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Abstract

In this academic analysis, | provide a dedicated review of farmers’ markets as community
gathering spaces, investigating the features, variables, and mechanisms by which farmers’ markets build
social capital, strengthen social networks, and function as “third places” (Lasch, 1991; Oldenburg, 1989).
| posit that it is by creating physical, curated focal points for public life, rooted in symbolically rich,
socially embedded commerce and primed for values embodiment and social interaction, that farmers’
markets become individually and collectively salient community gathering places. Farmers’ markets are
more than where food is bought and sold: they are keystone community assets where identities are
actively constructed, transactions are based in satisfactions of regard, and “community” is an action. |
take three foundational building blocks of the market — the place itself, the people, and the products sold
—and examine each in turn, providing evidence from the literature to demonstrate how each component
contributes to the “place ballet” of the market environment as a community gathering place (Francis &
Griffith, 2011, p. 262; Seamon & Nordin, 1980). Taken together, | argue, it is the curated environment,
socially salient atmosphere, and socially embedded commerce that make the farmers’ market a rich site

of community gathering and public life.



Artistic Statement
In addition to this academic analysis, my master’s project includes a poetry and photography
collection, entitled “Parking Lot Market,” that examines farmers’ markets as community gathering places
through creative writing and documentary photography. The collection includes photos | made at seven
North Carolina Piedmont-area farmers’ markets — Carrboro, Cary, Chapel Hill, Corner (Greensboro), Eno
River (Hillsborough), Holly Springs, and Western Wake (Morrisville) — as well as poems inspired by my

own experience working as a farmers’ market vendor, and set in the farmers’ market environment. Read

“Parking Lot Market” online via Heyzine Flipbooks (password: DUKEGLS). | decided to produce both

academic and creative deliverables to lend a holistic, humanist lens to my master’s project and to the
topic at hand, and to present the reader with different ways of experiencing and engaging with the
subject matter. The social ecology of the farmers’ market is complex and grounded in interpersonal
relationships, and incorporating creative writing and photography into this project allowed me to make
new meaning and sense of those complexities, and capture human connection at the farmers’ market in
a non-traditional light while employing storytelling, poetry, and documentary skills I've built through
coursework in the Graduate Liberal Studies program. This academic analysis and “Parking Lot Market”
complement one another, and can be read either as companion pieces or as distinct, standalone works:
they each strive to analyze and synthesize the social atmosphere of the farmers’ market, and invite the
reader into discussion about the role of farmers’ markets as places for community gathering and

meaning-making.


https://heyzine.com/flip-book/0e3f85b7a7.html
https://heyzine.com/flip-book/0e3f85b7a7.html
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Introduction

“Marketplaces represent the community, epitomize the community, and are symbols in the community.”
-Morales, 2011, p. 12

Public markets have been a cornerstone of community commerce and civic life throughout
global history, and farmers’ markets in particular have emerged in the last century as sites of interest and
opportunity for achieving social, economic, health, and environmental goals in communities and local
food systems across the United States and around the world (Brown, 2002; Francis & Griffith, 2011;
Holeva, 2009; Morales, 2021). Given new life by the organic agriculture movement of the 1970s, farmers’
markets have seen especially explosive growth in the United States in the last quarter century, with the
United States Department of Agriculture reporting approximately 8,140 farmers’ markets in operation
across the country in 2019, up from 2,863 in 2000 (Hee Jeong et al., 2015; Ragland & Tropp, 2009).

As farmers’ markets have proliferated across the United States, so too has the list of societal ills
they are purported to remedy: farmland loss, obesity, social isolation, urban decay, economic
globalization, civic divestment, and agricultural industrialization among them. With the connotative
environmental, economic, and social benefits and impacts of farmers’ markets well accepted in the
public imagination, much academic work on farmers’ markets in the last fifty years has been designed to
determine the specifics and extent of those benefits, with particular research foci including quantifying
the economic impacts of individual farmers’ markets on their municipalities, evaluating nutrition and
health-related interventions hosted at farmers’ markets, surveying customer and vendor demographics,
and assessing the economic viability of farmers’ markets as a market channel for small-scale farmers.
Comparatively less research has been focused singularly on the social dynamics of farmers’ markets, with
one researcher noting as recently as 2024 the need to examine how farmers’ markets foster community
cohesion (Torok et al., 2024).

In this master’s project, | attend to this need for dedicated analysis of the social impacts of

farmers’ markets, synthesizing the research to date to propose that farmers’ markets function as



community gathering spaces by providing curated physical environments for community members to
interact, construct individual and collective identities, and engage in socially embedded, ideologically
salient commerce. To make my case, | borrow from Oldenburg’s (1989) idea of the “third place,” i.e.
those physical locations outside of work and home that catalyze community, as well as the sociological
concept of social networks, those interpersonal relationships founded on community ownership,
values-embodiment, resource sharing, and education (Alia et al., 2014). In lieu of strict adherence to the
parameters of either of these schools of thought, however, | employ the more colloquial “community
gathering place” — the term most frequently used in the literature to characterize farmers’ markets — to
specify farmers’ markets as unique, intentional sites of togetherness and community identity formation.
Here, my primary concern is not whether farmers’ markets are community gathering places, as that point
is well established and accepted by both academia and the public, but how: the features, variables, and
factors that contribute to a farmers’ market serving “as a vibrant gathering space where individuals
exchange not only organic food but also the values it embodies — social interactions, sincerity, and a
sense of community” (Xie et al., 2024, p. 10).

Central to this analysis are the notions of social capital and placemaking, two frameworks from
the community development discipline that help put into context the importance and relevance of
farmers’ markets as community gathering places. Social capital, among the seven capitals identified by
the Community Capitals Framework (Flora & Flora, 2008) to influence community well-being, refers to
the “glue” of community interconnectedness: the strength and quality of the bonds, shared institutions,
and collective norms that make up a community’s social environment (Carson et. al, 2016; Warsaw et al.,
2021). Here, we consider farmers’ markets to be both sites of, and catalysts for, strong social capital in
communities. When designed and curated with intention, farmers’ markets facilitate social cohesion,
resource sharing, mutual trust, and civic investment — and in doing so, become community institutions at

the heart of social life (McCarthy, 2010; Norton et al., 2022). Placemaking is the process of intentionally



strengthening social or other community capitals in a given locale to collaboratively build community,
highlight extant community assets, and improve local social cohesion and quality of life (Farmers
Markets as a Strategy, 2013; Heroux et al., 2016). By involving engaged, participatory planning processes
grounded in open, shared space that help fulfill local needs and visions for community life, farmers’
markets fit the Project for Public Spaces’ definition of placemaking, and both provide and create those
“quality public spaces that help people feel connected to the place and to the greater community”
(Heroux et al., 2016, p. 5). Together, the frameworks of social capital and placemaking situate farmers’
markets in the broader context of their communities, and emphasize their importance as tools to meet
community-level goals: they are physical embodiments of “community in place,” and as such offer
unique possibilities for practitioners across the community development, food systems, and cooperative
extension disciplines (Warsaw et al., 2022, p. 717).

It is important to note from the start that farmers’ markets have deeply complex social
ecologies: they are at once transactional and social, temporary and permanent, intentional and
spontaneous, symbolic and practical, white and diverse, progressive and traditional, physical and
intangible (Francis & Griffith, 2011; Smithers et al., 2008). | contend with these contradictions and
juxtapositions throughout my review, considering them as part and parcel of the “living performance” of
the market as Robinson and Hartenfeld describe it in their 2007 book, The Farmers’ Market Book:
Growing Food, Cultivating Community: “It is a living performance, with all the complexities
contemporary life allows for...farmers’ markets allow for dissent, diversity, contradiction, and conflict”
(p. 123). Similarly, the three components of the market we explore in this review — place, people, and
product — are made separate for the purposes of clear analysis, but exist in practice as wholly
interconnected elements that overlap and work together to create the community gathering place of the
market. It is not in the simplification of the farmers’ market, but in engaging with its multitudes, that we

are best able to understand its salience and impact on social capital.



Setting the Scene: Place

“Farmers’ markets don’t just happen.” - National Farmers’ Market Week, 2024

One of the features that define farmers’ markets as a place for community gathering is the place
itself: the physical environment of the market. They are a deeply traditional, yet refreshingly new “place
to be” in community, modeled in the likes of outdoor forums and civic centers fundamental to societies
throughout history: a centerpiece, nexus, hub, engine, focal point, agora, signature venue, cornerstone,
fulcrum for social change, flagship, public forum, keystone institution, and town square, all at once
(Alkon, 2008; Brown & Miller, 2008; Farmers Markets as a Strategy, 2013; Feenstra, 2002; Hee Jeong et
al., 2015; Heroux et al., 2016; Manser, 2022; McCarthy, 2008). In this section, we examine the built
environment of the farmers’ market, paying particular attention to the curation of events, aesthetics,
and user experience that make the market a community gathering place.

Fundamentally, farmers’ markets create physical places for gathering where once there were
none. They convert parking lots, green spaces, pavilions, and sidewalks into novel, desirable sites for
community members to come together, setting up and breaking down each week in what Francis and
Griffith call an “inherently ephemeral” sort of “place ballet” — “an everchanging event in which the
market is transformed into a convivial space” (2011, p. 262). Most farmers’ markets in the United States
operate in temporary or multi-use outdoor facilities (Francis & Griffith, 2011; Morales, 2011; Ragland &
Tropp, 2009; Sommer, 1989), and there is significance in the very fact of them creating and taking up
space. However, the research indicates that not all farmers’ markets become community gathering
places, and it is not enough for a farmers’ market to simply exist for it to take on the role of third place; it
must be designed and actively managed as an “experience market,” as Tiemann puts it, rather than the

III

more singularly functional “indigenous market” (2004). Experience markets are those that have a sense
of intentionality and self-awareness about their role and potential in their communities: “they have

responded to changes in the market for fresh, local produce by offering ‘more sophisticated produce’



”

and promoting more leisure activity than indigenous markets,” “the once or twice a week schedule
makes the market a special event,” and “goods are displayed more attractively, there are probably some
crafts vendors, and there is a large crowd” (Tiemann, 2004, p. 49-50, 2008, p. 484). Active place
management, or “planning for quality,” is considered by many farmers’ market practitioners to be the
primary factor responsible for whether a market becomes a sought-after, vibrant community gathering
place, or falls short (Corum et al., 2001, p. x; Morales, 2011; Oberholtzer & Grow, 2003, p. 2; Public
Markets as a Vehicle, 2003). In fact, the physical layout and features of a farmers’ market are so central
to their success as a gathering place that many reports and manuals for farmers’ market managers make
specific design recommendations: seating (benches, steps, lawns, picnic tables, etc.), greenery,
shade/covered areas, shielding from traffic, circular booth arrangements, permanent lighting, bike racks,
and children’s play areas are among those elements considered important in creating “comfortable
spaces for people to relax as well as actively participate in public life” (Corum et al., 2001; Eggert & Farr,
2013; Francis & Griffith, 2011; p. 268; Sommer, 1989; Tiemann, 2008).

In addition to those functional elements of the market environment, aesthetics, too, serve a
central, if less tangible, role in building the vibrant environment of the market: it is undeniable that part
of what makes an experience market just that — an experience — is the attractiveness of the setting, what
Gagné calls the “rich cornucopia of experiences” and McGrath calls the “larger than life production” of
the market (2011, p. 282; 1993, p. 312). The market’s aesthetics, like its physical layout, are not by
accident but by design, style and substance coming together to meet the expectations of an attractive,
inviting gathering place rooted in assumed rural and community-centric values, “equal parts festive
spectacle and commercial venue” (Alkon, 2008, p. 276). As such highly visible elements of the market
environment, the colors, aesthetics, and sights of the setting become key contributors to the symbolic
significance of the market, making apparent the market’s culture and “personality” and aiming to attract

customers and build social capital. “Decorate the entrance with flowers, vegetable displays, scarecrows



and other seasonally appropriate themes,” Corum, Rosenzweig, and Gibson tell prospective farmers’
market managers in their 2001 guidebook, The New Farmers’ Market: Farm-Fresh Ideas for Producers,
Managers, & Communities. “Encourage farmers to create attractive displays and ensure that the market
grounds are clean. The market is highly visible and presents an attractive location for local residents and
merchants” (p. 152). The aesthetic elements of the market make it “beautiful to look at,” but also imbue
the market environment with a sense of morality, novelty, and theatrics, all of which contribute to, and
influence, the market’s role in a community and as a community gathering place (Sommer, 1989, p. 63).
Set against the backdrop of the farmers’ market’s physical environment, the events, activities,
and programs hosted there make the public space feel like a gathering place. Weekly activities and
amenities, including live music, children’s crafts and games, cooking and gardening demonstrations,
produce donation programs, and informational booths are commonplace at farmers’ markets, as are
special events, holiday celebrations, prepared food vendors and tastings, and educational and fitness
classes (Alia et al., 2014; Alonzo, 2013; Barnhardt, 2024; Eggert & Farr, 2013; Feenstra, 2002; Garner &
Ayala, 2019; Sommer, 1989; Thompson, 2020). These “special offerings” make clear to both customers
and vendors that the farmers’ market is “more than a place to shop —it’s a community event” (Alkon,
2007, p. 93). And even more so than the physical elements of the market like seating, lighting, and
decorations, events and programs are employed intentionally by farmers’ market managers as tools to
draw customers, solidify the market as a cornerstone of community life, and build a unique market
character and atmosphere (Alia et al., 2014; Bomba, 2018; Corum et al., 2001; Public Markets and
Community-Based Food Systems, 2003). Depending on market priorities and the local community’s
racial, social, and economic demographics, market managers may target their event planning efforts
toward particular audience segments, aiming to “turn their market into a destination” by incorporating
programming that “integrates the market into fabric of the surrounding community” (Dodds et al., 2014;

Farmers Markets as a Strategy to Improve Access, 2013, p. 17; Oberholtzer & Grow, 2003).



The inherent temporality of the farmers’ market and the events held therein are also a key part
of its unique attractiveness as a community gathering place: appearing just once or twice a week,
shifting with the seasons, and changing offerings weekly, the market creates a desirable, novel “periodic
community” rich with social capital (McGrath et al., 1993, p. 307). As places defined by both rhythm and
novelty, seasonality and spontaneity, farmers’ markets take on what Tiemann terms “ritualized revelry,”
where the customers and vendors take part in the market’s ever-shifting, authentic character and find
enjoyment in its unique social ecology. “Grower-only [experience] farmers’ markets do not attempt to
create the same experience every week,” Tiemann writes. “At a third place there are rituals, but the
rituals cannot become too repetitive or too predictable...many of the rituals are seasonal, and the
experiences are not all created by the market manager” (2008; p. 479). The temporality is part of the
natural, yet intentional, built environment of the market; as Francis and Griffith put it: “design alone is
not enough, successful markets have a spontaneous life of their own that create a unique sense of
discovery, festivity, and enjoyment” (2011, p. 277).

Put together, the farmers’ market’s built environment is made of its physical features, aesthetic
attractiveness, activities and programs, and temporality, and these elements come together to form the
foundation of the farmers’ market as a community gathering place. However, the place of the market is
greater than the sum of its parts: when combined, mixed with the local regional identity, and filled with
people, the market’s physical elements contribute significantly to the market’s atmosphere — that
ephemeral characteristic that permeates the lived experience of visitors and vendors at the market, and
is itself critically important to the market’s function as a community gathering place. “The market
atmosphere” consistently ranks as a top reason for attendance among customers, who highlight the

”n u,

“good energy,” “vibe,” “fun experience,” and “festival-like atmosphere” that draw them to the market
week after week (Alkon, 2008; Badger, 2024, pp; Bomba et al., 2019; Carson et al., 2016; Gange, 2011;

Feagan & Morris, 2009). The atmosphere of a market is hard to define, but easy to describe; indeed, the



literature overflows with enticing vignettes featuring colorful tents and booths, children playing,
sun-kissed flowers, vegetables piled high, the aroma of baked goods, music in the wind, smiling faces,
and the bustle of shoppers enjoying the market’s “tangible and intangible experience of the senses”
(Alfonso et al., 2012; Alonso & O’Neill, 2011, p. 401; Gerbasi, 2006, p. 1; Warsaw et al., 2022, p. 717).
The market atmosphere also creates “permanency of design,” embedding the market as a known,
attractive, and valuable asset in the local community and strengthening that community’s “local flavor,”
distinct identity, and social capital (Francis & Griffith, 2011, p. 275; Morales 2011, p. 8; Warsaw et al.,
2021). This is the power of placemaking: “farmers markets can be place-makers, and atmosphere plays a
huge role,” writes Bomba. “Many managers describe their markets as ‘community events that happen
once a week’...the atmosphere created at the market is a huge part of what attracts people to come and
stay” (2018, p. 14). The farmers’ market would not be a community gathering place without the
intentionality and design of its built environment, and its appealing atmosphere. In total, the market’s
careful curation and resulting ephemeral identity make the market a place “where people want to
come,” where a sense of community is fostered and felt, and where gathering and placemaking are one

and the same (Payet et al., 2005, p. 4).



Meeting Neighbors, Making Meaning: People
“Markets are places for people.” -Francis & Griffith, 2011, p. 276

Farmers’ markets bring community members into shared space. They are a social outlet, a place
to see and be seen, a venue to interact with friends, acquaintances, and strangers, and an opportunity to
project, embody, and construct values related to food, community, and the self. They foster the
interactions and relationships upon which individual and community-level identities are built, and
provide a space where the feeling of community — of the world being bigger than one’s self, of universal
humanity being visible in the other — feels close at hand. As a weekly invitation to become aware of, and
engage with, human interconnectedness, farmers’ markets are complex, valuable sites of community
gathering. In this section, we contend with the human element of the market relevant to its function as a
community gathering place: the market as a site of informal public life, of values embodiment, and of
identity formation for both the individual and the collective.

People make the farmers’ market a community gathering place by doing just that — gathering —
and the literature makes clear that this act of physical togetherness is the necessary prerequisite for the
desirable social capital-related outcomes of social cohesion, interaction, and interconnectedness.
Farmers’ market customers and vendors alike report regularly meeting new people at the market,
interacting with acquaintances they don’t often see or wouldn’t otherwise see, forming new “weak ties”
(associations by proximity and shared place), and attending in the company of friends and family (Alia et
al., 2014; Lasch, 1991). “Part of what builds community is having common spaces where you run into
people you know regularly, without having to call them or make arrangements,” notes one farmers’
market customer in an interview with Gagné and colleagues (2011, p. 288). These types of informal
meetings, whether by chance or planned, constitute a central perceived value of the farmers’ market to
the individual community member (Hee Jeong et al., 2015; Holeva, 2009; Kerstetter et al., 2023;

McCarthy, 2008; McGrath et al., 1993; Norton et al., 2022; Payet et al., 2005; Public Markets as a Vehicle,



2003; Robinson & Hartenfeld, 2007; Warsaw et al., 2021). Indeed, usually ranking behind only the closely
related quality of the market’s atmosphere, the “people” / “socialization” elements of the market are
central contributing factors to market attendance and satisfaction among both vendors and customers
(Alonso & O’Neill, 2011; Badger, 2024; Bomba, 2018; Brown, 2002; Heroux et al., 2016; Joseph & Seguin,
2023; Lim et al., 2025; Public Markets as a Vehicle, 2003; Smithers et al., 2008; Tiemann, 2008). Everyday
greetings and chats take on a new sense of salience and enjoyment in the market environment — what
Robinson and Hartenfeld calls interacting in “familiar ways that become special” — and this holds
importance for market goers, building a sense of collective ownership in community by offering evidence
“that the individual exists in a larger context inhabited by other people” (2007, pp. 125 & 68-69).

Just as the social capital of the farmers’ market is made particularly visible in routine
conversations and interactions, it is in the everyday moments too that the deeply rooted values and
identity constructions associated with the market become most tangible. Social life at the market is
entrenched in symbolism and ideologies surrounding food, agriculture, community, rurality, and the
environment, and interactions at the market become the vehicles through which vendors and customers
negotiate and embody the complexities of those symbols, beliefs, and identities in everyday life (Gangé,
2011; Kerstetter et al., 2023; Manser, 2022; Smither et al., 2008; Sommer, 1989; Xie et al., 2024).
Customers and vendors bring their own interpretations of the market environment, and their own values
and ideologies — varied as they may be — to the otherwise unassuming acts of shopping and selling at the
market, and it is in those basic activities that Morales claims local and community identity embodiment
find footing: “what is magical is our direct experience of daily marketplace mundanity. This mundane
place [the market] is part and parcel of many interwoven processes, supporting many interdependent
goals, and painting a picture of community composed of interactions between people as they enact
different, meaningful ideas” (2021, p. 7). Community is projected and carried out in these meaningful

social interactions, making the farmers’ market a product of collective creation and collective ownership
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(Gerbasi, 2006; McGrath, 1993). In felt ownership there is an ethic of care, attitudes of satisfaction and
trust, increased interest in civic engagement, and a perceived “shared sense of ethos,” all of which build
the market as a strong community gathering place and a point of “high symbolic value” in the
community (Dowler et al., 2009; Gangé, 2011, p. 288; Kirwan, 2006; Morales, 2011; Payet et al., 2005;
Sommer, 1989, p. 61). In fact, it seems that ideologically-salient social interaction is frequently the means
by which the value of the farmers’ market as a community gathering place often becomes most visible
and palpable for community members, with many commenting explicitly in interviews on the market’s
significance in their own lives: “I just really enjoy communing with people on a weekly basis around
food,” notes one vendor; “it gives you a kind of a hometown feeling,” says a customer (Carson et al.,
2016, p. 868; Figueroa-Rodriguez et al., 2019; Smither et al., 2008, p. 355). By providing the ingredients
for meaning-meaning in relation to both the self, the other, and the community at large, farmers’
markets become gathering places where communities and identities are both embodied and actively
constructed.

One particular dynamic of social interactions at farmers’ markets that has been of interest to
market customers, vendors, managers, and researchers is that of spontaneous engagement with
“diversity;” that is, interactions with the cultural other. Farmers’ markets are often seen as gathering
sites specifically for community members of different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds to
interact, with frequent references in the literature to “bringing diverse groups together” to “bridge their

”n u

divides,” “learn from each other,” “exchange ideas,” and build “common ground” in “neutral territory”
(Francis & Griffith, 2011; Heroux et al., 2016; Manser, 2022; Payet et al, 2005; Robinson & Hartenfeld,
2007; Sommer, 1989; Warsaw et al., 2021). It is important here to avoid conflating literal proximity with
morally-neutral social cohesion, as the lived experience of a farmers’ market as a site of multicultural

togetherness is highly context specific and dependent on location, local demographics, market structure

and management, and other mediating factors; research results on the topic are mixed (Alkon &
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McCullen, 2011; Slocum, 2007). However, there is credence to the idea that farmers’ markets promote
social integration and build social capital by encouraging strangers of different stripes to gather for a
common purpose. “Markets are liminal spaces where social rules or expectations are suspended,”
conditions that may engender positive attitudes and help people “come to know each other as more
than assumptions and stereotypes” — and thoughtful curation of market offerings and activities can
support this process (Alkon, 2008; Badger, 2024; Corum et al., 2001; Morales, 2011, p. 10; Robinson &
Hartenfeld, 2007, p. 3; Satin-Hernandez & Robinson, 2015; Tiemann, 2008; Warsaw, 2021). Even so,
affluent whiteness largely pervades farmers’ markets in both theory and practice, and farmers’ market
practitioners dedicated to situating their markets as strong community gathering places should take care
to avoid events, aesthetics, and programming that exoticise marginalized cultures, valorize “white
spatialities,” or perpetuate “white farm imaginaries,” and focus instead on building culturally appropriate
spaces (Alkon, 2007, 2008; Alkon & McCullen, 2011, pp. 945-951; Gangé, 2011; Pilgeram, 2012;
Satin-Hernandez & Robinson, 2015; Slocum, 2007, p. 524). To most effectively build social capital,
farmers’ markets should strive to be approachable and relevant places for community members with
diverse identities, values, and beliefs, and market managers should aspire to curate inclusive
environments for individualized processes of social meaning-making (Francis & Griffith, 2011, p. 263).
When people come together in such a socially-embedded place of commerce, they share
conversations and form identities, but they also share resources and engage in mutual education and
aid. Education and charity programs — formal and informal — are baked into the social dynamics of most
farmers’ markets, and contribute to their function as community gathering places; both vendors and
customers value the “direct exchange of information” and resources that takes place at the market
(Gerbasi et al. 2006; Hee Jeong et al., 2015, p. 18). Home chefs swap recipes, farmers discuss tricks of
the trade, nonprofits collect donations, vendors explain the best features of their products and practices

to potential customers, extension agents teach gardening fundamentals, college students conduct
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feedback surveys, volunteers help market staff set up folding tables and fabric banners, market managers
hand out SNAP tokens, paramedics offer CPR training, and so on, each market Saturday an opportunity
for community members to learn, help, and be there for and with each other (Alia et al., 2014; Brown,
2002; Corum et al., 2001; Gerbasi, 2006, Thompson, 2020; Warsaw et al., 2022). Participatory mutual
education and support is valuable to the “third place” of the market as a type of salient social interaction
premised on reciprocal exchange and “social good,” but also as a tool for placemaking and building
collective ownership and civic investment in the market as a community gathering place (Gerbasi, 2006;
Kerstetter et al., 2023; Satin-Hernandez & Robinson, 2015, p. 97). Notably, research evaluating health
and nutrition-related educational interventions hosted at farmers’” markets view the market environment
as a key variable in the design and success of those interventions, citing the ability of social capital and
social cohesion to catalyze positive behavior change (Alia et al., 2014; Feenstra, 2002; Kerstetter et al.,
2023, p. 1304). Both through these formal interventions and more commonplace, informal instances of
mutual aid and education, farmers’ markets operate as an “instrument for initiating positive change for
society,” strengthening the market as a site of social capital to “make operational symbolic hopes
individuals have for themselves and their community” (Dodds et al., 2014, p 7; Dollahite, 2005; Eggert &
Farr, 2013; Morales, 2011, p. 12).

All together, the human, social elements of farmers’ markets — physical gathering and
togetherness, social interactions, values embodiment, community identity construction, collective
ownership, and participatory education — make markets gathering places with purpose. At the farmers’
market, people come together and “do community,” forging connections and values rooted in the
complex social ecology of the marketplace that build social capital based on reciprocity, trust, cultural
norms, and interaction. Without the community, there is no community gathering place: farmers’

markets are community gathering places of the people, by the people, and for the people.
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Social Embeddedness and Mutual Regard: Products
“Come for the freshness; stay for the fun!” -Corum et al., 2001, p. 247

Farmers’ markets are, principally, sites of commerce: what social capital they claim, and their
function as community gathering places, is in many ways predicated and reliant on their primary
function as markets. However, the social and transactional elements of the market are closely tied
together, making even those explicitly transactional elements socially embedded, impacting the
experience of the transaction for both customer and vendor. The farmers’ market is a site of “retail
theater,” where embodied practice and social performance meet, and both consumers and vendors seek
commerce based in felt trust, reciprocity, and regard (McGrath, 1993; Tiemann, 2008). In this section, we
examine notions of social embeddedness and satisfactions of regard and their impacts on consumer
attendance and purchasing behaviors, on the vendor experience, and ultimately, on the farmers’ market
as a community gathering place.

There is broad consensus in the literature that the farmers’ market’s role as a site of commerce is
not distinct from its role as a community gathering place, and that socially embedded transactions play
an essential role in the market’s desirability and symbolic value to both customers and vendors (Brown,
2002; Carson, 2016; Feagan & Morris, 2009; Norton et al., 2022). Socially embedded commerce, that
which fulfills “consumer desire for connection, belonging, community, and loyalty,” furthers the market
as a place for identity formation and values embodiment, and so “the creation of a community gathering
place is predicated on the purchase of products from vendors, showing the mixing of community and
economic values” (Brown, 2002; Manser, 2022, p. 158). The question of whether the farmers’ market is a
place of commerce improved by social embeddedness or a place of social interaction supported by the
structure of commerce remains contested, but it seems to me an unimportant question: the two
elements, transactional and relational, are inseparable, and coexist to create the unique “wicked

opportunity” of the farmers’ market environment (Morales, 2021). At the farmers’ market, food is
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bought and sold in highly salient, socially embedded interactions imbued with satisfactions of regard;
i.e., the satisfaction, respect, and trust that derive from transactions grounded in personal relationships
(Kirwan, 2004). Satisfactions of regard between customer and vendor make the transaction more
pleasant, less mechanical, and more personal than they would otherwise be, “imparting a sense of
conviviality, social intercourse, and perhaps even mutual endeavor,” and grounding the farmers’ market
as a gathering site both for commerce and relationship building (Kirwan, 2004, 2006, p. 209; Smithers et
al., 2008).

Interestingly, the lived experience of social embeddedness is individualized for both vendors and
customers, with some reporting that they attend the market entirely for practical, transactional reasons
(“instrumentalist” reasons, in Hinrich’s schema of social embeddedness), while others cite the market
atmosphere and social elements as their primary motivations, without mention of the products on offer
(Andreatta & Wickliffe, 2002; Bomba, 2018; Gasteyer et al., 2008; Hinrichs, 2002; Norton et al., 2022;
Onederra-Aramendi et al., 2018). Most lie somewhere along the continuum, and it seems for many
regular customers, the interest in fresh, local food that first drew them to the market has remained, but
become significantly mediated by the social interactions and relationships they experience there (Carson
et. al 2013; Corum et al., 2001; Dodds et al., 2014; Feagan & Morris, 2009; Hinrichs, 2002;
Onederra-Aramendi et al., 2018; Smithers et al., 2008). “You start by just looking for food, and then you
get into the community,” one long-time market customer puts it in an interview with Carson and
colleagues (2016, p. 867).

While “there is no doubt that social interaction is an important part of the decision of modern
farmers and consumers to attend farmers’ markets,” very few customers report the social atmosphere of
the market as their singular motivator for attendance, with the freshness and quality of the products
constituting a key salient advantage and expectation of the market experience (Andreatta & Wickliffe,

2002; Brown, 2002, p. 172; Carson et al., 2016; Dodds et al., 2014; Hunt, 2007; Public Markets as a
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Vehicle, 2003). The quality of products at a farmers’ market is presumed to be of higher quality than that
at a grocery store, in large part because of the symbolism constructed in those products, and because
the act of purchasing them is socially embedded. The products at the farmers’ market, like the people
and the place, become part of the ideological ethos of the market as a community gathering place: the
products, and the interactions had while purchasing them, are the objects onto which complex identity
constructions and values can be directly projected (Bomba, 2018; Dodds, 2014; Hunt, 2007). As Kirwan
puts it, “the exchange process at farmers’ markets is being clothed in an aura of tradition and personal
exchange,” and in fact the personal exchange is so meaningful to customers that it often outweighs the
factor of price, and significantly motivates purchasing behaviors (2004, p. 403). While “social ties and
personal connections in no way preclude instrumental behaviors or the relevance of price,” customers
frequently show willingness to buy more, higher-priced products, including products they didn’t intend
to buy, at a farmers’ market than they would at a grocery store (Carson et. al, 2013, 2016; Eggert & Farr,
2013; Feagan & Morris, 2009; Hinrichs, 2000, p. 296; Hunt, 2007; Public Markets as a Vehicle, 2003).
Aside from the market atmosphere, the burden of creating the socially embedded transaction
falls primarily on the vendor, who navigates their responsibility as both salesperson and community
member in each moment and through each interaction at the market (Kirwan, 2006). To the customer,
satisfactions of regard in the transactional process are both mutual and given, both parties influencing,
supporting, and relating to each other in socially embedded interaction. Consumers “believe they have a
more intimate relationship with farmers than with, for example, a supermarket manager in a traditional
retailing venue,” McGrath puts it. “The market location becomes a symbolic home address where the
farmer/vendor, whose farm location the customer may not know, may be found and where the customer

III

may pay a weekly call” (1993, p. 304). However, this quote illuminates the potential false reciprocity in
the relationship — only customers can experience the farmers’ market as a singularly social place.

Research shows that vendors know that the farmers’ market is a site of values embodiment and
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collective identity formation, and understand that they must situate themselves accordingly to further
their business goals (Alonso & O’Neill, 2011; Carson et al., 2016; Gangé, 2011; Kirwan, 2004, 2006).
“Relationship management is the order of the day,” writes McGrath. “Farmers quickly realize that they
should be having fun and creating fun, because their customers demand this as a respite from their own
harried urban lives. Together they help animate the market, all the while observing each other for cues
and clues that may suggest alterations in their respective roles” (1993, p. 309). And given evidence from
the literature that customers choose from the available vendors at a market in part due to the perceived
quality of relationship they have with each — seeking out those who seem most friendly or amenable to
conversation — performing sociability by having and creating fun is no insignificant task for the vendor
(Bomba, 2018; Carson et. al 2013, 2016; Kirwan, 2004; Tiemann, 2004).

Because the commercial function of the market is so reliant on perceptions of its social value,
Kirwan (2006) goes so far as to suggest that satisfactions of regard between customer and vendor may
only be “pseudo-regard” on the part of the vendor — as one vendor interviewed by Gangé puts it, “we
are really here for four hours of business, not for social hours” — but this lived experience is highly
dependent on vendor preference, character, and logistical variables (2011, p. 286). For many vendors,
the social atmosphere of the market is a welcome and desirable element of their personal experience,
and they are able to balance appreciation for social embeddedness with the awareness of their own
commercial aims (Andreatta & Wickliffe, 2002; Carson, 2016; Hinrichs, 2000; Kirwan, 2004, 2006).
Notably, the market’s importance to the vendor’s own identity formation and embodiment may increase
their willingness to navigate these complexities of socially embedded commerce, with vendors reporting
that selling at a market makes them feel connected to their communities and allows them to align their
business with their personal ideologies related to health, environmentalism, economics, etc. (Brown,
2002; Dodds et al., 2014; Gangé, 2011; Hunt, 2007; McCarthy, 2008). Some vendors even report selling

at farmers’ markets despite not meeting business goals and/or having other, better market channels
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available to them (Bomba, 2018; McCarthy, 2008; Ofiederra-Aramendi et al., 2018). Importantly,
research exploring vendor-vendor social dynamics shows that between vendors, the market environment
operates as a community gathering place in much the same way it does between customers, promoting
resource sharing, mutual exchange, and felt connection (Alia et al., 2014; Gerbasi, 2006; Public Markets
as a Vehicle, 2003; Tiemann, 2004, 2008). Vendors trade with one another, talk shop, commiserate, joke,
help restock booths, and share ideas, creating a collaborative — rather than competitive — sales
environment that encourages social cohesion and boosts social capital at the market (Alia, 2014;
Brinkley, 2018; Tiemann, 2004, 2008). By coming to rely on and associate themselves with these
vendor-specific social networks, market vendors become invested in, and connected to, the market as a
gathering place curated with them in mind (Gerbasi, 2006).

In sum, the values-driven, socially embedded commerce is an essential feature of the farmers’
market as a community gathering place, lending complexity and meaning to the social capital derived
therein and positioning the market itself as a site of symbolic consumption (Garner & Ayala, 2019;
Hinrichs, 2000; Smithers et al., 2008; Xie et al., 2024). The products bought and sold at the farmers’
market ground social interactions in embodied values and cultural norms, serve as a motivating factor
for attendance and satisfaction, and provide a basis for collective meaning-making and community
identity embodiment. Together, social and transactional work together to construct the product, real and

imagined, of the farmers’ market as a community gathering place.
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Conclusion

“Marketplaces manifest people’s purposes and perceptions.” -Morales, 2011, p. 3

In this review, we have explored how the people, place, and products of the farmers’ market
contribute to its function as a community gathering space. We find strong evidence that by providing a
curated built environment primed for social interaction and identity formation, bringing people into
shared space to navigate those salient identities, and offering socially embedded commerce as a tool for
market appeal and group value construction, farmers’ markets build social capital and serve as valuable
assets for community gathering. Farmers’ markets are where the symbolic and the practical intermix,
creating an atmosphere that promotes positive collective meaning-making and offering a lived
experience for vendors and customers that both reflects and constructs the local community.

In Gangé’s vivid terms:

It is out of the rich physical and social soil of the third place of the market, tilled through weekly

interactions and nurtured by the fertilizer of the capitalist market, that the most compelling

aspects of its ideological and practical functions take root and flower in the cracks of concrete

urban sidewalks and supermarket parking lots. (2011, p. 290)

As community gathering places, farmers’ markets pose promising opportunities for economic
development and food systems professionals interested in strengthening their communities across
myriad metrics (2011, p. 12). While perhaps not the “silver bullet” solution for societal well-being they
are sometimes imagined to be, farmers’ markets are curated places for public life, mutual education and
support, identity formation, satisfactions of regard, and importantly, for coexistence, and as such they

are important tools for placemaking, civic engagement, and building social capital for thriving local

communities.
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