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Introduction 
The USDA states that one of the most consistently referenced data points for vibrant, sustainable communities is a 
robust and diverse local economy. An essential element of a healthy economy is a thriving set of small businesses. 
The Center for Rural Affairs argues that the independent and locally owned grocery store is one of the most 
important businesses in a small town. The local independent grocery store is an integral institution for communities 
and part of the critical infrastructure necessary for keeping a community vibrant and viable. These stores are critical 
to sustaining community vitality by generating economic activity, enhancing sense of place, and providing food 
access.  

The independent grocery store remains a primary, and sometimes the only, source for a variety of foods in rural 
areas. Unfortunately, there are many food deserts across the United States. One widely used definition of a rural food 
desert is a rural census tract that has a significant number (at least 500 people) or share (at least 33%) of its 
population residing more than 10 miles from a supermarket or large grocery store. According to the USDA, 2.3 million 
rural residents live in food deserts, and significant food desert areas are growing across the rural Midwest due to the 
disappearance of independent community grocery stores.  

Past research findings through the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture demonstrated there are many 
opportunities to further develop relationships between independent grocers and local food producers to increase the 
availability of locally produced food, increase the reach of the economic benefit of local produce to independent 
grocers in the state, and build capacity for both grocers and producers. Many independent grocers face difficulties 
with local food product access, storage, and spoilage due to varying capacities and supply challenges. It has also 
been observed that many independent grocers have little to no relationship with local producers. When relationships 
with producers do exist, they are informal, not sustained, and inconsistent.  

This project sought to understand current conditions for independent grocers to function as points of food access 
across Iowa, Kansas, and Minnesota for locally sourced products. Market Maker and additional local food 
directories were used to identify food producers and food businesses across each state.  

This project began with identification of Iowa’s independent grocers. Then the assessment was developed, which 
included survey and interviews for all three states to understand independent grocers and food producer 
businesses’ needs, sourcing issues, and store amenities to process produce (Appendix A). An Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) was utilized for survey and interviews: IRB # 21-422-01.  

Findings shared in this report highlight the strengths, challenges, and opportunities related to local food procurement 
and local food availability within each state. It details the multi-state project, compares findings across the region, 
and highlights individual state analysis for both independent grocery and food producers. This research is 
exploratory in nature, and each section incudes initial findings as well as proposed next steps for the region and 
individual states.  
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Independent Grocer Survey  
The USDA states that one of the most consistently referenced data points for vibrant, sustainable communities is a 
robust and diverse local economy. The local independent grocery store is an integral institution for communities and 
part of the critical infrastructure necessary to keeping a community vibrant and viable. To first understand the needs 
and challenges of independent grocers, teams in Iowa, Kansas, and Minnesota have conducted surveys across each 
state.  

The following section details the independent grocer findings from each state.  

Iowa 
Iowa researchers had not found previous independent grocer surveys, so this may be the first time that Iowa’s 
independent grocers were collectively identified and sent surveys. Iowa researchers used the definition for 
independent grocers as those grocers owning 10 or fewer grocery stores. The survey was sent in early January 2022 
to understand how independent grocers in Iowa act as points of food access across the state for locally sourced 
produce. Daily operations, infrastructure, and owners’ or managers’ perceptions on challenges and future of 
independent groceries explored in this survey. 

The independent grocers in Iowa were identified using the list from Retail Food Establishment license database from 
the Department of Inspection and Appeals. This list was matched with the information obtained from Salesgenie.com 
using the North American Industry Classification (NAICS). Upon matching those two datasets, a total of 671 
independent grocers in Iowa were identified. See map below in Figure 1.  

An eight page, 25-question survey was mailed out to the identified independent grocers with the option of either 
mailing the paper survey back or completing the survey online (Appendix B). Only 14.2% of those identified completed 
the survey, with the vast majority choosing to complete the paper survey over the online option. Although the total 
number of responses was low, there was good representation from across the state, where 60% of the total 99 
counties were represented by survey respondents. 

Survey findings 
Sixty-eight percent of survey 
respondents stated that a new 
statewide alliance network of 
independently owned grocery 
owners could be valuable. The 
survey also found that a new 
alliance would be most 
beneficial if there were 
discussions around economics, 
finances, communication and 
networking, and government 
regulations. 

Based on survey responses, 
more than 75% of respondents 
support locally made or grown 
Iowa products, but only a 
fraction of their percentage of 

sales were purchased from local farmers or producers. Additionally, respondents said the greatest barrier in 
purchasing and selling local products is not understanding the rules and regulations of purchasing from producers.  

A full report of the findings from Iowa’s survey can be found in Appendix C.  

FIGURE 1: IOWA GROCERY STORES, 2022 



Kansas 
Since Kansas State Research and Extension established the Rural Grocery Initiative in 2007, two surveys of Kansas 
rural grocers have been conducted, one in 2008 and one in 2021.  

The 2021 Kansas Rural Grocery Survey included 73 questions covering three broad topics: store characteristics 
(demographics, income, succession planning), store features (infrastructure, economics and employees, sourcing, 
customers, community impacts), and challenges. Surveys were mailed to 192 rural grocers located in Kansas 
communities of 5,000 or less. Grocers were identified through the Rural Grocery Initiative’s Rural Grocery Database, 
a resource established and maintained since the 2008 Kansas Rural Grocery Survey. Forty-eight completed surveys 
were received, resulting in a 24% response rate. 

Survey findings 
The survey found that 12% of respondents purchased more than 6% of their inventory from local suppliers, primarily 
defined as within the county or multi-county region.  

Seventy seven percent of respondents noted that less than 10% of their sales were attributed to fresh produce.  
When asked about customer 
base, 15% of respondents had a 
customer base that included 
municipalities, restaurants, local 
business, schools, hospital, 
nursing homes and other 
charitable food organizations; 
and it was found that stores 
provide more than food products 
to fill community needs and drive 
customer traffic.  

 

 

  

FIGURE 2: KANSAS RURAL GROCERY STORES, 2019 



Minnesota 
The University of Minnesota Extension has conducted two recent surveys of rural grocery stores in 2015 and 2020 
respectively. The research team purchased a list of grocery stores from the Dun and Bradstreet database and further 
refined this list to isolate 192 specific stores located in cities with populations of 2,500 or fewer. In addition, staff 
identified 95 additional stores in communities with 2,500 or fewer residents utilizing search functions from Google 
Maps. The first rural grocery survey was distributed to those 287 grocers. Thirty-three surveys were returned as 
undeliverable and 175 surveys were returned completed, which resulted in a response rate of 69% (excluding 
undeliverable surveys). The second survey conducted in 2019 was sent to 250 stores, 5 of which were returned as 
undeliverable, and 129 returned completed for a response rate of 52%. 

Survey findings 
Most rural grocery stores (75%) are buying some 
products from local farmers. It is believed that 
there is demand for more local products, as 
about 70% of survey respondents identified a 
sufficient supply of local produce as a barrier. 
Forty-one percent of grocers noted that they 
would like more access to local foods.  

Although farmers are an approved source as 
vendors for grocers, a significant number of 
grocers perceive regulations as barriers to 
sourcing local. In 2015, 35% of grocers thought 
that there were regulatory barriers prohibiting 
them from purchasing produce directly from 
farmers, and 31% of grocers were unsure if there 
were prohibitive regulations. In 2019, 29% of 
respondents reported regulatory barriers to 
purchasing local produce while 22% of grocers 
reported not having been approached by local 
farmers.  

Sixty-two percent of grocers claim that 
maintaining the shelf life of local produce was a 
major or minor barrier to buying more local food. 

 

  

FIGURE 3: MINNESOTA RURAL GROCERY STORES, 2022  



Interviews 
Using both survey responses and existing databases, each state had the goal of identifying and interviewing up to 15 
grocers that were interested in sourcing local. If grocers were not interested in local products within the survey, they 
were not initially asked to be a part of the interview process. Then, the teams sought out up to 15 total food 
producers (which included farms, value-added agriculture businesses, processors, aggregators, and distributors) 
within 60 miles of the grocer whenever possible.  

All quotes provided throughout the report represent interview anecdotes; however, these may be paraphrased, as 
interviews were not recorded. These are represented in the report through italics.  

The overall goal for the interviews was to understand strengths, challenges, and opportunities within key focus areas 
of relationships, demand, logistics, product, and store layout. Opportunity refers to ideas and needs for the future for 
having local food products in store. The key areas of focus for the interviews and their definitions included the 
following:  

Area of interest Description  
Relationships 
 

consumer, farm and food business, and community at large connections, support, or 
challenges related to local food procurement and grocery business 

Demand  
 

supply and demand aspects such as determining interest, supplying, or procuring product, 
and ability to market product. 

Logistics  
 

experiences in purchasing local food ranging from distribution process, orders and payment 
methods, receiving, shipping, packaging, and product placement. 

Product successes and challenges with specific product procurement and working with a farm and 
food business, barriers with price points, policies and structures in place, and spoilage 
issues. 

Store Layout 
 

storage (dry, cooled, frozen, etc.), customer-facing retail space, and processing ability. 

 

One reoccurring topic in each of the categories was support agencies. While these are specifically called out by 
name, the team identified that support agencies such as Extension, Department of Inspections, Department of 
Agriculture, and legal support were detailed in interview responses. Some were seen as strengths and others as 
challenges.  

To fully assess the interviews, codes were chosen for each interview based on the previous descriptions of the 
areas of focus. All codes shown are from categories with at least 20% interview responses for individual states 
(three for Iowa and Kansas or two for Minnesota). Cleaning the data to show at least a 20% representation 
highlighted the specific codes to share in the final report. The below narrative highlights codes that only meet the 
minimum 20% across all three states in the interview findings. The code matrices can be found in Appendix D (grocer 
codes) and Appendix E (farm and food business codes), highlighted codes represent the codes discussed in the 
narrative below.  

 

  



Regional Independent Grocer Interview Findings 
The following section details the findings from all grocery interviews across each state, starting with reflections on a 
regional perspective. Then the report details specific strengths, challenges, and opportunities identified in each 
state.  

In the relationships focus area, connections were found as both strengths and opportunities in the region. Supporting 
local was found to be a strength in all states while there is still opportunity to strengthen the relationships between 
grocers and producers. 

Interestingly, there were some findings that appear in seemingly opposite categories; for example, the area of 
demand, customer interest or demand for local is found as both a top strength and top challenge across the region. 
In the area of layout, storage types and space are also found to be strengths and weaknesses. 

Strengths across the region within the logistics area included customers requesting local products in each state and 
there is an effort to highlight through marketing and signage of local products stocked in the store. Labor and supply 
issues also impact grocers across the region, as they do for businesses in many other industries. An opportunity that 
each state could potentially support is the building of best practices for grocers and producers to do business 
together.  

Within product, adding processing equipment and creating shelf-stable or new types of products was seen as a 
strength and could be expanded beyond current conditions. Processing is a cross-over element that could benefit 
both the grocer and producer.  

TABLE 1: REGIONAL COMPARISON OF COMMON STRENGTHS, CHALLENGES, AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR INDEPENDENT 

GROCERS 

 Strength Challenge Opportunity 
Relationships Business to business 

connections and supporting local 
retail, refers to local businesses 
or community members wanting 
to support local  
 
Farmer relationship, including 
longevity, refers to connections 
with local farmers, including 
interest and longevity for 
sourcing local 

Grocer and farmer 
misconception of business 
models, refers to lack of 
understanding of how each local 
business works 
 

Farmer connections, refers to the 
potential for multiple producers 
and food businesses to work 
together 
 

Demand  Customer interest or demand for 
local, refers to customers 
requesting locally products to be 
stocked in store 
 
Diversified products, refers to 
local products driving store 
business 
 

Customer interest or demand for 
local, refers to customers 
requesting locally products to be 
stocked in store 
 
Competition with direct-to-
consumer markets, refers to 
producers selling products 
directly to consumers through 
means such as farmers markets 

Local product expansion, refers 
to adding additional local 
products or expanding capacity 
 

Logistics Customer request, refers to 
customers directly asking for 
store to stock specific local 
products 
 
Marketing plan and signage to 
recognize local, refers to grocers 
highlighting local products in all 

Supply distribution, refers to the 
variety of issues related to 
securing local products from 
existing distributors 
 
Labor, refers to the issues of 
labor including skills, securing, 
and retaining employees 

Clear system, refers to an 
understandable system for 
grocers and producers working 
together 
 
Producer education, refers to 
sharing best practices of building 



aspects of marketing including 
store signage 

relationships and supplying to 
local groceries 

Product Diversified products, refers to 
local products driving store 
business 
 
Value-added products, refers to 
local product processing to 
increase benefits and selling 
price 

Local product variability and 
seasonality, refers to how the 
weather and consistency impact 
local products 
 
Spoilage, refers to the shelf life 
of a product 

Value-added products, refers to 
local product processing to 
increase benefits and selling 
price 
 

Layout Storage, refers to the amount of 
space the store contains for 
various types of storage 

Limited storage, refers to the 
amount of space the store 
contains for various types of 
storage 

Retail expansion, refers to 
increase the store’s square 
footage of their retail space 

 

The following section of this report reviews the specific findings from each state because many differ in terms of top 
number of associated with the strengths, challenges, and opportunities. If the teams didn’t identify a top strength, 
challenge, or opportunity from each area, they were removed from the report.  

  



Iowa Independent Grocer Interview Findings 
Overview 
Iowa found that the most agreed upon strength for sourcing local was having customer relationship and loyalty; the 
biggest challenge was supply distribution; and the largest opportunity was retail expansion. Below are specific 
interview findings from grocers in the state of Iowa. 

Relationships 
Customer relationships and loyalty, which refer to the strength and longevity of relationships with grocery customers, 
were the top strengths in Iowa. Grocers find that building connections and trust with customers benefit their stores 
through consistent patronage and keeping up with food trends. For example, one grocer shared that they, often hear 
[community members] say they can’t lose the local grocery store and we’ve gotten a lot of new products in by 
customer request. 

The most common challenge among Iowa grocers was grocer and farmer misconceptions of each other’s 
businesses. Interviews found that customers also have misconceptions or lack understanding of local food products. 
Grocers spoke about their customers’ lack of interest in local products and not having any customer requests for 
local products to purchase from their independent grocery store. One grocer shared; we sell Asian specialty 
vegetables. Our customer base is not worried about local. 

An opportunity that was often mentioned was connecting and working with local producers. During interviews a 
grocer stated that [farmers haven’t] really approached me and said, ‘Hey, this is available.’ Produce is an open 
market thing, and I don’t know what else is available.  

Demand 
Customer interest and demand for local products were the most mentioned strengths. An interviewee shared, there 
is pretty good customer demand for local products. The community takes special interest and are typically willing to 
pay a few extra dollars to support locals. 

The most common challenge for Iowa grocers was competition with direct-to-consumer markets, such as farmers 
markets. One grocer shared, there is a demand for local food, but this demand is directed toward the farmer’s 
market. It really depends on where people are used to when buying produce. Some people are used to buying local 
at the farmer’s market.  

Many Iowa grocers envisioned local product expansion as an opportunity to grow their businesses by either adding 
local products. Interviews shared, we [buy local] as much as we can, mostly produce. [One of our vendors] brings in 
her pies for us to sell, and they fly off the shelf. Local is a small percentage of our business, but we would love for it 
to grow.  

Logistics 
Marketing plans were the top strength for Iowa grocery stores. Having a strategy to market and methods for 
highlighting local products help promote local food products and increase customer purchases.   

Supply distribution issues relating to securing local products from existing distributors proved to be the most 
common challenge for Iowa grocers. One grocer shared during their interview, since the pandemic [and product 
shortages], there have been issues with [wholesalers and distributors] not being able to supply us, or they prioritize 
bigger companies rather than the smaller companies. 

Iowa grocers see developing a clear system for local food procurement as the top opportunity to promote local food 
in independent grocery stores. An understandable and easy-to-navigate system for grocers and producers to work 
together would facilitate the logistics of getting local foods. One participant stated, I would like to have a “clearing 



board” where I could see what is out there and order when I need certain products. It’s hard to know what’s 
available and who has what. 

Product 
Interviews found that diversification of local products within the store was the top strength. Grocers shared, we have 
quite a few local food relationships. There’s a sweet corn, pumpkins, and watermelon producer. A honey producer. 
Boysenberry jam. We used to have a producer bring muskmelons and a woman who did hydroponic tomatoes. 

The most common grocer challenge was local product variability and seasonality, including supply chain impact and 
consistency of local products. One grocer shared, last year, we partnered with a Minnesota orchard, who brought 
bagged apples. The first round, when it went really well, they were smaller apples. We gave it another shot, they 
weren’t the same size apples, and it didn’t go as well. Retail is largely visual – if it looks good and as expected, 
customers will buy it. 

Most grocer interviews included discussion around the opportunity of adding value to local products through 
processing and expansion of convenience food, such as grab-n-go or take-out options. A grocer shared the following 
about convenience products in their meat case: We do a lot of value-added for convenience in our meat department. 
We cut up fruit and vegetables or make seasoned pork chops and chicken breasts so that they’re grill ready in the 
summertime. We like trying new things in these convenience type areas because it makes extra money. 

Layout 
The top strength in Iowa was grocers’ processing ability within their store. For example, a grocer commented, our 
meat department is state inspected. We make bologna, jerky, sticks, wieners, brat patties, and bratwurst. We’ll also 
do some rotisserie, like chicken or porkchops. 

Most grocers shared that they either do not have enough or have no existing receiving space for orders. A grocer 
detailed their store’s layout, Receiving is done through the front door. It doesn’t work well because we are 
downtown. Sometimes, we have to have semi-trucks park in the street or in the alleyway. Depending on the truck, we 
might unload one-by-one, and others have a lift to drop the pallet. 

The most mentioned opportunity in Iowa was to increase the retail sales floor square footage for ease of customer 
movement and increase of local products sold. 

Conclusion 
Interviews with Iowa independent grocers showed that there is interest and support for sourcing local products at 
their independent grocery store. The top strength was found to be good customer relationships and customer loyalty 
to the local store. Grocers identified that marketing and signage helped to drive the demand and sale of local 
products. The interviews found that there is an opportunity for grocery store retail space expansion, which would 
allow additional square footage to differentiate from big-box or chain grocers. Iowa independent grocers also shared 
they face challenges when it comes to supply distribution and that there are a variety of issues related to securing 
local products from existing distributors.  

  



Kansas Independent Grocer Interview Findings 
Overview 
Kansas found that the most agreed upon strength for sourcing local was clear system, which refers to refers to 
grocers and producers having a clear, understood system for working together; the biggest challenge was puzzle, 
which refers to extra work and logistics it requires for grocer to work with local producers; and the largest 
opportunities were farmer connections, which refers to grocers connecting and working with local producers; and 
knowledge of local producers, referring to grocer’s network/knowledge of local producers in their area. Below are 
specific interview findings from grocers in the state of Kansas. 

Relationships 
The largest strength in Kansas was grocers, businesses and community members wanting to support local 
production. An interviewee shared about having known a producer for a long time and were able to build their 
relationship and support their business. We knew they were full of fire to get this [relationship] going. Next thing you 
know, we start hearing people in the community asking for this. Wanted a place in the community [to buy it]. We 
listen to our customers. When they see something out there, they want it, and we try to get it for them. 

The most common challenge for grocers in Kansas was the ability to find new vendors for selling local products. 

Two opportunities stood out in Kansas for grocers: connecting and working with local producers and improving 
grocer knowledge of local producers. One grocer interview included I would like to know if there are more local 
things out there. I may not necessarily go to online directories and seek them out but would be open to more 
relationships. 

Demand 
Customer interest or demand for local products was the top strength seen by grocers. Interviews found, some people 
come to the store because we have these [local] products… It makes us a destination. Also, those local vendors may 
not be able to get their product in the larger stores. It gives us an advantage to have it in our store when customers 
can’t get it anywhere else. It increases competitive edge – differentiates us. 

The top challenge was their competition with producers selling direct to consumers, such as farmers markets. 

An opportunity identified was local product expansion through adding local products. 

Logistics 
The top strength and opportunity in Kansas were grocers and producers having an understandable and clear system 
to work together. From one interview, local guys will just call. In peak of summer season, [producer] will call every 
morning and ask, what do you need? Being able to clearly understand product availability and have a good working 
relationship that is consistent, was the most helpful for logistics.  

The top challenge for logistics was the seemingly extra work needed for grocers to work with local producers. This 
included multiple calls or different types of systems and payment processes that were different than typical 
distributors.  

Product 
Kansas grocers identified strengths for products through creating value-added products and having high quality 
local products. Understanding the proximity to the product grown or raised, and the practices used, was seen to be 
advantageous for grocers and their customer base.  

The top challenge in Kansas was a shortage of labor which has factored into the ability to sell local products.  



The desire to expand local offerings was the top opportunity for grocers in Kansas. For example, one grocer shared, 
we’re regularly adding. Most folks have consistently sold to us for years. If we have a category that doesn’t have a 
local vendor, we try to find a local person to fill in that category. 

Layout 
Display and location of local products in the store was the top strength for the area of layout. Whether it was their 
own plan for local products or producers had specific requests for in-store display, having a plan was beneficial to 
local food sales. From the grocery interviews, an egg vendor wanted [their product] in specific place, same with ice 
cream [vendor]. Eggs are probably our best local product in the store, then ice cream. These two [products] have 
their own section in the egg and ice cream sections. Other [local items] are in front of the store to display better 
[where we] have a special shelf in the front with local product. 

Kansas grocers agreed that limited storage was the top challenge. One grocer commented on their limited back-of-
house storage, I hardly have a back room. We’re working on it – we just bought another building, so we will be 
expanding. Just bought the building just the south of us. It will be retail and storage. It will be added to the current 
building. 

The top opportunity for grocers was retail sales square foot expansion. One grocer shared, we need more [sales] 
floor space, not more storage space. Working on acquiring neighboring locations. This would help sell more product. 

Conclusion  
Interviews with Kansas grocers showed interest and support abound for local sourcing in local grocery stores 
Businesses supporting businesses and customer interest/demand ranked as the highest codes in their respective 
categories. Grocers identified the quality of local products and the range of value-added products available as a 
factor contributing to the mutual advantage of selling local products at the store. These interviews also showed that 
clear systems for logistics and displaying local food products contributes to success in local sourcing partnerships. 
Still, establishing successful relationships with local vendors and competition with direct-to-consumer outlets (e.g., 
farmers markets) were identified as challenges.  

  



Minnesota Independent Grocer Interview Findings 
Overview 
Minnesota found that the most agreed upon strength for sourcing local was longstanding relationships with farmers; 
the biggest challenges were related to supply distribution; and the largest opportunity was marketing. Below are 
specific interview findings from grocers in the state of Minnesota. 

Relationships 
Farmer relationships were the top strength in Minnesota, especially the relationships that are longstanding between 
grocers and producers. One grocer stated, I have about 25 relationships with farmers. When I started off, I went 
through the Minnesota Grown directory and emailed many people. As we’ve been open longer, the relationships 
begin to develop more organically. 

Minnesota grocers shared that the biggest challenge was customer demand for local products. Without prominent 
interest and demand for local, it is difficult for the grocer to gauge whether local produce would make sense for their 
business. One grocer remarked, there doesn’t appear to be a whole lot of interest. We had a couple people in the 
store, and they were asking about a farmers market… and, yeah, we don’t even have one of those. 

An opportunity identified was pursuing more frequent orders from local farmers. One grocer said, farmers don’t come 
to us because they don’t think we’ll want to buy their produce. So how do we communicate to the farmer population 
that we do want to buy their produce? 

Demand 
The top strength in Minnesota was customer demand and interest in local products to be sold in the store. For 
example, a Minnesota grocer shared, a lot of the local products I brought in were based off recommendations. It was 
what people were looking for. 

The top challenge seen within demand was competition with customer’s own gardens. While Iowa and Kansas saw 
competition with direct-to-consumer markets, within Minnesota, grocers shared that many customers are growing 
their own products.  

Logistics 
The use of technology in business operations was one of the biggest strengths discussed by Minnesota grocers. 
From facilitated ordering to communication with suppliers, grocers commonly found that technology makes their 
logistics easier to manage. One grocer mentioned, I just text [the producer] and order every Monday or Sunday and 
let them know what I need. 

Supply distribution issues for local products from existing distributors was the top challenge experienced by 
Minnesota grocers.  

The biggest opportunity identified was creating marketing plans, specifically for local products. A grocer shared, we 
could use someone who could do marketing, committed to local foods, and could help design a profile that we could 
use in the retail space, and that could be changed out as farmers come and go. 

Product 
Many Minnesota grocers proudly discussed how the quality of the local product supplied. One grocer stated, we 
worked with a berry grower to help them provide the highest quality. We got them the packaging we wanted with the 
absorbent pad at the bottom and helped them identify which berries we were after and how to treat them. We ended 
up with most shelf stable and high-quality product we could get. 

Retail price points for local products was identified as the top challenge. It can be difficult for buyers and suppliers to 
find a price point that fairly compensates the producer and allows for grocers to make a profit.  



The top opportunity for grocers is processing to increase value of local products. 

Layout 
The most mentioned strength for grocers in Minnesota was the amount of storage for various local products. 

Not surprisingly, cold storage for local products was identified as the biggest challenge in Minnesota.  

Conclusion  
Many rural grocery store owners in Minnesota have long standing relationships with local farmers that easily 
facilitate opportunities for grocers to sell locally grown products. In general, customers of rural grocery stores are 
interested in purchasing locally grown foods when they are available. As new technologies become more 
widespread, the purchasing process becomes easier for both parties who can now rely on the convenience of email, 
texts, or online ordering platforms rather than rigidly scheduled phone calls. Despite the general interest and 
availability of local food, some grocery stores find pricing and inconsistencies in quality and availability to be a 
challenge as local foods are highly seasonal, especially in the far north, and often, farmers need to recover their 
costs of production at a higher price than comparable products in the store. 

  



Regional Farm and Food Business Interview Findings 
The following section details the findings from farm and food business interviews across each state, starting with 
reflections on a regional perspective. Then, the report details specific strengths, challenges, and opportunities 
identified in each state.  

Within demand, customer interest was found as both a top strength and challenge across the region. The team 
believed that this may be due to some communities having strong interest and support for local foods while others 
had more customers that sought out affordable products. Preferences and values greatly impact how individuals 
spend their money and if they are committed to buying only locally produced, raised, or created products.  

Another category that had the same code as both a strength and challenge was logistics. Labor, when skilled and 
reliable was seen as a top strength; however, this was also a top challenge when labor was unreliable. Most areas 
of opportunity had to do with increasing marketing, technology, and ability to create transition plans for the business. 
In many cases, farm and food business owners mentioned retiring or desiring to hand over the business to the next 
generation or a new individual.  

Iowa, Kansas, and Minnesota also saw differences in scale of farm and food businesses that participated in the 
interviews. For example, in Minnesota and Kansas, some businesses shared they can produce more than what 
independent grocers will take; however, in Iowa, most interviewees shared that they did not have the production 
capacity to meet the demand.  

TABLE 2: REGIONAL COMPARISON OF COMMON STRENGTHS, CHALLENGES, AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR FARMS AND FOOD 

BUSINESSES 

 Strength Challenge Opportunity 
Relationships Buyer support, refers to 

customers consistently buying 
local  
 
Trust, refers to counting on the 
consistency of partner 
 
Business to business 
connections, refers to local 
businesses wanting to support 
local  
 
Agritourism, refers to bringing 
visitors to the farm 
 
Support agency, refers to state 
and federal agencies that 
provide producer support 

Cognitive dissonance, refers to 
the inconsistency in decisions 
and attitudes about local 
products 
 

There was no top or common 
regional opportunity. 
 

Demand  Customer interest and demand 
for local, refers to customers 
requesting local products 
 
Niche product, refers to a 
specialized local product 
 
Brand recognition, refers to 
when customers recognize the 
local producer brand 

Customer interest and demand 
for local, refers to customers 
requesting local products 
 
Supply exceeds demand, refers 
to when product exceeds what 
producer can sell 
 
Demand exceeds supply, refers 
to when customers would buy 
more than producer can produce 

Educational signage, refers to 
signage that informs the 
customers about the product, 
producer, and may include other 
informational content 
 



Logistics Diverse market, refers to 
different types of markets for 
products 
 
Skilled labor, refers to 
knowledgeable and trained 
employees 
 
Multiple sales options, refers to 
selling local products in different 
locations 
 

Inflation, refers to the general 
increase in prices of goods and 
services 
 
Supply distribution, refers to 
taking local products to the 
different market options 
 
Environmental pressure, refers 
to the different natural 
conditions that impact 
production 
 
Labor, refers to those that do the 
hard work of producing local 
food 

Marketing expansion, refers to 
the increase in promoting their 
local products 
 
Expansion, refers to the general 
increase their local product 
offerings 
 
Technology, refers to the use of 
technology in their business 
operations 
 
Transition, refers to the 
succession planning of their 
business 
 

Product Branding and marketing plan, 
refers to differentiating one’s 
local products from another 
producer’s products and 
providing that information to the 
customers 
 
Diverse crops and products, 
refers to the creation of new or 
different products into the 
market 

Retail and market price points, 
refers to the possible prices to 
sell local products 
 
Spoilage, refers to the shelf life 
of a product 
 

Seasonal extension, refers to 
lengthening the local growing 
season for local products 
 

Layout Cold storage, refers to the space 
used to house refrigerated 
products  
 
Design innovation, refers to 
creating flexibility in producer 
physical spaces 

Space needs and storage, refers 
to the square footage for 
different producer needs 
including storing products 
appropriately  
 

Expansion, refers to the 
increasing the capacity of the 
local producer operations  
 

 

The following section of this report reviews the specific findings from each state because many differ in terms of top 
number of associated with the strengths, challenges, and opportunities. If the teams didn’t identify a top strength, 
challenge, or opportunity from each area, they were removed from the report. 

  



Iowa Producer Interview Findings 
Overview 
Iowa found that the most agreed upon strength was business to business connections and branding and marketing 
plan. The biggest challenge was understanding a business mode, and the most expressed opportunity was 
diversified consumer sales, shared-best practices of business models, and expansion. Below are specific interview 
findings from producers in the state of Iowa. 

Relationships 
Within relationships, there were clear strengths when businesses were able to encourage individuals or buyers to 
visit their farm or site and could develop trust and personal connections between themselves and customers. 
Individuals that can increase the strength and longevity of a connection with a customer are able to also increase 
their sales. One example of this came from a producer that shared, the buyer at a hospital would look on our website 
and feature recipe using a vegetable that was in season. People could sample the recipe at the hospital’s booth [at 
the farmers market].  

A challenge within this area was cognitive dissonance, or individuals that would say they are interested in buying 
local products, but they are not actually showing up to make the purchase. Another challenge was buyer 
misconception of the farm and food business and how it works.  One individual shared that some grocers request 
products multiple weeks in advance, which can be difficult with produce.  

Figuring out ways to educate grocers and help with the flexibility that is required in a local farm and food business 
may be beneficial. Customer-facing education and signage may also help detail the inconsistencies of production, 
and the value of local produce. During their interview, a couple of farmers shared they include education on their 
farm and at the markets they sell to. Within their CSA newsletter, they would write a newsletter with each box and 
include recipes, especially for the less common produce and they still dream of doing a series of classes that 
promote gardening, cooking, and canning. 

Demand 
The top strength within demand was customer interest and requests for local products. Having individuals request 
specific products helps producers identify products to include in their growing season, or preparation schedule for 
value-added products. 

Unfortunately, customer interest was also the largest challenge, in that customers were not seeking out local 
products. One individual shared that they believed in general, people just don’t eat as much fresh fruit and 
vegetables as they used to, or they just get the cheapest, most convenient produce at the grocery store. 

To attempt to garner customer interest, educational signage and outreach was seen as the main opportunity in 
building demand. This could include signage on specific products, as well as labeling for grocers or other markets to 
show where product has come from.  

Logistics 
Diverse markets were seen to be the largest strength for businesses. Having multiple outlets for products can help 
ensure product sales. One business shared that they sell at the farmers market, have our own CSA, work with the 
food hub once a month, and wholesale to [a local grocery store]. 

Labor and business models were the largest challenge. Finding skilled labor and willingness to do various activities 
can be a struggle. Additionally, business models for diversified farm and food businesses can be more challenging 
and are not as straight forward as other businesses. Understanding financial aspects, labor for maintaining 
production, value-added product creation, and marketing and sales is a constraint.  



Opportunities within this area included expanding production of specific crops or products, with the ability to sell 
more products to fewer buyers. However, some may still desire to have diversified customer sales if they have a 
diverse product selection; these producers might consider direct-to-consumer markets (farmers markets, Community 
Supported Agriculture, you-pick operations, etc.). Last, having example business models and best practices could be 
beneficial by showcasing benchmarks for wholesale, direct-to-consumer, and other diversified business operations.  

Product 
Similar to demand, product differentiation was seen to be a strength for Iowa farm and food businesses; this refers to 
differentiating one’s local products from another producer’s products and providing that information to the 
customers. Being able to highlight the uniqueness in product, whether that be a variety, growing practice, or other 
specialty, highlighting those characteristics can help with sales.  

A challenge with product is the differences between direct to consumer, retail, and other market price-points. The 
perception, and gap in knowledge from customers on why products cost what they do, is seen to be a significant 
challenge. Finding ways of detailing the cost of production as well as determining the business model that is 
appropriate for the sales that need to occur could be beneficial.  

Another opportunity is season extension with high-tunnels or other semi-permanent or permanent indoor structures. 
Specific to produce and specialty crops, being able to extend the season for production can increase the market 
opportunity. Additional options for seasonal extension could be incorporating value-added products through canning, 
drying, etc. of products. While this includes additional insurance, licenses, etc., it may be an option for creating a 
year-round market.  

Layout 
Cold storage was the top strength, referring to the ability to house and store refrigerated products. One interviewee 
spoke to their layout change and the reliance of cold storage for their products and market. We change our space 
around a lot but rely on cold storage. We have three coolers that operate separately, so we can adjust the 
temperature if we need to. We had a small refrigerator in a separate building before we upgraded, but now we use 
that for short-term cool storage. 

Similar, the top challenge also referred to space for production. Many shared needs for both interior and exterior 
space needs. One individual shared about their needs for additional space for production, our creamery is pretty 
much maxed out at the number of products we can make due to space. We don’t really have the space for buttermilk 
or cultured products despite the interest in making those. 

This leads to the opportunity around expansion and understanding immediate needs for interior and exterior storage. 
However, while this is an easy recommendation, land access or expansion indoors can be very difficult and 
expensive to do. This may be an area that support agencies, such as Extension, Iowa Department of Agriculture and 
Land Stewardship, and City and County Planning offices could help with.  

Conclusion 
Farmers and food businesses in Iowa, interviewed for their interest in selling to independent grocers, were typically 
smaller in scale and sold products to a variety of direct-to-consumer markets like Community Supported Agriculture, 
farmers markets, on-site sales, and grocers. They reported that understanding of business models and being able to 
have more flexibility with independent grocers would be beneficial. Relationships with consumers and other buyers 
(like grocers) was seen as a strength when it could be developed over time; however, initial relationships can be 
hard to start. Some producers mentioned the desire to scale up to meet more of the demand for specific products to 
grocers, but limits on the ability to increase their land’s production, storage, or other layout considerations on site 
prevent further scaling. Customer interest and cognitive dissonance was a challenge. While some believed they had 
local interest in their products, others mentioned that individuals may say they support local, but farm and food 
businesses are not seeing a loyal market.   



Kansas Producer Interview Findings  
Overview 
Kansas found that the most agreed upon strength was diverse markets, which refers to different types of markets for 
products. The biggest challenge was large warehouse/big box store, or large-scale and/or corporate markets that 
move large volumes of product. The most seen opportunity was expansion, and adding additional local products or 
expanding capacity. Below are specific interview findings from producers in the state of Kansas. 

Relationships 
The top strength for developing relationships was the willingness to develop a new connection by stopping by or cold 
calling. One business owner shared, In 2020, I made a big list of stores – around 30 – that I thought may be interested, 
brought them pints of ice cream to try and asked them to be in contact if they were interested. 

A top challenge in having relationships was cognitive dissonance, or the inconsistency in decisions and attitudes. 
Farms and food businesses shared that there were some stores sharing about their interest in sourcing local, but not 
buying from local businesses. For example, one individual shared, We’re not really selling much to grocery stores, 
but we understand what they’re up against, and what other farmers are up against. 

The top opportunity identified was grocer education, including ways to increase knowledge on local sourcing, 
regulations, and best practices for product freshness. One individual shared their concerns that grocers do not 
understand the best way to care and store for products, Our product lasts for a long time. If it is kept at correct 
temperature and kept dry, it will last over a month. As far as grocery stores go, we have had problems with different 
produce managers not paying attention to their cooler temperatures – getting too warm or cold and it was going bad. 
We’ve had to educate a few stores recently. 

Demand 
Customer interest and demand for local as well as brand recognition were among the top strengths within the area of 
demand. Customer interest is related to brand recognition because when customers understand and know a product, 
they will make requests for it being in stores. This can include products being sold more frequently in smaller 
independent grocery stores because of brand recognition and seeking out a certain producer or food business.  

Unfortunately, lack of customer interest and demand was also the largest challenge. One individual shared, in our 
area, local demand is not that strong, and it goes back to the pricing. We have to set a certain price in order to make 
it worth our while.  

An opportunity to increase demand and interest is through educational signage and showcasing local products. One 
interviewee shared that they worked with a grocer that started making giant displays. One of his stores was on the 
cover of national grocery publications, and the grocer was really good about educating produce managers.  This can 
also be tied to informing customers on the value of local food. The customer must be willing the be able to pay 
more…The customer is paying for quality and the environmental impact, what they want their food landscape to look 
like. They have to understand what they’re paying for. It can’t be the cheapest thing in the store. If this information 
can be shared in various locations, it may help increase the demand and interest in local products.  

Logistics 
Diverse markets were the largest strength for farm and food businesses, including the ability to sell at multiple 
locations. One individual shared, we [sell to] local stores, independent stores, small butcher shops, kitchen stores – I 
have an excellent relationship with them. Having multiple markets can increase sales and create further brand 
awareness.  

The top challenge in Kansas was large warehouses and big box stores or markets, which move a large volume of 
stores. This is a challenge because of the reliance on a large volume of product, which many local farms and food 
businesses cannot meet. 



To meet this type of demand, and to sell additional product, the top opportunities were identified as group 
distribution, including aggregation, as well as marketing expansion. If farms and food businesses are willing to 
cooperate through aggregation and distribution of product, there may be additional markets that they could sell into 
as a group, compared to an individual business. 

Product 
Diverse crops and ability to create additional products for sales were seen as the top strength. One interviewee had 
products ranging from flour and corn products to local honey and cheese as well as candy and ice cream. They also 
incorporated agritourism opportunities through a train on site.  

Challenges included local food displays and ability to ensure that food product was placed correctly and in good 
locations within a grocery store. Spoilage for perishable products, such as produce was also a challenge. One 
producer said, because we have a perishable product – that can make things challenging. I prefer to do my own 
deliveries, that way I know it’s getting there safely. Production scale and meeting demand are also difficult for 
producers. It can be difficult to identify the appropriate levels to scale up to. For example, one business shared, in the 
last 3 years, ownership has decided to ramp up. The plant could easily do 100 loads of milk a year, and we were 
doing 16-20. The plant was very much under capacity…The current owner has now decided to change that. 

The top opportunity relates to a marketing advantage to showcase the differentiation of local farms and food 
business products in grocery stores. Identifying local products in stores can be used as a strategy for driving 
business and creating a competitive edge outside of a supermarket or big box store. 

Layout 
The top challenge for layout centered around space needs and storage for products. One interviewee commented, I 
could use twice that much warehouse. However, they haven’t been able to expand due to financial expenses. They 
shared, [I] don’t have plans to expand this unless I can find some money somewhere. I paid my business off and don’t 
want to go into debt again. 

Similarly, the opportunity was around expanding the business, including expanding capacity for storage.  

Conclusion 
Farmers and food businesses in Kansas sell products in a variety of markets, an important one being the independent 
grocery store. These businesses reported that the flexibility of independent grocers was a strength, compared to the 
bureaucratic hurdles associated with selling products to large warehouses or big box stores. The majority of farmers 
and food businesses still had to work persistently, however, to both initiate and sustain relationships with 
independent grocers. Marketing was a challenge, due to time constraints, and several businesses wished grocers 
provided more support in displaying and promoting local products. Improving distribution efficiency was identified as 
a primary opportunity for improvement. This could be achieved, for instance, if farmers and food businesses would 
form an alliance and distribute as a group.  

  

 

  



Minnesota Producer Interview Findings 
Overview 
Minnesota found that the most agreed upon strength was buyer support, which refers to customers consistently 
buying local. The biggest challenges were storage and space needs, and the largest opportunity was increasing 
value-added products. Below are specific interview findings from producers in the state of Minnesota. 

Relationships 
Farms and food businesses shared that buyer support and flexibility in payment, pickup, and orders were the biggest 
strength for relationships. When there was a close relationship between grocers and farm and food businesses, 
some witnessed more flexibility. One individual shared, consistency and timing of deliveries is important, but the 
grocers can help identify a time that works for us. 

Interest from distributors purchasing local products was among the top challenges. This was seen as a relationship 
issue because distributors were not seeking out creating connections with local producers.  

While there were not consistent opportunities shared in interviews, the team identified an opportunity of having 
buyers visit the farm or food business site to help buyers understand the business and production practices. One 
individual shared that the best thing they did was host a buyer on site and conduct farm tours. It gives them a better 
understanding of who they're working with, and you have their full attention when they're on the farm. They can be 
super distracted when they are in the office. 

Demand 
Customer interest and demand for local was the top strength. When individuals seek out local products within 
grocery stores, there is an opportunity for more sales. One interviewee shared about their experience with grocery 
sales: Our first week that we have ripe tomatoes, the people are almost getting in fist fights over them... So, you know 
there's some demand here. The same with kale, I think last year it was very early in the year and it was like the 
hottest item ever. Everyone was blowing up social media and it sold out right away… and it’s kale.  

Supply exceeding demand was the top challenge. Producers in Minnesota shared that they were producing more 
than what an individual store would purchase. One person shared, Grocery stores are not purchasing enough. And 
that make sales to the grocery store tough.  

The top opportunity for the area of demand was educational signage, which informs the customers on products, 
producers, and other interesting content. One individual shared a unique example of what a grocer did in their area. 
The store has done some email marketing, and then actually last summer, we did like a photo shoot. They hired a 
photographer that came out to their various farms to take pictures of the farmers and the farm. They were going to 
update some of their banners and signage and the produce area of their store. 

Logistics 
Technology was the top strength for farms and food businesses because it allows producers access to support 
systems and online ordering. Businesses shared that being able to receive orders in multiple ways from customers 
and buyers was helped in providing flexibility for both consumer and the businesses.  

Inflation and supply chain difficulties were the primary challenges within logistics. Many individuals shared that from 
COVID-19 and additional disruptions in the supply chain, fertilizer and other input costs went up; some saw as much 
as a 30% increase. One interviewee shared that they are asking for an additional five to seven percent for their 
products.  

An opportunity relating to logistics is sharing about pricing strategies and general information about the costs and 
value of local products. This could also be an opportunity to educate farmers on different business models and ways 
to consider inflation and its effect on their product prices. One interviewee shared that they are used to retail, but are 



getting bigger, which has changed some of their costs. We forget about distribution costs, refrigeration costs, and 
packaging, and maybe some extra washing. And now we’re taking a little less money and have more costs for the 
same product. So maybe we could use some education for farmers to realize, “hey, this is how you do it.” 

Product 
Branding and marketing plans were seen as the top strengths for producers. Showcasing the uniqueness between a 
local product and others can be done in a variety of ways from digital marketing and websites to printed signage. 
However, individuals have seen a shift in access and interest in technology and web services, so many are shifting 
their marketing to online. We have most success through our website and digital advertising. We’re not doing much 
print anymore. For the most part, we try to direct traffic to our website where people can hear our story and get 
product information. Then we spend time on Facebook and Instagram to share our stories and news from the farm. 

Price points were the largest challenge within products because of the price differentiation between direct-to-
consumer, retail, and wholesale markets. One producer remarked, there are some things we just don’t offer as 
wholesale because there’s no way they’re going to give us the price per pound we need to make it worth our time. 
Like green beans and peas are a good example because they take so much labor that we’re better off selling through 
another market channel. For crops like those, we just don’t even try. It doesn’t make sense. 

Creating value-added products were seen as an opportunity to increase benefits to the business owner and increase 
the sale price. One interviewee shared that they made juice from products when there is excess and have also tried 
pesto and flour.  Additional product development may be helpful to minimize waste and develop an alternative 
revenue stream.  

Layout 
The most common strength for the area of layout was having cold storage and ability to house refrigerated products. 
This included storage outside of a delivery truck or other unit in order for products to be stored on site.  

In the same vein, inadequate or nonexistent storage was the top challenge, whether for frozen, dry, or refrigerated 
storage. One individual shared that they use a basement for storage; however, that is not adequate for all their 
products. Because the various products vary in ideal temperature, proper storage can be difficult. One farmer 
shared, our current storage is not convenient, because I literally haul hundreds of pounds of tomatoes down three 
flights of stairs. 

The most common opportunity mentioned was developing commercial kitchens and fully equipped spaces for 
processing foods. Facilities that allow for processing would enable producers to create additional value-added 
products and minimize waste from products not sold. One interviewee shared that they would like to do a more up-to-
date commercial kitchen and bring back our bread business. 

Conclusion 
In many communities within Minnesota, there is a strong interest among local businesses to support each other and 
support local economies. This is certainly true among rural grocery stores and local farmers who seek to support 
each other’s businesses by working, often informally without contracts, to sell locally grown food and use local 
outlets as sources for that food. Grocers and farmers often are flexible with each other and seek ways to make their 
sales relationships work. Generally, there is interest among the public for locally grown products, but in some 
communities, customer demand is lacking. It is not uncommon for rural grocery stores to lack customer demand for 
locally grown foods, or for grocery store prices to be too low, to make the arrangements work well for both parties.  

  



Conclusion   
The following are identified areas quick wins for both grocers and producers across the region. Additionally, each 
state identified specific next steps that need to occur within each individual state.  

Next steps: Region  
Based on interview findings and subsequent coding of those interviews, some of the easier-to-implement actions 
include developing marketing and signage best practices for highlighting local food products in grocery stores. The 
region could also help grocers and producer understand each other’s businesses and reduce misconceptions 
through research and information sharing; meet and greet events between the two businesses; and facilitated 
sessions to help bring about additional or new collaborations (i.e., meet the buyer events or farmer speed dating). 
Also, best practices for reducing spoilage for both the grocer and producer is an action item needed by many across 
the region.  

There are also medium- to long-term actions that were identified through this project including to increase the 
awareness of support agencies available to both grocers and local food producers. Gaining an awareness of the 
available support agencies, what they do, and when to reach out to them would be helpful for gaining needed 
resources for both businesses. Another action step that was recognized was connecting with those support 
agencies to inform them on what needs were identified throughout the region. Assistance navigating value-added 
processing would be beneficial for both grocers and producers to not only increase the value of the region’s local 
food products but also each businesses’ bottom line. Each state could also support market research and outreach to 
help educate and inform consumers on the benefits of supporting both independent grocers and local food 
producers across the region. Finally, the ability to scale up the sourcing options for local food products was identified 
as an action step to benefit the region.  

Next steps: Iowa  
The grocer survey and interviews with grocers and producers in Iowa identified several action steps to take within 
the state. Most of the grocers surveyed responded that they would like a new statewide network of independent 
grocers for help in business, financial, networking, and regulations. A reoccurring theme was the need to build 
relationships between farm and food businesses, grocers, and buyers; strategies to do this may include farmer-buyer 
meet ups and facilitated discussions. For producers, partner agencies could create best practices for business 
models and financial planning practices for diversified farm and food businesses. Partner and support agencies must 
also continue to support farm and food businesses in their efforts to scale up production or add additional value-
added products for market diversification.  

Next steps: Kansas 
Based on these interviews, several action steps for Kansas were identified: (1) develop a statewide directory of local 
food businesses that are interested and able to sell to retail markets, (2) create a list of best practices for ordering, 
delivering and other logistics so that grocers and producers do not have to reinvent the wheel, (3) expand marketing 
and promotion of local foods at retail outlets, and (4) promote a more streamlined, centralized distribution model (e.g. 
food hub) so local producers can actively aggregate and distribute product together.  

Next steps: Minnesota 
Both farmers and independent grocery stores identified branding and marketing of local products and value-added 
product development as strategies to help increase sales. Additional marketing could boost sales of locally grown 
products by expanding the marketing avenues and sales. Adding additional markets and products may help draw 
attention to products in the store that are grown, produced, and developed by local farmers and food businesses. 
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Appendix A: Interview and assessment tools 
 
Grocery Site Assessment Questions  
Introduction:  
Thank you for allowing us to come visit you and your grocery store. We are a part of a multi-state project including 
Iowa, Kansas, and Minnesota that is exploring the potential of connecting independent grocers to local food 
producers, businesses, and aggregators. The goal of the project is to understand how independent grocery stores 
support food access in each state, and if there is the possibility to increase locally sourced products.   
We are trying to understand the successes and challenges for independent grocers related to purchasing and 
procuring local foods.   
All information will be kept anonymous and will be used to both highlight best practices and common challenges as 
well as support connections between businesses to further the connection for local food sales. Following the 
research project, a report will be developed and published.   
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.]  
1) Relationships:    

a) Do you have existing relationships with local food producers, aggregators, or other food businesses?  
i) If yes,   

(1) How many local food relationships do you have?    
(2) Describe your relationship, how did they start, how formal is your interaction (drop by visit, formal 

contract, etc.)    
ii) If no, what have been the challenges to form relationships with local food farmers, aggregators (like 

food hubs), and food businesses?  
b) What areas of improvement, opportunities or growth do you see in these partnerships?   

2) Local Demand:   
a) What is the current customer demand for local products?  
b) How have you determined interest (or lack of interest)?  
c) How are you marketing local foods to your customers? Examples: sharing about local farms in the area, 

promotional materials/ advertisements, etc.   
3) Logistics and Product: Ask only if currently sourcing local products.  

The next round of questions relates to your experiences in purchasing local foods.  
a) Logistics: To start, we’d like to ask a few questions regarding logistics of sales and orders.   

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

ii) Describe your payment methods of invoicing, contracting, etc. with local food businesses.   
iii) Tell us about your practice for receiving shipments. For example, location for drop off, specifications, 

frequency, time of day, etc.   
(1) Within your store, do you have a specific receiving area for shipments?   

(a) If yes, where is it located and describe the receiving space.   
(i) Does this currently meet your needs?  

(b) If no, describe the current receiving process.   
(2) Describe any packaging requirements for orders.  
(3)  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.?   



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

iv) Describe any barriers with price points for local products.    
v) Describe any licensing or regulations needs or concerns you face when purchasing local.   

(1) For example, food safety or liability insurance.   
vi) What fresh food spoilage issues do you encounter, if any?  

4) Store layout and functionality:  
a) Within your store, describe the amount of storage, by percent of total space.   

i) Dry storage  
ii) Refrigerated storage  
iii) Frozen storage  
iv) Customer-facing retail  

b) Of those percentages, are any areas not meeting your needs? Please explain.  
c) Within your store, do you have any form of food processing?    

i) If yes, please share how you process foods?   
ii) If no, is there future interest processing on site, and why?   

5) Future:   
a) 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.)?   
b) Are there any areas you would like support with?  

 

Farm and Food Business Assessment Questions  
Introduction:  
Thank you for allowing us to come visit you and your business. We are a part of a multi-state project including Iowa, 
Kansas and Minnesota that is exploring the potential of connecting independent grocers to local food producers, 
businesses, and aggregators. The goal of the project is to understand how independent grocery stores support food 
access in each state, and if there is the possibility to increase locally sourced products.   
We are trying to understand the needs and challenges for food producer and businesses, such as yourself, and your 
ability to source your local food products to independent grocers.   
All information will be kept anonymous and will be used to both highlight best practices and common challenges as 
well as support connections between businesses to further the connection for local food sales. Following the 
research project, a report will be developed and published.   
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 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.]  
1) Relationships  

a) Do you have existing relationships with independent grocers or other food retailers?   
i) If yes,   

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



(2) Describe the relationship, how you started those relationships, how formal is your interaction (drop 
by visit, formal contract, etc.)  

ii) If no, what have been the challenges to form relationships with grocers and retailers?   
b) What areas of improvement, opportunities or growth do you see in these partnerships?   

2) Demand  
a) What is the current customer demand for your products?  
b) How have you determined interest (or lack of interest)?  
c) How are you marketing your products currently?   

3) Logistics and Product  
The next round of questions relates to your experiences in selling your products.   
a) Logistics: To start, we’d like to ask a few questions regarding logistics of sales and orders.   

i) Describe the process for developing contracts or invoices.  
(1) Share about how this process is working or needs to evolve for your business.  
(2) This may also include communication patterns for placing orders such as email, phone, text, etc.  

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

iii) Tell us about your practice for delivering orders (frequency, time of day, etc.)  
iv) Have you supported grocers or retailers on how to showcase and market your product in store?   

(1) If yes, describe your process for considering store layout and product placement.    
v) Are there additional needs you have that would make selling your products to grocers, retailers or 

aggregators easier?   
(1) For example, meeting people interested in buying local, food safety concerns, etc.   

b) Product: Now that we’ve talked through logistics, we’d like to discuss about products more specifically.   
i) What is going well with your product sales currently?   
ii) What are current challenges you face with product sales?   
iii) Describe any specific constraints you have for selling to grocers, retailer, or other wholesalers.    

(1) For example, are there minimum order quantities necessary for larger suppliers that prohibit the 
ability for purchasing local?    

iv) Describe any barriers with price points for your products.   
v) Describe any licensing or regulations needs or concerns you face when selling local.   
vi) What fresh food spoilage issues do you encounter, if any? 

4) Farm or Food Business layout and functionality  
a) Within your farm or food business, describe the amount of storage, by percent of total space.   

i) Dry storage  
ii) Refrigerated storage  
iii) Frozen storage  
iv) Customer-facing retail  

b) Of those percentages, are any areas not meeting your needs? Please explain.  
c) On site, do you have any form of food processing?    

i) If yes, please share how you process foods?   
ii) If no, is there future interest processing on site, and why?   

5) Future  
a) 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.)?   
b) Are there any areas you would like support with?  



Appendix B: Iowa grocer survey tool 
 

Survey Questionnaire  

 

Iowa Rural 
Grocery Store 

Survey  

Unique ID  
 

Sponsored by  
  

  
 
Conducted by  

  
 



 
This survey should be answered by the grocery store owner or the senior 
manager. Your responses will be used to provide support to small-town grocery 
stores throughout the state of Iowa.  

  
Please select the number or letter that corresponds to the answer closest to your 
opinion or write   in the information requested. All responses will be confidential and 
reported in grouped form so   that no individual can be identified.  

  
Does your store offer groceries (produce, canned and boxed food, etc.)?  

  

    Yes    Proceed to Question 1  
  

    No This survey is only intended for store that offer groceries. Please fold 
the survey in half and place in the postage-paid envelope provided. 
Thank you very much!  

Q1. Aside from groceries, which of the following products and services does your store 
offer? (Circle all that apply).  

  
a. ATM or bank  
b. Alcoholic beverages  
c. Books/cards/gifts  
d. Café or restaurant  
e. Catering  
f. Delicatessen  
g. Fuel  
h. Locally made crafts  
i. Lottery tickets  
j. Pharmacy  
k. Postage stamps and other postal services  
l. Other (please specify)     

  
Q2. What is the type of ownership for this grocery store? (Circle one answer)  

  
a. Privately owned small business  
b. Corporate franchise  
c. Cooperatively owned business  
d. Community owned  
e. Nonprofit  
f. Other (please specify)     

 



Grocery Store Infrastructure  
  

Q3. What is the approximate square footage of your grocery store’s sales floor? (SQ. FEET)  
  

   sq. feet  
  

Q4.  What is the approximate square footage of your non-sales floor space, such  as a 
back  room   or storage area? (SQ. FEET)  

  
   sq. feet  

  
Q5. If all regulatory issues were addressed, would you consider leasing some of 

your refrigeration space to local farmers or local food processors?  
  

a. Yes  
b. Maybe  
c. No (Why not?)     

  
  
  

Q6. Which of the food processing facilities/equipment are available in your store? 
(Circle all that apply)  

  
a. Meat cutting  
b. Meat grinding  
c. Flash freezing  
d. Deli slicing  
e. Food repacking, such as cheese, to-go items, produce, etc.  
f. Other (please specify)     

  
  

Grocery Store Operations  
  

Q7. Who are your regular primary wholesale grocery suppliers/ distributors? (Please 
list the top five)  

a.     
b.     
c.     
d.     
e.     

  
Q8. To what extent are the following options/issues a challenge for your store? (Select 
one answer for each issue)  



Not a  
Challenge  

Minor  
Challenge  

Major  
Challenge  

a.  Current option for grocery wholesale/distributors  1  2  3  
b.  Minimum buying requirements from vendors  1  2  3  
c.  Availability of satisfactory labor  1  2  3  
d.  Competition with large chain grocery stores  1  2  3  
e.  Competition with dollar stores  1  2  3  
f.  Competition with convenience stores/gas stations  1  2  3  
g.  Competition with supercenter stores  1  2  3  
h.  Competition with online grocery ordering without a 

brick- and-mortar presence in your community such 
as Amazon Fresh  

1  2  3  

i.  Competition with other grocery stores in your 
community that offer online ordering, such as Hy-
Vee, Aldi, etc.  

1  2  3  

j.  Debt and/or high payments  1  2  3  
k.  Purchasing from local food producers  1  2  3  

  
Q9. Which of the issues mentioned in Q8 is the greatest challenges for you and 

your store? (Please write the corresponding letter)     
  
  

Q10. Which of the following programs does your store accept? (Circle all that apply)  
  

a. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)  
b. Women, Infants and Children (WIC) vouchers  
c. Double Up Food Bucks  

  
Q11. Do you specialize in any ethnic or cultural food offerings in your store?  

  
a. Yes, What ethnicity or culture?     
b. No  

   
Q12. Do you sell any of the following products in your store? (Circle all that apply)  

  
a. Fresh produce  
b. Dairy, egg and cheese  
c. Meat and seafood  
d. Bread & bakery items  
e. Another product (please specify)     

 
  



Locally Produced Food  
  

Q13. Do you purchase products grown or raised in Iowa to sell to your customers? 
(Circle one answer)  

  
a. Yes, through my distributor(s)  
b. Yes, directly from farmer(s)  
c. Yes, both distributors and farmers  
d. No  
e. Other (please specify)     

  
  

Q14. What percentage of sales do you purchase from local farmers or producers? 
(Circle one option)  

  
a. None  
b. 1–25%  
c.  26–50%  
d.   51–75%  
e. More than 76%  

  
Q15. The next questions are about locally produced food. Which of the following 

do you buy directly from local farmers or producers? (Select one answer for 
each item)  

  
    Yes  No  
a.  Local fruit (apples, melons, etc.)  1  2  
b.  Local vegetables (sweet corn, potatoes, etc.)  1  2  
c.  Meat  1  2  
d.  Shell eggs  1  2  
e.  Grains (popcorn, dry beans, etc.)  1  2  
f.  Honey  1  2  
g.  Syrups  1  2  
h.  Nuts (hazelnuts, etc.)  1  2  
i.  Processed goods (jams, jellies, etc.)  1  2  
j.  Dairy (milk, cheese, yogurt)  1  2  
k.  Other (please specify)    1  2  

  
  



Q16. Would you like help connecting with local farmers who could supply the following 
types of products to your store? (Select one answer for each type of product)  

  
    Yes  No  
a.  Local fruits (apples, melons, etc.)  1  2  
b.  Local vegetables (sweet corn, potatoes, etc.)  1  2  
c.  Meat  1  2  
d.  Shell eggs  1  2  
e.  Grown grain (popcorn, dry beans, etc.)  1  2  
f.  Honey  1  2  
g.  Syrups  1  2  
h.  Nuts (hazelnuts, etc.)  1  2  
i.  Processed good (jams, jellies, etc.)  1  2  
j.  Dairy *(milk, cheese, yogurt)  1  2  
k.  Other (please specify)     1  2  

  
Q17. To what extent do you find the following to be barriers in purchasing and 

selling local products? (Select one answer for each item)  
  
    Not a  

Barrier  
Minor  
Barrier  

Major  
Barrier  

a.  Negotiating a purchase price  1  2  3  
b.  Negotiating product amount  1  2  3  
c.  Accurate and reliable delivery of products  1  2  3  
d.  Consistency of delivery  1  2  3  
e.  Quality of products when delivered  1  2  3  
f.  Packaging of products  1  2  3  
g.  Connections and relationships with farmers and 

local food businesses  
1  2  3  

h.  Selling products to customers  1  2  3  
i.  Understanding rules and regulations of 

purchasing from farmers and local food 
businesses  

1  2  3  

j.  Seasonality of locally grown products  1  2  3  
k.  Other (please specify)    1  2  3  

  
Q18. Which one of the issues mentioned in Q17 is the greatest barrier in purchasing 
and selling local products? (Please write the corresponding letter)     

  
  



Information About the Person Completing This Survey  
  
Please answer the following background questions. Remember that all individual responses 
will be confidential and your responses will not be associated with you in any way.  

  
Q19. What is your position? (Circle one answer)  

  
a. Owner  
b. Senior manager  
c. Other (please specify)     

  
Q20. Do you own or manage more than one store?  

  
a. Yes, please specify the number of stores     
b. No  

  
Q21. Do you feel that a statewide alliance of small, independently-owned grocery 

storeowners may have value?  
  

a. Yes, How could it help?     
b. No  

  
  
Q22. Are you a member of the Iowa Grocers Association?  

  
a. Yes  

Why?    
  

b. No  
Why not?     

  
  
  



Future Outlook  
  
Q23. How concerned are you about the following? (Select one answer for each possible 
concern)  
  

Not At All  
Concerned  

Not Very  
Concerned  

Somewhat 
Concerned  

Very  
Concerned  

That my store will go out of business in 
the next year  

1  2  3  4  

That my store will go out of business in 
the next five years  

1  2  3  4  

  
Q24. The average net profit for grocery is 1.1% after taxes. Does your store have a higher 

or lower net profit than the average? (Select one answer)  
  

a. Higher net profit than average  
b. Average net profit  
c. Lower net profit than average  
d. Unknown  

  
Q25. Is there anything else you would like to share with us?  

  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Thank you for completing the survey. Your participation is 
highly appreciated.  

  

Please fold the survey and place in provided postage-paid 
envelope.  

  
  
  
  

This institution is an equal opportunity provider. For the full non-discrimination statement or 
accommodation inquiries, go to www.extension.iastate.edu/diversity/ext.  
   
  

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/diversity/ext


Appendix C: Iowa grocer survey report 
 

 Iowa Rural Grocery Store Survey Findings  
The USDA states that one of the most consistently referenced data points for vibrant, 
sustainable communities is a robust and diverse local economy.  An essential element of a 
healthy economy is a thriving set of small businesses. The local independent grocery store is an 
integral institution for communities and part of the critical infrastructure necessary to keeping a 
community vibrant and viable.   
This research study seeks to understand how independent grocers in Iowa act as points of food 
access across the state for locally sourced produce. Daily operations and infrastructure of the 
store and so with the owners’/managers’ perception on the challenges and future of 
independent groceries in Iowa were being explored in this survey.  
 
Methodology and Response Rate  
To better understand the needs and challenges for independent grocers and their ability to 
purchase and procure local foods we mailed 8-page survey to all the identified independent 
grocers in the state of Iowa (n=671).  An online version of the survey was also made available to 
the survey respondents being the grocery owners and senior managers.    
The independent grocers were identified using the list from Retail Food Establishment license 
database from Department of Inspection and Appeals. This list was matched with the 
information obtained from Salesgenie.com using the North American Industry Classification 
(NAICS) of 44511003, 44511006, 44511007, 44511009, and 81299036.  Upon matching those 
two databases, a total of 671 independent grocers in Iowa were identified.   
The survey was mailed out to the respondents on the first week of January 2022. The 
respondents were given three weeks to complete the survey. Due to low response rate, a 
reminder postcard and second mailing were done. Data gathering lasted for two months. A 
number of respondents (14) did the survey online and another 81 completed the mail survey. 
The overall response rate was 14.2% (95/671).   
The figure below shows how representative the samples are. Geographically, respondents were 
from 76 cities representing more than half (60%, n=59) of the total counties in the state. For 
geographic comparison, the state was divided into 3 (Region1 -western part of the state, 
Region2- central, and Region3 -eastern part as shown in Figure 1. The counties were almost 
equally distributed among the three regions. (Table 1)   
Six respondents from the online survey did not specify their geographic locations, thus their 
information is missing in this table and in analysis by region. However, their responses are 
included in the overall analysis.  
 
  



Table 1. Counties Represented by Region  
   Total 

counties  
Counties with samples  

Number  Percent  
Region 1  30  14  46.7%  
Region 2  31  16  51.6%  
Region 3  38  23  60.5%  
Missing Information     6  -   
Total  99  59  59.6%  
  
  

Figure 1. Geographic location of the sampled grocery stores     

   
 
The Respondents  
Out of 95 respondents, 89 reported their roles in the grocery store. Seventy-two respondents 
(81%) were owners while 17% were senior managers or store managers. Of the 70 respondents 
who responded to this question and had indicated their geographic location, majority were 
store owners from Region3 with the highest percentage of 85%, followed by Region2 (81%) and 
lastly by Region1 (72%). (Table 2)  
 
  



 Table 2. Type of ownership by region  
   Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
n  13  17  40  89  
Owner  72%  81%  85%  81%  
Senior Manager  28%  19%  11%  17%  
Others  0%  0%  4%  2%  
  
Majority (85%) owners/managers manage only one store. Of the 13 owners/managers who 
manage other stores, they indicated managing 2 to 9 stores.   
  

Iowa Grocers Association Membership  
When asked if they are members of the Iowa Grocers Association (IGA), more than half (57%) 
were not members. More than half (53%) of those who were not members of IGA were from 
eastern part of the state (Region3), followed by central regions (27%), and the remaining came 
from western region (Region1).  Lack of information or knowledge about IGA was the main 
reason why they were not members of IGA. The second reason stated was they were never 
asked to join. No benefit and no interest in joining IGA were also mentioned by the respondent. 
(See tagcrowd.com word visualization)  
Another 47% of the respondents were members of IGA.  It is being perceived by presently 
members as a good organization to belong because it has good program with great networking 
opportunity, thus, industry trends are being discussed by those who are presently members.  It 
was also a place where they can share ideas, and a good resource for regulatory and legislative 
issues.   
 

Statewide alliance of Small, Independently Owned Grocery Storeowners 
Sixty-nine percent of the respondents felt that a statewide alliance of small, independently 
owned grocery storeowners could value to them. Perceived value of a statewide alliance of 
small, independent-opened grocery storeowner was also asked in the survey. Sixty-eight 
percent said yes. The three main issues where it could be of help were economic/financial, 
communication/networking, and government regulations. Specific items were:  

Economics/Financial  
• Better prices on products  
• Keep us competitive with larger stores  
• Negotiate prices to compete with big chain stores  
• If we could get deals on our wholesale prices - we could offer them for a lower price 

that brings people in the shop  
• Time of delivery, and the best prices to the customers.  
• Buying volume  
• Unique Product Supply  
• Coop  
• Consolidate financial functions- find the best accountant, payroll, financial planner 

geared toward grocery retail operations much like a corporation  
  

  



Communication/Networking  
• Bridge of communication (networking with each other)  
• Easier to find answers to concerns  
• Brainstorm & sharing of ideas  
• Just for networking with each other  
• Interaction with store owners facing the same challenges  
• Networking/pooling of ideas  
• Learn from each other  
• May allow resource sharing  
• Open-up more options for all  
• When small businesses band together it helps them fight the big guys  

  
Government Regulations  

• Band together and force the state of Iowa for fair trade laws  
• Keeping government regulations to sane level  

   
Grocery Store Infrastructure  

Floor Area  
The average sales floor footage of grocery store sales area ranged from 50 to 40,000 sq. ft with 
an average area of 5,883 sq. ft. On the hand, the non-sales floor space was only 45% of the 
sales floor (2,620 sq. ft.). Region1 had the highest store sales area but with the lowest non-sales 
floor space. The ratio of floor sales area with the non-sales area was highest at Region3 (59%), 
followed by Region2 (38%), and lastly in Region1 (20%). (Figure 2).   
This study shows that Iowa independent grocers are a lot smaller as indicated in January 28, 
2021 article by Steven Duffy entitled “Small Formats’ Big Future in Retail” 
(https://progressivegrocer.com/small-formats-big-future-retail).  He stated that “while the 
average size of a grocery store clocked in around 40,000 square feet a few years ago, many 
modern outlets are under 20,000 square feet—with some, such as Trader Joe’s and Aldi, 
regularly measuring closer to 12,000”.  
 
Figure 2. Average Floor areas  

   
  

https://progressivegrocer.com/small-formats-big-future-retail


Leasing Refrigeration Space  
If all regulatory issues were addressed, almost half (49%) of the respondents would consider 
leasing some of their refrigeration space to local farmers or local food processors.  The 
“uncertain or maybe” responses were higher than those who definitely said “no”. The trend is 
almost the same for the three regions. (Table 3)  
Not having enough space or extra space was the main reason why they would not definitely 
consider leasing some of their refrigeration space to local farmers or local food processors. 
However, there were two respondents who are just not willing to support the local producers 
(i.e. “don’t need someone to bring something bad in the store”).  
 
Table 3. Willingness to lease some of the refrigeration space to local farmers  
Ref space to local farmers   Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
        (n)  17  19  46  86  

          
   Yes  47%  53%  52%  49%  
  Maybe  41%  21%  28%  29%  
  No  12%  26%  20%  22%  
   

Food Processing Facilities/Equipment  
The most common facilities/equipment available in the store were meat cutting, deli slicing, 
food repacking such as cheese, to-go items, produce, etc., and meat grinding. Meat cutter and 
meat grinder were available to all of the groceries in Region1 and in more than ¾ in Regions2 
and 3. The least available equipment was flash freezing technology/storage (13%) with Region3 
as the highest (27%). (Table 4) 
  
Table 4. Facilities/ Equipment Available in the store  
Facilities/Equipment  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
        (n)  15  15  42  76  

          
  Meat cutting   100%  87%  76%  83%  
  Deli slicing  93%  87%  78%  83%  
  Food repacking such as cheese, to-go items, 
produce, etc.  

73%  73%  85%  80%  

  Meat grinding  100%  80%  66%  75%  
  Flash freezing  27%  7%  12%  13%  
  Other  13%  13%  15%  13%  
  
Grocery Store Operations  

Type of ownership  
Majority of the local groceries were privately owned small businesses (ranges from 83% to 
87%). There were only two cooperatively owned businesses in Regions1 and 2, and three 
grocers at Region3.  There was a total of three community owned grocers in the state (one in 
each region). (Figure 3)  
 



Figure 3. Store Ownership Type  

  
  

Net Profit   
Thirty-five percent of the independent stores were within the average net profit of 1.1% after 
taxes. It was higher for Region3 (42%).  However, there were another 30% who indicated that 
higher average net profit. Region2 indicated to have the highest average net profit, while 
regions 1 and 3 were within the value. There were quite a number of respondents who did not 
know how their stores compared with the overall average net profit of 1.1.%. (Table 4)  
   
Table 4. How Net Profit Compared with the Average   
   Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
(n)  18  21  43  83  

          
Higher  27.8%  38.1%  27.9%  30.1%  
Average  33.3%  23.8%  41.9%  34.9%  
Lower  22.2%  14.3%  9.3%  14.5%  
Unknown  16.7%  23.8%  20.9%  20.5%  

  
Products/Services offered aside from Groceries  

 Aside from groceries, most of the independent grocers had alcoholic beverages (74%), 
followed by books/cards/gifts (72%), lottery tickets (42%), delicatessen (39%), and catering 
(30%).  Only 2% had pharmacy, and 6% fuel. For other products and services, refer to Table 5. 
The trend is almost the same by region (alcoholic beverage as the most common products 
followed by books/cards/gifts (except for Region3).   
 Other products mentioned were household goods (dishes, cookware, grills) or general 
merchandise (hardware, boots), bakery, deli, feed for livestock/pet, fresh meat, and 
floral/plants, etc.). Services provided were soft serve ice cream, bitcoin terminal (Coin cloud), 
DNR terminal hunting and fishing license, and dry cleaning.  



 
Table 5. Products and services offered aside from groceries   
Products/ Services  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
        (n)  18  18  46  88  

          
  Alcoholic beverages  94%  67%  65%  74%  
  Books/cards/gifts  83%  61%  28%  72%  
  Lottery tickets  61%  28%  46%  42%  
  Delicatessen  39%  39%  39%  39%  
  Postage stamps and other postal services  39%  11%  41%  32%  
  Catering  22%  33%  26%  30%  
  ATM or bank  22%  17%  30%  25%  
  Café or restaurant  17%  39%  15%  22%  
  Locally made crafts  6%  28%  13%  15%  
  Fuel  11%  0%  7%  6%  
  Pharmacy  0%  0%  2%  2%  
  Other  17%  22%  20%  18%  
   
  

Products Sold  
Table 6 shows the products sold in the grocery store. Almost all (93% and higher) have dairy, 
egg and cheese; bread and bakery items; and meat and seafood. This holds true to all of the 
individual regions. Other items sold in the stores are listed below by region. 
  
Table 6. Products Sold in the Store  
Products Sold  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
(n)  17  20  46  86  

          
 Dairy, egg and cheese  100%  90%  98%  96%  
 Bread and bakery items  100%  95%  91%  94%  
 Meat and seafood  100%  95%  93%  93%  
 Fresh produce  94%  95%  76%  85%  
 Another product (please specify)  18%  20%  24%  21%  
  Beverages  x          
  Frozen foods        x    
  Homemade Sausages, Bacon, Smoked 
Products, Salads  

x  x  x    

  Hot Deli Food  x     x    
 Ice cream     x       
  Rice     x       
  Dry goods        x    
  Beer, Liquor, Cigarettes        x    



  Kitchen Items        x    
  Hardware for kitchen     x       
  Health & Beauty        x    
  Floral        x    
   

Ethnic /Cultural Food Offering  
Only a quarter (26%) of the grocery stores specialize in any ethnic or cultural food 
offering.  Region2 (central part of the state) has the highest percentage (53%), while the 
western part (Region1) had the lowest (12%). (Figure 4) Twelve ethnicities were mentioned 
when asked to specify the cultural food offerings. There were ten food ethnicities in Region2, 
eight for Region3 while Region1 has only one (Hispanic). (Table 7)  
  
Figure 4. Region with Ethnic/Cultural Food  

  
  
Table 7. Region with Ethnic Food Offering  
 Ethnic Group  Region1  Region2  Region3  
African Foods        2  
Asian Grocery Store     1  2  
Bosnian / Eastern European        1  
Chinese     2     
Dutch / German        1  
Far East        1  
Filipino     1     
Fresh Nontraditional meat 
(Organ)  

      1  

Hispanic  1  2     
Indian     1     



Japanese     2     
Korean     2     
Kosher (Jewish)        1  
Latin American        1  
Mexican     2     
Oriental Grocery        1  
Scandinavian     1     
Spanish     1     

  
Programs  

All (100%) of the groceries accept local government/non-profit food programs such as 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Women, Infants and Children (WIC) 
vouchers. Double Up Food Bucks was only supported by 1 grocery store in Region2 while the 
other regions do not accept those type of voucher.  (Table 8)  
 
Table 8.  Programs accepted in the store  
   Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
n  16  18  34  71  

          
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)  100%  100%  100%  100%  
Women, Infants and Children (WIC) vouchers  100%  100%  100%  100%  
Double Up Food Bucks  0%  5.5%  0%  1%  

   
Primary Wholesale Supplier/Distributor  

The respondents were asked to list their top five regular primary grocery suppliers/distributors. 
A total of 127 grocery suppliers/distributors were mentioned by the respondents. Upon 
grouping them, 14 distributors were listed as the top five (i.e. 3 distributors ranked 2nd and 4th, 
respectively while 4 distributors ranked 3rd).   
Table 9 shows that Associated Wholesale Grocers (AWG) was the top distributor for all of the 
regions. Anderson Erickson Dairy, CoreMark, and Dutch Valley were ranked 2nd; Pepsi Cole, 
Bimbo Bakery, Reinhart Food Service and Sysco Foods as 3rd; Rhees Bros, Doll Distribution, Frito 
Lay, and Pepsi as 4th, and lastly, Shellsburg Cheese as 5th regular primary wholesale grocery 
suppliers/distributors. For detailed distribution by region, refer to Table 9.  
  
Table 9. Regular Primary Wholesale Grocery Suppliers  
Distributor  Region 1  Region2  Region3  Total    
AWG)  1st  1st  1st  1st    
            
Anderson Erickson Dairy     2nd  2nd  2nd    
CoreMark  2nd  2nd     2nd    
Dutch Valley     2nd  2nd  2nd    
            
Pepsi Cola  3rd        3rd    



Bimbo Bakery     3rd          
Reinhart Food Service        3rd       
Sysco Foods        3rd       
            
Rhee Bros        4th       
Doll Distribution     4th     4th    
Frito Lay  4th  4th     4th    
Pepsi     4th     4th    
            
Coca Cola  5th  5th     5th    
Shellsburg Cheese        5th  5th    

  
   

Perceived Challenges   
On a scale of 1 to 3 (1 being not a challenge, 2 as minor challenge, and 3 as major challenge), 
respondents were asked to rate the eleven perceived challenges for independent grocery 
stores. Four out of eleven issues were perceived to major challenges for a store. These are 
competitions with large chair grocery stores, supermarket stores, and with dollar stores. The 
fourth major challenge was availability of satisfactory labor.  Figure 5a shows that Region1 had 
the highest rating for all of the four issues mentioned, followed by Region3. These are still the 
major challenging issues for Region2 except for availability of satisfactory labor. (Figure 5a)  
   
Figure 5a. Major Challenging Issues for a Store  

  



Seven out of eleven identified challenges for a store were rated as minor problems to a grocery 
store. The following are in order from almost not a challenge to a minor challenge:   

• Purchasing from local food producer,  
• Current option for grocery wholesale/distributors,  
• Debt and/or high payments,  
• Minimum buying requirements from vendors,  
• Competition with convenience stores/gas stations,  
• Competition with other grocery stores in the community that offer online ordering such 

as Hy-Vee, Aldi, etc., and lastly  
• Competition with online grocery ordering without a brick-and-mortar presence in the 

community such as Amazon Fresh.  
Purchasing from local food producers was the least challenging issues for all three regions.  In 
addition, current option for grocery wholesale/distributors was also rated as the least 
challenging for regions 1 and 3. Minimum buying requirements from vendors was also rated as 
the least minor challenge for Region3.  (Figure 5b)    
  
Figure 5b. Minor Challenging Issues for a Store  

  
  



When respondents were asked which of those store issues is the greatest challenge, nine issues 
were mentioned. Availability of satisfactory labor, and competition with large chain grocery 
stores were the top two issues selected.  This is consistent with the three regions.  However, 
competition with online grocery ordering without a brick-and-mortar presence in your 
community, such as Amazon Fresh was also mentioned by Region2. (Table 10)  
Comparing the store challenge ratings shown in Figures 5a and 5b with the upfront selection of 
challenges, the first four major rated challenges in Figure5a were also identified as the store 
challenges by the respondents. The only difference is the sequence of those choices.  For 
example: the first identified challenge which is availability of satisfactory labor was rated as 4th 
major challenge; competition with large chain grocery stores (2nd identified challenge but rated as 
1st major challenge); and competition with supercenter stores (identified as the 9th or last 
challenge but rated as 2nd major challenge).   
  
Table 10. Greatest Challenge for your store  
Issues  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
(n)  15  19  40  77  
               
Availability of satisfactory labor  40%  21%  33%  33%  
Competition with large chain grocery 
stores  

40%  32%  15%  25%  

Competition with dollar stores  13%  5%  13%  10%  
Competition with online grocery 
ordering without a brick-and-mortar 
presence in your community, such as 
Amazon Fresh  

   16%  5%  7%  

Competition with other grocery stores in 
your community that offer online 
ordering, such as Hy-Vee, Aldi, etc.  

   11%  8%  7%  

Current option for grocery 
wholesale/distributors  

   5%  10%  7%  

Minimum buying requirements from 
vendors  

   5%  10%  7%  

Debt and/or high payments                 8%  4%  
Competition with supercenter stores  7%  5%     3%  
  
  
Locally Produced Food  
The last section asked in the survey is the access and disposal of locally produced products. 
More than ¾ (79%) of independent grocery stores support locally made/grown products in Iowa 
with Region2 having the highest percentage (84%) followed by Regions3 and 1 (77%, 
respectively). (Figure 6)  



Figure 6. Purchased Products Grown and Raised in Iowa

  
 

Sales Coming from Locally Produced Food  
The total store sales coming from the purchased from local farmers or producers was quite low. 
Seventy three percent of the stores indicated 1-25% of the total sales and another 24% said 
none. Only 1 store from Region3 indicated that it was 26-20% and another store had more than 
76% of their total sales, respectively. (Table 11)  
 
Table 11. Percentage of Sales Purchased from Local Farmers or Producers  
   Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
(n)  17  20  45  84  

          
None  29%  20%  24%  24%  
1-25%  71%  80%  71%  73%  
26-50%  0%  0.0%  2%  1%  
51-75%    0%   0%   0%   0%   
More than 76%  0%  0.0%  2%  1%  
  

Where Purchased  
Figure 7 shows where those locally grown products were purchased. Almost half (49%) were 
from distributors and farmers combined, followed by directly from the farmers (33%) and 
another 17% through their distributors. Comparing the data by region, the trend is almost the 
same where only 1/3 of those locally products coming from the farmers directly.  
 
Figure 7. Where Locally Grown Products were purchased  



  
 

Types of Products Bought  
Ten groups of possible locally produced products were identified to the respondents. They were 
asked to check which of those products they directly buy from local farmers or producers. The 
two most common items were local vegetables (i.e. sweet corn, potatoes, etc.) and local fruits 
(i.e. apples, melons, etc.). The other products were less likely bought directly from local farmers 
or producers. For details, see Table 12.  Other items mentioned in Region2 were bakery items, 
beer, wine, local roasted coffee, herbs and sauce/seasoning.   
 
Table 12. Products directly bought from local farmers/producers  
Products  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
               
Local vegetables (sweet corn, potatoes, etc.)  38%  75%  59%  59%  
Local fruit (apples, melons, etc.)  31%  50%  44%  43%  
Meat  7%  32%  34%  28%  
Dairy (milk, cheese, yogurt)   13%  26%  30%  26%  
Shell eggs  20%  32%  25%  26%  
Processed goods (jams, jellies, etc.)  20%  5%  25%  19%  
Syrups  0%  11%  23%  15%  
Grains (popcorn, dry beans, etc.)  7%  16%  9%  10%  
Nuts (hazelnuts, etc.)   0%  5%  2%  3%  
  

Networking with Local Farmers  
Store owners/managers were asked if they need help connecting with local farmers who could 
supply them with the items listed on Table 13. The data indicates that very few were interested 
in this service. It ranges from 17% (for nuts) to 38% (local vegetables).  The highest was 50% 
from Region2 for local vegetables such as sweet corn, potatoes, etc.  
 



Table 13. Would like connection with local farmers  
Products  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
          
Local vegetables (sweet corn, potatoes, etc.)  44%  50%  30%  38%  
Local fruit (apples, melons, etc.)  44%  44%  25%  33%  
Honey  31%  47%  26%  32%  
Dairy (milk, cheese, yogurt)   19%  33%  33%  30%  
Processed goods (jams, jellies, etc.)  38%  33%  21%  27%  
Syrups  38%  20%  21%  24%  
Meat  19%  38%  20%  24%  
Grown Grain  25%  33%  18%  22%  
Shell eggs  6%  29%  21%  19%  
Nuts (hazelnuts, etc.)   19%  20%  15%  17%  

 
Perceived Barriers in Purchasing/Selling Local Products  

 On a scale of 1 – 3 (1 being not a barrier, 2 as minor barrier, and 3 as major barrier), 
respondents were asked to rate the ten possible barriers in purchasing and selling local 
products. Figure 8 shows that all of the identified barriers existed in dealing with local products. 
However, none of those barriers were major concerns. The only item that has the highest rating 
was “understanding rules and regulations or purchasing from farmers and local food 
businesses”. This is still considered a minor barrier even for Region1. (Figure 8)  
  
Figure 8. Barriers in Purchasing and Selling Local Products  

  
  
Lastly, the respondents were asked which of the barriers above is considered the greatest 
barrier for local products. Understanding rules and regulations of purchasing from farmers and 



local food businesses came up to the greatest barrier. The percentage of the respondents who 
chose this is still low (only 35%). (See details on Table 14)  
 
Table 14. Greatest Barrier in Purchasing and Selling Local Products  
Greatest Barrier  Region1  Region2  Region3  Total  
(n)  11  15  30  58  

          
Understanding rules and regulations of 
purchasing from farmers and local food 
businesses  

36%  47%  30%  35%  

Seasonality of locally grown products  9%  13%  17%  14%  
Consistency of delivery  27%  7%  10%  14%  
Connections and relationships with farmers and 
local food businesses  

9%  7%  10%  9%  

Selling products to customers  9%  13%  7%  9%  
Accurate and reliable delivery of products  0%  0%  10%  5%  
Packaging of products  0%  7%  3%  4%  
Quality of products when delivered  9%  0%  3%  3%  
Negotiating a purchase price  0%  0%  3%  2%  
Negotiating product amount  0%  7%  0%  2%  
  
Future Outlook  
On a scale of 1 to 4, respondents were asked how concerned they are that their store will get 
out of business next year and in the next five years. A rating of 1 means not at all concerned, 2 
as not very concerned, 3 as somewhat concerned and 4 as very concerned. An average rating of 
2.5 and above means that they were concerned.  Figure 9 shows that the respondents felt that 
their stores are quite stable, meaning they were not concerned of their stores closing next year 
and in the next five years.   
 
Figure 9. Level of concern on when Store will get out of Business

  
  



Additional Comments  
Respondents were given the opportunity to write any comments about the survey and any 
important issues that they want the researchers to know in addressing problems faced by 
independent grocers in Iowa. Almost a fourth (n=22) of the total respondents took time to 
write comments. These comments were grouped by issues such as needs, supplier/distributor, 
food programs, competition from large grocers, government policies, online shopping and 
others (see below summarized comments for each topic).   

• Needs  
o Laborer/worker  

 Can't find employees much less people to continue the business  
o Networking  

 Connecting with local farmers is not a benefit to our store  
o Learning Process  

 I bought my store in Sept. of 2019 and I am still learning  
o Renting  

 Selling or renting part of business space  
o Organizational support  

 Not sure how a statewide alliance would help  
o Other  

 Getting products ordered and not getting it  
• Supplier  

o  Local supplier   
 We would like to have local distributors for the groceries, so that our state can 

grow more and give a better price to the customers.  
o Distributor/Supplier   

 AWG has fees for not meeting minimums  
• Food Programs  

o Local support   
 We need help setting up food stamps, SNAP.  There seems to be too much 

paperwork.  
• Competition with large groceries  

o Large grocers  
 Walmart selling price cheaper than my vendor supplies  
 We feel whole town not supporting my small business  
 In town 3 big corporation businesses Casey’s, Kwik star and dollar general are 

draws most of customers.  
 Reduction of favoritism to big box retailers and dollar stores to help 

independent grocers. This could help reduce the food deserts that exist  
• Government  

o Grants  
 More government grants for small town grocery stores  

o Regulations  
 We are treated like a large company, with unlimited $, time and personnel  
 Regulations make it next to impossible to go directly to the farmer.  Regulations 

and taxes will push us out before anything else.  Stop regulations and lower 
taxes!  



 Regulatory issues are a great barrier for local ... We need less government 
workers, let the customers decide. We share way too much government 
oversight. less is better. Get the Food inspectors off our backs! Often rules they 
impose are no more than their opinions. They should stick to food safety only.  

 With the benefits the government pays, people don't care what they pay for 
groceries. They get their money for free and there are food shacks everywhere. 
This kills the small stores.  

• Online  
o Online  

 Category erosion due to internet buying - cleaning supplies - pet food/supplies - 
grocery mainline items.  

 One area that would help keep the smaller stores more competitive would be is 
we could have some assistance in breaking into the online shopping area. Online 
shopping is more about convenience than saving money. I believe that people 
would shop locally if they had the option.  

• Others  
o Profit/Loss  

 Last few years we showed a loss.   Looks like no further for small business. 
Utilities and over-head or lack of support. No profit in small store grocery 
business in a small town. We would like more people getting into small business 
in small towns to keep our communities surviving - not everyone likes large 
cities and towns  

 Meat packing plants have become way to consolidated. They manipulate the 
markets. They screw over farmers, retailers, and consumers. They make more 
profit than farmers and retailers combined.   

o Closing  
 Closing in the next 2 years - Retiring  

• Thanks  
o Thank you for doing your own on this project  
o Thank you for reaching out to us to help keep grocery stores alive and thriving  

 
 
Report Prepared by:  
Nora Ladjahasan  
Research Scientist/ CD-DIAL Coordinator  
(nading@iastate.edu)  
 

  



Appendix D: Code matrix for grocers 
  



Strength Challenge Opportunity
looked at those with 20% 3 3 2

# of common themes (across interviews) # of common themes (across interviews)# of common themes (across interviews) # of common themes (across interviews)
To be discussed in narrative:
all three states have codes
two states have codes

IA KS MN IA KS MN IA KS MN

business to business 
connections/local supporting local 4 13 2 grocer and farmer  misconception of business models 4 3 2 farmer connections 1 8 1

farmer relationships/longstanding 
relationship 3 11 5

customer misconception: not understanding retail business 
or farming 4 1 knowledge of local producers 8

community engagement: education, 
outreach and collaboration with 
other groups or community events 
(sports, etc.) 4 8 lack of interest 4 2 openness 5

support agency (i.e. inspections): 
federal or state agencies/ funders/ 
that provide support 4 1 confidence in local supplier 3 4
openness 10 number of producers 5 2
confidence in local supplier 9 balancing needs of grocer and producer 6
Ability to find new vendor 5 ability to find new vendor 7

social capital 5
cognitive disonance: you say a thing and you do something 
different 3

customer relationships/ loyalty 8 balancing grocer and producer needs 3

customer interest/ demand for local 5 11 4 consumer interest 1 3 1 local product expansion 5 7

diversified products 1 4 1

competition with direct to consumer markets/ local 
businesses: competition because customers shopping at 
farmers markets, direct to consumers, … 3 4 1

willingess to pay for local 7 1 competition for local from other businesses 3
brand recognition 5

customer requests 3 1 1
supply distribution challenge: inconsistency in supply 
deliveries, quality, pricing 8 9 4 Clear system 2 6

marketing plan / signage recognizing 
local 6 10 1 labor 4 10 3 Producer education 4 3
clear system 4 14 surcharges 3 1 Distributor offers local 3

understand competition 1 5 grocer lack of knowledge on local- education 1 3 Seasonal and weather variations 3

skilled labor 3 1 advertising 1 3
change cottage food laws so 
makers can sell to grocery stores 2

waste reduction plan 4 1 Mismatched supply for store volume 6 1 marketing and expand advertising 4
no contracts 2 puzzle 11
farmers set price 2 producer education 7

technology for placing orders 3
red tape - any beauracratic regulations/ policies/ restrictions 
for sourcing local 10

customer service 7 Seasonal and weather variations 7
ease of stocking 5 clear system 6
group ordering 3 burdensome big box requiremetns 3

overcoming supply chain challenges 3 packaging requirements from state 3
nimble 11 understanding regulations 3

long-distance 5
minimum buying requirement 6

diversified products: multiple 
different products/variety 4 7 1 local product variability and seasonality 7 5

value added product creation: 
processing fresh product into new 
processed / retail options (i.e. 
canned, deli meat, to-go, fresh cut 
produce, etc.) 3 2 4

value added products:  processing 
fresh product into new processed / 
retail options (i.e. canned, deli meat, 
to-go, fresh cut produce, etc.) 4 11 1 spoilage 6 2 expand more convenient foods 3 1
quality 11 2 availability of products 2 2 local food expansion 7
niche / specialty product 4 price point 5 4

quality 3 2
value-added procesing 3
labor 10
expensive 9
margin 7
risk 6

storage 3 4 6 limited storage 3 9 1 Retail expansion 6 3
adequate receiving area 2 2 not enough or no existing receiving area 4 1
display 5 Refrigerated storage 2
processing ability 5
equipment 3

Grocery codes

Layout

Relationships

Demand

Logistics
Logistics: business organization, plan, marketing and other logistics associated with running a business

Product 



Appendix E: Code matrix for farms and food businesses 



Strength Challenge Opportunity
looked at those with 20% 3 3 2
To be discussed in narrative:
all three states have codes
two states have codes

IA KS MN IA KS MN IA KS MN

Buyer support: flexibility in 
payment/ pickups/ orders/ etc. 5 10 9

cognitive disonance: you say a thing and 
you do something different 4 1 1 customer facing education**- in person signage for educating customers3

Trust: good customers relationships, service and education5 10 3

buyer misconception of farm and food 
business: not understanding how 
farming works and how to work with 
farmers for supply 6 grocer education 4

business to business connections: supportive business partnerships between businesses other than growers 9 5 6 contracts 3
agritourism: transparency and on-farm engagement3 2 2 producer competition 2
support agency (i.e. inspections): federal or state agencies/ funders/ that provide support7 2 3
multiple distributors to grocers 1
repeat customers 5
Informal, no contracts 8
cold call 12
customer service 5
social capital 4
grocer advocate for local 3
nimble 3

customer interest/ demand for local 5 11 3 customer interest 6 2 2 Educational Signage - refers to signage that informs the customers about the product, producer, and may include other informational content 1 1 3
brand recognition 3 11 2 supply exceeds demand 1 1 5 informed consumers 1 2
niche product 3 1 demand exceeds supply 3 1 2
sampling 6 pricing 4
understanding seasonal customer demand 3

diverse market 8 13 4 inflation 3 2 3 marketing expansion 5 3
skilled labor 5 3 2 supply distribution challenge: inconsistency in supply deliveries, quality, pricing3 3 1 expansion 4 4
multiple sales options (via technology) 6 4 4 Enviornmental pressure: deer/ pests/ etc. 1 3 1 technology/ web purchases/ online ordering 2 3
flexible pick up schedule 5 2 labor: skill, time, and experience 7 5 3 Transitioning/ Succession Planning 3 1

waste management plan 6 2 business model understanding/ finance and profitability/ inventory7 0
Shared best practices of 
business model 4

book-keeping protocol 5 4 infrastructure 1 5 diversified consumer sales 4
awareness of capacity 5 1 policies: HR/ purchasing/ external sales 4 1 education on food handling 2
In House Distribution/ supply chain support 3 12 liability insurance 3 1 education on pricing strategies 3
vertical integration: control products from supply through retail 2 5 Large warehouse/big box store 11 3 vendor presentations and demos 2
understands business model 3 5 1 zoning 2 software platforms for selling wholesale 2
supply chain support 0 2 Balancing grocer and producer needs 8 group distribution 5
GAP certified 1 2 puzzle 5
Sales to wholesalers 3 1 delivery 4
online inventory mgt 0 2 distribution efficiency 3
distribution efficiency 4 2
personal connection 2
consistent communication within business/ team atmosphere 3
clear system 10
shipping distribution 5
marketing 7
Balancing grocer and producer needs 4
Large warehouse/big box store 4
delivery 3
group distribution 3
volume 3

branding and marketing plan 9 2 7 Retail and Market Price Points 6 2 4 Seasonal Extension 3 1 1
Diverse Crops and Product 5 9 3 spoilage 5 3 2 Value Added Product 2 7
niche product 6 3 1 production scale 1 3 1 differentiation 5
value-added product 4 4 2 cost of production 3
season extension 4 2 having product available consistently 2
food safety 1 2 display 3
quality of product 3 2

Cold Storage 4 8 space needs/ storage 3 3 5 expansion 3 8 1
Design innovation/ flexibility 2 4 need freezer space 2
expanded retail space 3 1

Farm and food business codes

# of common themes
(across interviews)

# of common themes
(across interviews)

# of common themes
(across interviews)

Layout

Relationships

Demand

Logistics
Logistics 

Product 
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