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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

SECTION I: Introduction and Methodology  
 

¶ The project, ñLinking Food to Community: Farmers' Markets in Grand Rapids, Michigan,ò 

was conducted between May 9 and June 20, 2007. Additional field work and data collection 

continued through October 2007. 

¶ This report is the product of twelve weeks of classroom preparation and field work at the 

West Side and Fulton St. farmers' markets. Student researchers who participated in the ANT 

307 course (Techniques and Laboratory Methods in Anthropology) learned about global and 

local food systems, prepared the surveys, spent four weeks at the markets, and wrote team 

reports on aspects of the food system: farmers, vendors, consumers, market management, and 
the surrounding neighborhood. Rhoads and the two field coordinators, Autumn Shroyer and 

Melissa Harrington, edited the team reports July 2007. Several students continued data 

collecting into the fall. In early 2008, Rhoads analyzed the findings in the context of the 

scholarly literature on local food systems and farmersô markets specifically. The revised 

report was written and reviewed. This final version was completed in August 2008.  

¶ The research activities addressed several course goals:   

o To train students in anthropological methods and how to conduct ñcourse-based 

action research.ò  

o To understanding the link between the West Side farmers' market and the surrounding 
neighborhood.  

o To collect information on the systematic organization and dynamics at two farmers' 

markets, and integrate selected data on additional farmersô markets in the region.  

o To document baseline information on business activities in the surrounding 

neighborhood.  

o To help the neighborhood organization better understand the role played by a fresh 

food market in the community. 

o To engage in service learning activities to assist the West Side market manager in the 

operation of the market.  

¶ The methodology relied on the tools of ethnography, participant observation and survey 
instruments. The students were divided into five teams, each responsible for collecting 

information on several interconnected domains: the markets themselves with an emphasis on 

market management, farmers, vendors, consumers, and the surrounding neighborhood.  

¶ Ethical protocols are an essential part of working with human subjects. The project protocol 
was approved by the GVSU Human Research Review Committee. Consent forms were given 

to interviewees and other project participants. Whenever possible, the project tried to protect 

these individualôs identity by using false names.  
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¶ Methods Employed: 

1. Debriefing Sessions: Once a week, the students met at the Anthropology Lab (GVSU) 
and ñdebriefedò activities in the field, and planned new ones.   

2. Fresh Foods Availability Survey: Data collection began with a survey of a selection of 

local grocery stores in the area. The goal of the survey was to determine types of produce 

available in the target neighborhood, as well as the quality and available quantity of fruits 

and vegetables.  

3. Mapping: The physical dimensions of three markets were mapped. The maps identified 

the vendor locations, and captured the general sense of space (including trees, parking, 

etc.). The West Grand neighborhood and business districts were mapped as well.  

4. Stall and Products Survey: Each day in the field, a group of students were responsible for 

collecting information on the number stalls, vendor names, and products for sale.  

5. Consumer and Vendor Surveys: As a class, students designed both the consumer and 

vendor surveys, pre-tested them in the classroom, and readjusted them in the field.  In 

total, 230 surveys were collected at two markets.  

6. Open-ended Interviews: Farmers and vendors were asked general questions about their 

families, history of selling at farmers' markets, constraints faced in restructuring their 
farming enterprise, and issues faced in dealing with consumers. The market managers 

were interviewed as well.  

7. Participant-Observation and Fieldnotes: Students learn about culture by observing the 

constant flow of events and by participating in them to the extent possible. Students were 

asked to describe behavior and scenes at the markets and in the neighborhood; each 
student used a small notebook in the field into which notes were jotted. Later these were 

elaborated into fully detailed fieldnotes using a word processor.   

8. Photographs and Video: Students took photographs of the general scenes at the markets. 

One team of students interested in film and video created a 7 minute documentary of the 

role of farmers' markets in preserving local farming livelihood.  

9. Data Collection and Analysis:  The data from the maps, surveys, interview transcriptions, 

and fieldnotes were indexed in a qualitative research software program, ATLAS.ti. The 

program allowed our students to categorize, compare, and retrieve information according 

to subjects, topics, and themes. The quantitative data from the consumer survey were 

entered into a statistics program (SPSS). 

¶ The project assisted the market manager of the West Side farmers' market by monitoring the 

links between the market and the surrounding West Grand neighborhood. Students collected 

information on neighborhood history, the surrounding business district, employment, and 

fresh food availability within the broader neighborhood. Involvement in the market by the 
community and accessibility to the market by neighborhood residents were monitored.  
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SECTION II: Research Issues and Questions  

¶ The project designed a set of questions consistent with the West Grand Neighborhood 

Organization's stated goals for creating a new farmers' market. How do farmers' markets 

provide sources of fresh food and health for communities? What role does the farmers' 

market play in the urban setting? What is the dynamic between the market and the growth of 
the community? Do farmers' markets help the local business community in general?  

¶ The project adapted these concerns to knowledge of anthropological studies, from which 

four core issues emerged:  

1. Establishing a new farmers' market: Our project was interested how a new market 

develops, expands, and becomes viable. What should be the roles of market manager and 
vendors in such smaller markets? How does location in a neighborhood come into play? 

How do the needs of new and smaller markets differ from more established farmers' 

markets? One objective of the data collection was to monitor the size, location, and 

activity of both the new and established markets. Another was to document the 

organizational strategies put in place by the market managers. A third was to connect the 
functions of the new market with the surrounding neighborhood.   

2. Preserving the rural landscape: While farmers' markets attract attention to urban spaces, 

they may have an even greater effect on nearby farms and their restructuring, if not 

preservation. Direct marketing to consumers and farmers' markets specifically is viewed 
as a way to restructure the family farm by growing a variety of ñhigh valueò crops for 

local distribution. Our project wanted to understand the changes taking place on family 

farms that sell at the farmers' markets and how farmers and their families have adapted 

to their new enterprise.  

3. Consumers, their motivations and needs: Attracting a regular clientele of consumers is 
just as important to farmers' markets as securing sources of fresh products from local 

farms. Our project anticipated that consumers would be attracted to direct marketing for 

many overlapping reasons. In the context of this project, consumer demography can have 

a key impact on the success of a market if the goal is to serve a low-income community 

or a particular ethnic group. How can the market develop an out-reach strategy? How 
can market managers align the needs of consumers with the products brought for sale by 

vendors?   

4. The role of farmers' markets in urban neighborhoods: Related to the issue of local 

consumers, the project wanted to know how farmers' markets integrate into the 

surrounding neighborhood.  In its second year, the West Side farmers' market was 
expected to offer local, fresh, and affordable food to low-income residents, as well as to 

become a ñmagnetò for stimulating economic and social activities in the neighborhood. 

How do community organizations and residents become involved in the market? What 

connections emerge among different actors and social groups? How do networks 

function to redistribute ñfood powerò? What is the relationship between a farmers' 
market and the local business community?  



 
Page | 7 ï Linking Food to Community, August 2008 

 

¶ Together, these four topics ï market formation, vendors/farmers, consumers, and the 

neighborhood ï construct a holistic picture of the local food system. Using a ñconcept map,ò 
the students could depict links among domains within a farmersô market food system.  

 

SECTION III:  Market Organization 

¶ The project collected information at two farmersô markets: the West Side market and 

the Fulton Street market. Selected data was gathered at the GVSU farmersô market. 
For comparative and analytical purposes, data collected from a previous study (2003) 

at the Holland farmersô market was used.   

¶ The West Side farmersô market was in its second year of operation when this study 

took place. The location of the market is in the rear parking lot of St. James Catholic 
Church, 733 Bridge St. NW near the south boundary of the West Grand 

neighborhood. The market was open on Thursdays and Saturdays.    

¶ The West Side farmers' market was originally conceived both as a premise and as an 

experiment: How could a farmers' market help revitalized a neighborhood 
community? The aim was to use a farmersô market to create an environment 

supportive to immigrants, specifically Latinos, and to offer a venue for buying and 

sell products in their neighborhood.  

¶ At the time of the study Andrea Bartelmeier was the market manager at West Side 
and assisted in the founding of the market. Russ Lewis replaced Bartelmeier by mid-

summer 2007.   

¶ At West Side, both vendors and buyers express a sense of concern about the isolation 

of the West Side market. The stalls could not be seen from Bridge Street, or any other 

street with high traffic flow. Furthermore, a major, elevated highway separates the 
market from the West Grand neighborhood to the north. As a more radical measure, 

the project encourages the neighborhood organization to consider relocating the 

market to a more visible site, centrally-located in the West Grand neighborhood, such 

as on Leonard Street. 

¶ Regarding rules on what can be sold at the West Side market, anything is welcome to 
be sold as long as it was grown or made in Michigan. At the West Side market 

ñresaleò takes place minimally during the first few weeks, and is tolerated due to the 

unavailability of local fruits and vegetables. 

¶ At the West Side market, the project recommends a gradual shift to the work of 
volunteers, and lowering operating costs to a basic budget reasonable for a local 

community. More outreach in neighborhood is needed. A steering committee should 

be established to direct the market and facilitate its role in the community. Volunteers 

could be responsible for grant-writing and outreach, which would be necessary for 
funding and encouraging the participation of the Latino residents that make up the 

majority population in the neighborhood. 
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¶ Research on farmers' markets suggests that there are phases each market goes 

through. One estimate is that it generally takes four years to have a consistent 
customer base to sustain the amount, and quality of vendors.  

¶ The Fulton Street farmersô market is located at 1147 Fulton Street, Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, 49504. The market is open for business on Tuesdays, Fridays, and 

Saturdays. The market, established in 1922, is much larger than either the West Side 

or GVSU markets, featuring 122 spaces designated for vendors, with two lines of 147 
vendor/customer parking spaces running parallel to the rows of stalls.   

¶  Unlike the other markets, Fulton Street has a permanent space and stall facilities, as 

well as an office and restroom on the premises.  

¶ Parking at the Fulton Street market is limit ed. The parking lots are often congested 
and traffic is bumper-to-bumper as people wait for a space to become vacated. While 

the majority of people drive to the market, others bike or walk from the 

neighborhood.  

¶ The Fulton Street market affords a positive climate for direct communication among 
vendors and consumers. Social exchanges are very common. 

¶ Serving as the market manager, Jayson Otto collects his salary directly from stall 

rentals and seasonal stall rates and is the only official employee of the market. During 

2007, there were thirty-two seasonal stall holders at the market, from which six 
vendors were elected to make up the ñMarket Committee.ò  

¶ The group of seasonal stall holders makes up what can be viewed as ñan established 

vendor hierarchyò vying for certain advantageous stalls throughout the market. For 

those who purchased a stall, certain vendor rules and regulations are enforced, 
ensuring proper vendor conduct.  

¶ There is a well-established set of policies and procedures in the operation at the 

market. In the future, this system of organization will be challenged by the planned 

market expansion and accompanying neighborhood revitalization of the surrounding 
community (ñBrikyaat Neighborhood Revitalization Planning Projectò).  

¶ As a stable, large, and long-term market, Fulton Streetôs system of operation reduces 

the flexibility of the market manager to make changes and of finding consensus for 

reforms.  

¶ Fulton Street is limited in its action to change the array of products sold because of its 
unwieldy size. Conversely, due to its small size, the West Side market can only afford 

to accept whatever products vendors bring as a way to encourage growing vendor 

participation.  

¶ The Grand Valley State University farmersô market opens every Wednesday 
beginning June 13 and runs through August 22. The market opened last year for the 

first time and, similar to the West Side farmers' market, is in its early stages of 

development. The location of the market is at Grand Valley Stateôs Allendale campus. 
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¶ The GVSU market location is strategic, close to supply sources and centrally placed 

on campus. There is ample use of signage and advertisements, and a strong 
institutional infrastructure supporting the market.  

¶ At the time of the study, the GVSU market manager was Sue Sloop. According to 

Sloop, the market aims to support the sustainability of local food production, and to 

serve the GVSU community, seeking to create one of the ñhealthiest campuses in 

Michigan.ò  

¶ The application process for vendors is ñfirst-come, first serve.ò The market seeks to 

operate with ten to twelve vendors who can bring a variety of produce, with the 

understanding that all goods must be perishable (no dry-goods or crafts).  

¶ The GVSU market is a great example of how food exchange can be tied to health 
education activities. Each week, a ñhealth and wellnessò orientation pervades market 

activities. Events organized by Campus Recreation, music, and educational speakers 

are scheduled each market, used both to draw customers and to organize the market 

around healthy activities. The Campus Recreation Center sets up a booth providing 
health information such as ways to exercise and healthy eating habits.  

¶ Campus Dinning attends the GVSU market every other week and provides a free 

healthy dish to serve to market goers. The dishes feature food items donated by one or 

more vendors at the specific market.  
 

¶ In all markets, there was an ongoing debate as to limit ing farmersô markets sales to 

locally grown pants and vegetables only ï and how this might affect vendor 

participation. 

 

¶ The data suggest that the viability of a farmersô market depends upon a level of sales 

that sustains a regular and committed group of vendors.  

 

SECTION IV: Vendors and Farmers  

¶ Two student teams documented the role of vendors. Venders were viewed as a broad 

category of people who ñset up stalls with products for sale at the farmers' market.ò 

Students were interested in the vendor ñcultureò ï expressions of vendorsô livelihood, 

interactions with customers/consumers, relations among vendors and within families, 
and dealings with the market manager.  

¶ The first part of the section focuses on vendors as a whole, and the second part 

considers those vendors who are farmers. According to the results of the vendor 

survey farmers made up roughly 60% of the vending community. Specifically, special 

attention is given to one in-depth case study of a farm family, which provides an 
illustration of how a farm family can make a successful transition to farmersô market 

production. In addition, this section reports on ñsatisfactionò from the vendorsô 

perspective. 
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¶ Are local products sold by vendors? Vendors (and consumers) are concerned with the 

selling to many products that come from beyond Michiganôs borders. The practice of 
ñresellingò is frequently observed at the beginning of the selling season given 

Michiganôs limited production during the spring months. There is less concern with 

selling nonfood items. All three markets sold food and nonfood items and permitted 

resellers.  

¶ The project documented the food supply chain. We looked for patterns on where 
vendors live, how far they travel to the market, and the sources of their products. 

Products sold to consumers were predominantly Michigan in origin or locally hand-

crafted.  

¶ According to the vendor surveys, nearly one third of the vendors surveyed rely on 
farmersô market sales as their only source of yearly income. The remaining vendors 

(about 7 in 10) claimed to depend upon the market for at least 50% of annual income. 

¶ Vendors are very clear on the benefits of selling at the two markets. In our surveys, 

vendors highlight self-employment, the ability to continue farming, selling their own 
products directly, flexible work hours, working close to home, offering fresh and 

healthy products to the consumer, making quick cash, and networking opportunities.  

¶ Vendors feel frustrated that consumers lack awareness of seasonality in the context of 

the farmersô market. Supermarkets and corporate farms have done much to eliminate 
the concept of seasonality from the public mind. It will be important for vendors and 

market mangers to ñre-educateò consumers on the idea that seasonality is a special 

feature of the local food system. 

¶ Vendors would like to participate more in government food service programs, such as 

WIC and Project Fresh. The West Side market does not participate in either. While 
sympathetic to food service programs, vendors express reservations about the red-

tape and paperwork. However, vendors find creative ways to make the programs 

work for consumers.  

¶ Vendors would like more opportunity to sell to neighborhood grocery stores and 
restaurants. We recommend replicating such programs found in other regional cities, 

and see a key role for the neighborhood association in collaborating with local 

businesses.    

¶ The West Side market is at a disadvantage, attracting only five to ten vendors to each 
market, In addition, vendors at West Side complain that because the neighborhood is 

poorer than others, prices needed to be adjusted lower as compared to the Fulton 

Street market. 

¶ We present a case of one farm and demonstrate the successful process of redirecting 

production in order to sell at the regionôs farmersô markets. This redirection generates 
a new range of crops, farming methods, and marketing strategies passed along to the 

consumer in the form of food and knowledge.  
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¶ Redirecting production requires a re-education on the farmerôs part, learning about 

new crops, farming techniques, and the latest equipment. Likewise, the farmer must 
also learn a new skill set related to marketing and face-to-face communication with 

the customers and other vendors.  

¶ Direct marketing helps farmers become sensitive to chemical use, health, and 

environmental care, as they find ways to reduce chemical use, and perhaps even 

consider ñgoing organicò if feasible and profitable. 

¶ We recommend that vendors provide information to customers in the form of 

handouts, poster and displays, describing their farm, the nature of their farming 

activities, and the source of their goods as ñlocal.ò Given the appeal of locally 

produced ñspecialtyò foods to certain social groups, farmers as vendors would do well 
to position their goods in contexts of symbols tied to supporting rural life and to 

authentic consumption.  

¶ We find that vendors, with their many sales transactions and face-to-face contact with 

consumers, are an excellent source of information about the needs of consumers. 
 

SECTION V: Consumers 

 

¶ Understanding consumer behavior was one of the main objectives of the project. The 
project collected information on consumer demography, how often consumers visit 

the farmersô market, reasons for doing so, and possible improvements to the market. 

The ways that market managers tried to align the expectations of vendors/farmers and 

consumers with market organization were learned from the interviews. 

 

¶ We collected data on consumer demographics, patterns of consumption, reasons for 

shopping at the farmersô market, and improvements to the market. We looked for 

similarities and differences between the two markets and, where appropriate, 

compared them to data from our 2003 study of the farmersô market at Holland, 

Michigan. 
 

¶ Information was gathered from consumer surveys, vendor surveys, and first-hand 

observations. Fieldnotes are used to describe first-hand observations. One student, 

who is ñlegally-blind,ò sat at various locations at the market and recorded ñsensory 
observationsò ï the sounds and smells of the market.  

 

¶ The project collected 77 consumer surveys at West Side and 141 at Fulton Street, for 

a total of 218.  The two-page survey took on average 5 minutes to complete. The 
survey was entirely voluntary, and the project offered people no compensation.  

 

¶ The project finds significant differences in the population of consumers surveyed, 

especially with respect to gender, education, yearly household income, frequency of 

market visits, motivations for shopping, and potential improvements. Not 
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surprisingly, the information from both markets confirms the expectation that more 

women shop for food than men.  

 

¶ Consumers shop at the market to buy fresh, locally-produced goods, find a good 

value, support the local farmers and businesses, and socialize with like-minded 

people. It appears from the evidence that the ñbuy localò movement is strong in the 

Grand Rapids area. 
 

¶ Turning to education level, the results indicate that shoppers at farmersô markets are 

highly educated.  While all three markets attract college educated customers (at least 

80% of adults), the Holland and Fulton Street markets boast a surprisingly high 

percentage of people with a post-graduate education, 37% and 42%, respectively. In 
contrast, the number of customers at West Side claiming a post-graduate education is 

27%, which nevertheless is high on the whole.  

 

¶ This social group, namely upper-middle class individuals, possesses an 

accompanying set of values attracted to specialty products purchased in an 
ñauthenticò setting. The farmersô market thus supplies authentic niche commodities as 

symbols of social class. This may be evidence of a recontextualization of 

consumption, symbolizing new foods as ñtraditionalò within a modern, local supply 

chain.   
 

¶ Using zip code information, the number of shoppers that live within 4 miles of the 

market was calculated. The markets are comparable in that they draw a significant 

number of customers from the immediate locality.  

 

¶ The overall findings of this section highlight several patterns affecting the viability of 

farmersô markets: 1) women as customers, 2) buying locally, 3) variety and 

seasonality, 4) demand for products, including organic goods, 5) location and space, 

6) ties to the surrounding community, 7) socializing, and 8) the role of the market 
manager.  

 

SECTION VI: T he West Grand Neighborhood 

¶ This section describes the history of action that lead to the idea of creating the West 
Side farmersô market. We also note the contributions made by the neighborhood 

organization, and spend a good deal of space devoted to the neighborhood itself ï its 

boundaries, history, and demography.  

¶ The West Grand neighborhood is located west of the Grand River and downtown 

Grand Rapids. The neighborhoodôs boundaries are circumscribed by Leonard Street 
to the north, John Ball Park on the west, Bridge Street to the south, and the Grand 

River on the east. The GVSU project focused mainly on the south half of the 

neighborhood. 



 
Page | 13 ï Linking Food to Community, August 2008 

 

¶ The West Grand neighborhood has a history as a working-class, immigrant enclave.
 

Three major events shaped the history of the area: immigrants arriving for factory 
work, a major Grand River flood, and the destruction of a major swath of homes and 

businesses across the community to make way for the construction of several 

highways. Over these decades, in spite of the many changes, the West Grand 

neighborhood remained an ethnically-diverse community. 

¶ Since 1990, the neighborhood has experienced a sharp decline among the elderly 
population, as a demographic shift has replaced longtime resident families with 

younger immigrant ones, primarily Latinos.    

¶ According to census data, nearly 30% of neighborhood residents 25 and over do not 

have a high school diploma. Due to uneven social class patterns, demographic 
patterns at farmersô market in the region will vary from market to market. 

¶ Can the farmers' market provision local residents with healthy foods? To answer this, 

the project needed to know the sources of fresh fruit and vegetables in the 

neighborhood. We conducted a ñFresh Foodò survey, visiting five grocery markets 
within the West Grand and SWAN neighborhoods and documenting the availability 

and quality of fruits and vegetables.  

¶ Even in the absence of a large, corporate grocery store within the neighborhood, our 

food survey indicates that a limited supply of fresh foods are available in the West 
Grand neighborhood. Most of the stores in the survey carry a large selection of fruits 

and vegetables, though its freshness and quality vary considerably across the stores. 

There are more locally produced food items available than the project expected to 

find. Students were surprised by the general absence of ñethnicò produce that makes 

up the Latino cuisine and ñfood basket.ò  

¶ A team of five students mapped and surveyed the West Grand business district along 

Bridge, Stocking and Leonard Streets as a way to measure a set of neighborhood 

assets. The business survey mapped seventy-four business establishments.  

¶ The business district mapping involved observations of traffic flow, descriptions of 
the streets, buildings and structures, and listing of business names, addresses and 

types of goods and services provided. The survey gathered information on the types 

of businesses, employment, and the physical condition of the district contributing to a 

shopping ñatmosphere.ò The survey required students to talk with business owners, 

managers and employees about the status of local businesses, such as types of 
products sold, number of employees, future employment plans, and the potential 

impact of the new farmers' market local businesses.  

¶ Our limited study of the neighborhood reveals a lack of substantive connections 

between the business districts and farmers' market, as can be expected during only the 
second year of market operations. In contrast to the Fulton Street and Holland 

markets, the nearby business district is not a shopper ñdestination,ò primarily due to 

the types of businesses there, which would attract people from beyond the 

neighborhood. At the Fulton Street and the Holland farmers' markets, shoppers are 
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attracted to the proximity of the farmers' market to a plethora of specially shops and 

boutiques that enhance the shopping experience at the farmersô market. At this early 

stage, it is only possible to speculate on the potential of such a ñpartnershipò that can 
stimulate economic activity in the West Grand neighborhood.  

¶ Neighborhood studies serve the market manager with information that can be used as 

a basis for changes in market policies and direction, as well as data to support reports 

of accountability and proposal for grant funding. 

¶ Overall, the findings point to a business district that has the potential to become a 

busy center of commerce and community, as it was in the past. The Stockbridge 

Business Association and the West Grand Neighborhood Organization have been at 

the forefront of efforts to reverse urban decline. A grant from the Turner Gateway 

foundation allowed the neighborhood organization to make improvements to the 
community, including the establishment of the West Side farmers' market.  
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SECTION I: Introduction  

 

 The summer ethnographic field school evolved 
from the idea of giving students training in 

anthropological methods while engaged in a 

hands-on experience in the local community. The 

anthropology department had conducted an 

archaeology field school for many years, under the 
supervision of Dr. Brashler. In 1998, it was 

decided to add an ethnographic field school which 

would alternate on a bi-yearly basis with the 

archaeology one. The first ethnographic field 

course focused on documenting the life-histories 
of Latinos in Grand Rapids, which produced the 

report ñAssimilation and Advocacy: Forging 

Identities in Hispanic Grand Rapidsò (1998). 

Subsequent field schools conducted by Dr. Rhoads 

were ñExposure and Vision: A Latino Youth 
Photographyò (2001) and ñWest Michigan 

Farmers' Markets: Increasing Vitality for Farmers 

and Consumersò (2003). The 2005 field school, 

supervised by Dr. Weibel, worked with the Kent 

County Habitat for Humanity.  
 

The current project stems from Dr. Rhoadsô research on small-scale farming and local / 

global food systems. The idea for the project was motivated by the 2003 research on the Holland 

farmers' market (Rhoads 2004, 2005). Rhoads wanted to 

build on those results by expanding the scope to Grand 
Rapids for comparative purposes. Rhoads was aware of 

other markets in the area (e.g., Ada and Rockford), and the 

fledgling market in the West Grand neighborhood was 

especially intriguing. He wondered what kinds of barriers 

and issues a new market might face as it tries to grow, and 
what impact it might have on the surrounding 

neighborhood. As a research focus, it would also be 

interesting to compare the West Side farmers' market with 

the well-established Fulton St. market. Could the ideas and 

organization from one market help in the planning of the 
other?  

 In the fall 2006, Rhoads contacted the West Side 

marketôs manager, Andrea Bardelmeier, and proposed the 

project. He learned that the West Side FM was a project of 

a ñCool Citiesò grant awarded to the West Grand 
Neighborhood Organization (WGNO). Bardelmeier 

requested that the field school help her design and conduct 

Figure 1: Project Field School 

Flyer/Information  

Figure 2: 2003 Project T-Shirt  Logo, 

Student-Designed 
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a needs assessment of the market and monitor the links between the market and the 

neighborhood. The idea was to use the field school to document baseline information on business 

activities in the surrounding neighborhood. These data could help the neighborhood organization 
better understand the role played by a fresh food market, and to measure the future growth and 

impact of the market in the vicinity. An anthropology senior, Autumn Shroyer interned at the 

West Grand Neighborhood Organization during the winter semester 2007, learning about the 

organization of the market and involved in planning activities. Ms. Shroyer would become a 

graduate assistant and field coordinator of the summer project.  
 During this time, Dr. Rhoads contacted the manager of the Fulton St. farmers' market, 

Jayson Otto, who was previously a student who participated in the 2003 Holland project. The 

Fulton St. FM was well-studied. The market has conducted its own surveys of vendors, and 

graduate students from MSU conducted an urban planning project there in 2006 (Eckstein et al. 

2006). The market, it was agreed, could benefit from updated information on the consumers who 
come to the Fulton St. market, their demography, preferences, and attitudes towards the market.  

 This report is the product of seven weeks of classroom preparation and field work at both 

the West Side and Fulton St. farmers' markets. Student researchers participated in the ANT 307 

course (Techniques and Laboratory Methods in Anthropology), learned about global and local 

food systems, prepared the surveys, spent four weeks at the markets, and wrote team reports on 
aspects of the food system: farmers, vendors, 

consumers, market management, and the surrounding 

neighborhood (West Grand only). Dr. Rhoads and the 

two field coordinators, Autumn Shroyer and Melissa 

Harrington (who worked on the 2003 project as well) 
integrated the student reports and added an 

introduction, a methodology and analysis of the 

results. That initial report was ñpreliminaryò in the 

sense that the process of data collecting and analysis 

continued over the summer.  
 

Project Goals and Activities  

 

The project, ñLinking Food to Community: 

Farmers' Markets in Grand Rapids, Michigan,ò was conducted between May 9 and June 20, 2007  
by students of the ANT 307 course (See Appendix A, Project Personnel). The research activities 

addressed several goals stated in the outline of the course (See Appendix B, Course Syllabus):  

1. To train students in anthropological methods and how to conduct ñcourse-based action 

researchò (Hofman and Howard Rosing 2006, Rosing 2007 et al.). 

2. To understanding the link between the West Side farmers' market and the surrounding 
neighborhood. In its second year, the WS farmers' market was designed to become a 

ñmagnetò to help stimulate economic and social activities in the neighborhood, and to 

provide local, fresh, affordable food to low-income residents.  

3. To collect information capturing the systematic organization and dynamics of the 

farmers' markets ï information that could serve as a basis for future market planning.  
4. To engage in service learning activities to assist the market manager (WSFM) in the 

operation of the market. 

Figure 3: Students Presenting Their "100 

Mile Diet"  



 
Page | 17 ï Linking Food to Community, August 2008 

 

Timeframe 

 

¶ Week 1: Literature review of local and global food systems; regional farmers' markets 
studies; Grand Rapids neighborhood histories and development; organized 6 student teams.  

¶ Week 2: Design needs assessment methodology on the farmers' market (social space, 

vendors, and consumersô preferences) and the surrounding business district (asset mapping, 

availability of fresh foods); meet with Neighborhood Association; tour the Fulton Street 
farmers' market. 

¶ Weeks 3 - 5: Begin work at the West Side Market two days per week and at the Fulton Street 

Market one day per week. Conduct interviews and surveys at the farmers' markets. One team 

carried out the ñVisual Documentationò project; student teams share responsibilities for 
market set-up, flier distribution, and assisting vendors with ñProject Fresh.ò The class met an 

additional day per week for ñdebriefingò and compiling fieldnotes and information in 

computer databases (ATLAS.ti and SPSS). 

¶ Week 6: Data analysis and report writing; meet with Neighborhood Association with draft 
report. Student team presentation of the report to the community. Report publication. 

 

 The 19 students registered for the course spent 

the initial class periods learning about global and local 

food systems, discussing readings and the video, ñThe 
Future of Foodò (Koons Garcia 2004). The second 

week took students of two field trips. The first was to 

the Visser family farm near Zealand, Michigan, where 

students could see ñwhere our food comes from.ò  At 

the farm they became made aware of how family 
farms could successfully restructure farming to 

produce a variety of crops specifically for regional 

farmers' markets outlets. The second field trip took 

students to the Fulton St. farmers' market where they 

tested their new research ñlensò by observing market activities and making a map of the social 
and physical spaces.   

 

After these preparations, students conducted systematic field work for the next three weeks. The 

main tasks were: 

1. To document the organization, management, and dynamics of running a farmers' market. 
2. To map the physical and social spaces of the two markets. 

3. To survey vendor demography, products, and preferences. 

4. To survey consumer demography and preferences. 

5. To conduct a fresh food survey of food availability in the surrounding neighborhood. 

Students surveyed 5 commercial businesses that sold fresh fruits and vegetables. 
6. To document the range and types of businesses in the surrounding neighborhood, 

mapping the physical resources and surveying employment. 

7. To write fieldnotes of observations and index them with a qualitative computer program 

and to process survey information with a qualitative computer program. 

8. To assist the market manager in setting up and publicizing the market. 

Figure 4: Students Interviewing Vendors at 
the Fulton Street Market 
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9. To create a DVD of the local food system with an emphasis on the West Side farmers' 

market. The DVD and photos would help the market manager create a future web site and 

to promote market publicity.  
10. To prepare a ñ100 Mile Mealò in which the ingredients for food dishes are found locally 

within the region.  

11. To write a preliminary 15-20 page report. 

12. To write a reflection essay on the studentôs experiences in the course. 

 
Methodology  

 

 The field school was designed as course-based community research, known as ñaction 

anthropologyò (Strand et al. 2003). According to Hofman and Rosing (2006), course-based 

action anthropology (CBAA) engages community members with students and faculty in the 
course of their academic work. Unlike traditional research, CBAA is collaborative and change-

oriented service learning, combining classroom learning with social action (Hofman and Rosing 

2006, Rosing et al. 2007).  

 The project was conducted mainly by undergraduate anthropology students at Grand 

Valley State University. It was designed to give students a complete and authentic experience 
participating in legitimate field work in an accelerated time frame. The purpose of the course was 

to research the two farmers' markets, one fledgling and one established, and the terms of 

interaction between the West Side farmers' market and the surrounding community. The 

methodology relied on the tools of ethnography, participant observation and survey instruments. 

The students were divided into six teams, each responsible for collecting information on 
interconnected domains: the markets themselves with an emphasis on market management, 

farmers, vendors, consumers, and the surrounding neighborhood.  

The next section describes the general techniques used to design and collect information, 

followed by sections on the specific methods and data-collecting activities applied by each team. 

 
General Techniques 

 

Â Informed Consent: Ethical protocols are an essential part of working with human subjects (See 

the Informed Consent Form, Appendix C). The project submitted a proposal to the GVSU 

Human Research Review Committee, explaining our procedures for protecting the rights of 
human subjects. The proposal was approved. Several measures were put into place during the 

field work. First, when in the field students carried ñCover Storiesò - a brief description of the 

project including contact information. Students handed out the cover story sheets to people and 

used them to help address questions from consumers, vendors and neighborhood people.  All 

respondents who were formally interviewed were asked to sign a consent form. This document 
informs the respondent of her/his rights and it protects the individualôs anonymity. It also ensures 

that statements and materials collected will be protected by the University and will not be used 

for any purposes other than education without the respondentôs consent.  

 

Â Project Identity:  During time in the field at the markets, student researchers and supervisors 
wore project t-shirts ï with the project title and university affiliation. These shirts gave us a 
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ñuniformò visibility and let people know that the students were at the market for the purposes of 

our project.  

  
Â Debriefing Sessions: Once a week, the students met at the anthropology lab and ñdebriefedò 

the previous weekôs activities in the field. Typically, the students would view pictures taken at 

the markets and use them to discuss issues and observations from the field experience. 

Debriefing sessions were used to draw attention to new ideas using the feedback or iterative-

inductive approach (OôReilly 2005:26-34), to address ethical issues, and to plan a strategy for the 
next first-hand field experience.     

 

Â Survey, Fresh Foods: Data collection began with a survey of a selection of local grocery stores 

in the area. Each team was assigned a specific store to survey. The goal of the survey was to 

determine what types of produce are available in the target neighborhood, as well as the quality 
and available quantity of fruits and vegetables. A survey form was provided and filled out 

accordingly, describing the price, quantity, condition of produce, origin, and type, as well as any 

other information that happened to be observed while at the store. This information was then 

compared to the other results from the various assigned grocery stores at one of the ñdebriefingò 

sessions.  
 

Â Survey, Consumers: As a class, students designed both the consumer and vendor surveys. At 

the beginning of the semester students worked on the consumer survey, as this would comprise 

the core of our survey data. Students began by posting a set of questions they thought were 

relevant to our project. Rhoads and graduate assistants Shroyer and Harrington then categorized 
the questions into related groups that formed sections of the total survey. We pre-tested the 

survey in the classroom, then readjusted it after one day in the field (See the Consumer Survey, 

Appendix D). The consumer surveys were filled out at tables set up at each market and staffed by 

students. Consumers filled out the surveys on clipboards. The time needed to fill out a survey 

ranged from 5-10 minutes.  In total, 218 surveys were collected at both markets (40% from the 
West Side market).  

 

Â Survey, Vendors: Similarly, a survey for vendors was administered. Several students were 

assigned a certain number of vendor surveys to distribute to vendors at each market. These 

surveys were ñself-serveò in that the project provided the surveys with self-addressed and 
stamped envelopes. Vendors had the option of returning the survey to a student at a later date or 

mailing the survey to Rhoads. With just of over thirty vendor surveys handed out, thirteen were 

completed and returned to the project (See the Vendor Survey, Appendix E).    

 

Â Survey, Stalls and Products: Each day in the field, a group of students were responsible for 
collecting information on the number stalls, vendor names, and products for sale.  

  

Â Participant-Observation and Fieldnotes: Systematic observation is the major method in 

cultural anthropology. Students learn about a culture by observing the constant flow of events 

and by participating in them to the extent possible. Fieldnotes are written accounts of the 
observational events, and they address a wide range of topics. Students were asked to write two 

kinds of fieldnotes. One type involves a specific focus, such as the traffic flow to and from the 
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market. The other type is open to general observation. Students were asked to describe behavior 

and scenes; the idea behind this is that descriptions that do not seem important now may be very 

important later to the analysis. Each student used a small notebook in the field into which 
jottings noted. Later the jottings were elaborated into fully detailed fieldnotes using a word 

processor. These files were posted on the course Website each week, reformatted, and added to 

the computer database (ATLAS.ti).  

 

Â Mapping: The physical dimensions of the three markets were mapped. The vendor locations 
were noted, and the general sense of space (including trees, parking, etc.) were captured. The 

West Grand neighborhood and business district were mapped as well. 

 

Â Open-ended Interviews: Farmers and vendors were asked general questions about their 

families, their history of selling at farmers' markets, constraints faced in restructuring their 
farming enterprises, and the issues faced in dealing with consumers. The market managers were 

interviewed as well. During some of these formal interviews, students used audio voice recorders 

as a memory device. These recordings were then used to make transcriptions of the interviews 

which were included in the team fieldnotes.  

 
Â Photographs and Video:  Students took photographs of the general scenes at the markets. One 

team of students interested in film and video created a 7 minute documentary of the role of 

farmers' markets in preserving local farming livelihood. Consent forms were obtained from those 

interviewed. 

 
Â Audio Fieldnotes: Due to the special needs of one student, who was legally blind, the project 

designed a special method that, it was felt, would add a significant contribution to the data 

collection by taking advantage of the studentôs ability to ñlisten.ò During several market events, 

the student sat nearby the ñactionò and listened to the sounds of the market activities. At other 

times, another student led him through the market from one end to the other. During these 
periods, the student reported his observations with a digital voice recorder. Later he expanded 

these ñjottingsò into detailed fieldnotes, which were added to the computer database (ATLAS.ti), 

indexed, and made available to all students for team analyses.  

 

Â Data Collection and Analysis:  The data from the maps, surveys, interview transcriptions, and 
fieldnotes were indexed in a qualitative research software program (ATLAS.ti) which allows 

researchers to categorize, compare, and retrieve information according to subjects, topics, and 

themes. The program then creates links and networks which depict the connections between 

strings of related textual information. The quantitative data from the consumer survey (about 

80% of the survey content) were entered into a statistics program (SPSS). 
 

Methods and Issues Specific to the Teams 

  

Each team adapted the above methods to meet specific objectives related to studying, for 

example, consumers or market managers. Each team developed a strategy for using a particular 
assemblage of techniques. The following section describes these strategies and accompanying 

methodological issues.  
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Market Management Team:  

 The Market Management Team was responsible for documenting the organization and 
management of the two markets. In addition, they included the new GVSU farmers' market, 

located at the Allendale campus, in their sample. The teams used consumer survey variables such 

as zip code, frequency of visit, transportation, reasons for coming to the market, and 

improvements regarding market structure. The team utilized the fieldnotes submitted by other 

teams (in the ATLAS.ti database) in addition to their own fieldnotes. The ATLAS.ti database 
provided the team with information on advertising, market structure and service, traffic and 

parking, prices, stalls, improvements, and weather. These topics were retrieved and analyzed.  

 In addition to the information collected in the field, the teams used published sources to 

provide a context for making sense of the data and locating it within a broader scholarly 

framework. The majority of team information of this nature came from the Fulton Street 
Farmerôs Market Study produced by Michigan State University (Eckstein et al. 2006). This 

source, alongside the ñBrikyaat Development Planò report (Midtown Neighborhood Association 

2006) offered a noteworthy portrait of market dynamics for our research. Additional information 

was tendered from the ñFulton Street Farmerôs Market Rules of Operationò as well as indirect 

information from readings such as ñManaging Farmer and Consumer Expectations: A Study of a 
North Carolina Farmerôs Marketò by Andreatta and Wickliffe (2002). In addition, the team used 

images and information such as bus route maps, flyers, advertisements, and maps of each market.  

 The final method of data collection used by the team was a series of formal interviews of 

individuals involved in the management of each market. Members of this team were assigned 

persons to interview with questions provided to structure the interview to a certain degree. The 
team interviewed Jayson Otto, manager of the Fulton Street farmersô market, Kelly Otto, 

representative of the MNA, Susan Sloop, manager of the Grand Valley State University farmersô 

market, Andrea Bardelmeier, manager of the West Side farmersô market, and Russ Lewis, who 

replaced Bardelmeier in August 2007. Each interview was recorded and informed consent 

documents were signed by all of the interviewees. The questions asked all regarded the structure 
and organization of the respective markets.   

 

Vendors Team 

 

 The specific research topic for this team was to study the role that vendors play in the big 
picture of the farmers' market. This focus incorporates many different aspects of the vendors as a 

whole.  The groupôs goals included studying:  

1. The types of vendors selling at the markets  

2. Vendor stalls and booths ï what they sold, what they looked like and how they were 

organized.  
3. The range of interactions involving vendors, such as vendor-vendor and vendor-

consumer. 

4. The other markets the vendors sold at and how often, and whether or not they also sold 

their goods for resale to wholesale dealers.  

5. The effects of the weather, seasonality, consumer traffic/volume and the neighborhood on 
the vendors willingness to sell at the market how much these factors effect a vendorôs   

profits and productivity at the market. 
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6. The attitudes of the vendors and their opinions on the structure of the markets.  

7. The vendorôs needs to help insure the stability of the farmers' markets. 

8. Ways that vendors can help to keep fresh, affordable food accessible to the surrounding 
neighborhoods. 

 The vendor survey was an important component of the information that the team 

collected. The survey (and a self-addressed, stamped envelope) was distributed to all vendors 

present at the West Side Farmers' Market on May 31, 2007, and at the Fulton Street Farmers' 

Market on June 1
st
. Vendors were given the option to return the surveys to any of the field school 

students during our market study days, which was stated to the vendor when they were presented 

with the survey. In an unusual case, a vendor at the West Side Market was given a survey, and he 

stated that he could take the survey right then, as long as he could dictate to students the answers 

to questions asked of  him. When the survey was completed, he asked the students to help him 

unload some of the goods he had brought to the market. In this way, there was some 
reciprocation for the time the vendor spent answering our questions.   

 The members of the team conducted casual interviews during the field study. These 

began during the stall survey on the first day of field work at Fulton Street Farmers' Market. As a 

group, the four-member vendor team surveyed our assigned block of vendors, asking them 

questions pertaining to their wares and their experience with the market. Information was also 
gleaned from vendors during conversations struck up during field activities, such as distributing 

surveys. 

 Participant-observation was a key method employed. For example, participant-

observation involved helping to construct and distribute signage advertising the West Side 

farmers' market. Another way in which the students engaged in participant-observation was in 
purchasing from the vendors at various points during the study, whether for our own needs or for 

class activities, such as the 100 Mile Meal activity in which students prepared dishes from local 

ingredients. In one case, one student noted in his fieldnotes that he used the strategy one day of 

purchasing from different vendors to see if he couldnôt elicit different responses from them as a 

buying consumer, than as an obvious researcher. 
 

Farmers Team 

  

 Although the specific focus for this team was ñfarmers,ò the farmers population were 

actually a subset of the vendors. In other words, all farmers are vendors but not all vendors are 
farmers. This team focused only on the vendors who were farmers. The bulk of the information 

utilized by this team came from the surveys and an informal set of questions that served as a 

ñfarmerôs survey.ò Specifically, the Farmer team was interested in describing the differences 

between vendors as farmers and vendors who did not farm. The team wished to document farmer 

motivations for producing and selling locally at the farmers' market, how farmers restructured 
their production and farm organization, the extent to which family members were involved, and 

new skills learned in face-to-face marketing. The team was also interested in the issue of organic 

farming and the use of GMOs (genetically modified organism) and pesticides.    

 Casual interviewing was another method employed by the Farmer team to collect data.  

The conditions of the market dictated how successful this method was; if the market was busy, 
the farmers and vendors did not like to have the flow of business interrupted. If the market was 

relatively slow, the participants were more likely to answer questions.  After the first week of 
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study in the field, the vendors and farmers at the Fulton Street market requested that students 

participating in this study avoid spending time in the aisle between the stalls, thus limiting 

extended interviewing from taking place. At this point, participant observation became a tactic 
used to collect data during ñbusyò markets. Team members listened to conversations and 

watching interactions between vendors, farmers, and consumers as goods were exchanged.   

 After spending several hours at the farmers' markets two days a week, detailed fieldnotes 

were completed either during the market or shortly after leaving.  A cyclical system of 

observation, note taking, and analysis allowed research to be precise and fluid at the same time. 
Other methods used in this project included viewing films about the restructuring of the farming 

industry, reading articles about sustainable and organic farming, and taking field trips to local 

farms. The team spend a good deal of time at the farm belonging to one of the main vendors, the 

Vissers, who operate a 120 acre farm near Zeeland, Michigan. Much information was gained 

through casual conversation with the vendors and the market managers. For example, Jayson 
Otto, the market manager at Fulton Street, provided the team with valuable information 

concerning the vendorsô attitudes towards organic produce and farming. Members of the team 

attended local events on food systems, such as a video shown at the Wealthy Theater on the 

dangers of genetically modified foods. The Health Dangers in Genetically Engineered Foods, 

and Their Cover-up revealed concerns that consumers do not have enough information on the 
food they eat. 

 Inevitably, there were some problems and issues encountered while collecting data in the 

field. Mentioned above was the problem of limited access to farmers during busy market times. 

On the other hand, if the market was too slow it was also difficult to collect data due to a lack of 

farmers, vendors, and/or consumers. In only its second year in existence, the West Side market 
was often slow; there were only four to five stalls present at a time. Another problem 

encountered by the team was the lack of an adequate sample population. In response, the team 

focused on a few in-depth case studies of farmers and their enterprises. While the limited results 

are quite interesting and do have promise, further research would need to be conducted across a 

larger population of farmers.  
 

Consumers Team 

 

 The Consumers team focused on the role of the consumer at the markets and in the 

surrounding community.  The team addressed demographics, consumer behaviors and 
expectation, both quantitatively and qualitatively. One team member who is legally blind 

collected and analyzed sensory data (sounds and smells) from the markets utilizing digital audio 

recordings. While the team might have relied exclusively on the quantitative data from the 

consumer surveys, members quickly realized the importance of the qualitative contexts captured 

in fieldnotes. Mingling with the consumers and vendors were thus central to the teamôs effort. By 
taking notes while surveying consumers, team members began to understand the contexts for 

motivations and attitudes.  

 Participation played an important role for the team. Relating to the consumers was not a 

necessarily difficult task; all students had to do was purchase vendorsô products. In addition, the 

team members personally agreed that the farmersô market and its role were personally important. 
The   team felt an integral part of the market, both as consumers and social scientists. To say that 
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the students came to understand what the consumers were thinking is not too intuitive a 

statement.  

 During the market debriefing in the classroom each week the team convened each week 
to discuss findings among team members. This allowed the team to share information with the 

other groups. The team was able to access the on-going results of the survey. The team used this 

time to discuss the most effective ways of approaching consumers. It is important to note the 

interdependence between groups which made the field school dynamic.  Without the fieldnotes 

from the other groups, the teamôs work would be incomplete. 
 

Neighborhood Team 

 

 To acquire information, the Neighborhood group did a great deal of participant-

observation as well as surveys, maps, and interviews. The teamôs primary task was to map and 
surveyed the West Grand business district. Over a three weeks, the team conversed with many 

business owners on Bridge, Stocking, and Leonard streets. Questions were asked about the 

potential impact of the new farmers' market, the number of employees, and the future 

employment plans of each business. The first survey involved describing the buildingsô 

conditions in addition to talking with the owners or managers about employment. However, the 
subsequent survey elicited more specific data on employment, which was used to help the local 

Neighborhood Organization collect information for their grant report.  

 The team explained the project to each business owner and encountered very few 

obstacles. Field work is not always easy; in fact itôs probably not easy most of the time. 

However, people did not seem to mind the studentsô questions; students were polite in explaining 
the project and their connections to the University and to the farmersô market. The turning point 

was the second, more direct survey. Because students asked about employment, some business 

owners or managers, as expected, declined to talk to them about this information.  

 

Video Documentary Team 
 

 This team completed a seven minute DVD entitled, ñFrom Field to Farmerôs Market.ò 

The documentary explores the relationships between farmers, consumers and how farmersô 

markets affect their lives. The team wanted to examine the significance of the farmersô market to 

local farmers and urban communities. The teams' visual essay was aimed to bring awareness to 
the kinds of relationships that can emerge over time from the nexus of involvement at a farmers' 

market. The video suggests the potential for farmers' markets to stimulate local economic and 

cultural activities in West Michigan. 

 Overall, each team tackled a different domain and social group found at the farmers' 

market. Students discovered the benefits of cooperation between teams and with team members. 
The teams quickly realized the rigorous demands of participant observation and the necessity of 

thorough preparation and planning before entering the field. Teams also adapted a range of 

methods to meet specific team objectives, and each developed a strategy for use of a particular 

assemblage of techniques.  
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SECTION II: Research Issues and Questions  

 
ñFarmers' Markets: Linking Food to Community in Grand Rapidsò documents two farmers' 

markets in Grand Rapids. The project began with the idea that food produced and distributed 

locally is fresher and more likely without preservatives or other chemicals used to preserve a 

fruit or vegetable over long distances. We began with a set of questions derived from the West 

Grand Neighborhood Organization's stated goals for creating a new farmers' market. How do 
farmers' markets provide sources of fresh food and health for communities? What role does the 

farmers' market play in the urban setting? What is the dynamic between the market and the 

growth of the community? Do farmers' markets help the local business community in general? 

We adapted these to our knowledge of anthropological studies and other academic literature on 

farmers' markets and local food systems in general. We identified four core issues to be explored 
in the research: establishing a new farmers' market, preserving the rural landscape, the 

motivations and needs of consumers, and the role of farmers' markets in urban neighborhoods. 

  In conventional research, the researcher begins her/his project with a research question or 

hypothesis for testing (Sidky 2004:29). This thesis or question is the result of extensive 

preliminary library research and/or previous research in the area. In the present research, the 
students entered the project without a hypothesis, though they had many questions about their 

research based on class readings and previous experiences. Instead of the conventional 

(deductive) research design, the students were asked to proceed inductively, formulating possible 

themes, issues and questions throughout their observations and interview experiences. When the 

teams wrote their final reports, they were required to formulate detailed research questions based 
on various issues which were revealed to them in the data and interviews, and from their 

experiences working together: 

 

1. Establishing a new farmers' market: The West Side farmers' market is a new market, only in 

its second year. The neighborhood organization and the market manager are starting from 
scratch. Although there are many resources available to guide the formation of a new 

market, growth depends mobilizing vendors and consumers, and connecting them in time 

and place. A slow process, it can take years to build an established, reliable market. Our 

project was interested how a new market develops, expands, and becomes viable. What 

should be the roles of market manager and vendors in such smaller markets? How does 
location in a neighborhood come into play? How do the needs of new and smaller markets 

differ from more established farmers' markets? One objective of the data collection was to 

monitor the size, location, and activity of the new and established markets. Another was to 

document the organizational strategies put in place by the market managers.  

2. Preserving the rural landscape: While farmers' markets attract attention to urban spaces, 
they may have an even greater effect on nearby farms and their restructuring, if not 

preservation. The growing viability of family farms would likely benefit surrounding rural 

communities. Since the 1970s, sprawl and the rapid growth of suburbia have overrun former 

farming landscapes. These changes were caused in part by the restructuring of farming and 

the food procurement system brought on by expanding the economies of scale, 
industrialization, consolidation, and the vertical integration in the farm and food industries. 

The local food system transformed into a global food system, pushing out many smaller 
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family farms (Grey 2000). Faced with these difficulties, some small-scale farmers 

increasingly turned to alternative growing and marketing strategies to sustain their 

livelihood. Direct marketing to consumers, and farmers' markets specifically, are viewed as 
ways to restructure the family farm by growing a variety of ñhigh valueò crops for local 

distribution. 

  Restructuring involves noteworthy changes in the way crops are produced and in the 

use of farm labor. Multi-crop farms require new technologies and a sensitivity towards the 

application of fewer and fewer unhealthy biocides. Such farms are often more labor-
intensive and necessitate a greater range of work activities. Members of farm families 

themselves typically deliver and market the crops, and develop new communication and 

marketing skills by having to interact with the consumers face-to-face. Our project wanted to 

understand the changes taking place on those family farms that sell at the farmers' market 

and how farmers and their families have adapted to their new enterprise. Focused primarily 
at the farmers' market, however, our methodology allowed us to directly study farmers only 

in a few cases. Even so, students were able to learn much from farmers as vendors and about 

their marketing strategies and skills.   

3. Consumers, their motivations and needs: Attracting a regular clientele of consumers is just 

as important to farmers' markets as securing sources of fresh products from local farms. Our 
project anticipated that consumers would be attracted to direct marketing for many 

overlapping reasons. A review of the popular media gives the impression that people 

primarily want locally fresh, seasonal foods. The media also points out the appeal of organic 

fruits and vegetables, ñback to natureò or ñbuy localò movements, and that farmers' markets 

may be viewed as a romantic return to traditional agriculture. Finally, farmers' markets 
might find their appeal as an ñanti-globalizationò strategy (Starr and Adams 2003), a space 

created to resist the all-pervading corporate, global food system. Many consumers are 

concerned that it is virtually impossible to know where oneôs food comes from and what 

kinds of chemicals were used to produce it. Consumers are increasingly removed from the 

source of their food, which on average, according to Schlosser (2002), has traveled 1,300 
miles before it reaches the consumerôs plate (see Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture 

2008). 

  Aside from media impressions, there were very few scholarly studies from which to 

draw. Our students relied heavily on a key article by Andreatta and Wickliffe (2002), 

ñManaging Farmer and Consumer Expectations: A Study of a North Carolina farmers' 
market.ò One key issue raised by the authors is the significant difference in the types of 

consumers, especially in educational level and in household income. Associated cultural 

ñtastes,ò distinctions of desired foods, and cuisine may determine what consumers seek at 

the market ï whether the demand is for basic fruits and vegetables, or for specialty crops and 

ñvalue-addedò goods. In the context of this project, consumer demography can have a key 
impact on the success of a market if the goal is to serve a low-income community or a 

particular ethnic group. How can the market develop an out-reach strategy? How can market 

managers align the needs of consumers with the products brought for sale by vendors?   

4. The role of farmers' markets in urban neighborhoods: Related to the issue of local 

consumers, the project wanted to know how farmers' markets integrate into the surrounding 
neighborhood.  In its second year, the West Side farmers' market was projected as a way to 

offer local, fresh, and affordable food to low-income residents, as well as to become a 
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ñmagnetò for stimulating economic and social activities in the neighborhood (Corum, 

Rosenzweig, and Gibson 2005, Ford Foundation 2003, Kantor 2001, Kellogg Foundation 

2003). How do community organizations and residents become involved in the market? 
What connections emerge among different actors and social groups? How do networks 

function to redistribute ñfood powerò? What is the relationship between a farmers' market 

and the local business community? Our project assisted the market manager of the West 

Side Farmers' Market by monitoring the links between the market and the surrounding West 

Grand neighborhood. Students collected information on neighborhood history, the 
surrounding business district, employment, and fresh food availability within the broader 

neighborhood. Involvement in the market by the community and accessibility to the market 

by neighborhood residents were monitored.  

 

 These four topics ï market formation, vendors/farmers, consumers, and the neighborhood 
ï were studied by different teams of students. As described in a previous section, each team 

developed a set of topics and a methodology for gathering information on their specific domain. 

While teams worked independently, they also connected their activities and findings with other 

domains in order to construct a holistic picture of the local food system. Figure 5 depicts the 

topics investigated by the teams, comprising a network of relationships represented in the 
concept map. Note that farmers and vendors are separated into two domains. While it is true that 

all farmers selling at the market are vendors, not all vendors, especially those who ñresellò 

products, are farmers. The distinctions between these two types of vendors are seen in each 

groupôs marketing strategy, involvement in the farmersô market, and commitment to rural 

preservation.   
 In the report's conclusion, these four topics are discussed in greater detail ï in light of the 

project's findings. The next several sections present the findings from the team reports submitted 

in June 2007, subsequently edited and elaborated by the author for this final report.  
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Figure 5: Conceptual Map 
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SECTION III : Market Organization 

 
The following students made contributions to this section based on their field report 

written for the course: Ryan Ames (Sociology), Ty Falk (Anthropology), Hannah Rodgers 

(Anthropology/History). 

 

West Side Farmers' Market:  
 The West Side Farmersô Market was in its second year of operation when this study took 

place. The location of the market was in the rear parking lot of St. James Catholic Church, 733 

Bridge St. NW near the south boundary of the West Grand neighborhood. The market was open 

two days per week: Thursdays 12:00 - 6:00 PM as during the previous year (2006), and for the 

2007 season, Saturday mornings 8:00 AM ï 12 PM. The vending fees were $10 per day, $15 per 
week and $250 for a season consisting of 19 weeks. The market was sponsored by West Grand 

Neighborhood Organization and the Stockbridge Business Association.  

 Andrea Bartelmeier was the first market manager. Initially, she took a job with the West 

Grand Neighborhood Organization and helped write the Cool Cities grant, which included a 

farmers' market component. Once the grant was funded, Bardelmeier then took on the task of 
organizing and establishing the farmers' market. In an interview, she described the early stages of 

market formation: 
We had a couple meetings in the summer [2006] . . . . The init ial idea was to create an 

immigrant market so Mexicans and immigrants could sell in the neighborhood. More 
people were open to the open air market that would serve more people, all different 

cultures, and the farmersô market was the best idea. We organized it in about two weeks, 

and started it in mid-August [2006]. We had a huge turn out on the first day because we 
gave coupons for three dollars and that spurred a lot of people to get out here. Many know 

of the market because of that . . . but it will take the market about four years for to sustain 

itself. 

Bardelmeier had explained how the farmers' market idea was originally conceived both as 

a premise and as an experiment: How could a farmers' market help revitalized a 

neighborhood community? The original idea for the market was to create an environment 

that was supportive to immigrants, specifically Latinos, and to offer a venue for buying 
and sell products in their neighborhood. As Bartelmeier indicates in her statement, only 

two weeks before the market opened, this idea was abandoned in favor of a more 

inclusive market, reaching out not only to Latinos, but to residents and workers in the 

area. This change ï and the offering the coupons circulated throughout the neighborhood 

prior to opening day ï helped the market to a good start initially.  
 The $13,000 grant from the city of Grand Rapids allowed the market to continue into 

2007 for a full season. According to Bartelmeier, the cost of running the market included the 

salary for the manager, the porta-potty toilet, and advertising materials like flyers and billboards. 

Of these expenses, about $9,000 went to manage the market and to support the market manager.  

The new market was to serve the west end of the city of Grand Rapids and, specifically, 
the ñWest Grandò neighborhood (see Figures 6 and 7). 



 
Page | 30 ï Linking Food to Community, August 2008 

 

 
Figure 6: Market Location in the West Grand Neighborhood 
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In the Figures 8 and 9, note the location of the church along Bridge Street, which runs east-west. 

The market is located in the west parking lot of Saint James Church at 733 Bridge Street NW. 
The church lies between First Street and Milwaukee Street and its parking lot is shared with the 

Goodwillôs Hartley Center (on the east side of the lot) that offers social services and training. 

Goodwill does not charge the farmersô market a fee for use of the parking lot, but there are 

restrictions on stall location and parking (Figure 9). 

 

Figure 7:  Figure 7: Aerial View of West Side Farmers' Market, Looking North 

Figure 8: West Side Farmers' Market Block 
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Whenever the market hours coincided with an event or training session at the Goodwill building, 

the market manager unrolled yellow tape down the center of the parking lot, delineating the 

marketôs stall and parking boundaries. During these occasions students did not notice confusion 
about parking, and did not see any market patrons or vendors attempting to use the Goodwill 

section. The parking lot is surrounded by cyclone fencing with two entrances (Figure 9). 

 People approach the market by many means including by foot, bicycle or vehicle. There 

is of course pedestrian access and a bus stop nearby located at Bridge and Garfield streets on the 

West Fulton route. In addition, the flat parking lot makes the area accessible for those with 
special needs. During our field study, students saw people in walkers, wheelchairs, and kids in 

stroller at the market. Most of the consumers came without vehicles, walking to the market from 

their work or from other shopping; others parked in the lot or along the neighborhood street on 

the periphery of the market. 

 The vending area contained roughly 20 stall spaces. The amount of space taken by each 
vendor varied, and was not at issue; during the study, never were all the spaces filled (Figure 10). 

In an effort to fill the stalls, a policy of ñAll vendors are welcomeò became apparent. This 

situation contrasts sharply with that at the Fulton Street farmersô market where, due to its 

Figure 10: Stall and Site Map 

Figure 9: Stall and Parking Map 




