AgMRC

agricultural marketing resource center

Innovative Rural
Grocery Models

Prepared By
Lisa Bates and Courtney Long
with lowa State University Extension and Outreach




Table of Contents

Y 015 £ =T (RPN 2
(e To 18 o 1o o ISP 3
Virtual Interview FINAINGS.........oi e e s 3
Commitment 1o Local SOUICING.......cooi i 5
Deep Community ENgagement.........cooo oo 7
NICNE MAIKETS ... .. e et e e e e e e e e eennnnanns 9
Site ViSit CasS@ StUAIES ......oeiieiieeee e e e e e e e e e ennnnanns 10
Midwest Case Study — A reimagined grocery Store ............ueeiieeiieiiiiiiiicieee e 10
Northeast Case Study — Education meets local food access...........ccccvvvveeieeeeeeeennnns 11
Western Case Study- A third place for community members ...........ccccccvviiiiiininnn. 13
N[y AT (=] o1 F PSR 14
Y o] 1= T Lo J PP 15
Appendix A: Virtual Interview QUESHIONS .........oouuiiiiii e 15
Appendix B: Grocery Site INtErVIEWS ........coooiiiiiiiiiiiicee e 17
Appendix C: Farm and Food Business Assessment Questions...............cccceeeeeeeeee. 20

INNOVATIVE RURAL GROCERY MODELS | 2026 1



Abstract

Independent rural grocery stores serve as essential anchors in local and regional food
systems, providing much more than retail services. This national study builds on the
Midwest Tri-State Rural Grocery Study to examine best practices, challenges, and
community impacts of independent grocers across five USDA-defined regions. Through
virtual interviews and in-depth site visits, the research identifies shared themes that define
successful rural grocery models: commitment to local sourcing, deep community
engagement, diverse ownership, and niche markets tailored to cultural, geographic, and
agricultural contexts. Grocers maintain flexible, trust-based relationships with producers,
act as community hubs, support local economies, and provide critical access to fresh and
culturally relevant foods. Case studies highlight how these stores strengthen local
agriculture, foster economic resilience, preserve community identity, and address food
access challenges in remote areas. Findings demonstrate that independent grocers play
a vital role in sustaining rural communities and outline opportunities to enhance local
supply chains, expand partnerships, and support long-term rural grocery viability
nationwide.

In accordance with Federal law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, this institution is
prohibited from discriminating on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, age, disability, and reprisal or retaliation for prior civil
rights activity. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)

Program information may be made available in languages other than English. Persons with disabilities who require alternative means
of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, and American Sign Language) should contact the
responsible State or local Agency that administers the program or USDA’'s TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TTY) or
contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at 800-877-8339.

To file a program discrimination complaint, a complainant should complete a Form AD-3027, USDA Program Discrimination Complaint
Form, which can be obtained online at https://www.ocio.usda.gov/document/ad-3027, from any USDA office, by calling 866-632-9992,
or by writing a letter addressed to USDA. The letter must contain the complainant’s name, address, telephone number, and a written
description of the alleged discriminatory action in sufficient detail to inform the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights (ASCR) about the
nature and date of an alleged civil rights violation. The completed AD-3027 form or letter must be submitted to USDA by:

Mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue SW, Washington,
D.C. 20250-9410; or Fax: 833-256-1665 or 202-690-7442; or Email: program.intake@usda.gov.

This institution is an equal opportunity provider.

For the full non-discrimination statement or accommodation inquiries, go to www.extension.iastate.edu/legal.
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Introduction

This report expands on findings from the Midwest Tri-state Rural Grocery Study that
interviewed farmers and grocers on their successes and challenges related to sourcing
local in independent groceries. This research sought to more fully assess the overall
community impact that independent grocers had on their local and regional communities.
Rural independent grocery stores were identified across the nation based on their best
practices in sourcing local, partnering with community organizations, and having
meaningful impact on their rural community. This included a national review of rural
groceries across the United States and territories. To begin analysis, in the first year, the
team developed a 5-region system that utilized the USDA regions and territories and
completed virtual investigation of stores followed by a series of at least three in-depth
virtual interviews with independent grocer owners. The interviews included questions on
successes and challenges related to their business, culturally relevant food purchasing,
local sourcing, niche markets, and community engagement.

In Year 2, one site from each region was identified to conduct in-person community-based
interviews to assess the overall impact of the grocery stores on the broader rural
communities in which they work. Interviews were completed with stakeholders like
community leaders, local government, administrators, farmers, grocers, and additional
collaborators as identified in previous grocer interviews.

The following report first describes in depth findings from virtual interviews, followed by
three case studies from in-person site visits. Each relays the importance, benefit, and
impact of grocery operations in rural communities.

Virtual Interview Findings

In 2023, a series of in-depth virtual interviews with independent rural grocers across the
United States and its territories revealed that despite vast geographic, demographic, and
operational differences, these stores face many of the same challenges and share core
values. More than just retailers, these grocers act as community anchors, food access
advocates, and economic stabilizers in regions where the next grocery store might be 40
miles or even an ocean away.

The themes outlined in this section reflect both the resilience and creativity of these store
owners as they navigate labor shortages, rural logistics, changing consumer needs, and
aging infrastructure. From embracing digital tools and sourcing from backyard farmers to
supporting local schools and innovating business models, these grocers are finding ways
to sustain their stores and their communities against some tough odds. The following
themes were identified as key strengths of rural independent grocery stores, setting them

apart from other retailers.
I ——
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Commitment to Local Sourcing

Nearly all stores emphasized buying locally
whether from neighboring counties or backyard
growers. Relationships with farmers are
personal, and sourcing often includes seasonal
produce and locally made goods.

Deep Community Engagement

Independent grocers prioritize service over profit,
frequently stepping in to meet local needs i 3
especially during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. Many operate not just as stores but
as community hubs, filling gaps left by chain store closures.

Repurposed and Historic Spaces

Many operate from adaptive reuse of existing buildings including former general
stores, banks, or even old box chain stores preserving community heritage and
reducing environmental impact.

Diverse Ownership Models

Several grocers have deep family roots in the business, some going back a century.
Succession planning is a priority, with younger generations stepping in to sustain
operations. Additionally, cooperatives and community-owned structures are common,
especially where formal co-op registration is restricted. These models promote shared
governance and local reinvestment.

Niche Markets

Local culture and agriculture deeply influence grocery operations from island-grown
lemongrass to Amish-farmed produce. Grocers tailor offerings to reflect local tastes,
traditions, and seasonal cycles.

Innovation and Adaptability

To survive, stores have embraced change offering such items as prepared meals,
catering, and implementing digital tools like self-checkouts and electronic shelf
labels. Many pivoted during COVID-19 or restructured to improve sustainability.

In addition to these key themes, commonalities between national chains and businesses
existed as well. This included rural realities and the ability to operate in remote areas.
Rural environments pose challenges in supply chains, transportation, and access to
goods. Some stores serve isolated islands or counties with no other grocery options, while
also managing seasonal demand tied to tourism. It was also noted that staffing challenges
are persistent in rural communities as well, and that labor shortages are a widespread
issue. Stores struggle to hire qualified staff and are turning to automation or downsizing
to remain viable.
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Commitment to Local Sourcing

Of significant interest for this study was the ability to purchase and incorporate local and
regional products into the grocery business. The definition of “local” food sourcing varies
widely and is often flexible rather than fixed. While many stores prioritize local products,
the definition typically adapts based on availability and logistical realities. On islands,
“‘local” is strictly defined as food grown or produced on the same island, as inter-island
transport is costly and limited.

In contrast, some states apply a more structured definition, generally considering
products local if sourced within the state or within 30 to 50 miles of the store, even across
state lines. However, factors like producer relationships, product quality, and animal
welfare often carry more weight than strict geographic distance. In other regions, “local’
may encompass multiple states or broader areas like the Northeast or Pacific Northwest.
Overall, the concept of “local” is shaped as much by values and relationships as by
proximity.

Relationships

Independent grocers often maintain deeply
rooted, mostly informal relationships with local
producers. These connections are built on
personal trust, community ties, and shared
values where many stem from introductions at
farmers markets, word of mouth, or existing
networks. While a few formal contracts exist for
bulk or emergency needs, most agreements
are handshake-based, reflecting a flexible,
relationship-first approach.

Stores typically work with a wide range of producers and include full-time farmers,
backyard growers, and seasonal producers. Relationships are both long-standing, with
some over 15 years, and emerging, as producers frequently stop by to introduce new
products.

Ordering is highly adaptable. Some producers use apps, others send emails or texts, and
many operate week-to-week based on availability. Store owners and staff adjust to each
producer’s system, fostering collaboration rather than imposing rigid processes.

Examples of these relationships include sourcing tomatoes from up to 20 different farms
in the summer, buying eggs and tropical fruit from backyard farmers, and working with
hot sauce producers dependent on seasonal pepper yields. One store formerly

coordinated orders with over 20 Amish farmers through a dedicated liaison, illustrating
I ———
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the potential scale of informal systems. Ultimately, the focus is less on formal structure
and more on trust, product quality, and mutual support.

Challenges

Building strong relationships with local food producers is often hindered by key
challenges, most notably price. Many farmers prefer direct-to-consumer sales, making it
difficult to accept the lower wholesale rates grocery stores offer. Scale mismatch is
another issue where large farms favor industrial buyers and smaller farms may not
produce enough to supply stores consistently.

Distribution logistics further complicates sourcing, especially for products like meat that
require refrigeration. Some stores address this by partnering with regional aggregators or
distributors. Communication and ordering systems also vary widely between producers,
creating inefficiencies and planning difficulties.

In some regions, climate instability and shifting markets add to the uncertainty, making
consistent local supply harder to maintain. Despite strong interest in sourcing locally,
these practical barriers of price, scale, logistics, and consistency continue to limit deeper
partnerships.

Opportunities to Strengthen Local Food Partnerships

While local food partnerships hold strong potential, key areas need development to
support long-term growth. Grocers expressed interest in expanding into local meats,
breads, and grains, but face barriers such as limited processing infrastructure, regulatory
hurdles, and unreliable sourcing. Without dedicated regional logistics, many rely on
informal transport arrangements that are unsustainable.

Marketing efforts are often grassroots like social media promotions, but partnerships
remain informal and vulnerable to disruptions like weather or shifting vendor priorities.
There's also untapped demand among seasonal residents willing to pay for fresh, local
products.

Ultimately, the growth of local food systems depends on improved infrastructure,
formalized distribution networks, and support systems that respect the scale and capacity
of small producers.

Marketing

Independent grocers primarily rely on social media, especially Facebook and Instagram,
to promote local products, highlight farmers, and share store updates. Frequent, engaging
posts such as recipes or local food features are often highly effective, with some
I ——
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producers selling out after a single post. Traditional advertising is rarely used, though
some grocery stores pursue TV and radio coverage to share their stories.

In-store marketing varies, from “Shop Local” tags to detailed farm labels in meat cases
that help spark customer conversations. While some displays about local producers go
unnoticed, emphasizing the farmer's story and more than just the product resonates
strongly, especially in communities where local food is a core value.

Staff education supports these efforts but is limited by time and frequent product changes.
Other strategies include tastings, pop-up events, café specials, and central displays of
local goods. In smaller or island communities, community-run Facebook pages also help
producers reach customers directly.

Overall, marketing is informal and rooted in trust, aiming to connect customers not just to
products but to the people behind them.

Deep Community Engagement

Independent grocers play an active and often central role in their communities, going far
beyond selling food. Many stores support local schools, sponsoring events, providing
donations, and creating hands-on programs like donating produce to preschools, funding
FFA projects, and hosting high school internship and job training programs including
students with special needs.

® They also partner with food pantries across
% multiple communities, offering discounts on
bulk items, donating near-expiration products
and hot meals, and organizing seasonal
% donation campaigns. Some stores run round-
up programs at checkout, raising tens of
e thousands of dollars annually for local
B causes, with customers selecting where their
=8 donations go.

= Many stores foster local food systems through
initiatives like in- store farm stands free vendor spaces, and CSA aggregation programs
to support small-scale producers. Some have launched innovative efforts like Food is
Medicine, partnering with health clinics to provide local food to patients across several
counties.

Other community support includes sponsoring festivals, local media, youth sports,
veterans’ groups, and cultural events. One store even sold student-raised chickens and
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supports a local orphanage through bag sales. Another donates meals and funding to
nearby nonprofits and collaborates with the school gardens and SNAP-Ed programs.

Owners and staff are often deeply embedded in their communities serving on local
boards, chambers of commerce, or service clubs and are seen as visible, trusted figures.
As one interviewee put it: “Selling groceries is our part-time gig.”

Organizational Support and Partnerships

Rural grocers rely on a mix of local, state, and national partnerships to support operations,
expand local sourcing, and access funding. Many have benefited from programs like the
Rural Grocery Initiative at Kansas State University, which offer grants, training, and
distribution planning support.

To strengthen local supply chains, grocers collaborate with organizations helping them
source regional products and connect with producers. Co-op networks assist with bulk
ordering, store design, and cooperative development.

Engagement with broader industry groups varies, while informal peer networks with
nearby independent stores remain a key source of support. At the community level, many
grocers are active in civic groups, food councils, and emergency response teams,
reinforcing their role as essential local institutions.

Customer Base

Independent rural grocers serve variable communities, often shaped by geography,
culture, and age. Many stores primarily cater to older adults (50 plus), who prefer smaller
portions and special products, influencing both grocery offerings and prepared foods. EBT
and SNAP usage is also common across many areas.

Some locations served tourists, long-distance travelers, or "food pilgrims" who drive hours
for bulk buying. Others focus on large families, including cultural groups like Latino,
Middle Eastern, Amish, and Eastern European communities, offering flexible sizing
without membership requirements, like a “Costco model.”

Customer demographics varied in locations, where core shoppers are college-educated
women aged 35-65, while others attract homesteaders and YouTubers with large
households. Online shopping is offered in some places, though it hasn’t strongly attracted
younger (20—40) customers.

Many stores are isolated with over 15 miles apart and many with Walmart as the only
alternative, making them vital local food hubs. In some regions, smaller nearby shops
even buy wholesale from these stores due to limited delivery options. Overall, rural
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grocers tailor their offerings to meet age, cultural, and bulk-buying preferences, filling
critical gaps in local food access.

Niche Markets

Some grocery stores’ niche focus on bulk food options and local seafood, leveraging its
location for seasonal items. It attracts tourists and locals alike, many traveling hours for
specialty and bulk items, including unique local produce. They also sell gardening
supplies like soil, seeds, and native plants.

Serving as a community hub, another store uses a physical bulletin board for
communication, recognizing limited internet access among some residents. The 3,500
square foot space includes a café, deli, and butcher, offering hot meals, specialty meats,
and a large selection of organic and hard-to-find products. They produce their own fresh
juices and are expanding into baking
and specialty food lines.

Delivery and e-commerce are growing
priorities, especially for seniors, with
same-day local delivery managed by
store staff. One store caters to an older
demographic with smaller packaging
options, balancing bulk offerings with
. community needs. A dedicated cheese
section and daily hot meals from the
commercial kitchen further distinguish
their local, specialty food focus

Innovation and Adaptability

Many of the stores interviewed provide the opportunity for customers to request items not
currently in the grocery store. Customers can submit product requests through a log
system, with orders placed only for items requested by multiple shoppers to ensure
demand. Stores handle many special orders, especially for items like specialty meats that
aren’t kept in regular inventory and aims to expand this service to better serve diverse
buyer groups.

Also, to meet customer demand, the specialty food sections can enable access to unique
items previously unavailable locally. Customers frequently request new or overlooked
products and appreciate the store’s wide selection and warm, community-focused
service.
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Perishable products are harder to manage due to potential spoilage before sufficient
demand builds. The store actively welcomes suggestions both in-store and within the
community, fulfilling even small or single-customer special orders. Requests are
managed via product request cards sent to buyers, who assess shelf space and may
special order cases, with co-op members receiving discounts on bulk purchases.

Site Visit Case Studies

While interviews offered valuable insight into the shared experiences of independent rural
grocers across the regions, in-person site visits revealed the lived realities behind those
stories showcasing the grocery store as more than a business. These case studies
highlight rural grocery stores as community anchors, economic drivers, and centers of
innovation, resilience, and belonging.

From a tornado-ravaged town to a cooperative institution and a remote agricultural hub,
each site tells a story of adaptation and impact. Whether rebuilding after disaster,
launching student-run ag partnerships, or modeling cooperative ownership, these grocers
are preserving food access and cultural identity while advancing local economies.
Together, these stores illuminate what’s at stake when rural grocery stores thrive.

Midwest Case Study — A reimagined grocery store

When tornadoes swept through the community, one of the most symbolic losses was the
closure of the local independent grocery store, a place many interviewed described as
not just a store, but a ‘sacred space.’ The store was closed at the end of the year due to
damage but just a few months later was reopened, reimagined, rebuilt, and more
important than ever. This was shown as a commitment to the larger community.

The store came back stronger, including a café, a hot bar, a salad bar, and an expanded
deli that now offers custom sandwiches, grab-and-go meals, and catering. Local music
fills the café every Wednesday and Saturday, with space for 40 people to gather, eat, and
connect. A walk-in freezer and cooler support new offerings like meal kits and “Food as
Medicine” boxes, especially important in a region where 18% live below the poverty line
and access to nutritious food is limited.

Even though the store was closed, it continued taking local meat orders honoring its
relationship with regional farmers and meeting a clear demand for high-quality, local
products. Beef, hogs, and lamb remain bestsellers, and now fresh fruits, vegetables,
spices, and pre-packed bulk items have made a strong return package smarter and
fresher to reduce waste and increase sales.
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The grocery store is a hub for local food procurement, offering shelf space to eggs, dairy,
meat, and produce from area farmers including an Amish network, regional producers,
and a student-run ag program at the local high school. That school program, launched in
2014, turned raising pigs into a full-blown educational ecosystem spanning blogs,
genetics, hydroponics, and sales to restaurants and markets. Though larger food
distributors have cut these students out of institutional lunch programs, the groceries give
their work a space and an audience. The high school program is even exploring a future
partnership around meal kits, highlighting how this grocery could serve as a cornerstone
in farm-to-school initiatives.

EE

In a region with declining retail options
where even Walmart stores are being
replaced by Dollar General stores, this |
independent grocery store is more than a |
place to buy food. It's a local economy
builder, a job creator, and a safeguard
against rural food deserts. It’s also one of
the few places where local products can
compete both in quality and values
against national chains and online sales.

And it's evolving with purpose: hosting community-supported agriculture (CSA) shares,
food as medicine programming, catering for meetings, and even plans for a processing
space and nonprofit run aggregation hub. The partnerships with healthcare providers,
volunteers, and Extension only deepen their roots. If this store disappeared, people
wouldn’t just lose food access, they’'d lose a reason to gather, to listen to live music, to
talk about soil health and recipe swaps, to remember what it means to live within their
community.

According to one board member, if the store didn’t exist, “it would recreate itself.” Because
it must and nothing else plays the role it does. It's where people of shared values, cultures,
and dreams can come together over something as simple as food.

Northeast Case Study — Education meets local food access

In a rural coastal town of under 10,000 residents, their cooperative grocery store stands
not only as a food retailer but as a community cornerstone, a local employer, a nutrition
access point, an education hub, and a living example of what cooperative ownership can
achieve.

With over 5,000 member-owners, the store has embedded itself into the culture and
economy of the community for nearly five decades. Its story is one of resilience,
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collaboration, and local food independence, a model that extends well beyond groceries
and deep into the health and economy of the region.

The co-op is a key component of the local community, guided by principles of ethical
sourcing, local support, democratic ownership, and education. Now employing over 80
people with many of them full-time with living wages, the co-op plays a vital role in
sustaining the local economy, especially after recent industrial job losses such as a local
production plant closure. Their business structure encourages training, mentorship, and
internal leadership development. The current marketing director began as a co-op clerk
in 2011, joined the board by 2014, and is now helping lead strategy and expansion. A
$1.6 million capital campaign is currently funding a major renovation to expand retail
space, enhance bulk offerings, and introduce sustainable features such as solar power
and EV charging stations.

The grocery plays a vital role in strengthening the local and regional food system by
prioritizing direct partnerships with the region’s farmers and small producers. From meat
and seafood to coffee, turnips, and wellness goods, the co-op offers a wide range of
locally sourced products. In areas lacking formal distribution infrastructure, it builds
resilient supply chains through flexible payment terms and close relationships. When local
sourcing isn't possible, the co-op works with regional distributors ensuring a steady food

supply.

Challenging the perception that co-ops serve only the affluent, this cooperative proves
that healthy, local food can be both accessible and affordable. It accepts SNAP and WIC,
recently expanding eligibility to 400 more products, and partners with a local rewards
program to offer up to 50% off local produce for low-income shoppers. Through its round-
up program, the co-op raised $72,000 in 2023 for 12 community nonprofits demonstrating
a deep commitment to both food access and community support. Similarly, they advance
food security across the county, supporting a nonprofit market and kitchen that delivers
nutritious meals to over 500 households daily. Additional efforts include grocery and meal
delivery through DoorDash and volunteers, personal care pantries, and grant-funded
dehydrated vegetables for shelf-stable meals. The co-op also supports local sustainability
through compost and food waste partnerships with local farms.

The co-op fosters strong community connections through weekly tabling events with
giveaways, seasonal campaigns, and food tastings. A growing education program
expanding after renovations will deepen engagement with the local food system. Its digital
presence, including a new vendor portal and online voting for community funding, makes
participation easy and accessible for all.

This example of a cooperative grocery store shows that independent, community-owned
food systems are not only viable but vital to the well-being of the region. It weaves
together economic development, public health, environmental stewardship, and cultural
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identity into a single model that other towns, regions, and cooperatives can learn from.
Through strategic investments, partnerships, and community engagement, this store
does more than sell food. It feeds a future rooted in equity, sustainability, and shared
prosperity. As one co-op veteran stated, “If it closed, we’'d open another. Because this
isn’t just a store. It's who we are.”

Western Case Study- A third place for community members

In a remote rural region where the nearest full-service grocery is 45—-85 miles away, the
local grocery store is not just a place to shop it is the heart of the community. The grocery
is an essential institution for food access, local agriculture, economic resilience, and
social connection. The grocery store serves a wide demographic range from aging
residents and young families to schools, hospitals, and even local correctional facilities.
Without it, many would rely solely on nearby discount or dollar stores, which offer limited
and often unhealthy food options. This is especially serious for older adults, who already
face nutritional deficits such as low protein intake, contributing to health risks.

The store accepts special orders, stocks culturally appropriate foods, and has begun
integrating online ordering to meet modern needs.

The store plays a critical role in supporting
local and regional producers purchasing
seasonal items like peaches and pumpkins
. and maintaining strong relationships with area
ranchers, including those doing direct-to-
consumer meat sales. Local beef is a key
offering with producers navigating USDA
inspection barriers and shipping challenges to
keep high-quality protein in the community.
Despite a limited value-added agricultural

: base, there's strong interest in growing
regional food productlon from student -grown potatoes to honey and wheat.

Keeping money local is a priority. The store’s economic presence helps retain dollars in
the region, provides local employment, and reduces the need for long-distance travel
especially important given fuel costs and the limited incomes of many residents.

This grocery store is deeply embedded in community life. It donates water and goods to
local events and disaster responses, caters to specific dietary needs, and operates with
a family-like culture. Local institutions rely on it, and its closure would ripple far beyond
retail impacting everything from nutrition to social trust.
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Residents from across a 150-mile radius shop at this store, and its role in relationship-
building and placemaking was repeatedly emphasized. As one participant said, “Can you
imagine making dinner without ingredients?”

The community faces serious economic challenges with declining student enroliment, low
property taxes that incentivize absentee landownership, and reduced investment from
traditional banks. Despite this, leaders are exploring new solutions like public-private
partnerships, entrepreneurial space reuse, value-added agriculture, and mobile grocery
delivery.

A previous pilot program to deliver groceries using nonprofit and state support showed
promise but was cut due to staffing and cost challenges. Still, the potential remains,
especially with renewed interest in app-based ordering and EBT integration and a recently
passed meat inspection bill could open new retail opportunities for local ranchers.

Wind energy companies are expected to bring over a thousand temporary workers to the
region, offering an opportunity for increased local commerce if housing, services, and
food access infrastructure can keep pace.

Everyone interviewed whether from farming, finance, or city leadership agreed that if the
grocery closed, it would devastate the town. It would mean more than lost jobs or fewer
shopping choices it would threaten the very social and economic fabric of the region.

The rural grocery stands at the intersection of food access, economic stability, and
community identity. Its continued survival depends not only on local loyalty but also on
innovative partnerships, policy support, and investment in regional food systems. As rural
economies evolve, this store offers a model of community and resilience.

Next Steps

Based on the rich findings and compelling case studies from the Innovative Rural Grocery
Models project, the following are suggested next steps for further investigation and
partnership. First, it is encouraged that individuals and organizations seek out options for
purchasing from independently owned grocers in their region or partnering on different
community-based projects. This could also include partnering with state branding with
State Departments of Agriculture, or other organizations, and highlighting local sourcing
options in grocery stores. Second, a potential next step could include a rural grocery and
local producer accelerator program that helps pair grocers and producers. Third, convene
a national rural grocery learning cohort. This exists in some extent with the Rural Grocery
Initiative and their annual conference. Additionally, a state example is just beginning in
lowa through the lowa Independent Grocery Network, funded through lowa legislation in
2025.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Virtual Interview Questions
Introduction

Thank you for your willingness to participate in a brief interview about your grocery store.
In 2022 we wrapped up a tri-state rural grocery study that sought to understand exiting
practices on sourcing local in independent groceries. From that study, we began to
understand challenges, strengths, and opportunities across the midwest. This study will
expand on these findings, across the Nation to understand specific best practices on
sourcing local, cultural relevance, community engagement, and specialties within
independent grocery stores.

This begins the first of a two year project, of which we have identified 12-15 sites across
the nation as best practices within these areas. We are reaching out to you as a business
owner to further understand your perceived strengths and challenges for purchasing from
farmers, starting a grocery business, working with your community and developing your
niche market.

Based on this research, in the second year, we will identify five sites for in-depth
interviews and analysis on the impact of the grocery stores on the broader rural
communities. Interviews will be completed with stakeholders like community leaders, local
government, administrator, farmers, grocers, and additional collaborators as identified.
After completion of interviews, each will be developed into a report and shared on the
AgMrc website to describe the importance, benefit, and impact of grocery operations in
rural communities.

All information will be kept anonymous. Following the research project, a report will be
developed and published.

Virtual Interview Questions

My role in this project is to... [insert here]. With me today, is [name(s)], who will be taking
notes of our discussion.

Are you comfortable with proceeding to the interview questions?

To start, please share about your independent grocery business. [Looking for
introductory information.]
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We are particularly interested in local sourcing and culturally relevant food choices, as it
relates to community impact. Do you, or your store, have a definition of local?

Local Procurement:

Do you have existing relationships with local food producers, aggregators,
or other food businesses?

If yes,
How many local food relationships do you have?

Describe your relationship, how did they start, how formal is
your interaction (drop by visit, formal contract, etc.)

How are you marketing local foods to your customers?
Examples: sharing about local farms in the area, promotional
materials/ advertisements, etc.

If no,

What have been the challenges to form relationships with
local food farmers, aggregators (like food hubs), and food
businesses?

What areas of improvement, opportunities or growth do you see in these
partnerships?

Community Engagement:

The next round of questions relates to your experiences in the community at large.
Can you speak to how you engage with the broader community? For
example, do you support community events, donations, or local-based

organizations?

Are you a part of other organizations, cooperatives, associations, etc. that
support your business?

Cultural and Niche Markets

Who do you see as your primary audience for your store?
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Do you source specific products based on requests from customers? If so,
can you elaborate on types of products? (this could be beyond food)

Are there any other specialty products or services you offer to meet local
demand?

Additional comments:

Are there additional comments related to your business and community
impact that you would like to share?

Future:

We will also be conducting a phase two for this research. This would include
traveling to your community, interviewing you again for specific site
considerations, in addition to local leaders, farmers, and other collaborators
to understand how independent grocers, such as yourself, impact the
community.

Would you be interested in participating in a community impact
assessment?

If yes: inform them that once all interviews are complete, we will
follow up to notify them if they are determined as the follow up site.
Thank them for their time today.

If not, thank them for their time and end the interview.

Appendix B: Grocery Site Interviews

Introduction:

Thank you for your willingness to participate in a brief interview about the impact of a local
independent grocery store in your community. In 2022 we wrapped up a tri-state rural
grocery study that sought to understand exiting practices on sourcing local in independent
groceries. From that study, we began to understand challenges, strengths, and
opportunities across the midwest. This study will expand on these findings, across the
Nation to understand specific best practices on sourcing local, cultural relevance,
community engagement, and specialties within independent grocery stores.

This begins the second phase of a two year project. The first phase included 12-15 sites
across the nation as best practices within these areas. We are reaching out to you as a

business owner to further understand your perceived strengths and challenges for
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________|

INNOVATIVE RURAL GROCERY MODELS | 2026 17



purchasing from farmers, starting a grocery business, working with your community and
developing your niche market.

Based on this research, we identified five sites for in-depth interviews and analysis on the
impact of the grocery stores on the broader rural communities. Interviews will be
completed with stakeholders like community leaders, local government, administrator,
farmers, grocers, and additional collaborators as identified. After completion of
interviews, each will be developed into a report and shared on the AgMrc website to
describe the importance, benefit, and impact of grocery operations in rural communities.

Grocery Site Assessment Questions

To start, please share about your independent grocery business. [Looking for
introductory information.]

Relationships:

Do you have existing relationships with local food producers, aggregators,
or other food businesses?

If yes,
How many local food relationships do you have?

Describe your relationship, how did they start, how formal is
your interaction (drop by visit, formal contract, etc.)

If no,
what have been the challenges to form relationships with local
food farmers, aggregators (like food hubs), and food
businesses?

What areas of improvement, opportunities or growth do you see in these
partnerships?

Local Demand:

What is the current customer demand for local products?
How have you determined interest (or lack of interest)?

How are you marketing local foods to your customers? Examples: sharing

about local farms in the area, promotional materials/ advertisements, etc.
I ———
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Logistics and Product: Ask only if currently sourcing local
products.

The next round of questions relates to your experiences in purchasing local foods.

Logistics: To start, we’'d like to ask a few questions regarding logistics of
sales and orders.

Describe the process of placing orders; this may include
communication patterns such as email, phone, text, etc.

Describe your payment methods of invoicing, contracting, etc. with
local food businesses.

Tell us about your practice for receiving shipments. For example,
location for drop off, specifications, frequency, time of day, etc.

Within your store, do you have a specific receiving area for
shipments?

If yes, where is it located and describe the receiving space.
Does this currently meet your needs?
If no, describe the current receiving process.
Describe any packaging requirements for orders.

Once the product is in the store, describe your methods of product
placement and display. Is there active engagement with the producer
for advertising, labeling, etc.?

Product: Next, we’ll move into questions regarding product.
What’s going well with product procurement? (successes)
What challenges are you facing with products? (constraints)

Describe any farmer, food business, or aggregator constraint as it
relates to procuring local. For example, are there minimum order
quantities necessary for larger supplies that prohibit the ability for
purchasing local?

Describe any barriers with price points for local products.
I ——
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Describe any licensing or regulations needs or concerns you face
when purchasing local. (For example, food safety or liability
insurance.)

What fresh food spoilage issues do you encounter, if any?

Store layout and functionality:

Within your store, describe the amount of storage, by percent of total space
for the following:

Dry storage
Refrigerated storage
Frozen storage
Customer-facing retail

Of those percentages, are any areas not meeting your needs? Please
explain.

Within your store, do you have any form of food processing?
If yes, please share how you process foods?
If no, is there future interest processing on site, and why?

Future:

As you consider our conversation, what is one thing you would change, if
you could, to support purchasing more local products (this could include site
characteristics, relationships, etc.)?

Are there any areas you would like support with?

Appendix C: Farm and Food Business Assessment Questions

Introduction:

Thank you for your willingness to participate in a brief interview about the impact of a local
independent grocery store in your community. In 2022 we wrapped up a tri-state rural
grocery study that sought to understand exiting practices on sourcing local in independent
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groceries. From that study, we began to understand challenges, strengths, and
opportunities across the midwest. This study will expand on these findings, across the
Nation to understand specific best practices on sourcing local, cultural relevance,
community engagement, and specialties within independent grocery stores.

This begins the second phase of a two year project. The first phase included 12-15 sites
across the nation as best practices within these areas. We are reaching out to you as a
business owner to further understand your perceived strengths and challenges for
purchasing from farmers, starting a grocery business, working with your community and
developing your niche market.

Based on this research, we identified five sites for in-depth interviews and analysis on the
impact of the grocery stores on the broader rural communities. Interviews will be
completed with stakeholders like community leaders, local government, administrator,
farmers, grocers, and additional collaborators as identified. After completion of
interviews, each will be developed into a report and shared on the AgMrc website to
describe the importance, benefit, and impact of grocery operations in rural communities.

All information will be kept anonymous. Following the research project, a report will be
developed and published.

Farm and Food Business Assessment Questions

My role in this project is to... [insert here]. With me today, is [name(s)], who will be taking
notes of our discussion.

To start, please share about you and your farm/food business. [Looking for introductory
information like, “What category of products do you sell to independent grocers/food
retailers (meat, dairy, eggs, grains, produce, etc.)?”, etc.]

Relationships

Do you have existing relationships with independent grocers or other food
retailers?

If yes,

How many independent grocers or other food retailers do you
work with?

Describe the relationship, how you started those
relationships, how formal is your interaction (drop by visit,
formal contract, etc.)
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If no,

what have been the challenges to form relationships with
grocers and retailers?

What areas of improvement, opportunities or growth do you see in these
partnerships?

Demand

What is the current customer demand for your products?
How have you determined interest (or lack of interest)?

How are you marketing your products currently?
Logistics and Product

The next round of questions relates to your experiences in selling your products.

Logistics: To start, we’'d like to ask a few questions regarding logistics of
sales and orders.

Describe the process for developing contracts or invoices.

Share about how this process is working or needs to evolve
for your business.

This may also include communication patterns for placing
orders such as email, phone, text, etc.

Please describe your payment methods for invoicing, contracting,
etc. with grocers, retailers, or other aggregators.

Tell us about your practice for delivering orders (frequency, time of
day, etc.)

Have you supported grocers or retailers on how to showcase and
market your product in store?

If yes, describe your process for considering store layout and
product placement.
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Are there additional needs you have that would make selling your
products to grocers, retailers or aggregators easier? (For example,
meeting people interested in buying local, food safety concerns, efc.)

Product: Now that we’ve talked through logistics, we’d like to discuss about
products more specifically.

What is going well with your product sales currently?
What are current challenges you face with product sales?

Describe any specific constraints you have for selling to grocers,
retailer, or other wholesalers. (For example, are there minimum order
quantities necessary for larger suppliers that prohibit the ability for
purchasing local?)

Describe any barriers with price points for your products.

Describe any licensing or regulations needs or concerns you face
when selling local.

What fresh food spoilage issues do you encounter, if any?

Farm or Food Business layout and functionality

Within your farm or food business, describe the amount of storage, by
percent of total space for the following:

Dry storage
Refrigerated storage
Frozen storage
Customer-facing retail

Of those percentages, are any areas not meeting your needs? Please
explain.

On site, do you have any form of food processing?
If yes, please share how you process foods?

If no, is there future interest processing on site, and why?
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Future

As you consider our conversation, what is one thing you would change, if

you could, to support purchasing more local products (this could include site
characteristics, relationships, etc.)?

Are there any areas you would like support with?
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