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Abstract: Investigating the viability of alternative food networks (AFNs) is more important than
before because of the disruptions in global supply chains and evolving resident composition in
different regions. In this regard, this paper reports on findings of a project aimed at identifying
factors influencing support for local, sustainable food production, and distribution systems. In the
first phase, local residents and international students in Cape Breton, Canada, were surveyed prior
to the onset of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic to assess their attitudes and
values relative to shopping at farmers markets and buying local. In the second phase, mid-pandemic,
text mining of Twitter data was used to gauge sentiments related to these same activities. The
results of our explanatory analysis suggest that the top two factors influencing decisions to buy
local farm products were food attributes and supporting community economic development. In
contrast to previous studies, we included an alternate sample group, namely, international students,
and explored the relevance of the social aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting the farmer. Among
our findings from the application of a logistics regression model to our survey data (N = 125) is the
suggestion that the senior non-international student residents of the Cape Breton Island were more
probable to be in the category of consumers whose perception of an authentic buy-local experience
was limited to distribution channels that allowed for the social aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting
the farmer.

Keywords: alternative food networks; sustainable; short supply chain; food networks; rural; local;
consumer motivations; community economic development; COVID-19 pandemic; environmental
and social dimensions

1. Introduction

For decades, direct farmer-to-consumer markets have provided the opportunity for
selling more locally grown products [1] and made fresh produce accessible to consumers.
The term ‘local’ may be defined by politically constructed boundaries and may suggest
a variety of implications, such as environmental sustainability or availability of healthier
food [2]. It is unclear to what extent this channel of food distribution is in direct competition
with the large-scale centralized food production and distribution stream, given that it has
not been able to offer the convenience of access to a variety of products all year round
or serve as a one-stop outlet for all the needs of consumers. Despite this, the number of
miles a product travels to get to market is a growing concern for ecologically concerned
consumers [3], and consumers are becoming more interested in knowing about the origins
of their food and how it is produced [4]. The development and emergence of alternative
food networks (AFNs), which encompass the three pillars of sustainability [5], has allowed
consumers to not only have access to fresh and locally produced products but also be
part of a multifaceted movement toward the sustainable production, consumption, and
distribution of food products. Furthermore, AFNs have lessened the concerns related
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to the disappearance of local food networks brought about by the growth of global and
centralized food distribution networks [6,7].

Farmers’ markets, farm gate sales, stands, kiosks, U-picks, and community-supported
agriculture [8] are forms of AFNs. The last two decades have shown increased interest
in these direct channels, coupled with an increase in the number of farmers’ markets
in different regions, including North America and Europe. Specifically, the number of
farmers’ markets increased by approximately 30% from the year 2008 to the year 2014 in
Canada [9]. In the same year, it was reported that there were 800 farmers’ markets in the
United Kingdom [10]. These direct channels of distribution allow for the delivery of fresher
products [11] and connect consumers and farmers while reducing the distance that a food
product needs to travel to reach the final consumer [12]. Direct buying marks a transition
from being passive end-users to being proactive citizen-consumers, representing a new
type of relationship between the suppliers and consumers of food [13], and is a pushback
against global food networks [14]. AFNs draw the participants closer; however, while
contributing to the redistribution of power across the food chain, structural changes on
a greater scale may not be certain [15]. While a foundational change in the food system
may not be certain, Nakandala and Lau [12] suggested that harmonious upstream and
downstream collaborations in urban food systems can be leveraged for sustainability. In
an earlier study, Fischer [16] reported that effective communication has an impact on trust
formation in agri-food chains between buyers and suppliers, indirectly reinforcing the
positive collaboration history.

The main areas of research on AFNs aim to understand the perceptions and consumer
motivations for buying sustainable agricultural products (e.g., [17,18]), exploring the corre-
lation between consumers’ demographics and engagement in buy-local activities (e.g., [19]),
consumer perspective and attitude toward participation in AFNs (e.g., [20,21]), political
and ethical commitment of consumers to raise awareness of environmental sustainability
and supporting rural community economic development (e.g., [22]), rural development
through diversifying income for small- and medium-sized farms (e.g., [23]), and organi-
zational perspective and development of short food supply chains through the means of
trust and cooperation (e.g., [24]).

Jablonski et al. [25] addressed the need to study and understand local food markets in
remote rural communities, which may face different challenges than the local food markets
in close proximity to urban centers. Kemkes and Akerman [26] discussed the dynamic
nature of demand for local food in rural areas due to changing circumstances, emergent
motivations, and different social identities. However, there is a paucity of information in
the literature regarding consumers’ motivations to engage in buy-local activities in rural
communities with changing demographics and emergency identities. In this regard, this
study aimed to contribute to the literature on understanding consumer motivations for
buying sustainable agricultural products [14,19] given the changing circumstances and
emergent identities in rural communities. We accomplished this through a survey of the
residents of Cape Breton Island, including international students, in the province of Nova
Scotia, Canada, to understand the most important attributes, values, and demographic
characteristics that influence consumers’ decision to buy local, as well as how they would
like to buy local in remote rural communities. The latter contributes to the literature on the
further mobilization of locally produced food products [26].

Ashtab et al. [27] identified a set of attributes and values that influence consumers’
decisions to buy local and report on the disparity that exists in different regions on the
significance level of each attribute and motivating factor. One of these influential factors is
the social aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting with farmers and vendors. The significance
of this influential factor is in its impact on the selection of a channel to buy local. With the
emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers had to switch to online ordering with a
direct-to-your-door delivery system to access fresh local products safely. As a consequence,
a question arises as to whether the convenience of shopping online will replace the signifi-
cance of the social aspect of buying local in farmers’ markets. Subsequently, another gap in
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the literature involves investigating the impact of COVID-19 on the viability of farmers’
markets after the pandemic is over given their long-standing role in rural community
economic development. In this regard, we deployed a text-mining technique to collect
information on positive and negative sentiments toward farmers’ markets, as well as on
attributes that consumers talk about on social media, to shed light on consumers’ desire
to resume engaging in buy-local activities. The adoption of this methodology not only
allowed us to collect information from a wide range of consumers interested in engaging in
buy-local activities but also provided an effective alternate means for collecting data from
customers in the midst of a pandemic. In summary, the following outlines the contributions
of this paper to the literature:

1. We utilized a text-mining technique to collect information on the positive and negative
sentiments toward farmers’ markets during the COVID-19 pandemic to shed light on
the viability of farmers’ markets once pandemic-related restrictions have been lifted.

2. We developed a logistics regression model to investigate whether any of the demo-
graphic attributes and societal variables influenced consumers’ decisions regarding
the selection of a channel to buy local.

3. Given the significance of investigating AFNs in remote rural communities, we sur-
veyed farmers’ market customers on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, Canada, to
provide insights from values and attributes that influenced their decision to buy
local and engage in sustainable food production and distribution systems, thereby
contributing to rural community economic development.

4. Given the changing circumstances and demographics in different regions, as well as
emerging values and identities, we also survey international students studying in
Cape Breton—an increasing part of the population segment across different regions—
to shed light on the values that motivated them to engage in buy-local activities.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. A literature review on the demographic
attributes of those engaged in buying local is presented in Section 2. Section 3 provides a
theoretical framework followed by an explanation of the research methodology in Section 4.
The results of our analysis are provided in Section 5, followed by discussions and a
conclusion in Section 6.

2. Literature Review

The focus of much of the relevant literature has primarily been on trying to establish
the relationship between demographic attributes, such as gender, age, religion, education,
household size, and ethnicity, and engaging in buy-local activities.

From a gender standpoint, a body of research suggests that the majority of consumers
participating in buying local are female [14,19,28–32]. In contrast, Onianwa et al. [33]
suggested that men are slightly more likely than women to engage in farmer-to-consumer
direct markets.

There is quite a range of findings in the literature regarding the age of consumers who
participate in buying local. In one series of studies, the average age of consumers who buy
local farm products is reported to be forty years [17], forty-one years [30], and forty-six
years [33]. In other studies, the age of the majority of consumers participating in buying
local is reported to be in the early fifties [28,34], over forty-five years [35], and over fifty
years [36]. Elsewhere, the majority of participants were reported as less than thirty-four
years old [31], between thirty-five and fifty-four years old [37], and between twenty-five
and forty-four years old [32]. In another study, averaged over five European countries,
the majority of participants were reported to be between eighteen and twenty-nine, and
fifty and sixty-four years old [38]. There are even cases where participants from other age
ranges, i.e., between their twenties and thirties, are reported to be among the consumers
who choose to buy local in direct farmer-to-consumer markets [31,35,36].

Wolf et al. [32] reported that the educational level of the majority of participants was
college graduate and some college. Zander and Hamm [38] reported that the education
level of the majority, in terms of years of schooling, was 12 years and more. On a scale of
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1 representing above high school and 0 representing high school graduate and less, the
average score for the educational level of the participants was reported to be 0.5953 [33]
and 0.8019 [30]. Gumirakiza et al. [29] reported the average score for the respondents’ level
of education to be 4.4 on the scale of 1 (middle school), 2 (high school), 3 (some college),
4 (2-year associate degree), 5 (4-year college degree), and 6 (graduate). The majority of
participants were reported to have professional occupations when compared to the rest of
the population in their respective cities [35]. In contrast, Zepeda and Li [39] suggested that
age, gender, and educational level are not dominant factors in affecting whether consumers
buy local food.

While household income is positively related to consumers’ expenditures [40], the
relationship between income and shopping for local food from direct-to-consumer venues
has been inconsistent. Weatherell et al. [37] suggested that consumers with high income
levels are more comfortable with affording the costs associated with buying local for
its perceived benefits. A number of research papers have stated that the income levels
of the participants are generally above the average compared to the regional income
levels [28,29,41]. Nearly 60% [35] and more than 48% [32] of the participants were reported
to have medium or high incomes. Onianwa et al. [30] suggested that on a scale of 1
representing a household income of $25,000 and above, and 0 otherwise, the mean score
was reported to be 0.9027. While this was close to 1, it is not necessarily an indication
of upper-middle-class level household incomes for shoppers. In contrast, the household
income level of consumers was reported to be low in another study [17]. With a different
approach, Onianwa et al. [33] suggested that the income factor by itself was not a significant
factor; however, an increase in the household income of families with children increased
the likelihood of shopping at direct farmer-to-consumer markets by three percent. Zepeda
and Li [39] suggested that households with a high income are considerably less likely
to buy local food and that this behavior is associated with a number of factors, such
as the opportunity cost of time to go to farm stands or a farmers’ market for shopping,
or the desire to shop at more upscale shopping outlets, or perhaps the high frequency
of eating out. Likewise, Thilmany et al. [42] suggested that income is not a significant
factor in influencing consumers’ shopping behavior in direct-to-consumer centers. The
conflicting findings on the relationship between household income and buying local were
also reported in Nie and Zepeda [43], while suggesting that having a low income is likely
to be a barrier to being able to purchase local or organic foods.

3. Theoretical Framework

While a set of core attributes and values influence consumers’ decisions to buy local
farm products, there may be a difference between the ranking of the attributes in terms of
the order of importance to consumers. Bean and Sharp [44] suggested that, contrary to a
group of participants who are interested in both local and organic attributes, there exists
a subpopulation that is interested in the local but not organic attribute. Bellows et al. [45]
discussed attitudes toward organic, local, U.S.-grown, GM-free, and other food attributes.
Onozaka and McFadden [46] suggested new programs related to organics, value-added
marketing programs, and regional food hubs for government agencies and policymakers.
According to Feagan and Morris [47], attributes such as supporting the local economy, social
interaction when buying local, knowledge of vendors, and food freshness are more strongly
held as factors that motivate consumers to buy local than other attributes, such as organic
production and ‘food-miles’ concerns. Alonso and O’Neill [48], in an exploration of the
buy-local experience from visitors’ perspectives, suggested that visitors want more vendors
selling a variety of products in different seasons that are not limited to the summer season.

There is a variety of attributes and values that influence consumers’ decisions to buy
local farm products. Among them are quality, taste, freshness, meeting the farmers, taking
the family out, supporting local farmers and community economic development, feeling
a part of the community, and supporting sustainable and environmentally friendly food
production/distribution systems. Brown [11] reported quality/freshness to be the most
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important factor when buying fresh fruits and vegetables. Lyon et al. [36] suggested that
good quality is the number one reason for shopping at a farmers’ market. Schneider [49]
reported quality and taste as the most important factors when making food purchase
decisions. Likewise, Gumirakiza et al. [29] suggested that the primary motivation of
consumers is purchasing fresh produce. In another study, some participants reported
having access to local food with low traveled food miles to be the primary reason for
making local food choices, and for some other participants, the key reason was reported
to be the quality of the produce [35]. Freshness and short transport were reported to be
associated with local food production in Roininen et al. [50] as well. The top two rated
factors that affect consumers’ decisions of where to buy produce from were reported to
be freshness and appearance of the produce, respectively [30]. In a different study, while
the ideology of localism and supporting local farmers was highlighted, only a few people
reported being committed to local-only buying behavior, with most of the respondents
indicating conventional purchasing habits [51]. When participants were asked why they
preferred to go to farmers’ markets, the top two reasons were reported to be liking the food
and freshness [52].

Investigating the order and significance level of values and motivating factors that
influence consumers to buy local is important because it also concerns the selection of
a channel by consumers to engage in buy-local activities. For example, if the social in-
teraction aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting with farmers, is not a priority to certain
customers, they can access fresh products and support community economic development
by ordering fresh local products online and receive the products at their doorstep. This
phenomenon is specifically of interest amid the COVID-19 pandemic when consumers
had to switch to an online ordering system to access fresh local products safely. In this
context, our study aimed at understanding the motivations of consumers and determining
the top attributes and values that influence their decision to buy local before and after
the COVID-19 pandemic. The sample (N = 125) used in the before-COVID-19 pandemic
study included an emerging segment in our communities, i.e., international students, who
lived on Cape Breton Island. The sample used for the amid-COVID-19 pandemic study
comprised 1221 entries (i.e., N = 1221) to gain insights into the collective sentiments and
attitudes toward farmers’ markets, which will determine their viability after the pandemic
is over.

Case of Cape Breton Island

There are different channels for buying local farm products on Cape Breton Island.
One channel is the Cape Breton Farmers’ Market that has been in operation for almost
three decades and operates as a not-for-profit co-operative that facilitates economic growth
in the Cape Breton Regional Municipality. New e-commerce platforms, e.g., Cape Breton
Food Hub, have also emerged in the past few years to connect suppliers with customers
by employing an order-online-and-pickup model, improving access to locally produced
products and supporting local producers. While these channels of distribution for locally
produced products are contributing to the creation of a healthy food system and supporting
the local economy, they are offering a different form of accessibility. The distinct difference
between these two channels is the social aspect of buying local. Knowing that consumers
care about how their purchased food is grown [53] and that the social interaction is a factor
in buying local [47], some may associate an authentic buy-local experience with physically
seeing the product, as well as meeting with the farmer to ask questions about the origin of
the product and how it was made. On the other hand, some consumers may be satisfied
with reading about the origin of the product and how it was made on a website. In this
context, our study aimed at identifying the profile of consumers whose perception of an
authentic buy-local experience was limited to the distribution channels that allowed for
the social aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting farmers.

In this study, the most important attributes and values that influenced consumers’ be-
havior to buy local were classified into four categories: social (e.g., meeting farmers, social-
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izing with friends, family outing, interacting with farmers to build trust), supporting com-
munity economic development (e.g., supporting local farmers, supporting local economy),
food attributes (e.g., quality, freshness, healthy, safe to consume, nutritious), and environ-
mental sustainability (supporting environmentally friendly food production/distribution
systems). We considered the participants’ statuses, i.e., international student or local per-
manent resident, in the analysis of the factors that influence consumers’ decisions to buy
local farm products. This consideration was due to the growing number of international
students in Canada and globally in recent years.

4. Research Methodology
4.1. Pre-Pandemic Survey

Convenience sampling was used to randomly involve participants from different
segments of the community. A total of 93 shoppers at the farmers’ market, as well as
59 international students in Sydney on Cape Breton Island, were surveyed on the values
and attributes that influenced their decision to buy local farm products. From the total
of 152 completed surveys, 2 were not signed and 25 were not complete; therefore, a total
of 125 completed surveys were used for the analysis. The timeline for the surveys was
from April 2018 to November 2018. The participants came from diverse backgrounds, i.e.,
12 different countries.

Data were collected on the age, gender, nationality, and status of the participants.
Participants in the study were asked to determine the most important attribute(s) among
the categories defined above that influenced their decision to buy farm products from
local farmers. Participants could rank more than one attribute as an important one that
influenced their decision to buy local farm products. In order to find out about the
importance of the social aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting the farmer, the participants
were also asked what they perceived to be an authentic buy-local experience

A logistic regression model in XLMiner was used to analyze the correlations between
the demographic variables, i.e., consumers’ status, gender, and age, as well as the so-
cietal variables, i.e., care for environmental sustainability, social, community economic
development, food attributes, and selection of a channel to buy local farm products.

4.2. Mid-Pandemic Twitter Analysis

In an effort to gauge public sentiment regarding farmers’ markets under pandemic
conditions, we turned to social media. A sample of posts from Twitter was collected on
1 October 2020 using the rtweet package within R. The most recent 5000 posts in English,
both tweets and retweets, that included the hashtag #farmersmarket were requested. The
request returned data on 1221 distinct entries distributed across the 90 variables that are
characteristic of the Twitter API.

As a first step in the analysis, the data were filtered to extract the text column in order
to examine the content of the posts. The text elements were cleaned to convert the capital
letters and remove extra spaces, punctuation, URLs, stopwords (e.g., the, and, is, are, etc.),
and symbols. The cleaned text was then used to generate two charts (Figures 1 and 2).
For the first chart, word frequencies were calculated and ranked, and the top 25 words
were extracted for display. For the second chart, the terms in the tweets were merged with
those found in the ‘bing’ lexicon [54] to extract the common terms. The lexicon consists of
6787 words categorized as either expressing positive or negative sentiment. The top terms
for each sentiment are displayed.
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5. Results
5.1. Pre-Pandemic Survey

Table 1 provides a summary of the characteristic of the sample. A total of 73 par-
ticipants (58%) ranked food attributes, 65 participants (52%) ranked support community
economic development, 49 participants (39%) ranked the social aspect, and 44 participants
(35%) ranked environmental sustainability as the most important attribute that influenced
their decision to buy local.

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample (N = 125).

Characteristics Classes Quantity Percentage

Gender
Female 56 44.8
Male 69 55.2

Age (years)

18–25 48 38.4
26–35 27 21.6
36–45 9 7.20
46–55 11 8.80
56–65 14 11.2
66–75 14 11.2
76–85 2 1.60

Status
International student 58 46.4

Canadian local resident 67 53.6

Country of citizenship

Canada 67 53.6
India 15 12.0
Egypt 14 11.2
China 13 10.4

Vietnam 4 3.20
Other 7 5.60

Did not mention 5 4.00

Attributes that influence
consumers’ decision

Food attributes 73 58
Support CED 65 52

Social 49 39
Environmental
sustainability 44 35

Is an authentic buy-local experience
limited to channels that allow for the

social aspect of buying local?

Yes 54 43.2

No 71 56.8

As 49 participants (39%) chose more than one attribute as the most important at-
tribute, the summation of the percentages did not equal 100%. This also indicated that
a considerable percentage of consumers perceived more than one attribute or value as
the most important motivating factor to buy local while the top two motivating factors
to buy local were related to food attributes and supporting community economic devel-
opment. Further, we were interested in exploring the correlation between the variables
that influenced the consumers’ decision to select a channel to buy local. We investigated
the correlation between the consumers’ perceptions of an authentic buy-local experience
(dependent variable) and demographic and societal variables (independent variables).
XLMiner software’s feature selection helped to identify the most important or relevant
variables for model fitting based on their significance. Information on the variables’ signifi-
cance levels is provided in Table 2. The age median, i.e., the midpoint for each age range,
and international student variables were identified by XLMiner’s feature selection as the
key independent variables. Consequently, we chose the age median and international
student as independent variables and consumers’ perceptions of an authentic buy local
experience being limited to channels that allowed for the social aspect of buying local as
the dependent variable. Table 3 provides information on the coefficients of the independent
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variables, 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for the estimated values, standard errors (SEs),
and p-values. The R-squared value for the logistic regression model was 0.038322342.

Table 2. Information on variables’ significance.

Variable χ2: Stat χ2: p-Value

Age median 13.48528335 0.035945204
Social 0.003860885 0.950454515

Support CED 1.113727713 0.29127306
Food attributes 0.863078355 0.352878667

Environmental sustainability 0.140657722 0.707628021
International student 2.156607081 0.141957844

Gender 0.004860078 0.94442109

Table 3. Information on independent variables in model fitting.

Variable Estimate CI: Lower CI: Higher SE p-Value

Age median 0.030366741 0.001173453 0.059560029 0.014894808 0.041475316
International

student −1.297379129 −2.1831242 −0.411634058 0.451919055 0.004094061

This fitted model indicates that the senior non-international student residents of Cape
Breton Island are more probable to be in the category of consumers whose perception of an
authentic buy-local experience was limited to distribution channels that allowed for the
social aspect of buying local, e.g., meeting the farmer. We recognize that the statistically
significant independent variables were what differentiated two distinct segments of the
community included in the sample, and there were no other significant independent
variables. In order to gain insights from each segment, we broke down the original sample
into two sub-samples, with one sample representing the permanent residents of Cape
Breton Island (N = 67) and one sample representing the international students (N = 58).
Table 4 presents the most important attributes to local permanent residents of Cape Breton
Island as well as the international students.

Table 4. Information on two distinct samples.

Characteristics Sample 1 (N = 67) Sample 2 (N = 58)

Canadian Permanent Resident International Student
Food attributes 25 (Yes) 48 (Yes)
Support CED 40 (Yes) 25 (Yes)

Social 19 (Yes) 30 (Yes)

Environmental sustainability 15 (Yes) 29 (Yes)

Is an authentic buy-local
experience limited to channels
that allow for the social aspect

of buying local?

33 (Yes) 21 (Yes)

Gender 37 (Female) 19 (Female)

Age

15–25 543
26–35 1314
36–45 90
46–55 110
56–65 140
66–75 140
≥76 20
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5.2. Mid-Pandemic Twitter Analysis

Figure 1 suggests a strong association between the farmers’ markets and buying local,
as well as a strong association between the farmers’ markets and the weekend. The mention
of the terms ‘fall’ and ‘october,’ reflect not only the date of the data collection but may also
suggest a concern for the impact of time-of-year on buy-local and farmers market activity.

The terms in Figure 2 associated with positive sentiment appear to be associated
with the three themes: the quality of the food available at farmers markets (e.g., ‘fresh,’
‘delicious,’ ‘beautiful’), the desire to support local farmers (e.g., ‘support’), and feeling good
about the experience (e.g., ‘love,’ ‘enjoy,’ ‘happy’). With respect to negative sentiment, the
primary association appeared to be an expression of sadness associated with the closing
of the farmers’ market at the end of the season (e.g., ‘fall,’ ‘miss,’ ‘sadly’). There also
appeared to be some concern regarding the loss of crops associated with poor weather
conditions (e.g., losses, frozen). While it is difficult to determine an accurate interpretation
associated with the terms ‘stall,’ ‘stalls,’ ‘issues,’ and ‘protest,’ we might speculate that these
potentially reflected administrative matters associated with the management of farmers’
markets under the current pandemic conditions. Similarly, the term ‘squash’ is rather
ambiguous here, as it can represent a fall vegetable as a noun but indicates an action of
crushing or flattening as a verb.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

Similar to past research conducted on determining the most important attributes
and values that influence consumers’ decisions to buy local [11,35,36], the findings of this
study, based on text mining and explanatory analysis of surveys, demonstrated that the
number one attribute that influenced consumers’ decisions to buy local farm products was
associated with food attributes (e.g., quality, freshness, healthy, safe to consume, nutritious).
While, in past research, supporting local farmers and community economic development
has been reported as a value that motivates consumers to buy local [22,27,47,51], it has not
necessarily been cited as the second most important value, unlike the results suggested by
our study. This perhaps could be because of the existence of a stronger sense of community
in smaller and rather remote rural areas versus bigger and larger ones. We recommend that
more research in this regard has to be carried out to investigate why supporting community
economic development may be cited as a more important value for consumers in shopping
local in some areas than in others. Moreover, the sentiment analysis of consumers who
would like to engage in buy-local activities suggested the desirability and potential viability
of farmers’ markets after the COVID-19 pandemic.

On the three matters of mobilization and increasing demand for locally produced
products in remote rural communities [25,26], whether consumers care about how their
purchased food is grown [53], and whether consumers are becoming more interested in
knowing about the origin of their food and how it is produced [4], our study suggested
that neither gender nor any of the societal variables influenced the consumers’ decisions
regarding the selection of a channel to buy local.

Jablonski et al. [25] addressed the need to study and understand local food markets
in remote rural communities. Ashtab et al. [27] identified a set of attributes and values
that influenced consumers’ decisions to buy local [55] and reported on the disparity that
exists in different regions on the significance level of each attribute and motivating factor.
The social aspect of buying local, e.g., the interaction between farmers and customers,
has been presented in the literature in the general context of consumers and producers
(e.g., [56,57]). Given the changing circumstances and demographics, and emerging values
and identities [26] in remote rural communities, we involved an emerging new segment in
our communities, i.e., international students, in our sample. While our sample size was
small, the results offer insight into the attributes that are important to international students
in buying local, with the first being food attributes, followed by social and environmental
sustainability factors. Furthermore, among our findings was the suggestion that senior
non-international student residents (i.e., local permanent residents of Cape Breton Island)
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were more likely to fall into the category of consumers whose perception of an authentic
buy-local experience was limited to distribution channels that allowed for the social aspect
of buying local, e.g., meeting the farmer. While this finding supported the viability of
farmers’ markets after the COVID-19 pandemic, it also indicated that e-commerce platforms
can be deployed further to involve more customers in AFNs and maximize the mobilization
of locally produced products in remote rural communities.

In conclusion, while acknowledging the preliminary nature of our research, we suggest
that this study sheds light on the collective sentiments of consumers toward farmers’
markets, both during and potentially after the COVID-19 pandemic, and improves our
understanding of the attributes and values that are important to international students
regarding shopping at farmers markets and buying local. It also suggests the potential
viability of farmers’ markets after the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the findings from
both our survey and our text-mining approaches indicate that the top two drivers for buying
local were related to food attributes and supporting community economic development.

Our study has limitations. Future work can contribute to the further mobilization
of locally produced food products by analyzing larger sample sizes of local permanent
residents versus emerging new segments in communities in different regions, e.g., interna-
tional students, to determine whether there exists a meaningful difference between their
attitudes and values regarding shopping at farmers markets and buying local, as well as
their preferences for the selection of a channel to engage in buy-local activities.
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