'How to gather market information

By Zachary D. Lyons

T you are like me, the site of someone

approaching with a clipboard sends
you fleeing, and the phone ringing at
dinnertime spreads fear through your
family. Itis the dreaded survey — the “S-
word” — come calling, and it might as
well be a dental appointment. Giventhe
disdain with which many seem to re-
spond to survey takers, it is no wonder
that when it comes to surveying farm-
. ers market customers, we struggle with
the whole idea.

What if I told you that there is a
method for collecting information on
your market’s customers that is not only
effective, but is also simple and fun, and
your customers will actually want to
participate in it? Called Rapid Market
Assessment, or RMA, it was developed
for farmers markets in 1998 by Oregon
State University’s Larry Lev and Garry
Stephenson. Now it is being used by
farmers markets up and down the West
Coast, in Michigan, New York and Mas-
sachusetts, up north in British Colum-
bia, and as far away as England.

RMA incorporates four basic compo-
nents: customer cownling, information
gathering from customers, outside feed-
back from other markets and regional
market networking. It is designed not
only to provide the individual market
with vital information about itself, but
also as a system of information sharing
between markets. It can be employed
asa “full” RMA, engaging all four com-
ponents, and invaolving the greater re-

gional market community, or it can be
scaled back to just the counting and in-
formation gathering components and
carried out using just market staff and
volunteers,

Counting customers

The customer counting method,
which has been scientifically tested for
accuracy, requires markets to spend only
10 minutes per hour actually counting
customers. Itis set up to allow markets
to count regularly - as often as every
market day — to track customer traffic
without significantly interfering with
regular market chores. Having accurate
customer counts is vital to aftracting the
interest of new vendors as well as com-
munity leaders, assessing the impact of
external special events, market promo-
tions, weather and certain crop seasons,
and determining the level of community
support in raw numbers,

“Before we applied RMA to farmers
markets in 1998, we were shocked by
the lack of data and the inaccuracy of
counts and lack of sales data at mar-
kets,” said Larry Lev. “Most counting
methods were arbitrary.” .

Lev says that, unlike Europe, where
markets are located in areas with sig-
nificant regular pedestrian traffic, U.S.
markets draw people in, so if a person
is walking into the market, it is safe (o
assume in most cases that they are there
to shop at the market. Thus, the RMA
system is designed to count people en-
tering markets through all possible en-
try points in 10-minute per hour snap-
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shats, and then extrapolating from those
snapshots the total number of people
entering the market to shop.

“We learned by comparing normal
market nights with special events that
foot traffic went down during the State
Fair,” said Gail Goebricher of the Os-
wego Farmers Market in Oswego, New
York, “and we learned that foot traffic
went up during the Harbor Festival.”
This kind of information allows vendors
to plan their harvests better, and it al-
lows markets to planactivities and staff-
ing accordingly.

Doing The Dots

The method for collecting customers”
thoughts avoids the whole concept of
what most people think of as a survey
to the degree that markets are trained
not to even use the word “survey” in
relation to it. Instead, it is called, “do-
ing the dots.” Four questions are posted,
one each on four large tripod easelsand
placed strategically in an area with high
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dots” on a question about prices.

Larry Lev, an agricultural economist at Oregon State University, was involved in the development of Rapid Market Assessment,
an information-gathering system that is gaining popularity among fariners markets. Here, he asks market customers to “do the
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and comfortable fow of foot traffic. Under each question are
multipte possible answers. Customers are given four dot
stickers and asked to place one dot on each of the four easels
under the answer to the question that most closely corre-
sponds to how they feel. Lev has found that market custom-
ers asked to “do the dots” do so at a rate of 90 percent or
higher, as opposed to a rate of about 12 percent for standard
long-form clipboard surveys.

“For gathering more general statistical information, espe-
cially consumer-related, doing the dots is the most effective,”
said Jeff Cole, Executive Director of the Federation of Massa-
chusetts Farmers Markets. “Itis easy, colosful, and it creates
an activity that engages market customers in their market,
raising their level of commitment and support. And when
they come back in future weeks and see that their input has
led to positive changes at the market, it makes them feel em-
powered.”

“Alter learning the RMA systemn, we would never use an-
other form of information gathering from our customers,
except perhaps the occasional online survey,” said Melisa
Evangelos, Exceutive Director of the Tacoma Farmers Mar-
ket in Tacoma, Washington. “It is quick and high volume.
We are able to get the opinions of 1,200 to 1,500 people ina
five-hour market. We have used the dots to determine the
demographics of our customers — where they are from, how
much they spend both at the market and at neighboring busi-
nesses, the kinds of products they would like to see at the
market, even market hours and special events they would

like. We use that information to educate downtown mer-
chants, the Chamber, the City and other community leaders,
as well as the media. We learned that less than five percent
of our customers get information about our market from ad-
vertising, so we reassigned much of our advertising budget
to more effective areas.”

The Portltand Farmers Market, which operates four mar-
kets in Portland, Oregon, varies the questions it asks several
times throughout the market season. “We ask about what
products customers want more of, what they would like to
learn from the market, what percentage of their weekly gro-
cery budget they spend at the market and more,” said Senior
Market Manager Hallie Mittleman. While varying the ques-
tions helps them learn more about their customers, Mittleman
also would like to develop a pattern of asking some of the
same questions each year. “Hollywood Farmers Market [also
in Portland] asks many of the same questions every year,”
said Mittleman, “so they can track fluctuations in customer
opinions over time, and compare them to changes at the
market.”

The Full RMA

The Federation of Farmers Markets of New York has been
training its member markets in RMAs since 2003 by organiz-
ing several full RMAs each year, said Federation Director
Diane Eggert. A full RMA incorporates all four RMA com-
ponents. Inaddition to customer counts and doing the dots,
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Rapid Market Assessment » continued from page 7

full RMAs utilize representatives from
other markets, state agriculture and
university extension agents and local
and regional community leaders to ac-
tually do the customer counts and dots
at the target market. Often these out-
side members of the greater farmers
market community gather with the tar-
get market’s staff and board the evening
before the RMA to discuss the plan for
the next day, consider the questions for
the dot easels, and generally network
and get to know each other.

Attheend of the market day; after the
RMA is concluded, these outsiders
gather for a debriefing with market staff
to present feedback and observations of
their own, offering the target market the
benefit of fresh perspectives while al-
fowing the other markets to consider
what they learned that day from the
experience. Later, after the customer
count and dot data are compiled, the
group reconvenes via a conference call
to discuss the results. This expanded
RMA process not only serves to educate
the broader farmers market community,
it serves to strengthen it as well by de-
veloping and reinforcing relationships
between markets. “While our member
markets learn from this process how to
do the counts and dots on their own in
the future,” said Eggert, “the impor-
tance of the outsider observations of the
full RM A process can not be overstated.”

Surprising lessons from the dots

I asked Larry Lev to tell me about
show-stopping lessons learned by max-
kets from doing the dots.

“England’s Winchester Farmers Mar-
ket, one of the UK.’s largest markets,
with 100 vendors and 10,000 customers,
used to only operate one day each
month,” said Lev. “It seems markets in
the UK. move from one community to
the next each week, with most, like Win-
chester, only operating monthly. Ven-
dors worried that if the markets hap-
pened more frequently, sales would not
increase, but the time commitment
would, and that they would end up
stealing customets from other markets,
apparently in the belief that market cus-
tomers traveled from market to market.
When we asked Winchester market cus-

tomers if they would like the market to
operate more often, 90 percent said yes.
It turns out that most of the market’s
customers are local, much like at U.S.
markets, and in the end, when Winches-
ter switched to a biweekly schedule,
sales and foot traffic at each market re-
mained the same, meaning that total
sales at the market in effect doubled.
“Another lesson we are learning at
market after market is the impact they
have on neighboring businesses. Take
the Corvallis [Oregon] Farmers Market,
for instance. Neighboring businesses
were quite resistant to it, fearing it com-
peted with them for parking. But dur-
ing nice weather in the sumimer months,
few people were coming into down-
town Corvallis on weekends. Using
customer counis, we showed that the
market changed that, drawing some
3,500 people there each week. Using the
dots, we showed that they were spend-
ing money at neighboring businesses.”
Larry Lev’s team at Oregon State Uni-
versity has prepared a 21-page docu-
ment called Tools for Rapid Market As-
sessments that provides clear instruc-
tioris for going about staging an RMA.
It is a good read, and can be down-
loaded at http://smallfanms oregonstate.edu/
marketing /publications.php. However, itisa
good idea to have your market staff for-
mally trained in the RMA process, pref-
erably through an full RMA, by an ex-
perienced trainer from your state’s farm-
ers market organization or agriculture
extension service. You can also see
samples of RMA reports at hitp://
smallfarms.oregonstate.edu/publica-
tions/reports.php. o

Zachary D, Lyons is a freelance food and
agriculture writer based in Seattle. He
served as Executive Director of the Wash-
ingfon State Farmers Market Association
fron1 1999-2005, and he served on the board
of the National Association of Farmers Mar-
ket Nutrition Programs.
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