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Introduction

Historically, highly connected systems like the food system 
have been fragile to infectious disease (Daher et al. 2021). As 
COVID-19 impacted supply chains globally, existing vulner-
abilities within industrial food systems became stark, validat-
ing longstanding concerns about the vulnerability of the food 
system to external shocks (Benton 2020), particularly those 
related to public health (Osterholm 2005). These breakdowns 
were best illustrated by media images of farmers disposing of 
fresh food, while grocery stores shelves were empty due to the 
hyper-specialization and concentration of the wholesale and 
retail markets (Corkery and Yaffe-Bellamy 2020). While the 
impact to poor and marginalized communities was particularly 
strong, (Bowen et al. 2021), the extent of consolidation across 
the supply chain meant the effects of the pandemic were felt 
even by households who had previously been unaffected by 
shortcomings in the food system (Hendrickson 2020).

Due to this breakdown in conventional supply chains, 
consumers looked for other avenues to obtain food. Many 
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Abstract
This paper examines the resilience of farmers markets in Michigan to the system shock of the global COVID-19 pandemic, 
questioning how the response fits into market goals of food sovereignty. Adapting to shifting public health recommenda-
tions and uncertainty, managers implemented new policies to create a safe shopping experience and expand food access. 
As consumers directed their shopping to farmers markets looking for safer outdoor shopping, local products, and foods 
in short supply at grocery stores, market sales skyrocketed with vendors reporting selling more than ever before, but the 
longevity of this change remains unclear. Our data collected via semi-structured interviews with market managers and 
vendors, and survey data from customers from 2020 to 21, suggest that despite the widespread impact of COVID-19, there 
is not sufficient evidence consumers will continue to shop at farmers markets at the rates they did in 2020-21. Further-
more, reasons consumers flocked to farmers markets do not align with market priorities for increased food sovereignty, as 
increased sales alone are not a sufficient driver for this goal. We question how markets can contribute to broader sustain-
ability goals or serve as alternatives to capitalist and industrial modes of agricultural production, problematizing the role 
of markets in the food sovereignty movement.
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scholars and practitioners pointed to the potential for alter-
native food networks (AFNs) such as farmers markets to rise 
as local alternatives that could provide a stable food supply 
within a relatively safe shopping environment (Ahmed et 
al. 2020; Feenstra 1997) defined AFNs as networks that are 
“rooted in particular places, aim to be economically viable 
for farmers and consumers, use ecologically sound produc-
tion and distribution practices and enhance social equity and 
democracy for all members of the community” (p. 2). Due 
to their shorter supply chains, scholars theorized AFNs had 
fewer points of vulnerability, and thus would be more capa-
ble in maintaining local food access during the pandemic.

Beyond their ability to withstand shocks logistically, 
researchers have pointed to the objective of many AFNs to 
shift away from profit-centric modes of production as an 
increasingly necessary transition in the wake of COVID-19. 
Given the inability of the current food system, organized 
around profit-maximization and economic efficiency, to 
equitably distribute food and adequately prepare for shocks, 
there is a need to explore alternative principles around 
which to organize food production and distribution. Climate 
change has already begun to cause disruptions to the food 
system, and these are projected to increase in both frequency 
and scale in the coming decades (Benton 2020). To this end, 
the ability of AFNs to thrive during the pandemic could pro-
vide an alternative pathway to industrialized global supply 
chains for the future of the global food system.

In this paper, we explore the resilience of farmers mar-
kets in the state of Michigan in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Drawing from semi-structured interviews with 
market vendors and managers conducted between 2020 and 
2021, as well as a customer survey conducted in 2021, we 
explore how markets responded logistically and structurally 
to the shock of the pandemic, the effects on vendor and con-
sumer behavior and their values related to the food system, 
and the potential for the COVID-19 pandemic to generate 
long-term change to the food system. Our project addresses 
the following research questions:

1) How resilient were farmers markets in Michigan to 
the shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic?
2) How do farmers market actors (managers, vendors, 
and consumers) perceive the role of farmers markets 
in the food system changing because of the COVID-
19 pandemic?

Literature review

Erisksen (2008) describes the food system as the activi-
ties of the system itself (production to consumption), the 

interactions between biogeophysical and human environ-
ments which determine those activities, and the outcomes 
of those activities (e.g. food security). This definition draws 
on the language from the social-ecological systems (SES) 
literature within the social and biophysical sciences, which 
seeks to “[address] complex problems with multi-causality 
resulting from interactions among interdependent compo-
nents” (p. 4). It also better reflects the dynamic and inter-
connected nature of current agri-food supply chains than a 
sole focus on the activities within supply chains, given their 
growing instability due to climate change, the rapid indus-
trialization and concentration of the global food system, the 
massive rise in information that consumers are expected to 
process related to food quality and safety, and the separa-
tion of different aspects of supply chains into units governed 
separately, despite their connection to each other (Hodbod 
and Eakin 2015).

Within the SES literature, resilience is a property of cen-
tral concern. First described theoretically by Holling (1973), 
resilience broadly refers to the dynamic ability of a system 
to absorb disturbances and shocks, without compromis-
ing its ability to accomplish its core functions over time. 
Applied to food systems, Tendall et al. (2015) define food 
system resilience as the “capacity over time of a food sys-
tem and its units at multiple levels, to provide sufficient, 
appropriate and accessible food to all, in the face of various 
and even unforeseen disturbances” (p. 19). In their concep-
tualization of resilience within the food system, Béné et al. 
(2016) write that resilience is the result of three different 
capacities: absorptive capacity, the ability of the unit (e.g. 
family) or system to absorb a shock without changing their 
function; adaptive capacity, the ability to make incremen-
tal adjustments to growing stresses without making major 
changes to their operation; and transformative capacity; the 
ability of a system to make drastic changes to ensure the 
survival of the system in the fact of a large shock. When 
applied to the food system, Béné et al. (2016) argue that the 
resilience framework has value as a ‘mobilizing metaphor’, 
linking typically disparate sectors such as social protection, 
health and nutrition, as well as connecting humanitarian 
and development interventions in the wake of shocks and 
encouraging an emphasis on ex ante interventions to pre-
pare for and prevent shocks to the system.

Corresponding concepts to resilience are regimes and 
regime shifts. At any given point in time a system exists 
within a regime. Systems that exhibit high resilience can 
maintain their current configuration in the face of various 
shocks and disturbances. However, shocks to systems that 
experience low resilience may push a current system past a 
threshold, causing a restructuring of the current system into 
a new regime (Folke et al. 2004). The current food regime 
is described by McMichael (2005), among others, as the 
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‘corporate food regime’ (CFR). While SES scholars argue 
that maintaining food security for all human life is the only 
morally acceptable regime state of the food system (Erick-
sen 2008; Hodbod and Eakin 2015), the CFR is organized 
within a capitalist mode of production; thus, profit-making 
and economic efficiency are the sole principles guiding the 
food system (Holt-Jimenez, 2017). One of the defining fea-
tures of the CFR has been the dramatic consolidation among 
agribusinesses; as profitable businesses have scaled up, they 
have captured greater shares of the market, crowding out 
smaller producers (Howard 2021). The market power and 
political influence afforded to these oligopolist has created 
a range of adverse sustainability outcomes for the food 
system, including low wages and benefits for food work-
ers, the overproduction of highly processed and otherwise 
unhealthy foods for consumers, and widespread environ-
mental destruction (Holt-Gimenez, 2019).

There has been a significant body of literature written 
about the potential points of fragility within the current CFR 
in response to shocks, highlighted in events like the 2008 
global food crisis (Davis et al. 2021). The COVID-19 pan-
demic has amplified interest in studying the resilience of 
the CFR to shock events (e.g. Blay-Palmer 2020; Gordon 
2020; King et al. 2022; Oncini 2021; Taylor et al. 2022a, b), 
given the nature of the shock (public health), and the effect 
of COVID-19 on crops beyond those commonly studied in 
the resilience literature (Davis et al. 2021). Early in the pan-
demic, supply chains across multiple sectors experienced 
acute breakdowns. Outbreaks among food workers across 
the supply chain, including in meat processing plants, greatly 
disrupted the ability of food businesses to maintain their 
productivity, resulting in shortages for staple products such 
as meat, eggs, and flour in retail outlets across the globe, 
amplified by a sudden shift by consumers towards at-home 
food preparation (Aday and Aday 2020). The loss of jobs 
and the resulting recession increased the number of fami-
lies who were unable to afford an adequate diet and reduced 
the necessary tax revenues to maintain food assistance pro-
grams globally, exacerbating food security challenges glob-
ally (Carducci et al. 2021; Hynes et al. 2020). Consolidation 
across most agriculture sectors, linked to the CFR, meant 
that a shock such as COVID only needed to affect a small 
number of businesses to drastically impact the supply of 
food available to consumers (Hendrickson 2020). Relatedly, 
the specialization of many large farms into either the retail 
or wholesale sector in order to minimize costs meant that 
many farms that had previously operated as wholesalers for 
restaurants, schools, and other large institutions were unable 
to easily pivot to meet the rapidly growing needs of the take-
home retail sector, and thus had an excess supply of prod-
ucts such as milk or fresh produce as shutdown orders were 
implemented (Chenarides et al. 2021; Richards et al. 2020; 

Huffstutter 2020; Corkery and Yaffe-Bellamy 2020). This 
resulted in a paradoxical rise in food waste among many 
producers, who already produced large stores of dairy, meat, 
and fresh produce, but did not have buyers for them, even as 
many commercial retailers such as grocery stores struggled 
to keep sufficient product on their shelves (see e.g. Polansek 
and Huffstutter 2020; Corkery and Yaffe-Bellamy 2020).

Given the fragility illustrated by the global food sys-
tem during the pandemic, in addition to already existing 
concerns about the CFR’s ability to accommodate shocks, 
interest among scholars and practitioners in advancing alter-
native regimes to succeed the CFR accelerated (Hynes et al. 
2020; McMichael 2005) poignantly argues food sovereignty 
is the necessary successor regime to the CFR. The food sov-
ereignty movement was first attributed to the international 
farmers’ movement, Via Campesina, who define food sov-
ereignty as ‘the right of each nation to maintain and develop 
its own capacity to produce its basic foods respecting cul-
tural and productive diversity’ (Via Campesina 1996). In 
contrast with the CFR, which utilizes a definition of food 
security centered in the market, food sovereignty takes a 
rights-based and explicitly anti-capitalist approach to food 
production and distribution (Clendenning et al. 2016).

While the organizing principles of a food sovereignty 
regime are clear, Friedmann (2016) argues that the path to 
realizing this vision remains under-theorized in the litera-
ture. As Patel (2009) notes, the ‘big tent’ nature of the food 
sovereignty movement, seeking to accommodate the visions 
of disparate communities across the globe, led to inconsis-
tency in more detailed definitions of food sovereignty. This 
created barriers to effective global organization against the 
CFR, despite movement successes particularly in the global 
south. Despite its points of vulnerability, the CFR has proven 
adept at co-opting movements seeking to challenge it, includ-
ing the food security movement (McMichael 2005), and the 
organic and fair-trade movements (Jaffee and Howard 2010). 
Other scholars argue that capitalist capture of agriculture is 
so complete it displaces the functional possibility of agrarian 
movements such as food sovereignty to challenge capitalism 
as manifest in the CFR (Bernstein 2010).

Friedmann (2016), however, utilizes the theory of tran-
sitions first introduced by Geels (2002) to present another 
possibility. Geels posits that ‘niches’ often form within 
regimes as ways to potentially reform the regime. In stable 
regimes, these niches are either integrated into the regime 
or die out. In unstable regimes, however, some collection of 
niches may coalesce to form the basis of a new regime. The 
niches in this case do more than passively wait to serve as 
fodder for a new regime. Rather, they actively advance the 
start of a new regime by creating the socio-technical pre-
conditions necessary to facilitate the work of creating new 
institutions to support the new regime (Friedmann 2016).

1 3

1483



C. Wentworth et al.

aggressively pursue low-income households through tar-
geted marketing and pricing strategies, typically without 
much success due to the significantly lower cost of indus-
trially-produced food, resulting in reduced income for ven-
dors, vendor turnover, and eventual market collapse (Alkon 
and Cadji 2020; Mares & Alkon 2011). Striking this balance 
is not impossible, however, though it requires dedicated 
effort and ideally state support (Andrée et al. 2017), sug-
gesting that farmers markets, and AFNs more broadly, have 
not necessarily been subsumed by the CFR.

This research contributes to the literature on AFNs and 
food system resilience by exploring the resilience of farm-
ers markets in Michigan to the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, 
drawing from Tendall et al. (2015), we characterize farm-
ers market resilience as the ability of farmers markets to 
provide adequate food access to their communities, within 
the constraints of their normal operations. The second half 
of this definition is important, as research has indicated 
that farmers markets have reached a point of saturation in 
the United States while not reaching a scale necessary to 
replace more conventional supply chains (Metz et al. 2022). 
Therefore, it is not likely that markets in this study would 
have the bandwidth to meet the food demand of the entire 
community. Rather, we investigate whether farmers markets 
were able to maintain (or expand) their level of food provi-
sion during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Second, we explore the status of farmers markets as a 
niche within the CFR with the potential to support a transi-
tion away from the CFR because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Recent scholarship cast doubt on the ability of AFNs 
to single-handedly to bring about a new food system regime 
in the wake of COVID-19 (King et al. 2022). However, evi-
dence of changes in food system value away from the CFR, 
and the connection between these value shifts and greater 
support for farmers markets could indicate the continued 
viability of markets as a niche within the CFR, while persis-
tence in these value changes could indicate progress in the 
transition away from a food regime grounded in capitalism.

Methods

We present the results of an 18-month mixed-methods study 
of four farmers markets in Michigan, drawing on semi-
structured interviews with market managers and vendors 
and a customer survey, conducted between September 2020 
and June 2021. The integration of these methods allows us 
to triangulate the experiences of many customers with the 
individual experiences of market sellers, providing a more 
holistic understanding of market resilience than would be 
possible with a single method (Clark 2008).

It is in this space that we position this work. Most scholars 
agree that AFNs are defined both by their emphasis on local 
and/or regional supply chains, as well as a commitment to 
ecologically responsible production, resiliency, food secu-
rity, and the economic well-being of producers (Goodman et 
al. 2012), often at the explicit opposition of the marketiza-
tion central to the CFR, which suggests their potential com-
patibility with a food sovereignty regime. Farmers markets, 
food hubs, and farm-to-institution programs are all exam-
ples of AFNs that arguably decenter profit in food systems, 
thus providing a range of otherwise unavailable economic, 
social, and ecological benefits to local communities (War-
saw et al. 2021), and many of these principles have been 
integrated into successful food sovereignty efforts glob-
ally (Chappell 2018). Further, AFNs promote sustainability 
values in agriculture, indicating the potential for AFNs to 
create the social pre-conditions for a shift away from the 
CFR (Warsaw et al. 2021; Mishra & Khanal 2022). Initial 
research in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic suggests 
improved food system resilience within AFNs over the 
CFR. Thilmany et al. (2021) argue that AFNs are more flex-
ible and connected than globalized supply chains. In AFNs, 
producers are more likely to have personal relationships 
with other actors in the supply chain, and established ties 
to the community. Thus, when shocks to the system disrupt 
normal operations, producers in AFNs can quickly leverage 
community networks to adapt their production processes 
and find new buyers. Thilmany et al. (2021) point to this 
adaptability through the rise in online sales by retailers 
which serve AFNs. Additionally, while many AFNs strug-
gled in the early stages of the pandemic due to shutdown 
orders (O’Hara et al. 2021), scholars noted that their flex-
ibility might allow them to reorganize quickly (Mittal and 
Grimm 2020; Worstell 2020), while their societal benefits 
may position them as a viable long-term alternative.

Despite this potential, scholars also note how AFNs 
struggled to remain viable within the CFR without being 
co-opted by the logics of capitalism. Most U.S. AFNs are 
market-based, as such AFNs face capitalist pressures to 
maximize profits for producers, a goal often at odds with 
providing affordable food to households in need (Allen 
2004) and building resilient food systems (Gordon 2020). 
This dynamic is amplified by the intersection of neoliber-
alism with whiteness. In the context of farmers markets, 
scholars have observed this tension, noting that market 
managers and vendors must balance their desire to improve 
local food security with the need to provide a livelihood for 
vendors and keep the market financially viable. Often this 
tension results in one or both of the following outcomes: (1) 
markets cater to high-income, typically white households, 
whether intentionally or unintentionally, even at markets 
which feature or center producers of color, or (2) markets 
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to COVID (see Warsaw et al. 2022), allowing them to serve 
as useful informants about the role of farmers markets as a 
site for food access during the pandemic. MIFMA provided 
market contacts and we emailed market managers to identify 
interested markets. Final selection was determined based on 
general market demographics and ensuring a range rural 
and urban markets. In return for market managers agree-
ing to participate, providing a list of potential vendor inter-
viewees, and administering the customer survey, markets 
were given $1000 for their participation. Informed verbal 
consent was obtained from all participants in the interviews 
and surveys and responses are confidential. The names of 
the individual markets remain confidential. All project 
team members that conducted interviews and surveys, tran-
scribed, and analyzed the data received IRB training and 
certification. Institutional review board exempt status was 
granted from Michigan State University (IRB#: 00004832).

Vendor interviews and analysis

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with vendors 
and managers to understand (a) changes to the market struc-
ture and operation due to the pandemic and (b) their percep-
tions about the role the markets played for them and their 
customers during the pandemic. The project team developed 
an interview guide based on the literature, with additional 
questions developed to understand changes in the market 
structure and services due to the ongoing pandemic. Par-
ticipants were interviewed for 45–75 min and were given a 
$25 Visa gift card in appreciation of their time. Four inter-
views were conducted with market managers (one for each 
of the markets) and 25 were conducted with vendors (total 
n = 29). Through on-going assessment of the interview data, 
we stopped collecting data when approximate saturation of 
the data was determined (Fusch and Ness 2015). We use 
pseudonyms in place of proper names for individual quotes 
represented in this study, listed in Table 2.

The interviews were transcribed with otter.ai and 
reviewed for accuracy by one team member. To analyze the 

Site selection

Markets were selected through purposive sampling in 
partnership with the Michigan Farmers Market Associa-
tion (MIFMA), a statewide member-based non-profit that 
provides a range of technical services to its market mem-
bers. Originally, the project was designed to ascertain the 
role that markets play in their local communities, and how 
markets attempt to track and measure that impact, specifi-
cally the Market Metrics Program administered by MIFMA 
(see Warsaw et al. 2022). However, the global COVID-19 
pandemic struck our communities as we were preparing to 
begin interviews on this project. Given the limited sample 
size (4 markets) relative to MIFMA’s membership (150+), 
the sample is not intended to be statistically representative 
of MIFMA’s members. Rather, markets were chosen to 
maximize demographic diversity, representing the diversity 
of MIFMA’s membership and a range of ‘typical’ MIFMA 
members. Markets were stratified along the following 
demographic characteristics:

1. Rural vs. urban: a mix of market serving urban and rural 
areas were chosen, based on the USDA definition of 
rural areas (USDA 2022).

2. Ethnic diversity: markets were chosen with a diversity 
of size and composition of the non-white population in 
the cities the markets serve.

3. Income: markets both above and below Michigan’s 
median household income in 2019 ($59,584).

4. Organizational structure: markets were diversified by 
whether they are operated by a non-profit, the local 
government, or another non-governmental agency (e.g. 
chamber of commerce).

The socioeconomic characteristics of each community we 
partnered with are listed in Table 1. In addition to these 
characteristics, each of these markets administer food assis-
tance programs (e.g. SNAP, Double Up Food Bucks) at their 
market with the support of MIFMA for several years prior 

Table 1 Selected demographics of the participating markets
Demographic Characteristics of Market 
Community

Market 1 Market 2 Market 3 Market 4

Rural/Urban Urban Urban Urban Rural
Median Household Income (City-Level) $41,674 $65,745 $39,332 $63,812
Racial Composition (City-Level) 65% White

22% African-American
2.83% Asian
10% Latinx

68% White
7% African American
16% Asian
5.5% Latinx

61% White
31% African-American
3.18% Asian
2% Latinx

93% White
2% African-
American
3% Asian
2% Latinx

Organized by Non-Profit City Government Non-Profit Non-Govern-
ment Agency

Interviews Conducted 5 8 8 8
Number of Survey Respondents 82 13 109 26
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Customer survey

To assess how customers’ engagement with their local mar-
ket changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we adminis-
tered a survey at all four markets during an eight-week period 
between July – September 2021. Flyers were hung at each 
market containing a QR code as well as tearaway strips con-
taining a weblink to the survey. The survey was designed to 
take 10–15 min to complete, and respondents were offered an 
opportunity to be entered in a drawing for one of 20 $50 gift 
cards for their participation. As part of the survey, customers 
were asked a set of Likert-scale questions where they indi-
cated whether 13 values associated with the farmers market 
had increased, decreased, or seen no change in importance 
to them in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The val-
ues included in the survey were developed through a care-
ful review of the literature (see, for instance, Warsaw et al. 
2021 or Feagan and Morris 2009) and are defined in Table 3. 
Respondents were also asked an open-ended response ques-
tion about how their perception of the market changed due 
to the pandemic, to give them a chance to express opinions 
not adequately covered in the Likert-scale questions. Due to 
the nature of the sampling strategy, there is the possibility of 
upward bias in the values reported here, as participants must 
have either visited their local farmers market or the market’s 
Facebook page to access the survey. Therefore, the respon-
dents are likely self-selected from individuals who on aver-
age place higher importance on the role and value of farmers 
markets within their community. These findings should be 
interpreted as representing the population of market shoppers, 
and not the general population. Furthermore, as this data was 
collected in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, we were 
unable to collect baseline values among market shoppers. 
Due to this, and previous research indicating the challenges 
of using Likert-scale questions to determine point-estimates 
of consumer values (see e.g. Wolf and Tonsor 2013), the data 
presented are best viewed as making comparisons of relative 
magnitudes of shifts across the values assessed here, rather 
than a point estimate of a change in any individual value.

Finally, we collected a range of demographic data, 
including the respondent’s gender, race, income, and fre-
quency of attendance at the market for comparative quanti-
tative analysis. The demographic composition of the sample 
is summarized in Table 4.

The survey data was analyzed using distributional tests 
to evaluate the magnitude of average values, both in the 
aggregate and across sub-populations. A simple t-test was 
used to test whether the aggregate values were statistically 
distinguishable from zero. A two-tailed p-value of < 0.10 
was considered statistically significant. T-tests and one-way 
ANOVA analysis were used to compare reported values 
across populations (e.g., market attendance).

interviews, emergent themes related to the pandemic were 
identified after reflexive conversations among the research 
team (see Warsaw et al. 2022 for more detail). These themes 
linked to the pandemic and changes in the market struc-
ture and services were created after reflective reading and 
engagement with the interviews. One team member coded 
the segments in MAXQDA and another extracted the data, 
developing intermediate tables and text summaries that 
structured the data across markets and participants. This 
analysis focused on linking changes in the market and cus-
tomer demands through the first year of the pandemic.

Table 2 Pseudonyms of Research Participants
Moniker Participant Identifier Market
VN1 Market Vendor #1 Market #2
VN2 Market Vendor #2 Market #3
VN3 Market Vendor #3 Market #3
VN4 Market Vendor #4 Market #4
VN5 Market Vendor #5 Market #2
VN6 Market Vendor #6 Market #2
VN7 Market Vendor #7 Market #4
VN8 Market Vendor #8 Market #3
MN1 Market Manager #1 Market #1
MN2 Market Manager #2 Market #3
CU Customer Anonymous Survey Respondent

Table 3 Description of Values Assessed in Customer Survey
How has the importance of these aspects of the market changed for 
you during the COVID-19 pandemic? (1 – more important; 0 – no 
change; -1 – less important)
Value Definition
Local Desire to support the local economy
Small Desire to support small and mid-sized 

producers
Healthy Demand for ‘healthier’ food products
Affordable Importance of affordable food products
Variety Desire for diverse and unique food 

products
Learn Desire to learn how food products are 

grown
Relationship Desire to build a relationship with the 

farmers who grow their food
Fresh Desire for fresh food products
Gathering Value of the market as a social/gathering 

space
Ecological Importance of buying food products grown 

with ‘ecological’ practices (e.g., organic)
Incentive Importance of access to financial support 

programs (e.g., Double Up Food Bucks
Safety Importance of how food products are 

handled and processed
Supply Concern about the reliability of conven-

tional/industrial supply chains
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their practices rapidly to accommodate new rules and regula-
tions. In the early stages of the pandemic, there was significant 
uncertainty around the virus, with news stories about outbreaks 
in meat processing plants amplifying concerns about safety in 
agricultural supply chains (see e.g. Foley 2020). As a result, 
most farmers markets were closed during the initial shutdown, 
though they were allowed to reopen because state lawmakers 
determined that they provide their communities with essential 
access to food. As relatively small organizations, markets were 
able to quickly adopt new rules and infrastructure to ensure they 
could remain a safe and reliable source of income for vendors 
and food to consumers. One significant adaptation discussed 
by multiple participants involved switching to online platforms 
which allowed customers to pre-order items for delivery or 
pick-up at the market. The structure of these online market-
places varied by location; however, each of the online markets 
enabled vendors to sell their produce, which was a huge con-
cern as restaurants and other sale points shut down. By creating 
these online portals, it allowed consumers to feel safe obtaining 
food because they minimized interpersonal interactions and the 
number of people that touched the product. This format also 
had the unintended benefit of allowing vendors to bring just 
the product necessary to fulfill those orders, making planning 
easier for them. As one market vendor described it:

(T)hey were like, ‘well, this market could be a super 
spreader, we got to have people go one way, they got 
to wear masks, they got to have sanitary stations,’ they 
didn’t know how they wanted to handle it. And it took 
them a couple months to figure it out. So, they just shut 
the market down, instantly. And I’m saying like, within 
that week of shutdown, these farmers collectively got 
together and organized themselves to set up alternative 
markets. And then you know, broadcast that it’s going 
to, we’re going to have a market over here, south of 
town, we’re going to have a market over here west of 
town, we’re going to have, we’re going to, and people 
started talking with each other, marketers started talk-
ing with each other to get organized. In that way, it 
was an instant adaptation, that was the closest thing, 
it was the fastest, lightest, adaptable change that I’ve 
ever experienced through this whole pandemic. (VN1)

Once the markets re-opened to in person shopping, mar-
kets took additional steps such as installing hand washing 
and sanitizing stations, limiting the number of vendors and 
consumers, practicing social distancing, starting the markets 
later, mandatory mask wearing for the vendors and custom-
ers, and requiring that different individuals handle the food 
and cash at some locations. These policies, in addition to 
general concern about the pandemic, did result in some ven-
dors discontinuing their stands at the market; for instance, 

Results

Market resilience during COVID-19

Our interviews with market managers and vendors revealed 
three attributes which made markets in this study resilient 
to the shock of COVID-19: (1) flexibility in times of crisis; 
(2) ability to provide a stable income for producers; and (3) 
shorter supply chains which were less disrupted by labor 
shortages and other logistical challenges.

In response to the initial outbreak and subsequent shutdown 
of most businesses within Michigan, participants noted the 
way that managers, vendors, and consumers were able to alter 

Table 4 Demographic Summary of Survey Respondents
Respondents (%), (n = 234)

Gender
Female 54
Male 41
Genderqueer or Gender Fluid 2
Questioning or Unsure 1
Additional Gender Identity 1
Did Not Disclose 1

Race
Black or African-American 3
Caucasian 90
Latinx 2
Native-American 2
Asian-American 2
Multi-racial < 1
Did Not Disclose 1

Education
Less than High School 1
High School 13
Undergraduate Degree 50
Graduate Degree 34
Did Not Disclose 2

Income
$0 - $25,000 9
$25,000 - $50,000 19
$50,000 - $75,000 22
$75,000 - $100,000 39
$100,000+ 9
Did not Disclose 3

Market Attendance
Multiple Times a Week 7
Once a Week 54
Once Every Few Weeks 29
Once a Month 6
Less than Once a Month 5

Market Attendance Since 2020
Attending More Often 12
Attending Less Often 57
No Change 30
Uncertain < 1
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Thus, vendors and consumers linked the value of shortening 
the supply chain to maintaining public health. Customers 
also affirmed the value of public health interventions when 
discussing how the pandemic affected their perception of 
the market in the free-response portion of our survey, ‘I’ve 
always loved my farmers market but when they started 
curbside pick-up during Covid it felt like a lifeline. I’m so 
grateful they found a way to keep operating!’

While these policies were not able to entirely prevent cus-
tomer attrition during the pandemic – 57% of respondents indi-
cated that they attended their local market less after the onset 
of the pandemic – free responses such as these suggest that 
they did mitigate the attrition. Further evidence of this blunted 
attrition was indicated in vendor sales; over 90% of the ven-
dors interviewed during this study, all of whom remained at the 
market during the 2020 season reported higher revenue than 
during the 2019 season. Sales were so high that several ven-
dors reported selling out their stock on most weekends; even 
hard to sell items like chicken necks moved quickly. With the 
pandemic decreasing restaurant trips via closures to in-person 
dining, people explored home cooking, experimenting with 
recipes and making staple foods like bread. Flexibility and eco-
nomic success were intertwined; as one vendor put it,

[We] pivoted and changed our business model very 
quickly and very successfully. Because we have such 
close relationships with our customers. People care 
about us. And likewise, we care about them. (VN4)

The ability of markets to retain sufficient customer activ-
ity to support their vendors is attributable not just to the 
policies implemented by market managers, but also how 
the pandemic shaped consumer perceptions of their local 
market, as illustrated by their survey responses (for sum-
mary of responses see Table 5). Of the 13 values associated 
with farmers markets presented to respondents, on aver-
age customers reported an increase in importance of 10 of 
them. Customers most frequently reported an increase in 
their desire to support small farms following the onset of 
the pandemic, at a rate nearly 1.5 times the next reported 
values (healthy and safety). The next five values in order of 
reported change were relatively close among survey respon-
dents: healthy, safety, fresh, local, and supply. These shifts 
align with the overarching narrative presented by vendors 
and market managers: as customers witnessed first-hand the 
fragility of the global food system and were concerned with 
their own physical health in the short term, supporting the 
local farmers market enabled customers to shop in a safer 
environment, while bolstering the local economy and food 
producers. In their open-ended survey responses, customers 
further reiterated these points:

having separate employees for handling money and produce 
was impractical or cost prohibitive for some. However, these 
policies allowed the markets to retain enough vendors to 
remain open. One vendor described how the flexibility of the 
market provided stability during the pandemic stating:

And we felt that we had a service to provide to the com-
munity that we could change our layout of our farm 
stand so that one staff person would handle the food and 
bag it and a second staff person would handle the money 
in the transaction. And a customer can come to an open 
air outdoor [market]…get fresh fruits and vegetables 
from us as safely as we could give them to them. So, 
six foot spacing, plexiglass, gloves, masks, one person 
handling food another person handling money. A third 
person sanitizing the shit out of everything. So, every 
time something was put on it [the table], it got sanitized 
before more stuff was put on it. Our payroll tripled, by 
the way, last year. So, for us what that did was it opened 
us a little sooner and allowed us to come out ahead of the 
season with really clear messaging about how important 
food safety was to us and how important their [custom-
er’s] health was to us…And people continued to shop 
with us, our sales were very good despite the fact that we 
had a terrible pandemic here. (VN2)

Vendors and managers pointed both to these policies and the 
structure of the farmers market as outdoor, comparatively 
smaller venues for food shopping as factors that helped 
people feel safe shopping at farmers markets during the 
early phases of the pandemic. One vendor noted that people 
wanted to avoid “big congregations” while another said, 
“People will feel more comfortable putting a mask on and 
going outside versus, going indoors.” Multiple interviewees 
talked about people wanting to stay away from large grocery 
stores due to health risks associated with the large number 
of people in those stores, especially if they had immuno-
compromised family members. As one vendor explained, 
“people had surgery, or people had cancer, and so getting 
food safely to them was very important.”

Linked to a safe shopping environment were concerns about 
food handling. Some indicated that customers felt it was safer 
because they knew where their food was coming from, and many 
markets required the vendors to wear masks. A vendor described 
how customers were feeling about food handling stating:

‘I know that if I go to the farmers markets, the farmers 
are pulling, I’m getting it straight from the farm. And 
they’re pulling it straight out of the garden. And it’s 
them touching the produce versus, a lot of other dif-
ferent people’. So, I think they felt a lot more comfort-
able buying the produce at the market. (VN3)
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Most interviewees described farmers markets serving as a 
community gathering space, allowing people to come out 
and socialize and feel a sense of normalcy during the pan-
demic. One vendor described this stating:

I mean, people were very hesitant and scared last year, 
and so they weren’t utilizing the space in the same 
way. But it was still important for them to feel like 

they were out in the community, to see people that 
they knew…it gave them consistency, and a sense of 
like, life isn’t completely turned upside down. And we 
heard that a lot. (VN4)

Acknowledging that the sociality of the market space neces-
sarily changed in its physical structure, participants noted 

It has made me realize just how much impact I can 
have on my local economy. With big corporations get-
ting richer during the pandemic, it made me want to 
spend money locally more than ever. I now see my 
market as a big support system—I get really high-
quality food and by voting with my dollars I can have 
a say in how it is produced. And I can build friend-
ships with my community at the same time. (CU)

On average, these effects were stronger for customers who 
reported attending the market more since the onset of the 
pandemic. This comparison is summarized in Table 6. 
Specifically, respondents who attended their market more 
frequently after the onset of the pandemic placed greater 
importance on values related to the economics of farmers 
markets (small, local, supply). A similar pattern held for the 
environmental and social aspects of the market (ecological, 
relationship, gathering, learn), though the differences were 
only significant at the 5 or 10% level. Of those values most 
directly related to the food or health aspects of the mar-
ket (healthy, safety, fresh, variety, incentive, affordable), a 
statistically significant difference by attendance was only 
determined for variety. This suggests that while all respon-
dents had a similar response to the pandemic with regards 
to health-related values, this alone was not enough to push 
customers into increasing or maintaining their shopping 
behavior at markets. Rather, it was the extent to which the 
pandemic increased the interpersonal or community-level 
benefits of farmers markets which determined whether cus-
tomers attended more often during the pandemic.

For their part, managers and vendors expressed similar 
sentiments about the importance of the community aspects 
of the market during the pandemic. All the market manag-
ers and eight of the vendors talked about how the pandemic 
increased the need for social interactions due to shutdowns. 

Table 5 Change in Importance of Local Food Values among Customers
Obs. More (+ 1) (%) No Change (0) (%) Less (-1) (%) Mean S.D. T-test (=/= 0)

Small 234 54 38 8 0.4615 0.6357 ***
Healthy 233 33 62 6 0.2704 0.5570 ***
Safety 233 35 57 8 0.2704 0.6016 ***
Fresh 234 35 55 10 0.2564 0.6236 ***
Local 233 39 45 15 0.2403 0.7026 ***
Supply 233 35 53 12 0.2361 0.6433 ***
Affordable 232 32 55 13 0.1897 0.6435 ***
Ecological 233 26 63 13 0.1502 0.5936 ***
Relationship 233 27 60 14 0.1288 0.6233 ***
Gathering 232 32 48 20 0.1207 0.7105 **
Variety 234 17 71 12 0.0470 0.5421
Learn 233 15 64 21 − 0.0601 0.5987
Incentive 234 12 62 27 − 0.1453 0.6042 ***
* Significant at the 10% level; ** Significant at the 5% level; *** Significant at the 1% level

Table 6 Survey results by market attendance after the beginning of 
the pandemic

More 
often 
(n = 29)

Less 
often 
(n = 134)

No 
change 
(n = 70)

ANOVA 
F-test

Small 0.8276 0.4030 0.4429 ***
Healthy 0.2759 0.3008 0.2143
Safety 0.3448 0.2388 0.3043
Fresh 0.2759 0.2463 0.2714
Local 0.6786 0.0672 0.4000 ***
Supply 0.5862 0.1879 0.1714 ***
Affordable 0.2069 0.2197 0.1286
Ecological 0.4138 0.0902 0.1429 **
Relationship 0.3793 0.0672 0.1594 **
Gathering 0.3103 0.0303 0.2286 **
Variety 0.2069 0.0149 0.0571 *
Learn 0.1379 − 0.1053 − 0.0429 *
Incentive 0.0000 − 0.1866 − 0.1143
* Significant at the 10% level; ** Significant at the 5% level; *** 
Significant at the 1% level
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more food assistance demand from new demographics, and 
people are relying on this assistance.

This reliability extended to customers who combine food 
assistance programs (FAPs), with the benefit of state policy. 
Multiple interviewees noted that the Double Up Food Bucks 
cap was removed by the state during the pandemic, allowing 
customers to match the entirety of their SNAP benefits at 
the market, resulting in drastically increasing the number of 
SNAP transactions and sales across vendors. Of our inter-
viewees, only one vendor that accepted FAPs said they did 
not see a change after the onset of the pandemic. Prior to this 
policy change, the Double Up Food Bucks program allowed 
customers to match their SNAP dollars at the market, but 
only up to a $20 limit. With this cap removed, customers 
sought to maximize this benefit, to the point where they 
would occasionally show up to the market uncertain of what 
to buy, or how to deal with a potential excess of products 
that they could afford with the new rules. Similarly, vendors 
encouraged customers to freeze food or come back later in 
the season. As one manager stated:

In April (2020), everyone started receiving the maxi-
mum amount of SNAP that they could receive, and 
the Double Up Food Bucks cap was taken away. So 
those two factors have drastically increased the num-
ber of SNAP transactions and the amount of sales at 
the vendors drastically; it has never been this high. 
And people have been coming and getting $100 out 
and getting $200 (total with Double Up Food Bucks). 
And then not spending it all that day, but like having 
that amount of money to buy fruits and vegetables (at 
another point), which is amazing. (MN1)

Others who had been previously ineligible for benefits 
received an EBT card in the mail and did not know what to 
do with it. Managers explained that through promotions and 
social media, markets tried to inform people how their new 
EBT cards could be used and combined with additional pro-
grams like Double Up Food Bucks, and EBT sales surged 
as a result. Other programs which expanded during the 
pandemic included WIC, Senior Project Fresh, a program 
which provided $25 vouchers for low-income residents over 
55, and a ride program for people with disabilities, giving 
people without a mode of transportation an opportunity to 
get to the market. Further, though the online markets had 
price mark-ups for products to offset increased transaction 
costs, these mark-ups were reduced for SNAP recipients 
to give customers using FAPs maximum opportunities to 
access fresh produce.

While the general perception by vendors and manag-
ers was that markets had proven resilient to the pandemic, 
several interviews also noted drawbacks to the changes 

that the emotional value and significance of remaining 
active in that space was important.

Given the breakdown in global food supply chains due to 
COVID-19, farmers markets also benefitted from their per-
ception as a reliable place to buy food. Vendors described 
the markets as an additional resource beyond the grocery 
store, particularly when grocery stores experienced sup-
ply shortages. Customers also realized they needed to find 
non-traditional ways to get food; as one customer wrote in 
their survey, “I mean, it was really scary, like, when there 
was no food on the grocery shelves.” Multiple interview-
ees recounted customers claiming the market was more 
reliable than other stores – especially for meat, eggs, and 
produce. Meat was in particularly high demand with ven-
dors selling out of their products early or not having enough 
because there are few small processors in Michigan, who 
faced a backlog. Stores were often out of products, and 
they failed to adapt as quickly to challenges in the supply 
chains, but people could rely on the farmers market to get 
those items. This was in due part to the ability of vendors to 
respond directly and quickly to customer demand for vari-
ous products, a benefit identified in previous scholarship 
(Warsaw et al. 2022). While most vendors seemed to grow 
the same things they normally grow, others changed some 
of their products. One vendor reduced their storage crops 
and increased greens due to demand, while others saw an 
increase in demand for foods like snacks, breads, plants, and 
seeds.

Several vendors said demand for participation in com-
munity supported agriculture (CSA) programs was much 
higher—customers wanted the reliability of the CSA 
because it ensured there would be food for their family, like 
a back-up plan. Participants even mentioned efforts by local 
organizations to support the cost of membership shares, 
explaining:

We have a lot more interest in our CSA programs than 
we ever had before. Certainly because of the pandemic 
primarily. People want a secure source [of food], you 
want to make sure they’re going to get their food. And, 
you know, we pre box their shares and people like that 
where they minimize contact and quicker, easier shop-
ping experience at the market. (VN5)

Others said that customers knew deep down that the market 
was their source of food. One customer said food access 
could turn on a dime and another said it was scary that food 
was dependent on something very far away. Another offered 
the perspective that it felt good that we have been build-
ing infrastructure, indicating the farmers market, to distrib-
ute food locally. Finally, some indicated recently there was 
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reopened. One vendor skeptical about the durability of their 
higher sales referenced a similar bubble they had witnessed 
in the early 2000s,

I think, I think a disappointingly large percentage of 
them will go back to the convenience, and the selec-
tion that they offer the grocery store…[W]e saw a 
trend there for, oh, gosh, probably back in the prob-
ably back in the early 2000 point, somewhere in there 
where every little community wanted to open a farm 
market because that was something that was hot. And 
people were talking about going to the markets and 
everybody was vending and everyone is buying at 
markets and that lasted all of about two years. And I 
didn’t get involved in it because I wondered if it was 
going to be a bubble, and in my experience, my opin-
ion it was. (VN7)

Interviewees who were more optimistic about the long-term 
outlook pointed to the changes in consumer values as one 
reason for believing these changes will be lasting. One ven-
dor explained:

And I think it’s kind of what I’ve heard from folks 
is that it’s kind of shifted priorities, and it’s just kind 
of simplified people’s lives a bit. And so, you know, 
they’ve sort of had a year forced on them to which 
they had to make a lot of changes. And so they have 
new habits now and seem to be preferring other things. 
And that doesn’t mean it won’t change, but I don’t 
think it’s going to be a drastic change. (VN4)

While there was disagreement about whether increased 
sales for farmers markets would persist as consumers long 
to return to a sense of ‘normalcy’, there was greater agree-
ment among participants that the pandemic would have a 
lasting impact on how consumers would shop. Specifically, 
multiple interviewees referenced the rise of online shop-
ping, and the need for markets to continue to adapt to match 
changes in consumer behavior. Discussing online sales, one 
vendor expressed:

Now I’m kind of seeing that things are starting to be 
back to normal a little bit that those online market-
places, and even marketplaces far from farmers are 
competing with the farmers market directly. At my 
markets specifically, I have a lot of vendors, farm-
ers, I have a lot of people who I see who are also my 
CSA members. And a lot of their sales have now gone 
directly to me. And at that market, I’ve also seen tons 
of consumers who are purchasing from the online mar-
ket from other farmers. And there’s, there’s so many 

in policy and market structure that resulted from the pan-
demic. Vendors indicated that the boom year was not as 
good for artisans or fresh cut flower sellers as people were 
really looking for food, and fresh food at that. Some vendors 
also noted the reduction in the number of vendors at the 
market, whether due to new rules or concerns about safety, 
with uncertainty about how those vendors faired during the 
worst of the pandemic. In addition to costs borne by the new 
COVID rules, the supply chain impacted vendors, increas-
ing the cost of packaging, and making it unfeasible for some 
to sell their products at a profit. While FAP sales grew sig-
nificantly during the pandemic overall, they dipped tempo-
rarily at the onset of the pandemic with the shift to online 
sales, as the platforms could not initially accommodate pro-
cessing these benefits. One vendor summarized these senti-
ments while discussing the social distancing policies at their 
market, stating:

So that was really hard because space is such a pre-
mium, and having to limit space more, really, really, 
really hurt a lot of people and caused a lot of vendors 
not to resume so that was interesting. And unfortunate, 
but I don’t think we had any alternatives. A weird, 
funny thing is more people started buying local and 
so sales actually really increased, which was strange. 
There was a really big hit to non-food vendors. So like 
the non-essential products, especially in the spring, 
cut flowers just because they’re so seasonal, but the 
artisans as well, that kind of thing. So they were able 
to come back eventually, but not as soon as the food 
vendors. (VN6)

Finally, while many respondents discussed the benefits of 
continued social interaction during the COVID shutdowns, 
others noted that the ongoing restrictions, such as manda-
tory mask wearing, made it hard to meaningfully engage. 
Some participants noted that limiting other events that 
happen at the market, such as musicians playing, crafts, or 
activities and events for children, impacted the feel of the 
market. Limiting activities and community engagement that 
happens in the space of the market had the effect, for some, 
of turning market visits into nothing more than a routine 
shopping trip.

Long-Term Market Outlook.
While there was consensus among vendors and manag-

ers about how well their markets weathered the worst of the 
pandemic, there were mixed opinions on what this might 
imply for the future. Opinions ranged from those suggesting 
that farmers markets, and local food systems more broadly, 
were shifting into a new phase permanently, to those who 
believed that consumer behavior would trickle back to 
previous levels of engagement once the economy fully 
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food assistance programs like Double Up Food Bucks on a 
permanent basis for increasing market viability.

Regarding the role of farmers markets functioning as a 
niche within the CFR, our findings were mixed. While most 
vendors saw increased sales during the pandemic, our sam-
ple only included vendors that were selling at the market as 
of 2021. One of the adaptations that many markets made 
during the pandemic was reducing the number of vendors to 
facilitate social distancing. It is possible that increased sales 
were in part a reflection of the remaining vendors at the mar-
ket receiving a larger share of customers, rather than solely a 
function of more customers attending the market or existing 
customers purchasing more. This possibility is supported by 
our survey data that found most respondents were attending 
the market as frequently or less frequently than before the 
pandemic, which is consistent with other research on market 
performance during this time (Taylor et al. 2022a). One area 
for future research should involve engagement with market 
vendors who did not attend the market during the pandemic 
to assess how the pandemic affected their long-term finan-
cial trajectory, which will refine the assessment of market 
resilience provided here.

Relatedly, while our survey did indicate a general shift 
in values favorable to a new food regime, these results were 
relatively muted, primarily limited to the minority of cus-
tomers who attended the market more often during the pan-
demic. Further, our interview results suggest doubt that this 
shift in values will persist in the long run. As the economy 
continues its ‘post-COVID’ recovery, many vendors pos-
tulated that customers are likely to return to their normal 
consumption patterns in restaurants and grocery stores, 
bringing farmers markets closer to their pre-pandemic sales 
levels. Future research could test this theory by using the 
results presented here and in other related scholarship as a 
baseline from which to assess the stability of any shift in 
consumer behavior, vendor performance, or values among 
market actors during the pandemic.

Taken together, these results affirm existing research on 
the tensions and possibilities of farmers markets in promot-
ing an alternative vision of food systems. As households 
saw a shift in food system values in closer alignment with 
the principles of food sovereignty (e.g. skepticism of glo-
balized industrial agriculture), farmers markets were seen 
as a viable representative of these new values. However, 
the concern about a shift back to ‘old’ values also illustrates 
farmers markets as a niche integrated within the current 
CFR, wherein farmers markets are simply another con-
sumption option consumers can make within a capitalist 
economy. One market manager commented directly on this 
tension:

other sources to local products [that are] so efficient, 
and just so convenient, that I do have some worry that 
those sales are going to eat into farmer market sales. 
And, you know, lessen the amount of farmers that 
show up to the markets. (VN8)

While it is impossible to look into the future and know with 
certainty the long-term behavior of consumers, it is notable 
that there is very little consensus about these changes per-
sisting in the future. Vendors and managers were largely 
split between those who felt that COVID created a fun-
damental shift in the personal values among consumers, 
creating the opening for long-term change, and those who 
saw the shift as merely a necessary adaptation due chang-
ing market conditions, likely to shift back as conventional 
markets stabilized.

Discussion and conclusion

Our findings show that farmers markets in Michigan were 
resilient to the shocks caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Despite shutdown orders throughout the state in the early 
stages of the pandemic, farmers markets were allowed to 
quickly reopen, minimizing disruption to most vendors. In 
addition, vendors reported limited challenges in product 
availability, in contrast with larger retailers such as super-
markets, which struggled with product shortages due to 
breakdowns in national and international supply chains. This 
reliability appealed to customers, who saw farmers markets 
as a dependable source of food, improving the economic 
performance of many vendors during the pandemic-related 
recession in 2020. Vendors also benefited from a shift in 
customer values to prioritize supporting the local economy 
and food safety during the pandemic, combined with policy 
changes which made accessing food assistance benefits such 
as Double Up Food Bucks more accessible to households. 
As small, local institutions, farmers markets had the ability 
to quickly shift their operations to include new modalities 
for shopping and installing public health facilities to their 
in-person shopping, which enhanced the perception of these 
spaces as a safer place to shop. Taken together, these factors 
not only allowed the markets to survive the pandemic but 
resulted most vendors in this study experiencing increased 
sales. These findings align with recent and ongoing scholar-
ship which has found that localized and alternative food net-
works were less prone to disruption during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Blay-Palmer et al. 2020; Gordon 2020; King et 
al. 2022). In addition, our findings provide a valuable frame-
work for considering how food systems might develop in the 
wake of the pandemic, such as the potential for expanding 
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2020; White 2018). In this way, as suggested by Kretschmer 
et al. (2021), simply creating ‘sustainable’ alternatives to 
‘unsustainable’ industrialized food systems such as farmers 
markets is not likely to drive long-term change. However, as 
the manager above indicated, markets can be a place where 
local community members are introduced to local food sys-
tems, and they could serve as a space for recognizing and 
challenging the harm done by capitalism, patriarchy, and 
white supremacy in the food system. Other scholars have 
similarly argued that intentional effort is needed not only 
to ensure that farmers markets are properly structured to 
serve BIPOC and other marginalized communities, but in 
resisting the broad capitalist and neoliberal logics to pre-
vent markets from becoming another vehicle for capitalist 
accumulation at the expense of working class and BIPOC 
communities (Alkon & McCollum, 2011; Alkon and Mares 
2012; Shostak et al. 2016; Alkon et al. 2022).

To this end, future research should explore the long-term 
viability of farmers markets and other AFNs post-COVID 
through several avenues. First, the results presented here 
and in other related scholarship can serve as a useful bench-
mark against which to assess the performance of farmers 
markets, food hubs and other AFNs in the next 5–10 years 
to assess whether local food systems experience continued 
growth and elevated sales relative to the pre-COVID period. 
Second, based on how AFNs are positioned economically in 
the coming years, scholars may investigate whether institu-
tions within various AFNs have successfully leveraged this 
moment, as well as growing calls for change among activists 
and other community organizations to push for more radical 
and creative alternatives to profit-centric food systems. As 
King et al. (2022) state, “Activism and policy are needed to 
ensure any transformation in the food system is inclusive and 
equitable for all. The industrial food system will not change 
itself” (835). While there are other examples of AFNs suc-
cessfully mobilizing change during the pandemic, the wide-
spread, long-term impact of these changes remains unclear 
(Shostak 2022). The system shock of the global COVID-19 
pandemic significantly impacted food access and behaviors, 
and the farmers markets in this study demonstrated a resil-
iency to the shock that had the effect of increasing profits for 
vendors and increasing food access and affordability for many 
Michigan families who turned to the market for dependable 
access to safe produce. However, systemic change at a level 
that can alter supply chains, and reliably shift the share of 
food consumers access through farmers markets still requires 
further concerted efforts in both research and activism.
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Farmers markets are still just like mini-capitalism. 
So, it’s not a radical shift. But it does increase aware-
ness about how food is grown. It gives people more 
autonomy in making choices about their food. And, in 
a lot of cases for farmers markets it is the access point 
for fresh food. So, it’s an access point; it’s a choice. 
It’s about having more choice in the kinds of growing 
practices that you have access to. Yeah, but it’s not a 
radically different shift in the in the food system.

Surprised at the frankness of this critique, we asked the 
manager to expound. Drawing from her recent experiences 
in attempting to increase BIPOC representation at her mar-
ket, she stated:

I just attended a conference recently…[and] there’s a 
lot of talk about how do we increase BIPOC farmers 
that are at markets, BIPOC vendors that are at mar-
kets? One of the speakers was talking about part of 
it is people don’t feel comfortable engaging in a sys-
tem that has caused them harm. Capitalism is harmful. 
So it’s still capitalism. And just acknowledging that 
is powerful. And we’re not going to change it tomor-
row. I’m not a lead thinker on how we move past this. 
There’s lots of people who have lots of great ideas 
for alternate systems, and dual systems and a lot of 
phrases that I’ve heard and don’t fully understand. I’ll 
be quite upfront with that. But I know that acknowl-
edging the harm is a first step. (MN2)

This statement is illuminating within the broader context 
of the demographic composition of the customer survey. 
Despite serving ethnically diverse communities, and all 
the market managers expressing similar desires and efforts 
to pursue racial equity in their markets (see Warsaw et al. 
2022), the sample of customers for this research was over-
whelmingly white, above-average income, and highly edu-
cated. Previous scholarship studying the tensions of AFNs 
within capitalism have frequently noted the ways in which 
AFNs such as farmers markets or urban gardens are com-
modified, and in so doing, are framed as ‘white’ spaces (see, 
e.g., McClintock 2018 or Alkon and Cadji 2020). This is the 
result of both the dynamics of markets themselves, where 
AFNs such as farmers markets will shape their offerings to 
meet the preferences of high-income households, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally, but also of the underlying 
racialized hierarchies which are used to justify and repro-
duce the harmful logics of capitalism, and shape the inequal-
ities observed within the food system, including inadequate 
food access (Mayorga et al., 2022) or gentrification when 
AFNs or other points of food access are introduced to 
divested communities (McClintock 2018; Alkon and Cadji 
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