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Navigating Local and Regional Food Systems in Dynamic Times

Presentation to the Kansas Food Summit: Painting a Vibrant Future



Overview of Today’s Talk 
• PEOPLE: National Consumer and Food Market Dynamics

• COVID and supply chain impacts catalyzed changes across many dimensions

• Food and Ag as a focus

• PUBLIC ATTITUDES AND POLICY: Ag and Food Visible and Salient
• Some Perspectives from your Neighbors in Colorado

• A Look at the US

• PLACE: A Closer Look at the Changing Food Market Landscape
• Important linkages to Ag, Entrepreneurs and Communities

• USDA Regional Food Business Centers as a Response to Regional Needs…and 
what Next with New Federal Priorities?
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Food Inflation is top of Mind

Consumer Price Index (CPI)

❖ Up 2.7% June 2024 to June 2025

❖ Food prices were 3% higher

• Food at home now below historical average

• Biggest pressure remains for proteins

• Consumers may confuse slowing inflation 

with an expectation for lower prices

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-price-outlook/summary-findings



Retail Sales: Total and Food, Fall 2024

4
https://www.census.gov/retail/state_retail_sales.html



Price Inflation Persists: A Look at Beef

Drovers https://www.drovers.com/news/industry/why-arent-high-beef-prices-causing-sticker-shock-consumers?utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-
_kUs0SfkN2H7_rlP12xa539GFaNoplvwXsD0x_Y5R1TnrVrqyPb5HxOeINx2qKalGunsBM5jysX5N8ykmwL1D29g_Tah9TJVjBGr4u79zrqGnRi60&_hsmi=372651682

&utm_content=372651682&utm_source=hs_email 5



Rural Grocery Succession Planning: Beyond Grocery Webinar, Kansas State 
University Rural Grocery Initiative Webinar. Spring 2022 



Food Spending Priorities Favor “Fresh Zone”

https://www.drovers.com/news/education/what-americans-wont-give-2025-spending-priorities-
revealed?utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-8rrs_mRodzA_xvyxxncA9vJ8AH1d-t4IPBHeDomhcySUXupxX80aa33RtF-

N5I_MCoArnlMnbfHNHCuTazAg9b45_8P6M_8eJ4yelMT4jCjTwOhZw&_hsmi=372651682&utm_content=372651682&utm_source=hs_
email
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Weight Loss Medications’ 
Ripple Effect

• Estimated 9% of Americans on these drugs

• More likely to purchase whole, nutrient-dense
foods, including fresh fruits and vegetables, lean
proteins, whole grains, and low-fat dairy, and to
avoid snack foods, sugary drinks and alcohol.

• Morgan Stanley study revealed that monthly grocery
spending fell by up to 9% in households with GLP-1
users, confirmed by a recent Cornell study.

• Major food and beverage companies have
experienced a marked decrease in sales of snacks
and sweets.

https://progressivegrocer.com/embracing-ozempic-boom-how-food-and-beverage-
companies-need-adapt 8



Public Attitudes

And Policy
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/charts-of-note/chart-detail?chartId=109618









US 

Perspective



IMPACTS of COVID On Market Channels:

A 2023 National Consumer Study of Households





Survey 1.0
Oct. - Nov. 2020 

Survey 2.0
Nov. 2021 - Jan. 2022 

September 2019

The Before 

Times

April 2020

Pandemic 

Begins

September 2020

The New 

Normal

October 2020

Mask on. 

Mask off.

October 2021

Another Day, 

Another Variant

Survey 3.0
Dec. 2023 - Jan. 2024 

October 2022 October 2023

And Era of New 

Shopping Habits?

Food Prices & Purchases 

on the Rise….





Market Channel Aggregations

Full Selection
• Supercenter/

Wholesale
• Supermarket
• Diverse, Full-line

Selection
• National

presence

Limited Selection
• Small-format

Grocers
• Health Stores
• Niche, moderate

selection
• Regional or

national
presence

Discount and 
Convenience

• Discount Stores
• Convenience/

Corner Stores
• Limited selection
• Local, regional or

national presence

Local & Regional Stores
• Direct Markets
• Farmers Markets
• Gourmet/

Artisan Sellers
• Niche, limited

selection
• Local or regional

presence

Seller-based Limited 
Selection

• Food Boxes
• Meal Kits
• Niche, limited

selection
• Local, regional or

national
presence



https://www.spins.com/resources/report/2025-industry-update-trends-predictions/ 19

Natural and Wellness Products Are Driving 

Growth Across All Channels
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Top 3 motivations of food purchases, 2022 (N = 5,024)



22
https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/LFS-CFI-2-04.pdf



Comparing New and Established Local Shoppers: Heartland Region

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/consumer-food-insights/



Comparing Channel Usage Intensity

• Heartland region   compared to the  NW Rocky Mountain

• Core Local Consumers: purchased from at least four different local market channels in both 2022

and 2023

• Mid-Level Local Consumers: purchased from at least three local market channels in 2022 or 2023

• Peripheral Local Consumers: purchased from two or fewer local market channel in 2022 or 2023

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/consumer-food-insights/



Comparing expenditures across Time

• Core Local Consumers: purchased from at least four different local market channels in both 2022 and 2023

• Mid-Level Local Consumers: purchased from at least three local market channels in 2022 or 2023

• Peripheral Local Consumers: purchased from two or fewer local market channel in 2022 and 2023

The core group consistently spends more on food boxes and at farmers and direct markets, but 

restaurant spending went down in 2023.

• Mid-level users had more stable spending between 2022 and 2023, but a notable increase in

spending at specialty retailers between 2022 and 2023 (increasing from $7 to $20 weekly) and a

drop in farmers market spending (from $14 in 2022 to $9 in 2023).



How do CONSUMER VALUES VARY FROM SUPERMARKET to LRFS CHANNELS?

Farmers Market
• Locally grown

• Organic

• Support local economy

• COVID affected shopping

• Have purchase method

options

Direct from Producer/CSA
• Locally grown

• Organic

• Health

• Support local economy

• Meet cultural preferences

• COVID affected shopping

Food At Home Market Channels Food Away From
 Home Market Channels

Food Box Delivery
• Locally grown

• Organic

• Support local economy

• Meet cultural

preferences

• COVID affected

shopping

Local, Independent 

Restaurant
• Impact local economy with

purchases

• Otherwise, similar to broader

restaurant patrons

Bakery/Deli/Specialty
• Support local economy

• Meet cultural preferences

• COVID affected shopping

• Impact local economy with

purchases

• Confident in safety protocols



Change in Online Food Shopping Since the Pandemic Began

No, I am not 

spending a 

higher budget 

share on 

online 

purchases of 

food

78%

Yes, I am 

spending a 

higher budget 

share on food 

for curbside 

pickup

11%

Yes, I am 

spending a 

higher budget 

share on food 

for delivery

7%

Yes, I am spending a higher 

budget share on both 

curbside pick-up and 

delivery…

For the heaviest spenders (and users) 
of online food shopping…

▪ Delivery utilization at supercenters,
supermarkets, health food stores, and
small format grocers is higher.

▪ Reflect a decrease in delivery from farmers
markets and direct markets.

Are you spending a higher share 
of your budget on online 

ordering for food? 



Connecting, Strengthening 
and Scaling Food Supply 

Chains in the Northwest and 
Rocky Mountain Region



Local Food Systems

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3

Rural places still give 

incentives to larger VA 

businesses

Meat Processor Expansion

Beginning Farmer/Rancher

3rd Wave synergies

Connections & Collaboration

Build networks & hubs

Enterprise clusters:

• lower transaction costs

• Aggregation

• Knowledge spillovers

With a decreased public role, who plays the role of network builder?



Waves of Economic Development

1st Wave 2nd Wave 3rd Wave

Business Recruitment

Tax incentive

Limited regulations

Cheap land

Small Business 

Development and 

Entrepreneurship

Seed grants and small 

loans

Business retention and 

expansion

(BR&E) programs

Public-Private 

Partnerships

Networking

Social capital

Economic clusters



Food Enterprise   Supply Chain     Food Markets     Community
  Dynamics    Environment          & Consumers      Outcomes

Community: State, Tribal and National Context
Social Capital, Institutions, Infrastructure, Policy 

(Goetz, 1997; Rupasingha, et al,, 2006; Van Sandt et al., 2022; Johnson et al., 2020)

Infrastructure

Regulations

Cottage Foods/Shared Kitchens

Cottage food laws, Women in workforce, 

Income (-)

(McDonald, 2019; O’Hara et al., 2021)

Food Manufacturing

Local/Organic Producers, Rurality, 

Distribution Infrastructure, Amenities

(Low et al., 2021; Goetz, 1997)

Health 

Food Security

Environmental 

Sustainability

Food Justice, 

Sovereignty & Equity

Direct Markets

Retail Stores

Websites

Consumer Characteristics

Values

Dietary Choices

Direct to Consumer
State Grown, Fair Return to Producers, 

Local Economy, Freshness, Food Safety

(Low et al., 2015; Onozaka et al., 2015)

Procurement practices

Transportation & 

Logistics

Meat Processing

Metro/adjacent, Scale, Retail/Wholesale 

Sales/Diversification, Workforce

(Isley and Low, 2023)

Food Hubs/Wholesalers

Population, Social Capital, 

Complementary Food Businesses

(Cleary et al., 2019; Barham et al., 2012)



The growth in regional markets

❖ Kansas direct Sales grew from $9.9 to over $20 million in 2022 (over 100%!!)

❖ In the US, largest growth between 2017 and 2022 was local foods sold directly to retail 
markets, institutions, and food hubs for local or regionally branded products

❖ US sales grew from $9 to $14 billion since 2017, an increase of over 55%

❖ For Kansas, grew from $4.2 to $6.9 million or 64%

❖ Why? Not certain, but as far back as the 2015 USDA report (Low et al)

❖ Key institutional buyer/market, school districts with farm-to-school programs, 
increased by 430%

❖ Between 2006-2007 and 2015, the number of food hubs increased by 288%

❖ Low et al (2015) also highlight that market intermediation is commonly an important part of 
scaling up for direct sales enterprises to transition to more viable wholesale models

❖ Requires a shift in technical assistance and investments as local and regional 
marketing strategies evolve



Increasing Portfolio of Federal 

and State Purchasing 

Programs

• Colorado Department of 

Human Services (CDHS) Local 

Food Purchase Assistance 

Program (LFPA) through $12.5 

million in federal funds 

• CDHS Food Pantry Assistance 

Grant Program (FPAG) through 

$4.5 million in state funds

•  Colorado Department of 

Education (CDE) Local Food for 

Schools Cooperative Grant 

Program through $2.6 million 

in federal funds

• CDE Local Food Pilot Program 

(LFPP) through $1.5 million in 

state funds



RFBCs are designed to:

• Create opportunities for targeted, region-specific solutions.

• Maximize locally driven investment impact. 

• Complement and support other USDA programs.

• Collaborate with USDA Agricultural Marketing Service to ensure ongoing, 

regionally appropriate support and coordination.

Center purpose, design 
& What’s Next! 

The USDA Regional Food Business Centers (RFBCs)

are established to drive economic opportunities across their region, creating 

a more diversified and resilient food system.



• Colorado

• Idaho

• Montana

• Oregon

• Washington

• Wyoming

• Building Meat Supply Chain 

Capacity

• Creating Diverse Markets for 

Climate Resilient Ag

• Connecting and Scaling 

Food Entrepreneurs

• Supporting Right-Size 

Investing and Infrastructure

• Colorado State

• Oregon State

• USDA AMS

TA & Funding Opportunities

Theme 

Teams

State Teams

Regional 

Leads



Themes = cross-cutting focus areas



• Over 4000 contacts – some 
outside region

• Over 130 Biz Builder grants 
representing more than $2 
million

• Meat Summit and Meat School 
(online)

• Over 50 Businesses sponsored 
at food shows

• Grain Summit-Salida March 
2025

Colorado Activities



● 124 beginning operations 
(<10 years of experience)
○ 2017 average start date

n = 158

Fruit and Vegetable 109

Value-added Products 74

Meat 53

Poultry eggs 47

Grain/Forage 41

Dairy 26

Nursery 21

Tree nuts or Oil Seeds 12

Forage/Wild Harvested Foods 11

Seafood 5



Business Builder grant program support for new 
markets for grains, pulses and pseudocereals

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

CO ID MT OR WA WY

New Markets grants received vs 
funded, by state

Applications Funded projects New Markets funded grants, by 
expenditure category

Equipment
71%

Supplies
7%

Other costs
9%

TA: design
6%

TA: product 
testing

2%

TA: financial 
decision-
making

3%

TA: tech
1%

TA: regulatory
1%



Technical Assistance

FOOD AND AG ADDITION



Shared Kitchens

Biz Development 
Phases

Summer 2022 Shared Kitchens 41



Tapestry 
Segment 
Profiles



Our Target Segment Values and Priorities



Leveraging Tapestry Market Segments

Meet 2 out of 3 of the following household criteria (Core Segments meet all 3): 

High income (>$70,000), 

Mention food/environmental values, 

High HH budget indexspent on food (mostly>110)



Empowering 
Communities
• Food Systems Data Explorer

• Stakeholder specific user 
guides

• Suggested resources
• Extension Bulletins
• Extension Programs
• Funding resources
• Contacts for deeper 

analyses
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• Food Market Dynamics were catalyzed by COVID but may be settling into a 
new normal

• Ag, food and beverages are getting renewed policy attention in the context 
of economic and community development

• Resiliency, infrastructure, entrepreneurs, equity and access
• Resiliency is an evolving concept …. 

• Risk management in a new light

• Efficiency vs. stability

• What are ag and food’s “shock absorbers”?

Changing Priorities for Food Consumers and Policymakers



Dr. Dawn Thilmany, Professor and Co-Director, REDI
Dept of Ag and Resource Economics

Northwest and Rocky Mountain USDA Food Business Center, Director

https://nwrockymountainregionalfoodbusiness.com/

 

Regional Economic Development Institute, https://csuredi.org/

Local Food Economics Community of Practice, 

https://localfoodeconomics.com/

Dawn.Thilmany@colostate.edu

278 Nutrien, DARE, CSU

970-215-5502

@DawnTM

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dawn-thilmany-654131a

mailto:Dawn.Thilmany@colostate.edu


Appendices



Consumer Trends and Developments in 

the Regional Food System: 
Highlights from A National Survey and Colorado Public Attitudes

Dr. Dawn Thilmany

HIGHLIGHTS FROM LRFS RESPONSE TO COVID-19: RECOVERY AND RESILIENCE CONSUMER STUDY

Featuring

Work by:   

Brought to you by: 

Mackenzie Gill, Hailey Edmondson, Libby Christensen, Becca Jablonski, 

Azita Varziri, Jairus Rossi and Tim Woods



ABOUT THE 

PROJECT

Enrich and expand existing efforts across LRFS responding to 

COVID

Document and disseminate innovations and adaptations

Cross-sector collaboration and learning

Strategize for long term resilience of LRFS

ABOUT THE 

TEAM

Multi-agency, multi-sector collaborative initiative

Cooperative Agreement with USDA AMS 

2 University Partners

Community of Practice Coordinating Organizations



Visit our website for more details about the projects, resources for LRFS, and upcoming 

webinar information.

https://lfscovid.localfoodeconomics.com/



What is up with Eggs?



50% 49% 0.5%

HH 

size 

2.74

37%

Consumer Food InsIGHTS 2.0

Women Men Self identified

National survey including 5,000 

households

Income

Households

HH have a 

child under 18 

at home



Consumer Food InsIGHTS 2.0

Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or 

Spanish origin?

Breakdown of "Yes, 

of Hispanic, Latino, 

or Spanish  origin"

Race

Note: 3% of respondents chose not to respond.



Consumer Food InsIGHTS 2.0: Economic Impacts

Household change in income 

or job since the COVID-19

Household exposure to 

COVID-19



Percent of households using online platforms by channel and covid implication (October 

2020)



Overview of Start Up

Biz Development 
Phases

Summer 2022 Shared Kitchens 57



National Brands, 

& Mature Product 

Lines

Commodities in 

Stagnant 

Sectors

Regional, 

Artisan Brands

Startup, Craft 

Food 

Enterprises

High
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Customer Demand, Preferences and Loyalty

Factors Influencing Establishment Location 

https://redi.colostate.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/50/2019/12/REDI-report-food-manufacturing.pdf

Figure from The Tale of Two Food Supply Chains:

Exploring the Emerging Bimodal Structure of U.S. Food and Beverage Manufacturing
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