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Executive
Summary
The 2019 National Food Hub Survey is the fourth
biennial survey of food hubs in the United States
and the primary source for longitudinal data on
this business sector.
This report was nearing completion in March 2020 and therefore
does not address the impacts of the COVID-19 crisis in detail.
Please see the epilogue, on page 44, for the authors’ reflections
on the role food hubs have played in supporting and enhancing
the resiliency of local and regional food systems throughout the
pandemic. We encourage readers to consider this context as they
read the report, which ofers a unique snapshot of pre-COVID
food hub operations.
This executive summary distills the top-level fndings and themes
from the 2019 National Food Hub Survey report.

1

The food hub sector continues to
thrive and mature.

3

2

Hubs are pursuing social and
environmental goals.

Supporting farm and supplier
viability is important to hubs.

4

Hubs see room for growth,
but challenges remain.
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1

The food hub
sector continues to
thrive and mature.
+ The proportion of hubs over 5 years old has increased since 2013 (Figure 1).

+ Established hubs employ more people (Figure 5) and total paid, full-time employees
have increased overall (Figure 6).

+ Two thirds of hubs were breaking even or better (Page 29).

+ Virtually no hubs reported being denied loans or short-term lines of credit,
although more than half of respondents did not apply for either type of debt
capital (Figure 21).

+ Of the one third of hubs that are highly dependent on grant funding to carry out
their core functions, about two thirds are nonprofts (Figure 16).
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2

Hubs are pursuing social
and environmental goals.
+ Nearly half of hubs track metrics on their social and environmental impact (Page 25).

+ 50% of hubs have some sales to lower-income customers or businesses in
lower-income areas (Figure 23).

+ Hubs are actively engaging their communities in decision making and making
regenerative investments (Figure 26).

+ 54% of food hub management positions were held by women, and 14%
were held by people of color (Page 20).

Executive Summary | Findings of the 2019 National Food Hub Survey
Michigan State University Center for Regional Food Systems & The Wallace Center at Winrock International

7

3

Supporting farm
and supplier viability is
important to hubs.
+ Surveyed food hubs collectively purchased or procured products from
2,861 farms and ranches (Page 22).

+ Hubs reported $31.8 million in purchases in 2018 from small and midsized farms
(Figure 11).

+ 92% of hubs said at least half of their farm and ranch suppliers were small or
midsized (Figure 10).

+ Hubs are focused on the following (Figure 9):
1

Product quality

2

Product consistency

3

Sustainable production methods

4 Price
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4

Hubs see room for growth,
but challenges remain.
+ 82% of hubs say demand for their products and services has grown in the past
two years (Figure 29).

+ Sales to colleges/universities and K–12 food service were up compared to
previous survey data, but direct-to-consumer sales and sales to large supermarkets
were down sharply (Figure 14).

+ Most hubs expected competition to grow, particularly from traditional wholesale
distributors (Figure 31).

+ Meeting buyer pricing requirements is the largest challenge to expanding sales in
institutional markets (Figures 32–34).
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Trends +
Takeaways
Overall, we see several trends and takeaways emerging
from the 2019 National Food Hub Survey data. We
hope these insights are useful for food hub managers
and practitioners and help inform future research.

Sales to institutional markets continue to show great
promise, but growth is uneven across institution type
(Figure 14), despite many common barriers (Figures 32–34).
With mounting interest and investment in hospitals and early care
and education (ECE) centers, we expect to see hubs adapting lessons
and successful practices from other institutional markets, such as
universities and K–12 school food service.

Many hubs are focused primarily on selling fresh produce
and herbs, which account for half of all sales (Figure 13).
At the same time, seasonality of fruits and vegetables is one of the
top three barriers to entering institutional markets (Figures 32–34),
indicating a rising demand for lightly processed produce.

Food hubs have ranked “balancing supply and demand” as
their top challenge across all four surveys (Figure 30).
However, balancing supply and demand is the essential function of
a food hub and encompasses a wide range of activities and factors.
Unpacking the deeper meaning of this phrase is necessary to better
understand specifc operational limitations hubs are facing.
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Introduction

Since 2012, Michigan State University’s Center for Regional Food Systems
and the Wallace Center at Winrock International have conducted the
National Food Hub Survey, the primary source for national longitudinal data
about food hubs.
The 2019 survey builds on results from 2013, 2015, and 2017 to identify trends
in food hub operations, economic growth and viability, social mission, and
opportunities and challenges faced by food hubs nationwide (Colasanti et al., 2018;
Fischer et al., 2013; Hardy et al., 2016).

The 2019 survey contains several signifcant revisions, including new questions on
the role that food hubs play (or do not play) in addressing racial equity in their
communities and barriers to new institutional market opportunities. Overall, the
number of questions in the 2019 survey was cut by two thirds, greatly reducing the time
it took food hubs to complete the survey questionnaire.
The resulting survey report is proportionally shorter than previous reports and focuses
primarily on highlighting new fndings and reconfrming noteworthy trends from
previous surveys. Additional fgures have been provided in Appendix A for readers
wishing to further explore the survey data. Our goal was to create a more streamlined
report format that is useful and accessible to a wider range of current and future food
hub operators, partner organizations, policy makers, funders, and community members.

Findings of the 2019 National Food Hub Survey | Michigan State University Center for Regional Food Systems & The Wallace Center at Winrock International

12

BACKGROUND
The food hub sector is characterized by great diversity in business models, operational
structures, markets, and motives. For the purposes of this survey, we have focused on
hubs that ft a narrower defnition; that is, “businesses or organizations that actively
manage the aggregation, distribution and marketing of source-identifed food products,
primarily from local and regional producers, to strengthen their ability to satisfy
wholesale, retail and institutional demand” (Barham et al., 2012, p. 4). We recognize
that this approach may not describe the full range of food hubs in operation but believe
it captures the core function that the majority of hubs share in common.
This report presents the fndings of the fourth National Food Hub Survey. We estimate
that the survey responses account for approximately a ffth of all active food hubs in
the United States (Wallace Center at Winrock International, 2019). Despite a small
overlap in respondents across the four surveys, we continue to see stability in the data
and fndings. The combined surveys show many food hubs successfully adapting to
meet marketing opportunities while facing many of the same operational challenges
and limitations. Although hubs have demonstrated longevity and fnancial viability,
there are still many questions remaining about the potential impact of food hubs on
community health, economic opportunity, and racial equity.

CH ANGES TO TH E 201 9 SU RV E Y
As with past surveys, we have adjusted the 2019 survey tool to improve data collection.
Although changes to the 2013, 2015, and 2017 surveys were made sparingly to ensure
robust comparisons across longitudinal data, this year we have taken a more sweeping
approach to revisions based on input from survey participants, food hub managers, and
other experts in the feld. This section will explain these new changes to the survey and
provide our rationale.

The survey questionnaire was reduced from 118
questions in 2017 to less than 40 questions in 2019.
The most noticeable change to the 2019 survey is that it is signifcantly shorter than
previous iterations. In fact, the 2019 survey questionnaire was reduced from 118
questions in 2017 to less than 40 questions in 2019. This reduced the time it takes hubs
to complete the survey from two or three hours to less than an hour. We accomplished
this by frst eliminating questions that showed very little change across the previous
three surveys. We then simplifed and streamlined the fnancial section, noting that
the Wallace Center’s (2019) food hub fnancial benchmarking study is available for
those interested in taking a deeper dive on food hub fnancials. Finally, we removed
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any questions that were seen as nonessential to understanding the core activities of
food hubs. The shortened survey is designed to alleviate widespread survey fatigue and
encourage participation, particularly among smaller, newly established food hubs that
may have limited capacity.
Despite concerted eforts to reduce the survey size, several additions were made
to the 2019 survey to follow current interests and trends: new questions related to
institutional markets, the inclusion of ECE settings in previously asked questions, and a
question that asks hubs about the criteria used to evaluate vendors and suppliers. Four
new questions that ask how food hubs measure social and environmental impact were
also added through a partnership with Cornell University’s Small Farms Program. A
more detailed analysis of those questions will be reported in a separate publication by
Cornell University in 2020.
Other substantial changes to the 2019 survey were strongly infuenced by the Racial
Equity Implementation Guide for Food Hubs by Jones and colleagues (2018). In a series
of conversations with that publication’s authors, the survey team was challenged
to rethink the National Food Hub Survey through an equity lens and leverage this
important research tool to drive new learning and leading-edge practices in the food
hub feld. Acknowledging that the 2019 survey team was composed of four white
men, we convened a diverse virtual listening session with food hub practitioners and
academics from across the country in November 2018 to inform new approaches to
the survey. Nine food hub experts, including hub managers, food system academics,
and advocates, participated in the 90-minute session. Our conversation yielded many
important insights and observations about the limitations and potential opportunities
to improve the National Food Hub Survey.
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This project began in response to a webinar presentation
of the “Findings of the 2015 National Food Hub Survey.” We
were struck by the relatively low percentage of food hubs
reporting that “addressing racial disparities through access
to healthy food” and “increasing minority producers’/
suppliers’ access to markets” were “strongly related” to
their mission and/or daily operations. Conversations with
funders and food hub operators revealed that while many
hubs generally shared a commitment to diversity and racial
equity, they also struggled with how to translate those
values into their daily operational decisions and activities.

remains to be done to plumb the collective expertise and wisdom
of those who have been engaging in this work over the years, and
to formulate new equity strategies.

deepen their integration of racial equity into their business
model, organizational culture, and community impacts.
We are indebted to the leadership and fnancial support
of the Surdna Foundation, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, and
Race Forward (previously the Center for Social Inclusion).
An invitation from the Sustainable Agriculture & Food
Systems Funders (SAFSF) to participate in their 2017 annual
convening made it possible to receive feedback from a
large audience on an early draft of the framework. The
standing room only audience size and subsequent requests
for the fnished report confrmed the need for this work.
Most importantly, the work of this guide was heavily
informed by input from a dozen individuals who have
largely been deeply engaged in the work of food
aggregation and distribution that beneft producers of
color. The project began with a focus on the question of
how to motivate food hubs in the American South to act
on the question of racial equity. Consequently, the majority
of our content experts were based in that region. We
also invited the expertise of Corbin Hill Food Project and
Common Market, located in New York City and Philadelphia
respectively, because of their deep experience working
with farmers of color and food hub operations.

have limited the roles of producers and suppliers of color.

2

This guide is the result of deep collaborations - including the
sharing of resources, expertise, and relationships. Much work

Conversational partners quickly ofered to fund this
project to explore ways to help food hub operators and
leaders begin these critical conversations and, hopefully,

While many of them may not have historically called
themselves “food hubs,” these individuals and organizations
have engaged in aggregation and distribution practices that
speak to a long history of self-sustaining strategies made
necessary by an exclusionary conventional food system that

Supported by

Racial equity lies at the heart of their business models and we were
fortunate to beneft from their insights.

Bottom Row: (left to right): Simran Noor, REIG project team and Race
Forward (formerly Center for Social Inclusion); Alsie Parks, REIG Project
Team (New Orleans, LA); Mayksha Tolbert, Surdna Foundation (New
York, NY); Tamara Jones, REIG Project Team and Southeastern African
American Farmers Organic Network (Decatur, GA).
Second Row: (left to right): Philip Barker, Operation Spring Plant
(Oxford NC); Savanola “Savi” Horne, Land Loss Prevention Project
(Durham, NC); Amber Bell, Southwest Georgia Project; Dara Cooper,
REIG Project Team and National Black Food & Justice Alliance; Deidre
Hunt, American Indian Mothers Inc. (Shannon, NC); Beverly CollinsHall, American Indian Mothers Inc. (Shannon, NC).
Third Row: (left to right): Dorathy Barker, Operation Spring Plant
(Oxford NC); Dennis Derryck, Corbin Hill Food Project (New York);
Hannah Jo King, Common Market (Philadelphia, PA).
Fourth Row: (left to right): Charles Sherrod, Southwest Georgia Project
and New Communities Inc.; Shirley Sherrod, Southwest Georgia
Project and New Communities Inc., Albany GA; Daniel Teague, Indian
Springs Co-op (Petal, MS); Ben Burkett, Indian Springs Co-op (Petal, MS).

3

View the Racial Equity Implementation Guide for Food Hubs >
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This feedback led us to make signifcant changes to both
the content and format of the 2019 survey:
+ Eliminating questions that focused on food hub mission statements
and hubs’ alignment with “triple bottom line” business principles.
These questions were seen as superfcial and missing many tangible
actions hubs may be taking. Participants also commented that the triple
bottom line framework is perceived by some communities as a product
of white-centered academic institutions.
+ Adding new questions that ask about food hub ownership, governance,
and community engagement in decision-making processes. These
questions are directly informed by the Racial Equity Implementation
Guide for Food Hubs.
+ Exploring the potential of spatial analysis to see if hubs are truly
located in and serving communities of color.

The listening session also highlighted the challenge of using a quantitative survey tool
to try to answer questions related to a food hub’s role in addressing racial equity. In
response to this feedback, the survey team proposed developing a separate, companion
study that uses qualitative interviews with a smaller sample of food hub practitioners
and scholars to dig deeper on this topic. We encourage interested readers to seek out
the report of this project, Delivering More Than Food: Understanding and Operationalizing Racial
Equity in Food Hubs, published in August 2020 (Rodman-Alvarez et al., 2020).

MSU CENTER FOR REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS

DELIVERING MORE THAN FOOD:
UNDERSTANDING AND
OPERATIONALIZING
RACIAL EQUITY IN
FOOD HUBS
AUGUST 2020

View the Delivering More Than Food:
Understanding and Operationalizing Racial Equity
in Food Hubs Report

Center for Regional Food Systems
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These changes to the 2019 survey represent a necessary evolution of this research that
refects current food hub interests and priorities while striving to maintain the value
and integrity of the longitudinal data set. Additionally, the concurrent qualitative study
will allow a deeper investigation into the role hubs play in advancing racial equity with
more sensitivity than this quantitative survey would permit. In future surveys, the
survey team will fully represent women and people of color who work in the food hub
space. We feel these changes are a meaningful step and needed refresh to ensure this
long-term study uses a pluralistic lens in its treatment of food hubs and partners and
the manner in which data is collected and analyzed.

MET HODOLOGY
The 2019 survey tool was prepared in Qualtrics by the Lansing-based group Public
Sector Consultants (PSC), using the 2017 survey as a template. The Wallace Center
compiled the survey distribution list of United States food hubs using contacts from
the USDA Agricultural Marketing Service Food Hub Directory, and the updated survey
was distributed by email to more than 650 contacts at around 400 food hubs across the
country. The survey remained open for 13 weeks, from July 1 through Sept. 20, 2019. To
foster a greater response rate, two free registrations to the 2020 National Good Food
Network Conference in New Orleans, Louisiana, were also ofered after the survey had
been in the feld a few weeks. Slightly fewer survey responses were recorded in 2019
(109 responses) than in 2017 (131 responses), with a response rate of 22%. Of the 109
responses, 98 were complete and 11 were partial.
After the survey was closed, data was downloaded as a Microsoft Excel fle and PSC
performed routine quality control checks, cleaning the data of any errors or omissions.
CRFS provided PSC with data fles containing 2017, 2015, and 2013 survey results for
comparison across years. PSC then performed analysis of current and past data using
Tableau and Microsoft Excel. The 2019 survey report refers to results from all four
survey years where available. Data from 2013 may not be included in all tables due to
changes in the survey questionnaire over time.
The 2019 survey asked respondents to provide the year their food hub
was established, the hub’s legal status, and its business model. The
operational characteristics of responding hubs show many similarities to
previous years’ data.
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F IND I N G S
S U RVE Y

Operational
Characteristics

To reduce data outliers and narrow the scope of the survey, the frst question
of the 2019 survey asked respondents if their primary function was the
aggregation, distribution, and marketing of source-identifed food products.
Nine respondents (7.6%) answered “no” to this question, which took them out
of the survey.

YEARS IN OPERAT ION
Food hubs responding to the 2019 survey refected a similar age range (82 years) and
distribution as previous surveys and continue to show a maturing sector (see Figure 1).
In 2019, 49% of responses came from hubs that had been in business for 0–5 years and
51% from hubs in business for 6 years or more. We observed a similar response in 2017
but a larger 0–5 year class in both 2015 (63%) and 2013 (62%). In 2019, the average length
of time in business was 9.6 years, with a median of 6 years. This is similar to 2017 and
slightly higher than 2015.
Figure 1. Food Hubs by Years in Operation

The food hub
sector continues
to mature.

2019

18%

31%

2017

19%

29%

(n = 108)

(n = 131)

2015

31%

2013

32%

(n = 149)

(n = 106)

 0-2 years

 3-5 years

24%

13%

31%

9%

32%

19%
30%

 6-10 years

 11-15 years

3%

13%

10%

 16-20 years

11%

5%

8%

5% 5%

8%

4%

11%

 over 20 years
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GEOGRAPH IC LOC AT ION
Figure 2 shows the number and percentage of responding hubs by region. We saw a
very similar geographic distribution of responding hubs in the previous survey, with
the exception of the East South Central region (Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, and
Mississippi), which had more than twice as many respondents in 2017.
Figure 2. Geographic Location of Survey Respondents

As in previous
surveys, most food hub
respondents are located
in coastal regions and
the Midwest.

West North Central
13%

East North Central
19%

Paciﬁc
15%
Mountain
10%

New England

9

16
10

West South Central
5%

14

5

8%

13

Middle Atlantic

18

South Atlantic

21

3

12%

17%

East South Central
3%

LEGAL STRUCT UR E A N D BU SIN E SS M OD E LS
In 2019, the breakdown of the legal structures of responding food hubs (see Figure 3)
was similar to those from the 2017 and 2015 surveys. Types of for-proft legal structures
included limited liability companies (more than half) and S, B, and C corporations.
Cooperative types included producer cooperatives—which accounted for 12 of the 19
responses in this category—and producer-consumer types. In 2019, no responding hubs
were publicly owned, compared to 3% in 2017.
Figure 3. Food Hubs by Legal Structure

 Nonproﬁt | 40%
 For-proﬁt | 36%
 Cooperative | 17%
 No formal legal structure | 5%
 Other | 2%
Publicly Owned | 0%

Note: n = 109.
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As indicated in Figure 4, 39% of 2019 hubs had a business model that was primarily
wholesale; nearly one third had a hybrid model, meaning the hub distributed food both
wholesale and direct to consumer; and 22% were primarily direct to consumer. These
fndings difer from prior surveys, in which the majority of respondents had a hybrid
business model and around one third had wholesale models. The percentage of hubs
with a direct-to-consumer model has remained fairly stable.
Figure 4. Food Hubs by Business Model

The food hub sector
is characterized by a
diversity of business
models and legal
structures.

 Primarily Wholesale | 39%
 Hybrid | 32%
 Primarily Direct to Consumer | 22%
 Other | 7%

Note: n = 109.

EMPLOYEES AND VOLU N T E E R S
In 2019, 88 food hubs indicated that they had at least one paid employee, with one hub
reporting 295 employees. The mean and median number of employees remained largely
consistent across all four surveys (see Figure 5). Food hubs that have been in business
for more than two years had a higher average number of employees than hubs younger
than two years in all of the national food hub surveys.

Older, more established hubs
employ more people.
Paid employees
Total number
Mean

Figure 5. Number of Food Hub Employees
All Hubs

Hubs in Business More Than Two Years

2013

2015

2017

2019

2013

2015

2017

2019

n = 77

n = 130

n = 119

n = 88

n = 53

n = 86

n = 94

n = 73

1,184

2,187

1,887

1,464

1,058

1,675

1,700

1,384

15

17

16

17

20

19

18

19

Food hubs continue to employ a mix of full-time, part-time, and seasonal employees
in both managerial and nonmanagerial roles. Figure 6 shows that more than half of
paid employees at food hubs responding to the 2019 survey were full-time, year-round
nonmanagement staf. This was an increase from the 2017 and 2015 surveys, in which
these employees accounted for 47% and 41% of staf, respectively.
Findings of the 2019 National Food Hub Survey | Michigan State University Center for Regional Food Systems & The Wallace Center at Winrock International
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Figure 6. Food Hub Employees by Type

Paid, full-time, yearround nonmanagement
staf at responding hubs
have increased
in each of the last
three surveys.

 Full-time, year-round, paid nonmanagement employees | 56%
 Full, part-time, or seasonal management | 20%
 Part-time, year-round, paid nonmanagement employees | 14%
 Seasonal, paid nonmanagement employees | 8%
 Other paid sta� | 3%

Note: n = 88

Most of the 2019 responding food hubs had women working in paid positions (see
Figure 7). However, the percentage of female employees reported in 2019 was less than
in 2017 and 2015. The percentage of responding hubs that had people of color working
in paid positions in 2019 also decreased slightly from the 2017 and 2015 surveys. In 2019,
54% of management positions were held by women, and 14% were held by people of color.

Figure 7. Demographic of Food Hub Employees
Female Employees

Employees of Color

2015
(n = 127)

2017
(n = 108)

2019
(n = 88)

2017
(n = 59)

2019
(n = 47)

2017
(n = 88)

Percentage of hubs reporting
employees in this demographic

99%

96%

90%

46%

42%

39%

Proportion of employees among
reporting hubs

8 of 10

6 of 10

4.6 of 10

4 of 10

4 of 10

4 of 10

54% of management positions were held by women,
and 14% were held by people of color.
In 2019, thirty nine food hubs reported unpaid interns, apprentices, and volunteers,
accounting for around 35% of the total reported labor force. Refer to Figure A1
in Appendix A for total, mean, median, and range for the number of interns and
volunteers at responding food hubs.
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BOARDS, OWNER S, A N D SHA R E HOLD E R S
The 2019 survey included new questions about the presence and composition of boards
of directors and owners and/or shareholders at food hubs, as shown in Figure 8 (a&b).
About half of the 109 responding hubs said they had members on a board of directors,
represented mostly by nonproft food hubs. Of the reported 517 board members, 49%
were women and 14% were people of color. Similarly, about half of responding hubs
said they had owners and/or shareholders, represented mostly by for-profts and coops. Of the reported 1,477 owners/shareholders, 12% were women and just 4% were
people of color. Ownership and governance of food hubs are important strategies
toward greater gender and racial equity, supporting future research on this topic.

The 2019 survey included new questions about the
presence and composition of boards of directors and
owners and/or shareholders at food hubs
Figure 8a. Composition of Board Members
Female Board Members

Board Members of Color

49%

14%

(n = 52)

(n = 19)

Note: Total respondents that have a board of directors (n = 59)

Figure 8b. Composition of Owners/Shareholders
Female Owners/Shareholders

Owners/Shareholders of Color

12%

(n = 37)

4%

(n = 14)

Note: Total respondents that have owners/ shareholders (n = 53)
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PRODUCERS AND SU PPLIE R S
In 2019, the average percentage of food hubs’ producers and suppliers that were owned
or operated by women was 36%, and the average percentage owned or operated by
people of color was 18%. These fgures are consistent with 2017 and 2015 fndings. As in
previous surveys, about half of a hub’s producers and suppliers had been in business less
than 10 years.

New in the 2019 survey, hubs were asked to describe
their approach to vetting new producers and suppliers
or evaluating existing ones (Figure 9).
Nearly all respondents (97%) vetted producers based on product quality, and more
than three quarters (78%) did so based on product consistency. Sixty-one percent
vetted suppliers based on environmentally sensitive practices, and just under 60% did
so based on product price. One third said they use other approaches; of those, nearly
half said that producer location was a factor.
Figure 9. Approach to Vetting Producers and Suppliers

Hubs are focused
on product quality,
consistency, sustainable
production, and price.

97%

Product quality
Product consistency

78%

Environmentally sensitive production
and manufacturing practices

61%
58%

Product price
49%

Third-party certiﬁcations
Labor practices and other
equity-based criteria

39%

Whether the business is
women- or minority-owned

18%
34%

Other

Note: n = 67

FARMS AND RANC HE S
In 2019, surveyed food hubs directly purchased or procured products from 2,861 farms
and ranches, with numbers ranging from three to 190 farms and ranches per food hub.
The average number of farms and ranches from which hubs purchased or procured
products was 48, and the median was 38. Of the 62 respondents, 92% said that at least
half of their farm and ranch suppliers are small or midsized (that is, farms having
gross annual sales less than $500,000). Nearly 40% said that all of their farm and ranch
suppliers are small or midsized (see Figure 10).

Findings of the 2019 National Food Hub Survey | Michigan State University Center for Regional Food Systems & The Wallace Center at Winrock International

22

Figure 10. Small or Midsized Farm and Ranch Suppliers

Nearly 40% said that
all of their farm and
ranch suppliers are
small or midsized.

100% of suppliers

39%

Less than 50% of suppliers

24%

8%

90–99% of suppliers

29%

50–89% of suppliers

Note: n = 62

When respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of total sales that were from
food or products from small or midsized farms, responses were similar, with 84%
saying these sales accounted for more than half of their total sales and 31% saying they
accounted for all of them (see Figure 11).
Figure 11. Total Sales of Food/Products from
Small or Midsized Farms

56 food hubs spent more
than $31.8 million on
purchases from small and
midsized farms.

 100% of suppliers | 31%
 90–99% of suppliers | 21%
 50–89% of suppliers | 33%
 Less than 50% of suppliers | 16%
27

Note: n = 58

In total, 56 food hubs spent more than $31.8 million on purchases from small and
midsized farms and ranches, with individual hub purchases ranging from $100 to $6.5
million. The average amount purchased from small and midsized farms and ranches in
2018 was $567,908, and the median was $172,732.
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T YPES OF PRODU C TS SOLD
In 2019, food hubs carried an average of fve product categories. As shown in Figure 12,
the most commonly carried category was fresh produce and herbs, with 91% of hubs
carrying these items. Eggs, meat and poultry, and other processed or value-added food
products were carried by approximately 60% of the hubs.
Figure 12. Percentage of Food Hubs Carrying Products,
by Category

Most hubs supply fresh
produce and herbs.

91%

Fresh produce and herbs
63%

Eggs

63%

Meat and poultry
Other processed or value-added
food products
Milk and other dairy products

59%
47%

Grains, beans, and/or ﬂours

43%
37%

Processed produce and herbs
Baked goods/bread

36%

Coee/tea

23%

Nonfood items

19%
11%

Fish
Alcohol

1%

Note: n = 70

Fresh produce accounts for a large proportion of sales revenue on average. For hubs
selling fresh produce, 53% of average sales revenue comes from that product type.
Additionally, for those selling meat, poultry, and fsh, 17% of average sales revenue
comes from those products. See Figure A3 in Appendix A for additional details.
Figure 13 compares sales by product category as their proportion of a dollar in sales. In
2019, hubs reported a 7% decrease in the proportion of sales of fresh produce and herbs
sold between 2015 and 2019 and an 8% increase in the amount of processed produce
and herbs sold during that same time frame.
Figure 13. Total Food Hub Sales as Percentage of a Dollar,
by Product Category

Processed produce
is increasing as a
percentage of sales.

 Fresh produce and herbs
2019

2017

51½

53½

15½

5½ 3½ 12½

13½

11½

5½ 2½

14½

16½

 Meat, poultry, and ﬁsh
 Milk and other
dairy products
 Eggs
 Processed produce and herbs

2015

58½

18½

5½ 4½ 4½

11½

 Other

Note: Percents expressed as cents in a dollar.
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F IND I N G S
S U RVE Y

Finances
For the 2019 survey, respondents were asked to provide fnancial
information for calendar year 2018 and to estimate that information if actual
dollar amounts were unknown. The fnancial information provided included
gross revenue and operating expenses. Hubs were also asked about their
accounting practices and loan readiness. The general fnancial picture for
responding food hubs in 2019 is similar to previous national surveys.

GROSS REVENUE
In 2019, 73 hubs reported more than $207 million in combined total revenue, with an
average revenue of $2.8 million (ranging from –$3,000 to $100 million). The 2019 median
revenue of $495,000 was higher than in both 2017 ($489,000) and 2015 ($351,000). Total
combined revenue has decreased from $235 million in 2017 and $371 million in 2015.
Complete data for revenue by category for these three survey years can be found in
Figure A4 in Appendix A.
When broken down into dollar amount categories, gross revenue reported by
responding food hubs in all four years of the survey remained fairly consistent. In 2019,
19% of food hubs reported total revenue less than $100,000, 23% reported between
$200,001 and $500,000, 26% reported between $500,001 and $2 million, 15% reported
between $2,000,001 and $7 million, and less than 10% reported revenue of more than
$7 million each year. Across all years of the survey, a large percentage (34% in 2019)
of hubs reported sales greater than $1 million; however, the majority (66% in 2019)
reported sales of $1 million or less. This data is provided in Figure A5 in Appendix A.
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SALES REVENUE
In 2019, 74 hubs reported more than $174 million in combined revenue from product
sales, an average of $2.4 million per hub. Median sales were $300,000. In 2017, the
average gross sales revenue reported was $2.3 million; in 2015, it was $3.1 million.
After reporting total sales revenue, food hubs were asked to break down this
information by customer category. The average percentage of total gross sales by
customer type was signifcantly lower in the direct-to-consumer, large supermarket
or supercenter, and distributor categories than in past years, though the percentages
had remained fairly consistent across time (see Figure 14). Of particular note was the
45% decrease in average percentage of total gross direct-to-consumer sales revenue
from 2017 to 2019. The customer category showing the largest increase in 2019 over
past years was colleges and universities. Only sales to restaurants, caterers, bakeries,
and corporate caterers remained fairly consistent across all four years, although that
category shows a slight annual decrease since 2013. ECE centers were added as a new
customer type on the 2019 survey, and 2% of responding hubs’ total gross sales were to
these centers.
Figure 14. Average Percentage of Total Gross Sales by
Customer Type by Year
Direct to
consumer

2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 58)
2015* (n = 85)
2013* (n = 65)

Large supermarkets or
supercenters

2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 23)
2015 (n = 23)
2013 (n = 21)

Restaurants, caterers, bakeries,
and corporate caterers

2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 72)
2015 (n = 65)
2013 (n = 46)

Distributors

2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 37)
2015 (n = 29)
2013 (n = 19)

K–12 school food service

Small, local, or regional
supermarket chains,
independent grocery stores,
corner stores, and bodegas

2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 36)
2015 (n = 33)
2013 (n = 28)
2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 38)
2015 (n = 56)
2013 (n = 31)

10%
55%
58%
60%
17%
31%
30%
29%
26%
29%
30%
33%

Colleges/universities

Hospitals

7%
18%
24%

Food processors

18%
18%
11%
20%

2019 (n = 50)
2017 (n = 22)
2015 (n = 31)
2013 (n = 21)

16%
8%
9%
9%

2019 (n = 50) 3%
2017 (n = 22)
8%
2015 (n = 21)
5%
2013 (n = 17)
7%
2019 (n = 50) 2%
2017 (n = 22) 4%
2015 (n = 14) 3%
2013 (n = 12)

Nursing homes, retirement
facilities, or adult care

2019 (n = 50) 1%
2017 (n = 10) 4%
2015 (n = 10)
7%

Pre–K food service

2019 (n = 50) 1%
2017 (n = 10) 2%
2015 (n = 7)
5%
2013 (n = 5)
7%

15%

11%
9%
10%
23%
14%

ECE centers

2019 (n = 50) 2%

Direct-to-consumer sales have decreased, and sales to
colleges and universities show growth.
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NON-SALES REVE N U E
About half of responding hubs (46%) reported non-sales revenue of some kind, shown
in Figure 15. Of the hubs reporting this type of revenue, 44% received it from federal
government funding, 36% from foundation grants, and 34% from other services and/or
operations provided by the hub. Nearly 20% reported revenue from a source not listed,
including a distribution contract, mobile market funding, a private funder, delivery fees
and fuel surcharges, residential property rental, events, and equipment sales.
Figure 15. Non-sales Revenue Sources

Federal funding and
foundation grants
remain the largest
source of non-sales
revenue for food hub
respondents.

Federal government funding

44%

Foundation grants

36%

Other services and/or
operations provided by the hub

34%

Donations from individuals

22%

State government funding

22%
16%

Membership fees
Local government funding

14%

Donations from businesses/organizations

12%

In-kind support

12%

Renting space to other businesses

10%

Commissions or broker fees
not accounted for in product sales

10%

Income from other programs
of the organization
Other

4%
18%

Note: n = 50

Of the food hubs reporting non-sales revenue, 62% received foundation, federal, or
state funding. This percentage has increased slightly from 59% in 2017 and 54% in
2015. Figure A6 shows this percentage broken down by the hubs’ legal structures in
Appendix A.
Food hubs were asked how dependent they were on public and/or private grant funding
to carry out their core functions. In 2019, responses were split fairly evenly—34% said
they were highly dependent, 31% said somewhat dependent, and 34% said not at all
dependent on grant funding. These results were similar to 2017 (see Figure 16).
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Figure 16. Food Hub Dependence on Grant Funding by Year

One third of hubs are
highly dependent on
grant funding; 62% of
them are nonprofts.

2019 (n = 67)

34%
34%

31%
31%

34%
34%

2017 (n = 97)

36%

29%
29%

35%
35%

2015 (n = 111)
2013 (n = 188)

15%
17%
15%
17%

 Highly dependent

40%
32%
40%
32%

 Somewhat dependent

45%
51%
51%
%
45

 Not at all dependent

Of the food hubs that reported being highly dependent on grant funding, 62% were
nonprofts. Responses demonstrate that as hubs of all business models become more
established, they may become less dependent on grant funding. Of the 12 responding
food hubs that had been in business for less than two years, half were highly dependent
on grant funding and one quarter were somewhat dependent. However, more than
a third (36%) of hubs in operation for more than two years said they were not at all
dependent on grant funding. This seems to confrm the beneft of early-stage capital
investment in the form of grants to help establish and stabilize hubs. See Figure A7 in
Appendix A for complete fndings.
New in the 2019 survey, respondents were asked whether they anticipated their
dependence on grant funding to increase, decrease, or stay the same over the next two
years. More than half (54%) expected their dependency on grant funding to stay the
same, 16% expected it to increase, and 30% expected it to decrease (see Figure 17).
Figure 17. Anticipated Change in Grant Funding Dependency

Only 16% of
respondents anticipate
an increase dependence
on grant funding.

Increase
16%

Stay the same
54%
Decrease
30%
Note: n = 69
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OPERAT ING EXPE N SE S
Food hubs responding to the 2019 survey reported an average of approximately $1.5
million in operating expenses for calendar year 2018 (see Figure A8 in Appendix A).
These expenses ranged from $2,390 to $11.7 million and had a median cost of $522,241.
Average expenses were higher than 2017 but down from 2013 and 2015. Median
expenses are higher in 2019 than in all three previous survey years.

Nearly all responding foods hubs’ expenses fall into
two categories:
1.

food and/or product purchases from producers
and suppliers

2.

employee salary and benefts.

In 2019, product purchases accounted for 60% of total expenses for hubs reporting
expenses in that category, and payroll expenses accounted for 24% of total expenses
for hubs reporting expenses in that category. These percentages have remained fairly
consistent across the years. The survey asked about 13 other categories of expenses,
which ranged from 0% to 2%. (See Figure A9 in Appendix A.)

OPERAT ING EFFI C IE N CY
An operating expense ratio (OER) is a common measure of a business’s fnancial health.
It is calculated by dividing total operating expenses by total gross revenue. When a
business is covering all of its expenses with total gross revenue, the OER will be equal
to 1.00. If the OER is greater than 1.00, the business has expenses in excess of revenue
and, therefore, a negative proft margin. Conversely, if the OER is less than 1.00, the
business has a positive proft margin. In 2019, about two thirds of hubs were breaking
even or better, which is very similar to the 2017 survey.
As shown in Figure 18, food hubs responding to the 2019 survey had OERs ranging from
0.02 to 9.76. The 2019 average OER was 1.10 and the median was 0.96. Figures 19 and 20
provide this information by legal structure, business model, and years in operation.
For further reading, the 2019 food hub benchmarking study (Wallace Center at Winrock
International, 2019) ofers deeper analysis of food hub fnancials that provide additional
insights into the factors that infuence OER.
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Figure 18. OER by Year

In 2019, about two
thirds of hubs were
breaking even or better,
which is very similar to
the 2017 survey.

2013

2015

2017

2019

77

86

78

59

Mean

1.09

0.88

1.13

1.10

Median

1.00

0.94

0.97

0.96

Range

0.04–6.79

0.01–3.10

0.06–7.18

0.02–9.76

n

Figure 19. OER by Legal Structure and Business Model
2015

2017

2019

n

Mean

Median

Range

n

Mean

Median

Range

n

Mean

Median

Range

29

1.00

0.90

0.17–
3.10

34

1.26

1.01

0.15–
7.18

17

0.93

1.00

0.51–
1.21

22

0.74

0.88

0.04–
1.21

14

0.61

0.45

0.15–
1.18

8

0.67

0.74

0.02
–1.09

32

0.92

0.98

0.01–
1.53

27

1.29

0.97

0.19–
6.67

31

0.97

0.93

0.37–
1.50

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

5.56

5.56

1.35–
9.76

28

0.82

0.94

0.01–
1.53

26

1.13

0.93

0.15–
7.18

28

1.25

0.93

0.12–
9.76

43

0.92

0.92

0.04–
3.10

41

1.21

0.99

0.06–
6.67

16

0.94

1.00

0.02–
1.43

15

0.89

0.92

0.18–
2.66

11

0.82

0.92

0.15–
1.31

11

1.01

0.96

0.61–
1.50

Legal Structure
Nonproft
Cooperative
For-proft

No formal legal structure
Business Model
Wholesale
Hybrid
Direct to consumer

Figure 20. OER by Years in Operation
2015

2017

2019

n

Mean

Median

Range

n

Mean

Median

Range

n

Mean

Median

Range

0

27

0.99

0.82

0.27–
3.10

17

1.44

0.97

0.15–
7.18

7

0.82

1.00

0.02–
1.35

3–5 years

25

0.89

0.98

0.18–
1.53

23

1.16

0.99

0.16–
5.41

20

1.52

0.95

0.61–
9.76

6–10 years

17

0.83

0.94

0.01–
1.50

25

1.03

0.92

0.15–
6.67

15

0.85

0.92

0.12–
1.04

11–15 years

4

1.00

0.99

0.96–
1.06

5

1.14

0.99

0.84–
1.57

11

0.94

0.96

0.31–
1.19

16–20 years

4

0.77

0.95

0.17–
0.99

2

0.57

0.57

Not
reported

3

1.10

1.09

0.99–
1.21

More than 20 years

9

0.66

0.83

0.04–
1.00

6

0.71

0.77

0.06–
1.01

3

0.80

0.85

0.48–
1.06
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ACCOUNT ING PRAC T IC E S A N D LOA N R E A D IN E SS
Nearly one third (32%) of responding hubs identifed access to capital as one of their
top three challenges in 2019. This is up from 27% in 2017 and 29% in 2015. Figure 21
shows that in 2019, more than half (54%) of hubs did not apply for long-term debt
capital or loans and 45% applied for and received them. Only one responding hub
applied for but did not receive long-term debt capital or loans. In addition to asking
about these items, the 2019 survey also asked if hubs had used short-term lines of credit
(LOCs) in the past two years. Nearly two thirds (63%) had not applied for short-term
LOCs, and more than one third were approved for and had access to them. None of the
food hubs surveyed were denied short-term LOCs.
Figure 21. Access to Debt Capital

Among hubs that applied
for loans or short-term
lines of credit, virtually
none were denied.

Did not apply for loans
or other debt capital

54%

Applied for and received loans
and other debt capital
Denied loans and other debt capital

45%
1%
63%

Did not apply for short-term LOCs
Have access to short-term LOCs

37%

Note: n = 67 for long-term debt capital or loans; n = 65 for short-term LOCs.

VALUES AND MISSION
To allow for comparison of results across time, the majority of the 2019 survey
questions were consistent with past iterations. However, some new questions were
added regarding equity, environment, and the community. This section of the 2019
survey examined food hubs’ social and environmental missions and roles in creating
healthier, more equitable communities.

LOCAT ION OF SU PPLY IN G FA R M S A N D R A N C HE S
In 2019, responding food hubs purchased or procured nearly 40% of their products
solely from rural farms and ranches. Many reported that none of the farms and
ranches from which they obtained product were located within the borders of a large
metropolitan city (69%), in other urban areas (84%), or in suburban areas (63%). Figure
A10 in Appendix A shows that the average percentage of farms and ranches located in
rural areas supplying food hubs was 73%, down from 86% in 2017.
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LOW-INCOME AN D LOW-ACC E SS COM M U N IT IE S
The USDA Economic Research Service created a food access research atlas that shows
areas of low income and low food access. Using that map, food hubs were asked to
indicate whether they were located in a low-income and low-access community. More
than half (51%) were located in such a community (see Figure 22).
Figure 22. Food Hubs Located in Low-Income and
Low-Access Communities

More than half of
responding food hubs
are located in lowincome, low-access
communities.

Don’t know
7%

Yes
51%

No
41%

Note: n = 109

Food hubs were also asked to estimate the percentage of total sales that were to lowincome customers or businesses in low-income areas. Among the 55 food hubs that
said at least some percentage of total sales were to these customers and businesses, the
percentage of these sales ranged from 1% to 100%, with an average of 37%. Figure 23
shows that the percentage of sales to these customers and businesses is 20% or less for
almost half (49%) of the food hubs.
FIGURE 23. Percentage of Sales to Low-Income Customers
or Businesses in Low-Income Areas

Percent of sales
to low-income
consumers or
businesses in lowincome communities
varies widely.

10% or less

27%

11–20%

22%

21–30%

5%

31–40%

7%

41–50%

9%

51–60%

5%

61–70%

5%

71–80%
81–90%

7%
2%
9%

91–100%
Note: n = 55
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Food hubs were then asked what percentage of their low-income sales was made to
specifc markets. As indicated in Figure 24, two thirds make these sales directly to
consumers, and half make these sales to the pre-K food service market.
Figure 24. Sales to Low-Income Customers or Businesses in
Low-Income Areas by Market

Pre-K food service
is the second
largest market for
hubs to reach lowincome customers.

Direct to consumer

27%
50%

Pre-K food service
Large supermarkets or supercenters

45%

K–12 school food service

42%

Nursing homes, retirement
facilities, or adult care

38%
37%

ECE centers
Small, local, or regional supermarket
chains, independent grocery stores,
corner stores, and bodegas

35%

Distributors

28%

Restaurants, caterers, bakeries,
and corporate caterers
Colleges/universities
Food processors
Hospitals

20%
12%
11%
10%
36%

Other
Note: n = 54

Another indication that food hubs are serving low-income customers is the acceptance
of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefts. Of the responding food
hubs (109), 13 hubs redeemed $97,855 in SNAP benefts in amounts ranging from $205 to
$40,000. The average beneft redeemed was $7,527, with a median of $2,963.

COMMUNITY RACE A N D E T HN IC IT Y
New in the 2019 survey, respondents were asked what best described the racial or
ethnic makeup of the community in which their food hub was located. Food hubs could
select multiple responses to this question to obtain the most accurate picture of their
community. Figure 25 shows that nearly three quarters of these communities include
white people, one third includes Black or African American people, and 29% describe
the racial or ethical makeup of their community as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin.
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Figure 25. Race and Ethnicity of Communities Where Food
Hubs Are Located

Respondents were
asked what best
described the
racial or ethnic
makeup of the
community in
which their food
hub was located

White

73%
33%

Black or African American

29%

Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin
14%

Asian
American Indian or Alaska Native

8%

Native Hawaiian or other Paciﬁc Islander

6%

Middle Eastern or North African

6%

Some other race, ethnicity, or origin

5%

Unknown

6%
3%

Prefer not to respond

Note: n = 109

COMMUNITY RELAT ION SHIPS
Also new in the 2019 survey, food hubs were asked if their community plays some
active role in their decision-making process or governance and whether the hub makes
regenerative investments in the community. Both questions are directly informed
by proposed strategies in the Racial Equity Implementation Guide for Food Hubs
(Jones et al., 2018). More than a third (35%) of responding hubs said the surrounding
community plays an active role in the food hub’s decision-making process, and 44%
make regenerative investments in their community to contribute to its economic, social,
political, and/or cultural betterment (see Figure 26).
Figure 26. Food Hubs’ Community Relationships

These strategies are
described in the
Racial Equity
Implementation
Guide for Food
Hubs.
Community plays a role in
decision-making process

Regenerative
investments made

 Yes | 35%
 No | 60%
 Don’t know | 6%

 Yes | 44%
 No | 51%
 Don’t know | 5%

Note: n = 109
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MEAS UREMENT O F N ON FIN A N C IA L M ISSION GOA LS
The 2019 survey added four new questions on measuring nonfnancial mission goals
through a research partnership with Cornell University’s Small Farms Programs. In 2019,
42% of responding hubs said they track progress toward nonfnancial mission goals, 46%
said they do not, and 12% said they do not have these goals. These responses difered
from the 2017 survey, in which 54% said they recorded social and environmentalmetrics
and 37% did not.

Nearly half of hubs use metrics to track progress toward
social and environmental goals.
A total of 43 food hubs provided information on what metrics they track. Of those,
70% track purchases from beginning and small- to midsized farms, 63% track sales or
donations to charitable food providers, and 53% track total purchases from women- or
minority-owned farms and food businesses, as well as farms and food businesses using
environmentally sensitive practices. Between 12% and 47% track other metrics (see Figure 27).
Figure 27. Metrics Collected by Food Hubs to Evaluate
Nonfnancial Mission Goals

Farm metrics
and charitable
food sales and
donations are the
most common
nonfnancial
metrics.

Total purchases from beginning
and small- to midsize farms

70%

Sales or donations to
charitable food providers

63%

Total purchases from women- or minorityowned farms and food businesses
Total purchases from farms or food businesses
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53%

Sales or subsidy to low-income customers

47%
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42%
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42%
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35%
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33%
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30%

Demographics of food hub
management and ownership

28%
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23%
21%
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Other

16%
12%
19%
Note: n = 43
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Responding food hubs then chose the eight metrics they would prioritize over the next
three years if they had the necessary time, tools, and resources. The metric ranked
highest by approximately one third (34%) of the food hubs was total purchases from
beginning and small- to midsized farms, followed by total purchases from women- or
minority-owned farms and food businesses (21%), and then total purchases from farms
or food businesses using environmentally sensitive practices (11%) and community
economic impact (11%; see Figure A11 in Appendix A). These four metrics also received
the most overall responses in the top eight rankings, with 87%, 84%, 76%, and 84%,
respectively. Other metrics receiving more than half of overall responses in the top eight
included sales to business and institutions in low-income communities (71%), sales
or subsidy to low-income customers (55%), and sales or donations to charitable food
providers (53%).
The survey also asked food hubs about the tools, software, and/or platforms they use to
track and assess nonfnancial mission goal metrics; most used Excel and/or QuickBooks.
Other tools mentioned included Google Drive and Local Food Marketplace, along with
a variety of other accounting and enterprise resource planning software. The full list
of responses is available in Appendix B. A deeper analysis of these questions will be
reported in detail in a separate publication by Cornell University in 2020.
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Growth
Opportunities,
Challenges, and Barriers

S U RVE Y

F IND I N G S

OPPORT UNITIES FOR GR OW T H
Outlook for market growth was generally optimistic in 2019. Between 40% and 84% of
food hubs said they would be entering or increasing their share in a variety of markets
over the next two years. As illustrated in Figure 28, the markets with the largest
predicted increase are restaurants, caterers, or bakeries and small retailers, with 84%
of responding hubs saying they planned to enter or increase their share in each of these
markets. More than 70% planned to enter or expand their share in the K–12 school
food service and college and university markets. Very few food hubs were planning to
exit or decrease shares in any of the markets. Note, however, that the responses in the
following sections refect the pre-COVID-19 market landscape for food hubs.
Figure 28. Two-Year Market Intentions

Most respondents
have intentions
to expand their
markets.

Restaurants, caterers, or bakeries (n = 65)

9%

Small retailers (n = 65)

75%
62%

22%

K–12 school food service (n = 65)

Nursing homes, retirement facilities,
or adult care (n = 63)

24%

ECE centers (n = 63)

24%

Large retailers (n = 65)

11%

3%2%

33%

30%

17%

6% 2%

50%

17%

27%

25%
29%

3%
3%

24%

12%

22%
29%

64%

Hospitals (n = 66)

Pre-K food service (n = 60)

5% 2%

50%

21%

Direct to consumer (n = 64) 6%
Food processors (n = 64)

5%

55%

17%

Colleges/universities (n = 66)

6% 9%

3%

22%
28%

33%
46%
49%

5%

53%

5% 2%
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 Enter this market
 Increase share in this market
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Note: n varies by market; each category may equal more than
100% due to rounding within categories.

 Exit this market
 Not serving this market now or in the next two years
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When only responses by hybrid hubs are considered, the markets with the largest
predicted increase are K–12 school food service (90%), direct to consumer (85%), and
restaurants, caterers, or bakeries (80%).
When only responses by wholesale hubs are considered, the markets with the
largest predicted increase are small retailers (96%), colleges/universities (93%), and
restaurants, caterers, or bakeries (92%). See Figures A12 and A13 in Appendix A for a
full breakdown of these responses by hub type.

PERCEIVED CURR E N T A N D FU T U R E GR OW T H
In 2019, 82% of responding hubs said demand for their products and services had
grown in the past two years. This is down slightly from 84% in 2017 and 92% in 2015.
Of hubs that experienced growth, half said demand had grown a lot and one third
said it had grown a little. Again, these numbers are similar to but slightly lower than
numbers from 2015 and 2017, as shown in Figure 29. In 2019, 5% of responding hubs
said that demand for products or services had shrunk signifcantly in the past two
years, whereas no food hubs responded that way in 2015 or 2017.
Figure 29. Perceived Change in Demand for Products
and Services over Two-Year Period

Outlook for
market growth
was generally
optimistic in 2019.

66%

50%

60%

52%

32% 32%
26%

9%

11%
4%

Grown a lot
 2019 (n = 66)

Grown a little

Stayed basically
the same

 2017 (n = 93)

5%

5%

4%

Shrunk a little

5%

Shrunk a lot

 2015 (n = 106)

In addition to describing perceived current change, hubs were also asked to predict
future change; 91% of hubs said they expected demand to grow a little or a lot,
compared with 94% in 2017 and 98% in 2015 (see Figure A14 in Appendix A). The
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on demand remains to be seen.
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TOP CHALLENGES
Hubs were also asked about their top challenges overall. In 2019, 77% of responding
food hubs chose balancing supply and demand as one of their top fve overall
challenges, with 30% choosing this as their greatest challenge. Balancing supply and
demand has consistently been the top challenge since the 2013 survey. The other
challenges chosen by at least half of the responding hubs were managing growth and
negotiating prices with producers and/or customers (see Figure 30).
Figure 30. Top Challenges for Food Hubs in 2019
30%
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11%
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Note: n = 66

Figure A15 in Appendix A shows the percentage of food hubs who placed each
challenge in their top three challenges for all four survey years.
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COMPETITION
Just as most food hubs predicted that demand for their products and services will
continue to grow, they also predicted that competition for customers will increase
over the next two years (see Figure A16 in Appendix A). Responding hubs expected
the most competition from traditional wholesale distributors that are developing local
programs. As illustrated in Figure 31, more than three quarters consider distributors as
competition. Nearly two thirds perceived farmers selling wholesale as future competition.
Figure 31. Perceived Competition by Distributor Type
Lorem ipsum

Traditional wholesale distributors
developing local programs

44%

25%

Farmers selling wholesale directly
Other food hubs

5%

Online delivery or subscription services
Community Supported Agriculture
(CSA) programs
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22%

17%
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14%
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Note: n = 63

OTH ER BARRIERS TO GR OW T H
New in the 2019 survey, food hubs were asked about barriers to growth in specifc
markets. These included institutional markets (colleges, universities, and hospitals),
the K–12 school food service market, and the ECE center or pre-K food service
market. The top challenges in all three of these markets were meeting buyer pricing
requirements, meeting product volume needs, and struggling with the seasonality of
fruits and vegetables.

COLLEGES, UNIVE R SIT IE S, A N D HOSPITA LS
As indicated in Figure 32, three quarters of responding food hubs selected meeting
buyer pricing requirements as one of their top fve barriers to entering or increasing
shares in the college/university and/or hospital market, with one quarter choosing it as
the top barrier. Other barriers in these markets included difculty becoming a preferred
vendor and meeting product volume needs. (See Figure A17 in Appendix A for a full list
of barriers into this market.)
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Figure 32. Top Barriers to Expansion into the College/
University and Hospital Market
Meeting buyer pricing requirements
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Difculty acquiring preferred vendor status suggests there are
structural barriers to entering these institutional markets.
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K–12 S CH OOL FOOD SE RV IC E
As indicated in Figure 33, three quarters of responding hubs said meeting buyer price
requirements was one of their top fve barriers to entering or increasing shares in
the K–12 school food service market, with 32% of respondents choosing it as the top
barrier. Another top barrier to growth in these markets was the seasonality of fruits
and vegetables, perhaps due to the mismatch between school calendars and production
seasons. (See Figure A18 in Appendix A for a full list of barriers into this market.)
Figure 33. Top Barriers to Expansion into the K–12 School
Food Service Market
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Note: n = 44

Pricing requirements are very important to
K-12 food service buyers.
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EARLY CARE AND E D U C AT ION C E N T E R S A N D PR E - K FO O D
SERVICE MARKET
As indicated in Figure 34, nearly three quarters of responding food hubs selected
the seasonality of fruits and vegetables as one of their top fve barriers to entering or
increasing shares in ECE and pre-K food service markets, with 30% choosing this as
the top barrier. Other top barriers to growth in these markets included meeting buyer
pricing requirements and lack of buyer interest or willingness. (See Figure A19 in
Appendix A for a full list of barriers into this market.)
Figure 34. Top Barriers to Expansion into the ECE and Pre-K
Food Service Market
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Seasonality of fresh fruit and vegetables is a
key limitation to entering these markets.
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EPILOG UE

Food Hubs in the
Era of COVID-19

Since this survey report was written, the COVID-19 pandemic has transformed
almost every aspect of life in the United States. We recognize that it would
be nearly impossible to read the results contained here without refecting on
all that has changed. The coronavirus pandemic has exposed deep faws and
inequities in our conventional food systems, our health-care networks, and our
criminal justice system and forced a painful national reckoning with the deadly
efects of systemic racism on Black, Indigenous, and people of color.
As the devastating human and economic toll of the
coronavirus continues to grow daily, the crisis has also
revealed the resilience and ingenuity of the people living in
our cities, towns, and rural areas.
Beginning in the early days of the pandemic, food
hubs across the country have adapted to meet the
essential needs of their communities. After lockdowns
caused entire segments of the food marketplace to
disappear, hubs that previously focused on serving
restaurants and institutions quickly retooled to
distribute food directly to consumers. Others
leveraged their networks and partnerships with
community-based organizations to ensure that food
did not go to waste and that farmers continued to
have a market for their crops. Food hubs are also
distributing thousands of free food boxes every week
through the USDA Farmers to Food Box program.
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EPILOG UE

Food Hubs in the
Era of COVID-19

As the pandemic caused global supply chains to buckle, leading to national
food shortages, vast amounts of food waste, and volatile prices, many
consumers and food service buyers have looked to local and regional food
systems as a safe and reliable source of essential nutrition.
As we begin planning a 2021 National Food Hub Survey, we are interested in better
understanding the ways in which food hubs enhance and support the resilience of local
and regional food systems. Additionally, we plan to continue exploring the ways that food
hubs are addressing racial equity within their operations and communities. We invite
scholars and practitioners to utilize this 2019 survey report as a snapshot of food hub
activity in pre-COVID-19 times. This report will provide a valuable reference point for
those working on food hub adaptations and operational pivots caused by the pandemic.
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