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Abstract: Greater engagement with alternative food supply chains is considered a key
factor in reducing a range of environmental and social harms associated with the global
agri-food system. However, consumer engagement with these supply chains is low, and
little research has investigated this issue in the Australian context. This study aimed to
identify Australian consumers’ drivers and barriers in procuring food grown locally from
alternative grocery retailers. Self-reported primary or co-equal grocery shoppers (1 = 325)
completed measures of drivers and barriers to shopping for locally produced food (within
200 km) from alternative retailers, as well as current behavioural engagement with such.
An exploratory factor analysis revealed four key drivers (Food Shopping as an Expression
of Values, Food Shopping as a Socio-Emotional Experience, Avoiding “Unnatural” Food,
Protesting the Duopoly) and two key barriers (It's All Too Hard, Local Food Scepticism).
Multiple regression analysis demonstrated that together, these drivers and barriers ex-
plained a significant 9% of the variance in the frequency of alternate shopping practices,
of which only the barrier It’s All Too Hard accounted for a significant amount of unique
variance. Findings point to ways to encourage engagement with sustainable food systems,
as well as critical barriers to overcoming disengagement.

Keywords: alternative agri-food supply chains; consumer behaviour; sustainable food
consumption; local food; climate change

1. Introduction

Supply chain consolidation in the agri-food sector has been one of the most important
structural changes in the sector since the 1950s [1]. Arguably, the most consequential
aspect of the Australian food system has been domestic vertical integration by food re-
tailers, namely the two major supermarket corporations—Coles and Woolworths—which
control 67% of supermarket retail sales nationally [2]. These retailers have amassed po-
litical, economic, and regulatory control up and down supply chains, which has given
them considerable power to influence the discursive space around food, as well as mate-
rial patterns of retailing and food production and consumption [3-7]. For close to three
decades, researchers have reported on the negative impacts of unequal power relations
between supermarkets and other actors in the supply chain (see, for example, [4,8-12]).
Despite inquiries into the effects of grocery market concentration on food prices (see, for
example, [13]), the market regulator has failed to take substantial action to disrupt the
market-distorting effects of the duopoly [14].
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For Australian consumers, there is ample evidence that shopping for groceries outside
the supermarket duopoly—that is, at alternative food retailers such as farmers” markets
and independently owned retailers such as greengrocers, butchers, bakers, and ethnic food
stores—is worthwhile. From a price perspective, fruit and vegetables are significantly
cheaper at greengrocers compared with the supermarket duopoly [15,16], and consumers
also report feeling socially connected when food shopping at farmers” markets compared
with feeling alienated at the major supermarkets [17]. Further, the power of the Australian
supermarket duopoly has also been identified for some time as an ongoing public health
issue due to the types of food they sell, their lack of genuine commitment to contributing
to improving population health, and the sales strategies they use [18-20]. For instance,
from a consumer trust perspective, Coles and Woolworths have been accused by market
watchdogs of lying to consumers about so-called “discount pricing”. At the time of
writing, the Australian Competition & Consumer Commission is alleging both Coles and
Woolworths spiked prices by at least 15% before “dropping” prices to the same as, or higher
than, the regular price before the spike.

The purpose of this study was to investigate grocery shopping practices among
Australian consumers. Specifically, it explores the factors that both drive and prevent
consumers from shopping for locally produced food at alternative food retailers. A better
understanding of the drivers and barriers shaping consumer grocery shopping practices
will inform the future of the Australian agri-food system through elucidating the challenges
for consumers in engaging in alternative agri-food supply chains. Beyond the noted benefits
for consumers, alternative agri-food supply chains are associated with a range of important
environmental outcomes, including improved biodiversity, an increase in sustainable
production methods, and reduced pollution [21-23]. They also engender significant social
benefits, such as greater opportunities for rural development [24], larger income dividends
for producers [25], and a more stable safety net for food security and nutrition during
times of crisis [26]. Thus, diversity in the food system has emerged as a critical element
of a resilient food system that will ensure food security [27]. As such, promoting and
supporting greater consumer engagement with alternative food systems supports several
of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals and, consequently, greater global food security.
Understanding factors related to consumer engagement, as well as barriers to such, is
crucial in the movement towards sustainable food systems [28].

1.1. Brief Literature Review on Drivers and Barriers to Shopping for Locally Grown Food

In recent decades, many consumers have moved away from purchasing decisions
based on price and brand loyalty and towards those made on personal values. In the
case of food consumption, this shift in priorities manifests as a preference for sustainable
produce based on the individual’s morals, ethics, and social views [29,30], in addition to
perceptions that these choices assist in mitigating climate change [31]. Following shocks to
the Australian food system due to the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers have engaged in a
range of strategies to improve the sustainability and resilience of the food system, including
strengthening local food systems [32]. Research indicates unequivocally that consumers,
irrespective of income and age, are willing to pay a premium for what they perceive to be
sustainable produce (e.g., [33-35]); specifically, consumers are willing to pay more for both
locally sourced and organically grown food than conventionally produced and sourced
food [36,37].

Examinations of the underlying motivations for these shifting consumption patterns
have revealed some interesting factors. In an extensive review of 73 internationally based
publications, Feldmann and Hamm [38] concluded that attitudes are an important predictor
of food purchasing, with consumers’ beliefs that locally grown food was of higher quality
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and better taste supporting their engagement with local food networks. This research
was supported by Watts et al. [39], who found that consumers believed that food from
alternative food networks was of better quality than food from mainstream supermarkets.
Research on the Australian context [40] found that the perception of the freshness of locally
grown fruit and vegetables is a key enabler. In contrast, some research from Germany [41]
and Finland [42] did not show perceived higher quality as a factor, though the German
participants did perceive local food to be more “natural” in content.

Beyond perceptions of higher quality and better taste, research has also pointed to
the role of trust in locally sourced food, revealing higher reported trust in “food from
somewhere” than in the “food from nowhere” sold by the corporate-industrial food sys-
tem [39,43,44]. The literature examining local food consumption in the United Kingdom
(UK) identified the shortening of relations between consumer and producer and the asso-
ciated role of food’s embeddedness in place (e.g., [24,45,46]). Scholars suggested that the
observed turn to local food in the UK was part of a re-spatialisation of the social relations
of agriculture and food that followed a series of food scares (e.g., foot-and-mouth disease)
through the 1990s (e.g., [45,47-49]). The implication is that locally grown food sold through
alternative food retailers feels more trustworthy to consumers than the faceless, location-
less “food from nowhere” sold by supermarkets with respect to safety, and that this is a
driving factor in its purchase.

Research has also demonstrated that consumers seek to purchase from alternative food
retailers because it is seen both as more ethical and as a protest against the perceived social,
political, and environmental ills of the conventional food system and major supermarkets.
In doing so, consumers are constructing alternative economic imaginaries to the dominant
food system (e.g., [50-52]). More recently, Watts et al. [39] confirmed this motivation,
reporting that consumers purchase from alternative food networks as a form of protest
against the market power of supermarkets and the perceived social, political, and envi-
ronmental problems associated with conventional food systems. Godrich et al. [40] found
that consumers were motivated to purchase food locally to support their communities and
local farmers.

Others have argued that locally grown and sold foods, as symbols, are imbued with
normative characteristics that signal consumers’ valued socio-political positions and/or
ideologies (e.g., [53]). This characterisation occurs because producers and marketers present
their items with valued qualities, such as rarity and simplicity, and consumers believe
it [54]. Winter [49] noted that these characteristics support a belief in the higher quality
of these items than those conventionally sourced, irrespective of whether the claims of
sustainable production, low environmental impact, and safety were valid. Again, it is the
consumers’ beliefs in these qualities of food from alternative networks that drive their
purchasing behaviour.

Finally, research has shown that the practices of shopping at alternative food retailers,
particularly at farmers’ markets, are tied to the sociality of the shopping experience itself.
Studies by both McEachern et al. [55] and Albrecht and Smithers [56] have shown that
for some consumers, the practice of grocery shopping at alternative retailers is driven
by the symbolic aspects of the experience of shopping—in particular, the cultural capital
associated with the novelty and sociality of farmers’ markets. That is, shopping at these
markets may be both a reflection of a particular cultural practice associated with leisure as
much as an attempt to practice a particular food-based ethic.

Much of the research investigating consumer behaviour around shopping at alternative
food retailers has focused on motivations or intentions; relatively less interest has been
paid to the real, practical behaviour of shopping. Results from those studies have shown
that even for those who are motivated to diversify their food purchasing practices and who
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are willing to pay more for food from alternative retailers, this may not translate into actual
behaviour [37]. Noting that food purchasing intention and behaviour are never perfectly
correlated [57], it is important that we understand not only why people procure food from
alternative retailers but also what factors may make it challenging to do so.

Some evidence points to potential barriers to the purchasing of food from alternative
retailers. Higher perceived or actual prices of food from alternative retailers are regularly
identified by participants as a barrier to their consumption [33,37,38,40,56-59], as is the
perceived (or real) inconvenience of sourcing it [38,56—60]. Less common, barriers include
not recognising or knowing how to prepare unfamiliar produce [56,59,61], not having
ready access to local producers’ markets [37,57,59], the limited seasonality of produce [40],
and having a limited understanding of the benefits of supporting these producers and
suppliers [57] have also been reported.

1.2. Beyond the Duopoly in Rural and Urban Australia

To date, there have been few studies of Australian consumers’ motivations to shop
for local food at alternative food retailers. The work of Lockie et al. [62] on consumer
motivation to purchase organic food was seminal. The researchers concluded that health
and the nature of the content of the food were the most important motivators for the
purchasing of organic food, followed by price. This finding was supported by more recent
research by Birch et al. [47], who found that Australian consumers were motivated to
purchase local food primarily by self-interest related to personal health and well-being,
concerns around food safety, and lastly, the construction of an ethical personal identity.
Other research has found that consumer approaches depend on what type of shopping
the person is doing, whether that be “main” shopping (i.e., where most of the groceries
are purchased) or “top-up” shopping (i.e., where the consumer may purchase other items
forgotten or to supplement items purchased during the main shopping). In Australia,
the main shopping tended to occur at one of the two primary supermarkets, whereas
top-up shopping more often occurred at shops that were smaller and more conveniently
located [63]. These differences were also reflected in the consumer approach, where ethically
farmed produce had the most influence on store choice when doing main shopping, and
fair trading and environmentally responsible policies had a greater influence on selection
when top-up shopping [63].

More recently, Godrich et al. [40] examined barriers and enablers to the consumption
of regionally grown fresh fruit and vegetables in south Western Australia and Tasmania.
Enablers included the perception of freshness and the desire to support local farmers and
communities, whereas barriers included price and availability of produce. Altruism and
civic environment concerns were not associated with the purchasing of local food in this
study. In contrast, Barraket et al. [64] investigated rural-dwelling Australian consumer
engagement with local social enterprises, concluding that these individuals are largely mo-
tivated to engage with these providers by both ethical and instrumental consumer concerns,
including the personal relationships and connections they have with the providers. Taken
together, drivers for explicitly engaging with local food suppliers are likely motivated by a
number of different factors, which may vary depending on whether the population under
examination lives in an urban or a rural environment [65]. Given the somewhat unique
ecological and agri-food corporate environments of Australia and the relative dearth of
data in this space on Australian consumers, this issue deserves further investigation.

The major conclusion that can be drawn from this literature is that the practice of food
purchasing is not tied to one particular motivating factor. Instead, it is likely the result
of complex and interrelated factors, which may be a key explanation for the intention—
behaviour gap observed in many studies of ethical and/or sustainable consumption. If the
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aim is to encourage and support consumer engagement with alternative agri-food supply
chains, both significant drivers of and barriers to this behaviour need to be understood and
addressed in a comprehensive and holistic context, particularly as they relate to one’s local
setting. This is more so the case where very little research on consumer attitudes towards
and engagement with alternative agri-food supply chains exists, such as in Australia.

1.3. Aims of Current Study

Previous research has identified a number of factors that motivate consumers to shop
for local food at alternative food retailers; however, a number of barriers have been noted as
well, and the intention-behaviour gap persists. To date, there has been little examination of
consumer engagement with alternative food retailers within Australia, particularly among
people living outside urban centres.

The current study aimed to assess Australian consumers” engagement with alter-
native food retailers, how this varies depending on geographic location (i.e., urban vs.
rural/regional), and drivers and barriers towards procurement of local food from these
outlets. We respond to the call from Nemes et al. [66] for research that focuses on specific ge-
ographic contexts to understand national differences in attitudes towards sustainable food
consumption. To do this, we first reviewed the literature on all known potential drivers
and barriers around alternative food consumption and developed a novel questionnaire
comprising these items. Following an exploratory factor analysis, the identified drivers and
barriers were used in a multiple regression analysis to assess their respective contributions
to the purchasing of food from alternative retailers. As this study was exploratory, we had
no specific hypotheses about the predicted relationships among our variables of interest.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 325 adult Australians who self-reported being either the
primary food shopper in their household or that food shopping was an equally shared role.
A target sample size was determined by a power analysis. A study that examined drivers
and barriers associated with the adoption of sustainable palm oil purchasing practices
among Australian residents, and thus had some meaningful parallels to the proposed study
with respect to methodology and analytic approach, found small to medium effect sizes
for their psychological variables (squared semi-partial correlations ranging from <0.01 to
0.18; [67]). Based on this research, a small to medium effect size of 2 = 0.10 [68,69] was
predicted. Assuming a target power of 0.90, 10 predictors, and an « level of 0.01, a power
analysis using G*Power [70] suggested a minimum sample size of 282 participants.

™ "an online

All participants were sourced using a survey panel from Qualtrics
database and survey administrator. The final sample was representative across adult
age groups, mapped on the national representative census data, and drew from both
regional and urban New South Wales (51% urban dwelling). Participants were predomi-
nantly female (69%), likely due to the screening procedures utilised to survey members of
households who primarily do grocery shopping. Although trends are changing, grocery
shopping traditionally has been viewed as a female-centric gendered role, and recent sur-
veys continue to indicate that women are more likely than men to perform routine grocery
purchases [71,72]. Seventy-nine per cent of participants reported being the primary grocery
shoppers in their household, with the remaining 21% reporting that it is equally shared.

Respondents had a mean age of 52.67 years (SD = 17.39, range = 18 to 85 years). With
respect to education, 27% had a college certificate/diploma, 17% said they had completed
an undergraduate degree, 17.5% reported completing year 12, and 15% had an education
level of year 10 or less. The median annual household income reported was between
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50,000 and 59,000 AUD, which is lower than the average Australian household income
for 2021 at approximately 92,000 AUD [73]. In terms of ethnicity, most of the sample
(72%) identified as European Australian. While 59% of the respondents did not identify
as migrants to Australia, 21.5% identified as being first-generation migrants, and 19.4% as
being second-generation migrants. Finally, almost half the sample (43%) reported growing
some of their own food (which included herbs, green leafy vegetables, root vegetables,
tomatoes, and fruits).

2.2. Measures

The measures used in this study included an indication of the existing frequency
of food shopping behaviour across a range of locations (e.g., large retail supermarkets,
local butchers, farmers” markers, etc.) and a specially designed survey to capture factors
influencing local food purchasing behaviour derived from the existing literature.

The frequency of food shopping behaviour was estimated as follows. Participants
were asked to indicate all the locations where they shopped for food, and this list contained
the following options: major/large retail supermarkets (e.g., Coles and Woolworths), other
supermarkets (e.g., ALDI and IGA—Independent Grocers of Australia), farmers’ markets,
local fruit and vegetable shops, local butchers’ shops, local bakeries, organic shop, com-
munity supported agriculture/food box scheme, ethnic/culture-specific stores/markets,
and direct from producers outside of farmers’ markets. For each of the locations that
participants selected, they were asked to provide an indication of the frequency of each
behaviour (either in-person or online) over the past month on an 11-point scale, where 0 =
“never” and 10 = “10 or more times”.

The frequency of shopping at these locations in person was examined using Cronbach’s
« to ascertain whether there were consistencies in patterns across shopping at locations
other than the major supermarkets (i.e., whether it made sense to group the shopping
locations together in a particular way or not). Frequencies across all locations apart from
supermarkets (which, although geographically “local”, mainly rely on long, non-diverse
supply chains) were summed (farmer’s markets, local fruit and vegetable shops, local
butchers’ shops, local bakeries, organic shops, community supported agriculture/food
box schemes, ethnic/ culture-specific stores/markets, and direct from producers outside of
farmers’ markets), which resulted in a Cronbach’s « of 0.69. These frequencies were added
together to provide a single, comprehensive measure of the frequency of the alternative
shopping practices and were used in subsequent analyses. An attempt to sum the frequen-
cies relating to shopping at supermarkets yielded a Cronbach’s « of 0.10, which was very
low. Hence, the frequencies of shopping in person at large retail supermarkets vs other
supermarkets (e.g., ALDI and IGA) were considered separately in subsequent analyses.

Factors influencing local food shopping survey. Based on a detailed literature review of
research investigating engagement with diverse agri-food supply chains (e.g., [24,33,36—
38,42,56-58,61,74-78]) and adding onto an existing survey that explored factors influencing
local food shopping in the UK [59], potential barriers and drivers of purchasing local food
were identified. These were then incorporated into a survey of 61 driver items and 34 barrier
items that included items about price, knowledge (on availability, production practices,
etc.), convenience or lack of it (in terms of distance, availability, seasonal variability, etc.),
perceived health benefits, and wishing to demonstrate support for local producers, among
others (including open-ended “other” items for participants to write any other reasons
they did not think had been captured in the survey items). For a complete list of all of the
items, please see Supplementary Materials. Though we endorse the broader understanding
of short supply chains provided by Renting et al. [24] and others, we elected to define
“local food” in the instructions as having been produced within a 200-kilometre radius
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of the participant’s home to ensure that all participants were using the same definition
in answering the barrier and driver items. All items were rated on a 7-point scale of
1 ="“strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”. These items were subjected to an exploratory
factor analysis, the details of which are summarised in Section 3. Cronbach’s « for the
scaled factors ranged from 0.87 to 0.96.

2.3. Procedure

Participants were recruited via a Qualtrics™ online panel in 2022. The online survey
began with information about the study, after which they could provide consent and then
complete the questionnaires. Those who were below 18 years of age and those who reported
that someone else (apart from the participant themselves) primarily did the grocery and/or
supermarket shopping for the household were screened out of the survey. In the survey,
all questions were mandatory (although participants could select “rather not say” for
the questions about ethnicity and annual household income). The socio-demographic
questions and frequency of local food shopping behaviour were first presented, followed
by the survey on factors influencing local food purchasing (driver items and then barrier
items). As attention-checks, three instructed-response items (e.g., “In order to check for
attention, please answer ‘5’ for this question”) were incorporated into the survey on factors
influencing local food purchasing. These instructed-response items have been known to
be useful in screening out careless responders while still protecting the validity of the
scale [79,80]. Qualtrics™ screened out participants who failed any of the attention checks
or provided only partial responses. Additionally, a speed-checker was incorporated into
the online survey. Participants whose response times were approximately below one-half
of the median time taken to complete the survey in a soft launch (i.e., less than or equal to
six minutes and 50 s) were automatically screened out as well to ensure good data quality.
This study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of
New England (HE21-214) and was conducted in compliance with the approved research
ethics procedure.

2.4. Data Analysis

All data analyses were run using IBM SPSS Statistics v. 28 [81]. Further information
on selected statistical analyses is presented below.

3. Results

Twenty-four per cent of participants reported that they obtained their food from one
primary store, and on average, the sample purchased food from three different sources.
Ninety per cent of the sample reported that they shop at major/large retail supermarkets
at least some of the time, followed by 55% who reported shopping at other supermarkets
(ALDI and IGA). The percentages decreased after that, with 47% who reported shopping
at local fruit and vegetable shops, 40% at local bakeries, 37% at local butchers, and 21.5%
at farmers’ markets. The remaining shopping locations were shopped at by less than 10%
of the sample. The selection of shopping locations was then compared for participants
from regional versus urban geographic locations. Those in regional areas tended to shop
significantly more frequently at local fruit and vegetable shops, £(323) =2.196, p = 0.029, 95%
CI (0.01, 0.23), while those in urban areas tend to shop significantly more at ethnic/culture-
specific shops, #(323) = 4.269, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.07, 0.18). At all other shopping locations,
purchasing patterns across urban and regional consumers in the current sample were not
significantly different. Finally, there was no significant difference between those in regional
and urban areas in terms of growing one’s own food, X2 (1) =2.883, p = 0.090, ® = —0.09.
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3.1. Exploratory Factor Analysis to Identify Potential Drivers and Barriers

The survey on factors influencing local food shopping consisted of 61 driver items
and 34 barrier items. These driver items and barrier items were separately subjected to
exploratory factor analysis, using the maximum likelihood extraction method, to determine
the underlying structure of the variables and to reduce the data into more manageable units.

Drivers. For the exploratory factor analysis run with the driver items, the Kaiser—
Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 0.96, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity had
a p-value of less than 0.001, which indicated that there were strong linear relationships
within the data set. The number of factors to retain was decided based on Cattell’s [82] scree
plot and Kaiser’s rule (of eigenvalues greater than one). The scree plot distinctly indicated
that three factors should be retained, whereas Kaiser’s rule suggested nine. All possible
solutions for three to nine factors were run using the direct oblimin rotation with A set to
0. A four-factor solution was the most interpretable and accounted for 59% of the overall
response variance. Factor solutions of more than four factors had a high number of cross-
loading items across two or more factors, resulting in fewer items per factor. Additionally,
there was a notable conceptual overlap between the additional factors generated, and
hence, the four-factor solution was selected.

Items that loaded greater than 0.50 on one factor with a cross-loading of 0.30 or less
were used to define each factor. Scale scores for each of the retained factors were computed
by taking the average across the selected items for each factor and were used for subsequent
analysis. Table 1 lists the items included under each of the four driver factors, the mean
and standard deviation, and the internal reliability score for each factor.

Table 1. Exploratory factor analysis pattern matrix loadings for drivers (1 = 325).

Factor Loading

M (SD)
Driver Items 1 2 3 4
Factor 1—Food Shopping as an Expression of Values (« = 0.96)
I can buy the amount I want. 2.64 (1.45) 0.57 0.25
It supports local producers. 1.96 (1.20) 0.88
It supports local retailers. 2.02 (1.20) 0.88
I know where it comes from. 2.34 (1.38) 0.68 0.23
It is ethical. 2.81 (1.33) 053 0.24
It tastes good. 2.45 (1.34) 0.71
Fair trade is important. 2.72 (1.46) 0.60
It uses less packaging. 2.78 (1.54) 0.63
It is fresh. 2.06 (1.28) 0.85
It is healthy. 2.36 (1.38) 0.70
It involves “friendly” farming methods 2.68 (1.51) 051 0.24
(e.g., grass-fed cows).
It is of high quality. 2.22 (1.22) 0.69
I think it is the right thing to do. 2.25(1.27) 0.61
It is safe. 2.42 (1.26) 0.53 0.24
I trust the producers. 2.68 (1.31) 0.61

There is transparency in food production.  3.00 (1.42) 0.53 0.25
It is sourced c.iirectly fr'om the producer 257 (1.35) 0.68

(there are no intermediates).

It is important to preserve
agricultural traditions.

It is important to preserve local seeds
and varieties.

261(1.48)  0.67 0.30

279 (144) 059 0.26




Sustainability 2025, 17, 3093 9 of 20
Table 1. Cont.
M (SD) Factor Loading

Driver Items 1 2 3 4

Factor 2—Food Shopping as a Socio-Emotional Experience (x = 0.87)
Shopping for it brings back memories of 3.60 (1.64) 0.65
the past.
It is fun. 3.51 (1.58) 024  0.67
It is nostalgic. 3.96 (1.47) 0.64
I feel guilty if I do not. 4.42 (1.55) 0.58 0.28
It is more affordable. 3.45 (1.63) 0.24 0.57
The products are unique. 3.55 (1.61) 0.60
Many people in my social circle do so. 4.68 (1.67) 0.62

Factor 3—Awvoiding “Unnatural” Foods (« = 0.92)
It is free from preservatives. 2.81 (1.50) 0.24 0.72
It is free from chemicals (e.g.,
pesticides, herbicides). 306 (1.51) 0-70
It doesn’t use GMO
(genetically-modified organisms). 3.04(1.53) 0.69
The production methods don’t use antibiotics. 3.01 (1.56) 0.77
The production methods don’t use hormones. 3.07 (1.51) 0.83
It is organic. 3.54 (1.66) 0.60
Factor 4—Protesting the Duopoly (x = 0.89)

I do not trust the large retailers (e.g.,
supermarkets like Coles and Woolworths). 4.22(1.66) 068
I dislike the shopping experience at large
retailers like Coles and Woolworths. 442 (1.68) 0-70
I am ethically opposed to buying from large 475 (1.66) 073

retailers like Coles and Woolworth.

M = mean, SD = standard deviation; all items were rated on a 7-point scale of 1 = “strongly disagree” to
7 = “strongly agree”.

Barriers. For the exploratory factor analysis run with the barrier items, the Kaiser—
Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 0.97, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity
had a p-value of less than 0.001, which once again indicated that there were strong linear
relationships within the dataset. The number of factors to retain was decided based on
Cattell’s [82] scree plot and Kaiser’s rule (of eigenvalues greater than one). The scree plot
distinctly indicated that two to three factors should be retained, whereas Kaiser’s rule
suggested three. Solutions for both two and three factors were run using the direct oblimin
rotation with A set to 0. A two-factor solution was the most interpretable and accounted
for 61% of the overall response variance. The three-factor solution had items from the third
factor with low factor loadings and a high number of cross-loading items across the other
two factors, so this was not utilised.

As with the driver items, barrier items that loaded greater than 0.50 on one factor with
a cross-loading of 0.30 or less were used to define each factor; scale scores for each of the
retained factors were computed by taking the average across the selected items for each
factor and were used for subsequent analysis. Table 2 lists the items included under each of
the two barrier factors, the mean and standard deviation, and the internal reliability score
for both factors.
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Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis pattern matrix loadings for barriers (n = 325).

Factor Loadings

M (SD)
Barrier Items 1 2
Factor 5—It’s All Too Hard (o« = 0.97)
The range of products is limited. 5.02 (1.58) 0.68
Food produced elsewhere is sometimes better. 5.07 (1.50) 0.52 0.25
It is not well promoted. 4.86 (1.75) 0.70
The price is not always clear. 5.17 (1.56) 0.64
It is not readily available. 4.84 (1.73) 0.91
It is expensive. 4.58 (1.77) 0.77
To do so is time-consuming. 5.09 (1.54) 0.85
It requires extra effort. 5.02 (1.67) 0.88
It is inconvenient. 5.17 (1.65) 0.87
I have to travel farther to do so. 4.94 (1.79) 0.90
I do not know where to get it from. 5.19 (1.69) 0.62
Itis not part of my normal/regular 4.88 (1.78) 0.94
shopping routine
It is challenging to plan for. 5.25(1.53) 0.69
} prefer to complete all my purchases at one 4.53 (1.89) 075
ocation (i.e., a large retail supermarket).
It is difficult to access places to do so. 4.86 (1.78) 0.86
There is not much food produced in my 497 (1.72) 0.69
local area.

Factor 6—Local Food Scepticism (x = 0.94)

I do not trust the producers. 5.93 (1.17) 0.84
I don’t trust the safety of local food. 5.92 (1.12) 0.78
1 do not recognise some of the food that 5.55 (1.40) 0.69
is sold.

I rarely cook. 5.80 (1.33) 0.61
I do not know how to cook/prepare it. 5.88 (1.26) 0.79

I'like cooking meals that use products that are

not available locally. 531 (1.41) 053
It is not important to me. 5.66 (1.39) 0.29 0.56
I do not know why I should. 5.79 (1.24) 0.78
I am not convinced of its benefits of local food. 5.69 (1.28) 0.77
I do not like the way it looks. 5.89 (1.20) 0.83
I don’t think much about where food 5.53 (1.44) 0.63

comes from.

I prefer to invest in other sustainability
initiatives (e.g., decreasing energy use, 5.43 (1.33) 0.68
reducing plastic, etc.).

I feel out of place (uncomfortable) at

farmers’ markets. 5.77 (1.41) 0.64

M = mean, SD = standard deviation; all items were rated on a 7-point scale of 1 = “strongly disagree” to
7 = “strongly agree”.

3.2. Multiple Regression to Predict Frequency of Alternative Shopping Practices

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to predict the frequency of various
shopping practices. As described above, the frequency of alternative shopping experiences
was taken to include in-person shopping at farmers’ markets, local fruit and vegetable shops,
local butchers’ shops, local bakeries, organic shops, community-supported agriculture /food
box schemes, ethnic/culture-specific stores/markets, and direct from producers outside of
farmers’ markets. As there was a reasonably large number of participants who shopped at
mainstream supermarkets and other supermarkets (i.e., ALDI and IGA), the frequency of
shopping at these locations was used separately in the regression analysis.
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Together, the four driver factors and two barrier factors explained 9% of the variance
in the frequency of alternative shopping practices. A summary of the regression analysis is
presented in Table 3. Examining the beta-coefficients of the six factors, it is apparent that
only It's All Too Hard explained a statistically significant amount of unique variance (2%)
in the frequency of alternative shopping practices. Therefore, these results indicate that it
is likely that the perceived barriers relating to difficulty and inconvenience are the main
influence on consumers’ decisions to shop outside of mainstream supermarkets (at least of
the variables assessed in this study).

Table 3. Predicting frequency of shopping practices from the four driver factors and two barrier
factors influencing local food shopping.

95% CI for B

M (SD)
Predictors B LB UB r sr?
Food Shopping as an 249 (1.05) —1.09 —-2.60 041  —023** (.01
Expression of Values
Food Shopping as A Socio-

— — _ *%%
Emotional Experience 3.88(1.20) 091 1.99 0.17 0.24 0.01

Avoiding “Unnatural”

Foods 3.09 (1.30) 0.80 —0.24 1.85 —0.13*  0.01
Protesting the Duopoly 446 (1.51) —-0.50 —1.19 0.19 —0.19**  0.01
It’s All Too Hard 496 (1.37) 1.18 0.19 217 0.25 *** 0',92
Local Food Scepticism 5.70(1.01) —-0.15 —-1.53 1.23 0.15 ** 0.00

M = mean, SD = standard deviation, B = unstandardised beta, CI = confidence interval, LB = lower bound,
UB = upper bound, r = correlation coefficient, sr> = squared semipartial correlation coefficient. * p < 0.05,
#p <0.01, ** p <0.001, R = 0.33, RZ = 0.11, Adj R? = 0.09.

4. Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first systematic assessment of drivers and barriers to
engagement with local short supply chains in the Australian population. A full 90% of
our sample reported that they purchased food from the major/large retail supermarkets
at least some of the time, whereas just over half (55%) reported shopping at other super-
markets. Just under half of the sample also shop at local fruit and vegetable shops, just
over one-third at local bakeries and butchers, and about 20% at local farmers” markets. Our
results identified four main drivers for purchasing local food—an expression of values,
the socio-emotional experience of local food shopping, wishing to avoid foods produced
“unnaturally”, and as a protest to the Australian supermarket duopoly—and two main
barriers, including difficulty /inconvenience, and scepticism about local food. Together,
these six factors accounted for 9% of the total variance in explaining local food purchasing
behaviour, with only the difficulty /inconvenience factor contributing significant unique
variance. Furthermore, we did not find meaningful differences in purchasing patterns
between our urban and rural participants. This study provides new data about why Aus-
tralian shoppers may or may not engage with diverse agri-food supply chains, critical
information to have if we wish to encourage broader adoption to support small businesses
and local suppliers, contribute to rural development, enhance global food security, and
combat climate change.

4.1. What Motivates Australian Consumers to Engage in Sustainable Food Systems: Identified
Drivers

The first major driver identified in our study was Food Shopping as an Expression of
Values, with the key underlying theme that purchasing local food aligned with people’s
values and ethics in meaningful ways. Items that fell onto this factor covered a lot of ground,
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including an emphasis on ethical purchasing, trust in local producers and a desire to have
a direct relationship with them, as well as beliefs that local food is healthy, safe, fresh,
and of high quality. Much of the research on engagement with short supply chains has
been framed as “ethical consumption,” so a values-based driver emerging is not especially
surprising, and many of the contributors to this factor have been observed in previous
studies (though not often clustered together).

Pro-environmental attitudes and valuing sustainability have encouraged local food
purchasing in a number of studies [38,57-59,61,74,75,77], as has the desire for a relationship
with the producer [37,58,61,64,75] and a desire to support local/regional businesses and
economies [38,40,57,58,61,64]. Furthermore, perceptions of better taste, freshness, safety,
healthiness, and overall higher quality have also been observed in other studies [24,37,38,
40,42,57,58,61], though why these perceptions loaded on the ethical /values-based factor
is not immediately obvious. Interestingly, this factor appears to be a combination of the
“Local Support and Provenance” and “Ethical Sustainability” factors derived from the factor
analysis conducted by Megicks et al. [59] in their sample from the UK. Future research
would benefit from assessing the items falling on this factor in different samples to ascertain
whether they are meaningfully different components from each other (as observed in other
studies) or to establish that they do have a common underlying theme, as our data indicate.

Related to the motivations of health, freshness, and safety in food, the Avoiding
“Unnatural” Foods factor identified drivers of local food purchasing as wishing to avoid
chemicals (e.g., pesticides, herbicides), preservatives, antibiotics, hormones, and genetically
modified organisms (GMOs), as well as wanting food that is organically produced. These
kinds of motivations have been observed in several other studies [24,57,77] and largely
map onto the “Intrinsic Quality” factor observed in Megicks et al.’s [59] UK study. We
found it interesting that health, which had been previously found to be one of the most
important motivators among Australian consumers of chemical-free organic foods [62], did
not load onto this factor. Similarly, safety did cross-load onto this factor but was primarily
associated with the ethics/values factor. This finding suggests that another factor, such as
aversion to perceived risk in food consumption (e.g., orthorexia nervosa [83]), may drive
the desired avoidance of chemically laden food. Another relevant point is that simply
because food is farmed and sold locally provides no guarantee that it has been farmed
organically [84], suggesting a potential mismatch between consumer expectations and
reality. This characteristic is an important driver for some people in purchasing local foods,
which supports the value of certification schemes and clear labelling to allow consumers to
make informed purchasing decisions.

Food Shopping as a Socio-Emotional Experience was another major driver that focused
on the shopping experience, with some components of affordability and uniqueness of
products included. Both positive (e.g., finding the experience fun/nostalgic, social circle
peer influences) and negative (e.g., feeling guilty if they do not purchase local foods)
reinforcers were evident in this factor, showing some parallels with, as well as some
distinctions from, the “Shopping Benefits” factor observed in the Megicks et al. [59] study.
The endorsement of items on this factor was quite high, suggesting that the social and
experiential value of local food shopping was particularly relevant for our participants.
Others have also noted the power of the hedonic experience and personal well-being
derived by “doing good” [64] via engaging with local food suppliers, which, combined
with our results, points to a potentially important driver to emphasise in supporting
engagement with diverse agri-food supply chains.

Finally, and potentially unique to the Australian food landscape, Protesting the
Duopoly was the last major factor observed as a driver of local food purchasing. As
noted previously, two major supermarket chains dominate the food market in Australia,
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and this duopoly and their associated practices have garnered significant social criticism.
As with the previous factor, there was a high level of endorsement of the items loading on
this factor, suggesting a general dissatisfaction with the shopping experience offered by
these two supermarket chains, ethical opposition to shopping at them, and an expressed
lack of trust in these venues. This factor may provide a regional example of food ac-
tivism (e.g., [39,61]), which includes components of anti-capitalist, anti-industrial, and
anti-concentrated production methods sentiment related to the globally integrated agri-
food system and serves to support engagement with alternative, diverse food networks.
However, even despite the relatively high endorsement of the items on this factor, the
vast majority of our participants continued to shop at one or both of these supermarkets
at least occasionally. It is possible that this represents an issue of easy access and lack of
alternative, convenient local options, as one or more of these supermarkets is often present
even in regional towns of a certain size. Notably, though, this value/intention-behaviour
gap has been observed in other studies (e.g., [37,57]), and its presence highlights the need
to understand potential barriers to local food purchasing, as well as associated drivers.

4.2. What Makes This Engagement Challenging: Identified Barriers

All of the relevant barrier items fell into one of two factors. The first major factor,
It’s All Too Hard, highlighted challenges with (in)convenience of and difficulties (genuine
or perceived) with sourcing local food and encompassed items related to expense/price
sensitivity, feeling that it was time-consuming to access and/or not readily available, that
accessing local food required travelling farther, that the product range was limited, that
it required extra effort to access, and/or participants simply did not know where to buy
local food—that it was just “harder.” Inconvenience as a major barrier to purchasing local
food has been found in a number of studies [38,56-60], as have (lack of) access and extra
time and effort required [37,38,56,57,60]. Interestingly, at least for fruit and vegetables, any
price differences between supermarkets and farmers’ markets in Australia are negligible,
with supermarkets often being more expensive [15,85]. This finding suggests that better
advertising of local foods may assist with their consumption if price-conscious consumers
were aware of these price trends.

Of all the factors derived from the factor analysis, this one was the most important
of the six, as it was the only one that contributed unique variance to predicting local
food purchasing behaviour. This result suggests that addressing inconvenience and lack
of access is imperative in encouraging purchasing from diverse agri-food supply chains.
No matter what reasons people may have to engage with local food suppliers, if this
barrier outweighs them, habitual behaviour is unlikely to change. We suggest that diverse
agri-food businesses, policymakers, and advocates engage in three key strategies. First,
interventions to support new habit formation should be designed and tested (e.g., [86]).
Second, better advertising of these suppliers should be conducted so that people know they
exist, that the products meet the needs of consumers identified in the survey, where they
are, how to access them, and have a general sense of product pricing. For example, one
could launch a marketing campaign that details a day in the life of a local producer through
photos/videos, from the production of their product to its delivery to consumers. Third,
availability should be increased, potentially by increasing the days or times the suppliers
are open and/ or offering purchasing online. Wills and Arundel [87] found in their analysis
of Canadian and Australian consumer engagement with local food systems that online
retailing did not compromise food quality and had the potential to broaden access to local
food systems.

Lastly, the second barrier and last major factor amounted to Local Food Scepticism—
emphasising that (dis)trust can go both ways (i.e., towards the major supermarket chains
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or towards local food suppliers), with a strong endorsement of items related to scepticism
about local food. Participants reported not trusting producers with respect to safety, that
they are not familiar with the products or how to prepare them, and/or that they do not
like the way they look. Providing a counterpoint to the socio-emotional driver factor, some
participants did not feel comfortable at farmers” markets, and some did not endorse any
particular ethic or value motivating them to engage with local food suppliers, reflecting
some barriers noted by Vermeir and Verbeke [57]. Suggestions for helping consumers
overcome aspects of this major barrier may include educational campaigns on the benefits
of local food and short/diverse supply chains, having local food suppliers provide printed
recipes with their products that guide shoppers on how to use and/or prepare unfamiliar
foods, and encouraging better labelling to increase trust in producers and their products.
A recent initiative in New South Wales, Australia, to digitise local food environments
and enable consumers to filter results by how local food is to the individual, as well as
healthiness, may enable greater local and alternative food production [88].

Interestingly, essentially all of the items included in the original survey that referenced
animal welfare motivations—which conceptually might have loaded onto an ethical /values-
based factor—were weeded out in the factor analysis; they did not load onto any of the four
drivers. This finding contrasts with other research (e.g., [24,38,59,77]), where animal welfare
was found to be an important driver of local food procurement. The loss of animal welfare
items may be reflective of a separation between humans and systems of food production,
such that animal welfare has become detached from food practices in Australia in ways that
it has not in other countries [89]. For example, in Sweden, farm animals in the environment
closely align with values of environmental care; in contrast, in Australia, agriculture is
understood (in part) through a narrative of environmental damage, and farm animals are
seen as inimical to the Australian ecology [90]. This rejection of farm animals as “natural”
in Australia may translate into a separation of these animals from the environment in
which they are raised, which may have contributed to the lack of relationship between our
values-based factor, which included aspects of environmental care, and the animal welfare
items in the original survey.

4.3. Urban vs. Rural Consumers

The current study also aimed to assess differences between urban- and rural-dwelling
shoppers’ local food procurement, with the expectation that there would be significant dif-
ferences between these two groups on alternative shopping practices as per [65]. However,
despite a significant difference in shopping at cultural/ethnic food locations (endorsed to a
greater degree by our urban participants) and a barely significant difference in shopping at
local fruit and vegetable markets (endorsed to a greater degree by our rural participants),
there were no significant differences in reported shopping behaviour between these two
groups. This finding is particularly interesting given the relative lack of alternative food
purchasing options in rural areas [15], which may suggest an over-engagement in local
food purchasing from our rural participants relative to overall access.

4.4. Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

Noted strengths of the current study include the large and diverse sample recruited,
as well as focusing only on adults who actually participate in food shopping. We also
intentionally over-sampled participants from outside of major metropolitan areas to provide
a balanced perspective on this issue, given that much of the research in this space has
focused on urban consumers and access to local food suppliers and the overall diversity
of foods available varies widely depending on geographic location [15]. The systematic
assessment of a comprehensive list of both drivers and barriers also provides new data
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from the Australian population with respect to engagement with diverse agri-food supply
chains. The resulting questionnaire, both in its original form and as derived from the factor
analyses, may be useful to other researchers investigating these issues in Australia and
potentially beyond.

The current study also has several limitations worth mentioning. The final sample
was somewhat older than anticipated, so it would be worth recruiting younger people in
future research to assess whether the current factor structure holds. Also, in the interest
of scale validity, we elected to provide a relatively narrow definition of “local food” (i.e.,
produced within a 200-kilometre radius of one’s home) to our participants so that everyone
was working from the same understanding in responding to the questionnaire items. The
trade-off, of course, is that short supply chains encompass more than simply geographic
distance [24], and our definition did not support this broader understanding. Future
research may wish to provide a more nuanced description of “local food” to further enhance
our understanding of these relationships. Furthermore, since the data were collected in 2022,
Australia (like much of the world) has experienced significant inflationary pressures on the
economy, although supermarket food prices have outpaced inflation in recent years [91,92].
While we believe that the data collected likely represent the purchasing landscape in
“normal” economic periods, it may be worth assessing whether price serves as a stronger
barrier now than it was observed pre-2023, given rising inflation and prices. Moreover,
although our factors explained a significant amount of variance in local food shopping
behaviour, 91% of the variance was unaccounted for by these variables. Future research
would benefit from investigating other constructs (e.g., identity, cultural worldviews, etc.)
that may also contribute to food purchasing behaviour so that targeted interventions to
promote local food purchasing are better refined (and, thus, more likely to succeed). Michie
et al.’s [93] Behaviour Change Wheel may be particularly useful in addressing both barriers
and drivers in developing new interventions that have empirical support. Finally, whilst
also a strength of the study given the relative dearth of information on this issue in Australia,
it is unclear how well these findings would generalise outside of the country. As mentioned
above, future research could test the utility of the original and shortened versions of this
questionnaire to see how well the factors obtained in the Australian sample replicate in
other countries.

5. Conclusions

Changing food demand has been identified as key to achieving transformation of
the agri-food system [94], which is essential to supporting an expanded version of global
food security, particularly as climate change advances. If we want to encourage consumer
engagement with short/diverse agri-food supply chains, we urgently must understand
both why people do (or would) purchase from local food suppliers, as well as why they
do (or would) not, so that evidence-based interventions can be developed and trialled for
efficacy in promoting behaviour change.

The current study goes some way to providing new, comprehensive information
on both important drivers (e.g., values and ethics, enjoying the social and emotional
experience of local food shopping, avoiding “unnatural” foods, and a protest against the
dominance of the Australian supermarket duopoly), as well as barriers (e.g., scepticism
around local food and a lack of understanding why people should care, as well as, very
broadly, inconvenience). Among these, beyond value-based motivation, it was perceived
difficulty and inconveniences around product availability, costs, and the efforts required
to plan one’s shopping that was most significant in determining where Australians shop.
However, given the significant but somewhat small amount of variance accounted for in
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current shopping behaviour by these factors, further research is needed. Future research
could trial the questionnaire we developed to assess its utility in other populations.

Finally, convenience/inconvenience around shopping is related to a whole set of
multi-scalar factors that include interpersonal (e.g., socio-economic status, age, gender,
health, education), interpersonal (e.g., family structure, peer pressure/support, parenting
practices), and meso-scale settings (e.g., retail and urban environments) and policies (e.g.,
nutrition and labelling standards, advertising and marketing, food system and supply
chain regulation). Those interested in encouraging behaviour change with respect to local
food consumption could focus on addressing the “inconvenience” factor that most directly
influenced local food procurement through a wide variety of interventions across these
multiple scales.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at https:
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