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}Benefits
ƁComplements Global Food 

Systems (Food Deserts)

ƁSupports Local Economic 
Development

ƁProvides Perceived Freshness, 
Variety, Safety

ƁHas Less Environmental Impact

ÅChallenges
ÅAwareness
ÅPerceived Higher Costs
ÅLimited Access
ÅUnderdeveloped Infrastructure
ÅParticipate Learning Costs

ÅOutcome: Relatively small amount spent on local vs. 
conventional:

Å~$16/year/household for local food in PA
Å~$6,000/year/household total food in PA
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ÅTo theorize the role and impact of IT in 
strengthening and growing local food 
systems

ÅSpecificallyé..

ÅProposition: IT contributes to the functioning and 
growth of locally produced food systems by 
facilitating search
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}What is search?
ƁIdentification of SOURCEof local food (either the 

producer [farmer] or intermediary)

ƁIdentification of PRODUCT (and PRICE)[type of 
food] available in local market

}What are search costs?
ƁCosts a buyer incurs to acquire information about 

prices and product characteristics ( Bakos, 1991)

ƁCost, in money and time, incurred by a buyer to 
locate a seller and purchase a product ( Bakos, 
1997)

4



ƁConsumer discovery of relevant products and 
providers is costly (Smith and Mackinnon 
2007)
}How do costs affect buying decisions?
ƁIf cost is LOW, more likely to search for a 

desirable transaction
ƁIf cost is HIGH, most likely to: 
¶accept less than ideal outcome
¶Choose not to participate in transaction

ƁLarge search costs force consumers to stay 
out of the market (even if offered a zero 
price) (Bakos1991)
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}Local food is not a commodity ð
Differentiated product
ƁVariability of products from market to market

ƁVariability of products from farmer to farmer

}Search costs are potentially magnified in LFS:
ƁFragmented market (many small producers)

ƁDiverse product mix (arising from local variation)

ƁPresence of many alternative channels (LFS as web)

}High search costs reduce number and quality of 
transactions, hindering the development of 
functioning local food system
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}For the consumer:
ƁEasier to obtain information about product 

offerings and prices

ƁDevelop larger sets of alternatives

}For the producer:
ƁCost of communicating product offering and prices 

is lower

ƁCan impose switching costs on the participants

7



Á Communication technology  (i.e., email, mobile 
apps, social networking systems, etc.) give vendors 
the ability to market and distribute information 
cheaply

Á Database and search technology lower the cost of 
retrieval of information about products, giving 
larger sets of alternatives ( Punj and Moore, 2009)

Á Web- based multimedia technologies allow for low 
cost communication of product and vendor 
descriptions

Á Social computing technology (i.e., discussion 
forums, social networking systems, review and 
evaluation systems, and other collective intelligence 
technologies) aggregate individual experiences
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}Phase 1: Case Study Interviews
ƁUnderstand LFS and IT use/impact

ƁRefine and refocus proposition/methods

ƁRich, deep qualitative data

}Phase 2: Hypothesis/Theory Testing
ƁIdentify larger dataset and/or collect data
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}Two Regions: Allegheny County and òLehigh Valleyó
ƁWhat is Local? Grown and sold in those regions

}Semi- Structured Interviews (n=20)
ƁSampled from all participant types

ƁRange of technical sophistication

ƁNotes + Recording => Structured summary

ƁIRB approved at Lehigh and Pitt
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Allegheny Lehigh Valley

Primary Urban Center Pittsburgh Allentown/Bethlehem/
Easton

Urban Center Population 
(2006)

312,819 179,998

Counties Included Allegheny Lehigh, Northampton, 
Carbon

County Population (2008 
estimate)

1,215,103 698,334

Growth rate (2000 - 2008) - 5.2% +9.5%

Size 730 square 
miles

1,100 square miles

Population density 1,755/square 
mile

634/square mile
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Allegheny Northampton Lehigh Carbon

Number of 
Farms

534 486 516 207

Farmland 38,023 Acres 68,252 Acres 84,643 
Acres

20,035 Acres

Avg. Farm 
Size

71 Acres 140 Acres 164 Acres 97 Acres

No. Small
Farms

524 442 471 200

No. Med 
Farms

7 32 20 4

No. Large 
Farms

3 12 25 3
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ÅFarmers
ÅDiary (small, large)
ÅMeat (small, large)
ÅFruit/ Veg (small, medium)

ÅProcessors (small, large)
ÅCommunity Supported Agriculture Groups
ÅCo- op  Groups
ÅDelivery Service (Broker)
ÅRestaurants
ÅFarmerõs Markets Management
ÅRetailers
ÅContract Dining Service Provider

Note: some business overlapped ïwere both diary 

and processor, for example
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} In all cases interviewed the owner/operator

} Farm in operation: range from 1 to 159 years

} Acreage range from 1 to 180

} Most channels to customers were:

ƁFarm store or farm stand

ƁLocal farmerôs market

} We have other information:

ƁMission/Purpose

ƁProduct descriptions

ƁCustomer ñdemographicsò

ƁAdvertising (where)

ƁDetails on the channels

ƁFarm Characteristics (gross sales, acreage, livestock count)
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Distance- About 30 
miles
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