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Abstract. New varieties of broccoli have been developed to grow in the East Coast climate
that demonstrated promising consumer demand for locally grown broccoli among East
Coast consumers despite quality differences. Understanding of retail buyer preferences is
decidedly limited, however. Previous studies were inconclusive or found buyers unwilling
to overlook their quality differences. We had reservations concerning the validity of meth-
ods in a study showing indifference to local procurement—specifically, buyers reviewed
the same broccoli and asked if local would make a difference in their choices. In this
study, we address this concern by randomly supplying half the respondents with sourcing
information and half without. The data show buyer preferences for color and bead size,
and they were important attributes of variety selection. Quality perceptions of East and
West Coast sourced broccoli strains were similar whether respondents knew the source or
not, but a greater percentage of respondents preferred East Coast broccoli when provided
with sourcing information compared with those who did not. East Coast sourcing stood as
a standalone attribute that, although preferred, did not affect overall buyer perceptions of

quality.

Locally grown produce continues to grow
in popularity. Many studies have shown that
consumers are willing to pay a premium for
locally grown produce. Li and Kallas (2021)
examined 80 papers and found the mean in-
crease in consumer willingness to pay (WTP)
to be 29.5% for locally grown produce (Li

Received for publication 2 Sep 2025. Accepted
for publication 13 Oct 2025.

Published online 7 Nov 2025.

This work was funded by the US Department of
Agriculture’s National Institute of Food and Agri-
culture through the Specialty Crops Research Initia-
tive under award number 2016-51181-25402. The
survey was approved by the Lehigh University In-
stitutional Review Board, Aug 2019. The authors
have no other financial or personal interests that
relate to the research described in this paper. A
special thank you to the management of the New
York Produce Show for allowing us to use their
venue to collect data for this paper.

P.S.C. is Teaching Associate Professor; N.A. is Ad-
junct Professor of Economics; M.I.G. is Professor;
T.B. is Professor Emeritus.

P.C. is the corresponding author. E-mail: psc208@
lehigh.edu.

This is an open access article distributed under
the CC BY-NC license (https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).

HorTScience VoL. 60(12) DECEMBER 2025

and Kallas 2021). Greater WTP also has been
shown to be true for locally grown broccoli.
Consumers in New York State were shown to
have an increased WTP for locally grown
broccoli (Fan et al. 2019). In this study, we
use East Coast as a proxy for locally grown
because we surveyed buyers for the New
York and other Northeast markets, and it is
impossible to grow broccoli year-round in
most locations on the East Coast due to sea-
sonal weather variation, but it is possible to
create a year-round supply by growing it in
various locations along the East Coast de-
pending on the season.

In 2023, the value of used production of
broccoli was $1.07 billion (US Department
of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statis-
tics Service 2024) and as of 2023 over 90%
of it was produced in California (Agricultural
Marketing Resource Center 2024). With this
in mind, the USDA, concerned about food se-
curity, funded the Eastern Broccoli Project to
help to diversify broccoli sources (Bjorkman
2011). Growing marketable broccoli on the
East Coast was not just a matter of planting
cultivars designed to do well in California’s
climate. These strains do not do well in the
variable climate of the East Coast (Bjorkman

and Pearson 1998). Varieties adapted to ma-
ture in California’s climate mature unevenly
when grown on the East Coast due to high
humidity and high nighttime temperatures
during the summer and develop uneven
heads (Bjorkman and Pearson 1998). There-
fore, new strains were developed for growth
in the East Coast climate. Because they were
not morphologically identical to California
varieties, marketing East Coast varieties as a
local product was thought to add value and
increase acceptability of the slightly different
appearance of the heads (Bjorkman 2011;
Coles et al. 2019; Fan et al. 2019).

Much local produce continues to be sold
through direct marketing such as farmer’s mar-
kets, but these have limited ability to increase
market share (Low et al. 2015; Richards et al.
2017; Thilmany McFadden 2015). If there is to
be wider acceptance of locally grown East
Coast broccoli, direct marketing channels will
not be sufficient and intermediate grocery re-
tailers, such as supermarkets will be needed
(King et al. 2010; Richards et al. 2017). One
concern about these intermediaries is that even
though consumers were shown to prefer locally
grown broccoli (Fan et al. 2019), produce
buyers must be willing to procure it, and buyer
quality acceptance toward broccoli with a
slightly different appearance was unknown.
Studies on produce buyers’ interest in locally
grown produce in other commodities and have
been mostly inconclusive (Becot et al. 2014;
Hughes et al. 2014). One study comparing re-
actions to California and East Coast broccoli
strains determined there was little to no will-
ingness to overlook potential quality issues
with broccoli regardless of whether the broc-
coli was sourced from the East Coast (Coles
et al. 2019). Here we attempt to gain further
understanding of buyer preferences. Without
consent from these gatekeepers, regardless of
consumer preferences, consumers will not
have the opportunity to purchase locally pro-
duced broccoli on the East Coast.

Literature Review

There is much literature on WTP for local
produce. Consumers were found to be willing
to pay higher prices for locally grown straw-
berries in California (Darby et al. 2006),
while consumers in New York State were
shown to be willing to pay 17% more for lo-
cally grown broccoli (Fan et al. 2019). Carpio
and Isengildina-Massa (2009) found that con-
sumers in South Carolina preferred in-state
produce despite obvious inferior quality.
Loureiro and Hine (2002) showed that con-
sumers were willing to pay more for local
Coloradan grown potatoes, but that potato
quality also affected WTP.

Studies have shown the reason for higher
WTP is related to consumers’ generally con-
sidering locally grown agricultural products to
be of higher quality and to contribute to better
social outcomes. Consumers also wanted to
support their local farming economies (Carpio
and Isengildina-Massa 2009). Studies have
also shown there is a belief among consumers
that somehow locally grown foods have “proven
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health factors” and that they want to support the
“local economy,” make sure that farmers receive
“their fair share of economic returns,” and main-
tain “local farmland” (Onozaka et al. 2010).

Despite the existence of volumes of work
on preferences among consumers for locally
grown produce in general and broccoli in par-
ticular, there has been little focus on buyers
for large intermediaries. Without their sup-
port for local foods, the final consumer will
not be able to purchase locally grown products
unless they visit farmer’s markets. Larger or-
ganizations tend to eschew smaller vendors,
which generally include local producers, be-
cause of the costs involved (Hughes et al.
2014). Often there are regulations guiding pur-
chasing decisions of institutional purchasers
that prohibit focusing on anything other than
costs (Becot et al. 2014), whereas others pro-
duce buyers were more interested in other at-
tributes such as quality and availability than
where produce is sourced from (Rimal and
Onyango 2013). Although some buyers were
found to be interested in buying local, they
were only willing to do so with the same price
and equivalent quality, but there were concerns
about whether the experimental method af-
fected respondent’s answers (Coles et al.
2019). This study attempts to fill the gaps on
what we know about buyer behavior and set-
tle whether respondents in our original study
might have been influenced by having too
much information.

Methods and Materials

We designed and implemented an eco-
nomic experiment with produce industry pro-
fessionals as respondents. They were shown
broccoli samples at the Dec 2019 New York
Produce Show. We provided two broccoli va-
rieties, one from California and another sourced
from the East Coast. The California variety was
purchased at a grocery store in Allentown, PA,
USA, and brought to New York City in a cooler
packed with ice. The East Coast broccoli was
transported from South Carolina in a cooler
packed with ice.

Produce buyers considered the two sam-
ples of broccoli placed in Styrofoam contain-
ers on ice, which was replaced as needed.
The California broccoli was labeled as “A,”
and the East Coast broccoli was labeled “B.”
A total of 54 respondents participated in the
survey. Of that, 28 received the survey with-
out information and 26 were given the survey
with information. Versions of the survey
were alternatively supplied to participants as
they arrived at our booth at the New York
Produce Show. The versions were identical
except one only identified the broccoli as ei-
ther A or B, non-information, and the other
identified the broccoli as A California and B
East Coast, information.

Respondents were asked to judge the
overall quality of each of the samples as
“exceptional,” “acceptable,” or “unacceptable”
and to rate characteristics such as color, bead
size and uniformity on a scale of 1 (poor)
through 9 (outstanding). The surveys also
collected demographic information including
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Table 1. Descriptions of variables used in dataset.

Variable

Description and definition in model

Dependent variable
Purchase choice
Independent variables
Information
Quality
Color
Bead size
Uniformity
Demographic questions
Company

Years in industry

Sell produce

Buy produce

Company purchases for greater New York City
Company purchases for East Coast market

0 if West Coast, 1 if East Coast

0 = no information, 1 = information

1 = exceptional, 2 = acceptable, 3 = unacceptable

1-9 rated poor to outstanding

1-9 rated poor to outstanding

1-9 rated poor to outstanding

1 if wholesaler, 2 if retailer, 3 if restaurant,
4 if other

No. of years

1 if yes, 2 if no

1 if yes, 2 if no

1 if yes, 2 if no

1 if yes, 2 if no

company type, number of years in the indus-
try, whether they are buyers or sellers and
what region they buy and sell for. They were
asked which choice, broccoli A, B, or nei-
ther, they would purchase.

We collected 98 observations from 54 re-
spondents. Table 1 describes the variables in-
cluded in the data set from the information
gathered from the survey. Each of the ques-
tions was asked for both broccoli varieties
with 26 of the respondents answering the
questions with information about the source
and 28 answered each of the questions about
both varieties without sourcing information.
Not all respondents answered all questions
related to one and/or both strains.

We ran regressions for each attribute
(overall quality, color, bead size, and unifor-
mity), in which the dependent variable was
the variety selected (West Coast or East
Coast) for buyer j as a function of years in
the industry and as a function of whether in-
formation was provided about the product or-
igin (information).

Varietychosen;= oy + o Years_in_industry;

+ o Information;+ B;Value Attribute; +

In the preceding model, ¢; is the error term,
o; and o, are vectors of parameter estimates
corresponding to each respondent, and f; is
the vector of parameter estimates correspond-
ing to each value of the attribute.

Results

In this section, we use ordinary least
squares and logit regression analysis to deter-
mine the attributes important to buyer broc-
coli selection, whether East Coast sourcing
(local) is a factor and, if so, whether it affects
quality perceptions or is a standalone attri-
bute. Table 2 shows the preference for East
and West coast broccoli based on whether the
buyer had information about its origin. There
appears to be a preference for West Coast
broccoli when buyers did not know its source,
but the preference is decidedly the opposite
when buyers knew the source of each variety.
A chi-square test yielded a P value of 0.0556,

demonstrating this as significantly different at
just above the 5% level.

We regressed several attributes and the
ones that affected the decision on broccoli va-
rieties chosen were: years in the industry,
whether the buyer had sourcing information
and several quality attributes. Regressions in
Table 3 indicate a correlation between buyer
selection and whether the buyer had informa-
tion about broccoli. This relationship became
stronger when controlling for the years spent
in the industry, indicating buyers who were
newer to the produce industry were influ-
enced more by information on the source of
the broccoli. After controlling for years in in-
dustry it changed from just over three times
greater probability of selecting East Coast
broccoli than West Coast when the source
was known to 4.22 times greater probability,
indicating a higher interest in sourcing locally
grown broccoli from those newer to the in-
dustry. None of the other buyer attributes af-
fected variety selection choice as shown in
Table 3.

In addition, we see the quality attributes
color and bead size influence buyers’ deci-
sions, but not overall quality nor head unifor-
mity as seen from Table 3. As shown in
Table 4, there were no effects on quality per-
ception based on whether they knew the
product was locally procured. Having sourc-
ing information did not change any of the re-
spective broccoli attribute ratings, indicating
that East Coast procurement was a desirable
standalone attribute, but it did not influence
the buyer’s perception of any of the broccoli
quality attributes.

Discussion

Studies have shown great interest by con-
sumers in local foods, and locally grown pro-
duce in particular, including locally grown

Table 2. Differing preferences to purchase lo-
cally grown broccoli when buyer is provided
with this information.

No information % Information %

West Coast 16 59.3 7 31.8
East Coast 11 40.7 15 68.2
Total 27 22
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Table 3. Preference for East Coast grown broccoli over West Coast grown when buyer is provided with sourcing information and quality attributes, ad-
justed for years of experience in the produce industry.

Dependent variable: purchase East Coast broccoli

Independent variable Logit model Odds ratio
Information 1.440%** 1.465%** 1.402%** 1.448%** 4.220%** 4.328%** 4.062%** 4.257%%*
(0.484) (0.493) (0.490) (0.485) (2.041) (2.132) (1.990) (2.063)
Years industry —0.040%* —0.047*** —0.049%** —0.042%** 0.961** 0.954%** 0.953 %% 0.959 %%
(0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.016) (0.015) (0.0162) (0.016) (0.016)
Quality —0.130 0.878
(0.429) (0.377)
Color 0.333* 1.396*
(0.188) (0.263)
Beadsize 0.296* 1.344*
(0.177) (0.237)
Uniformity 0.060 1.061
(0.137) (0.146)

* Rk REE denote estimates statistically significant at the 0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively.

broccoli. Despite this, the few studies that
have investigated the interest and attitudes of
produce buyers toward local produce have
shown little interest on their part. This in-
cludes our 2019 study where we suspected
there was an interest (Coles et al. 2019) that
the experimental design did not reveal. Hence,
we readdress the issue with a different experi-
mental design and do find a preference for East
Coast broccoli in this study.

We hypothesize the difference between
our two studies is because buyers are in cons-
tant negotiations with salespeople and do not
want to tip their hands. Asymmetrical infor-
mation is an advantage that buyers did not
want to surrender during negotiations. We
suspect this may contribute to how buyers ap-
proach not only negotiations, but also other
things such as surveys related to how they
feel about a particular product in which they
have interest. In other words, they are engag-
ing with the survey with the same mindset
they do when negotiating with salespeople,
as adversaries. When confronted with the
original survey, they expressed how they felt
about the quality of the broccoli. Then they
were asked whether they had a different opin-
ion of the broccoli based on new information
that it was grown locally, as defined by being
grown in the state where they sold their prod-
uct. This required them to do the equivalent
of tipping their hands by revealing that they
may prefer locally grown broccoli and may
also be more willing to accept reduced qual-
ity if it was grown locally—information they
would not want to share with those from
whom they are purchasing fresh produce.

By eliminating the second step and only
asking each respondent to evaluate West Coast
(nonlocal) and East Coast (local) grown broc-
coli when they knew from where it was
sourced, or only A and B broccoli, but not the
source of either, they were not put into a posi-
tion to be tempted to tip their hands. Thus, we
found that buyers in this study did prefer
locally grown. From a policy standpoint,
concerns that consumers will only be able
to procure locally grown broccoli from small
distributors such as farmer’s markets because
buyers at larger supply chains are unwilling
to purchase locally procured broccoli for their
employers is unfounded. Our hypothesis that
buyers would prefer locally procured broccoli
is confirmed.

In addition, our study showed that years
in the industry had a pronounced effect on
preference for East Coast broccoli, our proxy
for locally grown broccoli. Buyers who are
new to the industry were more receptive to
the East Coast broccoli than more seasoned
veteran buyers, indicating experienced buyers
understand consumer preferences better than
less experienced buyer or changing attitudes
that indicate the possibility of increasing pref-
erences for locally grown going forward. In
addition, we were concerned about specific
attributes: color, bead size, and uniformity,
as these were the most difficult attributes of
California grown broccoli for plant breeders
to replicate in varieties bred for the East Coast
climate. We found that color and bead size
were involved in the selection process but
could not find an indication that overall quality
and uniformity were driving the selection pro-
cess. We hypothesized that buyers found both

Table 4. Four separate ordinary least squares regressions with the broccoli attributes as the dependent
variables based on information adjusted for the purchase choice and years in the industry.

Dependent variables

broccoli varieties to be reasonably acceptable
because only two of the attributes proved to
influence selection, and, of the two that did,
the effects were small and the significance
low. This is also hinted at by the close to
50/50 split in preferences when there was
no information on sourcing provided to the
respondents.

We found variation in preferences for lo-
cally procured broccoli among buyers, specif-
ically a greater preference among those with
fewer years in the industry. Future research
should focus on those differences and where
they are, such as organic sellers as opposed
to discount marketers, where there is a better
opportunity for East Coast producers to sell
their produce and get a foothold in markets.
A greater understanding of the differences in
buyer preferences could also assist in con-
vincing those currently with no preferences
that they should give local producers a chance
and determine how well they can sell this
category.
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