
farmers’ markets in developing countries, its role, the rules of
engagement and the impact on the community and the econ-
omy. In developing economies, the literature suggests that
farmers’ markets play a vital role in distributing fresh food,
as many of the modern retail formats do not carry fresh pro-
duce.

More research is needed to gather empirical evidence on the

impact of farmers’ markets on the economy and community.

In particular, there is a gap in the following areas which need

to be researched further:

1. What is the potential of farmers’ markets as a tourism
product and how can it benefit all players?

2. How can farmers’ markets become an urban regenera-
tion tool and reduce crime in urban areas?

3. How can farmers, consumers and the local economy
benefit from farmers’ markets in developing countries?

4. What is the best policy and management approach for
managing farmers’ markets?

This literature review covers only the research available from
internet sources, reports, unpublished theses and academic
peer-review publications. Even although the available litera-
ture centres on developed countries such as the US, UK, Can-
ada, Australia and New Zealand, the situation in developing
countries should be taken into consideration.

References

1  Coster M. Report on the role of ‘New Generation” farmers’ markets, A na-
tional survey of managers of farmers’ markets. Department of Primary Indus-
tries Australia, Victoria; 2004. Retrieved May 16, 2007 from http:/
www.hawkesbury.nsw.gov.au/files/21029/File/APPENDIXV.pdf

**This report presents the role of ‘new generation’ farmers’ markets and provides an

understanding of the benefits of farmers’ markets to rural and town communities. It

gives insights into the role of farmers” markets in Australia

2 Paul C. The new face of old MacDonald — part 1. Farmers” markets. Retrieved
10 April 2007 from http://hydroponics.com.au/php/viewtopic.php?t=70

*This article reviews the evolution of farmers’ markets and is good background

reading for understanding what constitutes a farmers” market.

3 Billing D. From gate to plate; Exploring the farmers’ market phenomenon.
Massey November 2006: 16-18.

**This article explores the characteristics and evolution of farmers’ markets. It

discusses the influence that farmers’ markets and supermarket/malls have on each

other.

4  AFMA. Australian Farmers’ Markets Association — Definition. 2003. Re-
trieved 22 May 2007 from http:/www.farmersmarkets.org.au/about.jsp

*This website created by AFMA provides a site for best-practice farmers’ markets

operators to exchange information, coordinate policy, and promote grower-centric
farmers’ markets across Australia.

5  Hamilton ND. Farmers’ markets rules, regulations and opportunities. National
Center for Agricultural Law Research and Information of the University of
Arkansas School of Law; 2002. Retrieved May 22, 2007 from http:/
www.oregonfarmersmarkets.org/mktman/hamilton.pdf

**This report discusses the rules, regulations and opportunities influencing farmers’
markets. It is useful reading for a guide for managing farmers” markets.

6  Trobe HL. Farmers’ markets: consuming local rural produce. Journal of Con-
sumer Studies and Home Economics 2001: 25(3):181-192.

**This article investigates reasons for customers to visit the Stour Valley farmers’
market, and their attitudes towards a number of food issues.

7 Sommer R, Wing M and Aitkens S. Price savings to consumers at farmers’
markets. The Journal of Consumer Affairs 1980: 14(2): 452-462.

**This study determines the price savings to be realised by consumers by shopping
at 15 certified farmers’ markets in California.

8  Pyle J. Farmers’ markets in the United States: functional anachronisms. Geo-
graphical Review 1971: 61(2): 167. Retrieved May 16, 2007 from http://
sfx.lis.curtin.edu.au/sfx_local?sid=google&auinit=J&aulast
=Pyle&atitle=Farmers%27Markets%20in%20the%20United%20States%
3A%20Functional%20Anachronisms&title=Geographical%
20review&volume=61&issue=2&date=1971&spage=167&issn=0016-
7428

**This article describes the functional anachronisms of farmers” markets in the USA
and is good background reading for better understanding the evolution and function
of farmers” markets in society.

9  Brown A. Counting farmers markets. Geographical Review 2001: 91(4): 655—
674.

**This article examines literature on American farmers’ markets in the 20" century
and reveals cycles of expansion and decline. It is useful to those who want to know
definition and market characteristics.

10  Griffin MR and Frongillo EA. Experiences and perspectives of farmers from
Upstate New York farmers” markets. Agriculture and Human Values 2003: 20
(2): 189-203. Retrieved May 20, 2007 from http:/sfx.lis.curtin.edu.au/
sfx_local?sid=google&auinit=MR&aulast=Criffin&atitle=Experiences%
20and%20perspectives%200f%20farmers%20from%20Upstate%20New%
20York%20farmers%27%20markets&id=doi%3A10.1023%2FA%
3A1024065526440

**This article shares the experience and perspective of farmers from upstate New
York farmers” markets. This is useful for those who want to know about the chal-
lenges and motivations for selling at farmers’” markets.

11  Berzins A. Farmers’ markets in low-income communities in L.A. County:
Assessing needs, benefits and barriers, with a focus on the shift to electronic
benefit transfer technology for food stamp recipients. The Urban and Environ-
mental Policy Institute at Occidental College Los Angeles; 2004. Retrieved
June 1, 2007 from http://departments.oxy.edu/uepi/uep/studentwork/04comps/
berzins.pdf

**The report discusses the various barriers and benefits experienced by market

managers, the success of the federal Food Stamp Program and Women Infant and

Children Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program. The potential of Electronic Benefit

Transfer technology in farmers’ markets is also discussed.

12 Bullock S. The economic benefits of farmers” markets, Friends of the Earth;
2000. Retrieved May 5, 2007 from http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/
farmers_markets.pdf

**This article elucidates the economic benefits of farmers’ markets. It is useful

reading for those who are not familiar with farmers” markets.

13 Corum V, Rosenzweig M and Gibson E. Benefits of farmers’ markets for
vendors, consumers and communities. New World Publishing, Auburn, CA;
2001.

**This book highlights the benefits of farmers” markets for vendors, consumers and
communities. It is good background reading supporting the existence of farmers’
markets.

14 Sommer R, Herrick J and Sommer TR. The behavioral ecology of supermar-
kets and farmers' markets. Journal of Environmental Psychology 1981. 1:13—
19.

**This article compares the social and physical milieu of supermarkets and farmers’
markets in 10 California cities.




Saili et al. / Stewart Postharvest Review 2007, 6:10

15  Coster M and Kennon N. New Generation’ farmers” markets in rural commu-
nities, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation (RIRDC),
Canberra; 2005. Retrieved May 16, 2007 from http:/Awww.rirdc.gov.au/
reports/HCC/05-109.pdf

**This report documents the current status of farmers’” markets in Australia and the

issues faced by market managers.

16 Food Vision, Farmers’ market. Retrieved May 22, 2007 from http:/
www.foodvision.gov.uk/pages/farmers-markets

*This article presents the summary of farmers” markets in the UK.

17  London Farmers’ Markets. Farmers’ markets — building bridges between
farmers and London shoppers; 2003. Retrieved May 20, 2007 from http:/
www.Ifm.org.uk/journalist.asp#2

* This report discusses the need for farmers’ markets and the action to be done for
the benefits of London shoppers.

18 Gibson EL. Sell what you sow: The grower’s guide to successful produce
marketing. New World Publishing, Auburn, CA; 1994.

** This book is a practical grower’s guide to successful produce marketing. It briefly

discusses the advantages and disadvantages of farmers’ markets and guides the

grower in selecting the most appropriate market for their products.

19 Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences, University of Florida. Examples
of marketing alternative for small farmers, 19 May 2007. Retrieved May 5,
2007 from  http://smallfarm.ifas.ufl.edu/planning_and_management/pdf/

MarketingAlternatices.pdf

**This fact sheet discusses marketing alternatives for small farmers, highlighting the
advantages and disadvantages of various direct marketing strategies.

20  Parsons R. A victim of its own success? Los Angeles Times, 11 April 2007.
Retrieved June 13, 2007 from http://www.latimes.com/features/food/la-fo-
farmers11aprl1,0,5548831.story?coll=la-home-food

**This news article discusses the drawbacks associated with farmers’” markets. It is a
good article to see other perspectives of farmers’ markets.

21 Dore LR and Frew EA. Farmers’ market as special events: A case study of
Avenel farmers' market. Proceedings of conference on event evaluation, re-
search and education. The Australian Centre for Event Management. Univer-
sity of Technology Sydney; 2000: 231-239.

**The article discusses farmers’ markets in relation to marketing and tourism. It is
useful for those who would like to explore the relationship between farmers’ markets
and tourism.

22 Ankomah SB and Yiridoe EK. Organic and conventional food: A literature
review of the economics of consumer perceptions and preferences. Organic
Agriculture Centre of Canada, Nova Scotia; 2006. Retrieved April 24, 2007,
from http://www.organicagcentre.ca/ResearchDatabase/
res_food consumer.asp.

**This report provides a comprehensive evaluation of empirical studies comparing

organic products and conventionally-grown alternatives.

© 2007 Published by Stewart Postharvest Solutions (UK) Ltd. All rights
reserved.
www.stewartpostharvest.com




