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Abstract 
Social media are transforming communication 
between organizations and their audiences, and 
even changing the organizations themselves. Social 
media’s low cost and low requirements for 
technical skills needed to both use and maintain an 
online presence allow small businesses with limited 
marketing budgets to use the same marketing 
strategies as bigger businesses with large marketing 
budgets. In addition, social media provides 
businesses direct and interactive ways to reach out 
and retain customers. This case study analyzes 
Cedar Park Farmers Market (CPFM)’s use of its 
Facebook page. Using Facebook Graph API 
Explorer, we extracted data regarding posts and 
fans of CPFM’s Facebook page since the page was 

created. We then examined the data to explore the 
social networks, including farmers market 
organizers, vendors, and customers,  within 
CPFM’s Facebook page and how the market used 
its Facebook page, by looking at the Facebook 
page layout, composition of fans, post intensity, 
post ownership, media type, and degree of 
engagement. We found that (1) the market 
organizers, customers, vendors, and local 
communities were all engaged with the CPFM 
Facebook page; (2) the CPFM used Facebook as a 
marketing platform to publish timely information 
(e.g., available products or upcoming events) and 
to reach and retain customers and vendors; and (3) 
the CPFM’s Facebook page functioned as a cyber–
social hub to connect and engage the local 
community. 
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Introduction 
As public concern about the quality of food in the 
conventional and commercial food system grows, 
so does the enthusiasm for local foods (Hinrichs, 
Gillespie, & Feenstra, 2004). The momentum 
behind the local food movement has grown in 
recent years with rising support for, and awareness 
of, local farmers markets, making them increasingly 
popular destinations among food shoppers 
(Kaufman, 2004). The past two decades in partic-
ular have seen a phenomenal growth rate in the 
number of markets in the United States; the num-
ber increased by 364 percent from 1996 to 2013, 
totaling 8,144 markets (USDA, n.d.a).  
 The growth in the number of farmers markets 
also means that market organizers face more 
intense competition for both customers (demand) 
and vendors (supply). Therefore appropriate mar-
keting strategies to recruit and retain both custom-
ers and vendors are key to the success of a farmers 
market. For example, an extension study from 
Nevada (Cowee, Curtis, & Gatzke, 2009) found 
that farmers market organizers have traditionally 
reached their customers and vendors using one-
way, passive communication approaches, such as 
word of mouth, local television, radio, newspaper, 
roadside signs, and websites (Cowee et al., 2009). 
With the emergence of social media, communica-
tion methods between markets, vendors, and cus-
tomers have fundamentally changed as increasing 
numbers of farmers markets adopt social media. 
This study is motivated by the need to understand 
how farmers markets are using Facebook as one 
avenue to establish a social media presence, and 
how Facebook allows farmers markets to interact 
and engage with customers, vendors, and commu-
nities. 
 The inherent attributes of the farmers market 
make social media an ideal marketing tool. Farmers 
market’s products and events change from week to 
week, making timeliness more important in mar-
keting. The interactions within farmers markets are 
not limited to customers and the market; they are 
among the market organizers, customers, and ven-
dors. Most farmers markets are resource-limited 
and cannot afford traditional unidirectional mar-
keting strategies (e.g., radio, television, newspaper). 
Social media require little in the way of special 

skills to build social media sites, and the cost to use 
and maintain a social media site is relatively low 
(Jussila, Kärkkäinen, & Aramo-Immonen, 2014). 
These attributes make social media affordable mar-
keting platforms for small businesses like farmers 
markets.  
 In 2013, the USDA Farmers Market Directory 
Update form was expanded to allow market man-
agers to list their social media tools, such as Face-
book and Twitter, as part of their market commu-
nication tools (in addition to their websites). This 
revealed that Facebook is already a major form of 
social media that farmers markets use, as over 
2,000 markets provided a Facebook link, far more 
than any other form of social media, such as Twit-
ter, Pinterest, FourSquare, or Instagram (USDA, 
n.d.b).  
 Unlike for its personal profiles, Facebook al-
lows people to view posts on an organization’s 
Timeline (previously called the Wall) without log-
ging into their account. The posts on the Facebook 
page, the number of fans a page has, and the ways 
in which people interact on Facebook (e.g., likes, 
comments and shares) are accessible at no cost. 
This provides researchers an opportunity to 
observe who, how, and what people and/or busi-
nesses communicate on Facebook pages in a natu-
ral environment without influencing their behavior 
Using the Cedar Park Farmers Market’s Facebook 
page (CPFM, n.d.) as an example, this study col-
lected all the posts and daily fan counts from the 
date its Facebook page was created until December 
22, 2013. By observing people talking and inter-
acting on CPFM’s Facebook page, this study found 
that farmers markets’ Facebook pages serve multi-
ple purposes. The Facebook page is a marketing 
platform for farmers market’s organizers and ven-
dors to publish timely information about market 
operations, available products, and upcoming 
events, as well as an effective way of reaching and 
retaining customers and vendors through multilat-
eral interaction and engagement. The CPFM’s 
Facebook pages also function as a social hub to 
connect vendors, customers, and the local com-
munity, and as a public bulletin board to share 
resources, ideas, and interests and to provide 
forums to educate, promote healthy living, support 
agriculture, and resolve conflicts.  
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Value of Farmers Market Participation 
in Social Media 
There are many conceptions of what constitutes a 
farmers market. Since 2000, researchers have 
offered different definitions for farmers markets: 
“specialist markets trading in ‘locally produced’ 
products, and food must be sold by the producers” 
(Holloway & Kneafsey, 2000, p. 286); “recurrent 
markets at fixed locations where farm products are 
sold by farmers themselves” (Brown, 2001, p. 658); 
“a common facility or area where multiple farm-
ers/growers gather on a regular recurring basis to 
sell a variety of fresh fruits, vegetables and other 
farm products directly to customers” (Payne, 2002, 
p. 173); and public spaces “where people come to 
buy locally or regionally produced goods and en-
gage in community life on a regular basis (Francis 
& Griffith, 2011, p. 262). Although these authors 
describe farmers markets differently, the defini-
tions have common features, such as direct mar-
keting, the characteristic of being recurring, fresh 
and healthy products, locally grown, and commu-
nity linkages. These concepts of farmers markets 
also reflect the major functions of a farmers mar-
ket: the provision of staple foods (La Trobe, 2001) 
and, more marginally, the consumption of ancillary 
or amenity items (Hergesheimer & Kennedy, 2010; 
Smithers, Lamarche, & Joseph, 2008). As a direct 
marketing channel, vendors and customers interact 
face-to-face in a farmers market. Most of the 
studies regarding the social network in a farmers 
market setting describe this social network as being 
composed of customers, vendors, and the commu-
nity (Abel, Thomson, & Maretzki, 1999; Alia, 
Freedman, Brandt, & Browne, 2013; Gerbasi, 
2006). Each of these groups participates in the 
farmers market and draws value from it.  
 In terms of market participation, factors driv-
ing customers to visit farmers markets include pro-
curing local, fresh and healthy foods (Andreatta & 
Wickliffe, 2002; Guthrie, Guthrie, Lawson, & 
Cameron, 2006; Hinrichs et al., 2004; Hunt, 2007; 
Sadler, Clark, & Gilliland, 2013; Sanderson, 
Gertler, Martz, & Mahabir, 2005) and enjoying the 
shopping experience (Feagan & Morris, 2009; 
Guthrie et al., 2006; La Trobe, 2001; McGrath, 
Sherry, & Heisley, 1993; Sadler et al., 2013). Ven-

dors have both economic and social reasons for 
participating in farmers markets (Hinrichs et al., 
2004; Lyson, Gillespie, & Hilchey, 1995). Griffin 
and Frongillo (2003) indicated that farmers markets 
act as a marketing channel for vendors as well as a 
means to increase profit margin. In addition, schol-
ars (Hunt, 2007; Morris & Buller, 2003) have found 
that vendors report a sense of contribution to the 
local community by participating in farmers mar-
kets. Aside from the major function of providing 
staple foods, the farmers market is a material and 
symbolic space for local communities. It provides a 
sense of security and connects surrounding com-
munities (Hergesheimer & Kennedy, 2010; Madi-
son, 2002). The social benefits of farmers markets 
for local communities include increased social 
vitality (Conner, Colasanti, Ross, & Smalley, 2010), 
reinforcement of local values (Cummings, Kora, & 
Murray, 1999), and provision of space to promote 
social activity and human capital development 
(Brown & Miller, 2008; Farmer, Chancellor, Good-
ing, Shubowitz, & Bryant, 2011). The resurgence of 
farmers markets exemplifies the city landscape as a 
space for leisure, relaxation, and community devel-
opment (Farmer et al., 2011; Oberholtzer & Grow, 
2003).  

Social Media, Facebook, and Their 
Applications for Organizations 
“Social networking” refers to the use of social 
media to turn communication into interactive, 
multidirectional exchanges that create engagement 
and build relationships and communities (Boyd & 
Ellison, 2007). Social networking services such as 
Facebook and Twitter are primarily used to con-
nect communities of individuals who share similar 
interests. People use social media to share and dis-
cuss their daily experiences, socialize with friends, 
receive information, and entertain themselves (He, 
Zha, & Li, 2013; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; 
Keckley & Hoffmann, 2010). In business applica-
tions, social media allow organizations to connect 
with many more people more frequently than using 
phone calls, emails, or meetings allows (Luke, 
2009). The cost for development and support of 
social media has fallen drastically and the technical 
skills required to use social media are low and easily 
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learned. Using social media creates opportunities 
for organizations to communicate directly, quickly, 
and frequently with individual customers, and to 
disseminate information about products and ser-
vices (Palmer & Koenig-Lewis, 2009). As an in-
creasing number of users connect on social net-
works, social media are becoming increasingly used 
by the Internet audience (Khan & Boehmer, 2013). 
One of the major social media platforms in the 
United States, Facebook, was launched on Febru-
ary 4, 2004, and has become one of the most pop-
ular websites in history (Parsons, 2013; Sage, 2013). 
Facebook provides various features including pro-
files, pages, groups, advertising, and email (Face-
book, n.d.a). It enables individual users to present 
themselves in a profile and gather friends who can 
interact on each others’ pages. For businesses, it 
enables individuals and other organizations to 
affiliate themselves as fans and to interact with the 
business. Once a user is a fan of a business on 
Facebook, that user can share information about 
that particular business with their friends. Face-
book allows organizations to use pages at no cost, 
which is a significant advantage for low-cost 
businesses like farmers markets. 
 Facebook pages have a fixed format and 
design theme for all users. Users personalize their 
page by inputting their own content including a 
profile picture, photos, Timeline posts, and links. 
This structured format, in addition to having a low 
cost and low requirement for technical skills, 
means that small businesses on Facebook have the 
same marketing opportunities as larger businesses 
(Khan & Boehmer, 2013). Social media use public 
posts and comments to generate high interactivity. 
This transparent interactivity describes and pre-
scribes the manner in which conversational inter-
action as an iterative process leads to jointly pro-
duced meaning (Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 1997). In a 
marketing setting, another concept close to inter-
activity is engagement, which is “the intensity of an 
individual’s participation in and connection with an 
organization’s offerings and/or organizational 
activities, which either the customer or the organi-
zation initiate” (Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, 2012, p. 
4). On Facebook pages, this engagement can be 
expressed through behaviors such as commenting 
on posts, “liking” them, and sharing information 

(Khan & Boehmer, 2013). Studies on the social 
media phenomena started with individuals’ behav-
ior (Sage, 2013). Recently, scholars have steered 
their research to look at what businesses and 
organizations are actually doing within social 
media. So far, most of this organization-related 
social media research focuses on large companies, 
such as airlines (Leung, Schuckert, & Yeung, 2013), 
and chain stores (He et al., 2013). Sufficient 
research has not been done on small businesses, 
even though prior studies claim that small busi-
nesses have the same competitive “position” as big 
companies on social media such as Facebook. In 
addition to the lack of research on small busi-
nesses, no research has been conducted on how 
farmers markets use Facebook.  

Research Questions 
 Research Question 1: In physical space, the 
social network of a farmers market comprises the 
market organizer, vendors, customers, and the local 
community. This study will examine how the roles 
physically played in farmers markets communicate 
and engage on a farmers market’s Facebook page, 
and whether the social network of Facebook 
reflects the actual social atmosphere of farmers 
markets.  
 Research Question 2: How do farmers mar-
kets use their Facebook pages? Given that the 
major function of farmers markets is the provi-
sioning of staple foods, this study will investigate 
how a farmers market uses Facebook as a market-
ing platform to advertise available products and 
upcoming events, and the relationship management 
strategies employed by a farmers market on Face-
book to engage customers, vendors, and the local 
community. In addition, this study will investigate a 
farmers market’s marginal functions such acting as 
a social hub through Facebook pages. 

Data and Methods 
To select a case study market, we focused on find-
ing an urban market that supported at least 50 ven-
dors and that had a reasonably mature Facebook 
presence (more than 2 years). We also sought a 
market that operated year-round. This assured sub-
stantial numbers of participants and content to 
inform the study. This study used Cedar Park 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
www.AgDevJournal.com 

 

Volume 5, Issue 1 / Fall 2014 91 

Farmers Market’s Facebook page (CPFM, n.d.) as a 
case study to identify how farmers markets use 
Facebook as a marketing platform and social hub. 
CPFM is located in the city of Cedar Park, near 
Austin, Texas. It is organized under F2M Texas, a 
nonprofit corporation that provides Central Texas 
farmers and ranchers with direct-marketing oppor-
tunities. CPFM provides central Texans with a 
wide variety of locally produced foods in conven-
ient locations (CPFM, n.d.). It is a year-round mar-
ket open Saturdays from 9 AM to 1 PM. CPFM 
created its Facebook page on February 2, 2010. As 
a business page, CPFM’s Facebook Timeline posts 
can be viewed by anyone. We used the Facebook 
Graph API (Cross, 2011) to crawl all feeds posted 
on CPFM’s Facebook page from February 2, 2010, 
to December 22, 2013. The post objects related to 
this study include post owner (FROM), creation 
time, media type, text message, and interactions 
such as likes, comments, and shares. In addition, 
the number of fans of the CPFM Facebook page 
was counted every day starting with its creation.  
 Four classifications of posts were used in this 
study to understand Facebook usage: post owner, 
media type, posting intention, and posting intensity 
(the posts by the days of week). We used informa-
tion on post owners (CPFM, customer, vendor, 
and others, including businesses and organizations) 
to respond to research question 1. The post owner 
was identified by the name and categories in the 
“FROM” variable. Businesses and organizations 
provided their business category beside their name. 
Vendors were identified by the business name. The 
vendors list provided by CPFM in the “About” 
page was used as reference to separate the vendors 
from all organization posts. Customers were identi-
fied by individual “profile” users without a busi-
ness category. In addition to post owners, the 
media type, posting intentions, posting intensities, 
and degree of engagement were used to answer 
research question 2. The media type was classified 
as Text-Only (status), Link, Photo, and Video 
through the post type attribute. Posting intentions 
were used to understand the usage of Facebook 
pages in many social media studies. For example, 
Cvijikj and Michahelles (2011) categorized posts 
for marketing purposes by post intention as sug-

gestions and requests, affect expression, sharing, 
information inquiry, complaints and criticism, 
gratitude, or praise. Leung et al. (2013) classified 
the Facebook posts of three budget airlines into six 
categories. They include promotions, sharing, 
announcement, invite engagement, celebrities at 
destination, and user involvement. The posting 
intentions classification was used in this study to 
understand how the farmers market uses Face-
book. The posts were manually coded into five 
categories: 
 

(1) Announcement: CPFM used Facebook to 
announce information, including market 
operation, vendor information, events, etc. 
(e.g., Posts 1–4): 
 
Post1 1:  
CPFM: Local Business FRESH, NEVER 
FROZEN chicken this week plus new batch of 
lamb, fresh farm eggs and pork for their CPFM 
customers. 
Post 2:  
CPFM: VENDOR NAME will add Sweet 
Potato Pie to her goodies this Saturday.  
Post 3:  
CPFM: HIGH SCHOOL FFA is selling 
transplants of tomatoes and a variety of peppers. 
The proceeds go to pay for trips and attendance at 
judging contests at various colleges… 
Post 4:  
Vendor: Thanks to all who come to the markets 
to support our community and to help the victims of 
the recent wildfires...we will be giving a percentage of 
our sales tomorrow to buy much needed items for the 
families along with donations collected by the 
market…come by and see us SFC Farmers’ 
Market  
Customer: I guess I need to give you my order!… 
See you in the morning! 
Vendor: Thanks…I also have some yummy pb 
oat flax dog cookies for donations to BUSINESS 
NAME. 

                                                            
1 Persons’ names, business names, website names, and URL 
links have been removed for privacy purposes. Posts have 
been copied as posted, so any misspellings, slang and/or 
abbreviations are in the original posts. 
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(2) Inviting Engagement: Post owners attempt 
to invite others to become involved in 
discussion by asking questions to solicit 
responses from vendors, customers, and 
the community (e.g., Post 5): 
 
Post 5:  
CPFM: A shopper complained to a farmer 
last week about bug holes in some of the 
produce at the market. I want to make sure 
you all understand that if it your produce 
lacks holes, you should complain because 
that means pesticides are being used! NUF 
SAID, right? 
Customer 1: It’s pretty sad when people don’t 
know what real food is supposed to look like. 
Customer 2: I think I brought home a small 
worm of some kind and a wasp. I was pretty 
thrilled! Must be good stuff if they thought it was 
yummy enough to live in. 
Customer 3: aww, i remember when i saw my 
first bug in my farmer’s market food, i was scared 
too, but now im get excited when i see them! lol 
Customer 4: I bought a basket of tomatoes, only 
one had a worm in it! I was actually wondering if 
one should bring that to the farmer's attention? Not 
because I'm mad that there's a worm, but more to 
make them aware?... 
Customer 5: But now I know it’s a sign of a 
healthy environment and to cut the bad out.  
Vendor 1: As a farmer we try to protect our 
vegetables from bugs by using free range chickens to 
control the bug population and by covering the leafy 
greens when the bugs are more than the chickens 
can handle. I actually like the bug holes as proof of 
spray and chemical free farming practices. 
Vendor 2: We always say, “better BUGS than 
chemicals!” 

 
(3) Market Experience: The farmers market, 

vendors, and customers share their 
experiences of the market day on Facebook 
(e.g., Post 6): 
 

Post 6:  
CPFM: Thanks to every last one of you who 
braved these Texas elements to get your food. This 
market has really evolved into a close little 

community of people who care about their families 
and themselves...and others. 
Customer 1: Beautiful. I get such the most 
pleasant feeling of peace and community at the 
market. I had stuffed portabella mushrooms for 
lunch w/ my family. Thank you all for your 
contributions!  
Customer 2: I visited the market for the first time 
today. I really enjoyed it. I felt like a kid in a 
candy store!! 
Customer 3: How crazy that today felt warmer 
than last week? Wonderful market day!  
Customer 4: Local food deserves to be supported 
year round! Farming doesn’t stop for the weather 
and neither do the bills! Thanks to everyone of the 
vendors for braving the weather. 
Customer 5: Local food is awesome and so are all 
the vendors!!! Love it when we get to make the 
market and sad when our schedule prohibits it! 
Customer 6: I loooooove the market! BTW, any 
word on whether the Tomato Guy will be coming 
back and how he’s healing up? 
Customer 7: The market has become part of the 
week that I look forward to now. Love chatting 
with the vendors that truly care about what they are 
providing to the community. Looking forward to 
summer fruit...  
CPFM: Tomato guy, VENDOR NAME1 is 
still healing and hopes to return this spring. It has 
been about 6 weeks since I last spoke with him. 
Good reminder to call and check on him! Also 
fruit...strawberries are coming in the next couple of 
weeks from VENDOR NAME2. Did you 
know that VENDOR NAME3 had asparagas? 

 
(4) Inquiry Market Information: Customers, 

vendors, and others ask questions regarding 
market operations through posts (e.g., Posts 
7–8): 
 
Post 7:  
Customer 1: Does anyone every have emu or 
ostrich eggs?  
Customer 2:*ever not every 
CPFM: Nope. Sorry. 
Customer 3: This place in BUSINESS 
NAME has them — URL LINK, just a few 
minutes east of Hutto 
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Post 8:  
Customer: We missed VENDOR NAME 
this weekend. Please tell me they will be back! 
CPFM: VENDOR NAME did a benefit on 
Friday to raise money for the Louisana Coast. 
They hail from Louisana and came here after the 
hurricane. Good for them, huh? We are proud to 
have them as a part of our market! They will be 
back this week. 
Customer: yea! 
Vendor: Thank you, we are sooo very proud to be 
a part of this grand market. Can’t wait to be back! 

(5) Share: external link sharing, photo and 
video sharing, and profile updates for any 
content other than market experience (e.g., 
Post 9):  

Post 9:  
CPFM: Should we ALL be on the WEBSITE 
NAME? There are a few things we can learn from 
these little buggers...URL LINK 

Post 10:  
Others: 20 acres are currently burning in Leander 
between Bagdad and 183. Please keep those in 
your thoughts. 

 Next, we conducted a posting 
intensity analysis based on the post’s 
creation time. Due to the farmers 
market’s recurring nature, we 
grouped posts by day of the week 
(Monday to Sunday) and measured 
the intensity of different days. To 
understand the relationship between 
post activity and market operation 
day, the posts were further grouped 
to Pre-market Days (Thursday and 
Friday), Market Days (Saturday), 
After-market Days (Sunday and 
Monday), and Other Days (Tuesday 
and Wednesday). We also examined 
fan interactions and engagement on 
CPFM’s Facebook page. Facebook 
Insights (Facebook, n.d.b) provides 
precise metrics for the reach and 

engagement of posts. However, due to privacy 
issues, only the Facebook page owner (CPFM) was 
able to access the Insights details. The available 
interaction and engagement measures for public 
Facebook posts are likes, comments, shares, and 
number of fans, which are widely used by scholars 
(Cvijikj, Spiegler, & Michahelles, 2011). In this 
study, the degree of engagement for CPFM’s 
Facebook posts were measured using Equation (1) 
below: 

Degree of engagement = (# likes + # comments 
+ # shares)/total fans at that day (1) 

Results and Discussion 
As of December 22, 2013, there were 6,369 posts 
on CPFM’s Facebook Timeline; since the creation 
of CPFM’s Facebook page, it has accumulated 
8,265 fans. Figure 1 shows that the number of 
posts and fans grew steadily over time.  

Header and Profile of the CPFM Facebook Page 
The header and profile on top of the Facebook 
Timeline give visitors the first impression of a 
business page. Figure 2 is a screenshot of CPFM’s 
Facebook page header. 
 CPFM used a banner (cover) image to display 
products, e.g., fresh vegetables, to attract 

Figure 1. Cumulative Distribution of Number of Posts and 
Number of Fans on CFPM’s Facebook Page (February 4, 2012–
December 22, 2013) 
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customers and advertise what is available at the 
market. The header also highlighted CPFM’s logo, 
photos, videos, number of page likes (fans), a map 
of its actual location, events, notes, and the option 
to join the email list. There was an About link to 
provide more detailed information about CPFM. 
The screenshot of the About section is shown in 
Figure 3. 
 The About page displayed business location, 
phone number, email, website, operation hours, 
and parking information, as well as displaying 
CPFM’s mission statement. It also listed market 
vendors, which is valuable to both customers and 
vendors. The header actually depicted the directory 
and fixed operation information for the market and 
served as the “brick and mortar” of the CPFM 
operation. 

CPFM’s Social Network on Facebook 
To explore CPFM’s cyber social network and 
understand who is active on CPFM’s Facebook, we 
categorized posts by owners (CPFM, customers, 
vendors, others). Figure 4a is the distribution of 
posts by owners. Among all the messages on the 
Timeline, about 60 percent were posted by the 
CPFM. The other two-fifths were posted by 
vendors (25 percent), customers (13 percent), and 
others (2 percent). In terms of the composition of 
the CPFM’s fans, customers made up 95 percent, 
while the remaining 5 percent of the fans were 
identified as organizations. A similar method was 
used to classify the “organization fans” by the 
business category in their profiles, as businesses 
(e.g., 365 Things To Do In Austin), nonprofit 
organizations (e.g., Texas Organic Farmers and 
Gardeners Association), governments (e.g., City of 
Cedar Park), and other famers markets (e.g., 

Figure 2. Header of Cedar Park Farmers Market’s Facebook Page (Captured on December 22, 2013)
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Mueller Farmers Market). The distribution of 
organization fans is shown in Figure 4b. It is no 
surprise that customers and vendors were the 
major players in the farmers market’s social net-
work, as this is consistent with findings from other  
studies in physical space (Alia et al., 2013; Gerbasi, 

2006). In addition, Figure 4b 
displays the others members in 
the farmers markets’ network: 
local communities, government, 
and organizations that have not 
been examined by previous 
studies. These two figures dis-
play the structure of the cyber 
social network of the CPFM 
and provide evidence that the 
Facebook page is a hub to 
gather customers, vendors, and 
communities. 

The Usage Pattern of 
CPFM’s Facebook Page 
We measured usage of the 
CPFM Facebook page by post 
owner, posting intention, media 
type, posting intensity, and 
degree of engagement. Table 1 
lists the distribution of posts by 
posting intention and post 

owner. In general, about two thirds of the posts 
were Announcements, while five percent were 
Inquiring Market Information. The rest of the 
posting intentions are as follows: Inviting Engage-
ment (11.5 percent), Market Experience (14.0 
percent), and Share (11.8 percent).  

Figure 3. About Page of Cedar Park Farmers Market’s Facebook 
(Captured December 22, 2013) 

Figure 4. Composition of the Social Network for Cedar Park Farmers Market’s Facebook Page 

(a) Distribution of Posts by Post Owner 
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 CPFM (63.7 percent), vendors (32.9 percent), 
and others (2.6 percent) posted Announcements 
on CPFM’s Facebook. We further examined the 
contents of the Announcements and found that 
CPFM posted general market-day and product 
information (e.g., post 1) as well as highlighted 
specific vendors to increase excitement and gener-
ate exposure for what will be the market’s attrac-
tions that week (e.g., post 2). This indicates that 
CPFM’s Facebook page was serving not only as a 
marketing channel for farmers markets, but also as 
a marketing channel for vendors and as a public 
bulletin (e.g., post 10) for the community. The 
results of analyzing the posting intentions suggests 
that the major role of CPFM’s Facebook was as a 
marketing platform to disseminate information 

about market day and hours, products, events, and 
community-related messages (e.g., posts 1–4). In 
terms of communication between customers and 
CPFM, similar to other businesses’ Facebook pages 
(Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2011; Ramsaran-Fowdar & 
Fowdar, 2013), customers were most likely to 
interact with businesses on Facebook for product 
and service information: 93.5 percent of Inquiring 
Market Information posts belonged to customers, 
who most often asked questions regarding operat-
ing hours and location, but also asked for indivi-
dual vendor’s attendance (e.g., post 8). The owner 
of the CPFM Facebook page posted most of its 
messages with the intent to engage fans: Inviting 
Engagement (76.3 percent) and Share (84.0 per-
cent). Customers (38.2 percent), CPFM (36.8 per-

Table 1. Distribution of Posts (N=6,369) by Post Owner, Posting Intentions and Media Type 

Classification Categories 
Post Owners (%) 

CPFM Customer Vendor Others  Total a 

Posting Intention 

Announcement 63.7 0.8 32.9 2.6 100.0

Inviting Engagement 76.3 10.5 10.8 2.3 100.0

Market Experience 36.8 38.2 24.9 0.1 100.0

Inquiry Market Information 2.5 93.5 4.0 0.0 100.0

Share 84.0 7.6 6.7 1.7 100.0

All posts   60.5 12.7 24.8 2.0 100.0

a Total by rows. Columns might not add up to 100% due to rounding. 

Table 2. Distribution of Posts (N=6,369) by Post Owner, Posting Intention, and Media Type 

Classification Categories 
Media Type (%)

Text-only Link Photo Video Total a

Post Owners 

Farmers Market 48.7 33.9 16.5 0.9 100.0

Customer 88.2 6.1 5.7 0.0 100.0

Vendor 81.2 7.3 11.1 0.3 100.0

Others 44.0 48.0 1.6 6.4 100.0

Posting Intention 

Announcement 70.1 19.9 9.6 0.4 100.0

Inviting Engagement 53.0 34.5 11.8 0.7 100.0

Market Experience 61.6 8.8 29.1 0.4 100.0

Inquiry Market Information 99.1 0.3 0.6 0.0 100.0

Share 13.2 62.7 21.0 3.1 100.0

All posts 61.7 24.1 13.5 0.7 100.0

a Total by rows. Columns might not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
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cent), and vendors (24.9 percent) all posted enthu-
siastically about market experiences. Other than 
being a marketing platform, the messages for 
Announcement purposes demonstrated that the 
CPFM Facebook page was a hub: the CPFM and 
others posted their announcements of community 
events and news (e.g., Post 3) and the Facebook 
page acted as a public bulletin board to disseminate 
information for local community, businesses, and 
nonprofit organizations.  
 Table 2 is a cross-tab of media type by post 
owner and posting intention. For the media type 
classification, the major type used on CPFM’s 
Facebook page were Text-Only posts (61.7 per-
cent); the remaining were Link (24.1 percent), 
Photo (13.5 percent), and Video (0.7 percent). The 
relationship between post owner and media type 
show that customers (88.2 percent) and vendors 
(81.2 percent) mainly posted Text-Only informa-
tion. Others, including local businesses and 
organizations, mainly used Text-Only messages 
(44.0 percent) and Links (47.2 percent). CPFM’s 

posts were more diverse when it comes to media 
(48.7 percent for Text-Only, 32.1 percent for Link 
and 16.5 percent for Photos). This suggests that 
CPFM aimed to use Facebook as a marketing tool 
by utilizing a variety of media opportunities to 
attract and engage customers and vendors.  
 The cross-tab by posting intention and media 
type shows that about 70.1 percent of announce-
ments and 99.1 percent of Inquiring Market 
Information were Text-Only messages, making the 
accessibility of this information easy and efficient. 
Shares (63.1 percent) and Inviting Engagement 
(34.1 percent) had a higher percentage of Links 
included in the posts, while one-third of Market 
Experience posts included Photos. The result is 
consistent with other social media marketing 
research (Cvijikj et al., 2011; He et al., 2013) in 
terms of media type, and suggests that the CPFM 
used its Facebook page efficiently and effectively as 
a communication tool to disseminate information 
and engage customers and vendors. 
 Next, we examined variations of posting 

Figure 5. Distribution of Posts (N=6,369) by Day of the Week Corresponding to Market Days 
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intensity on CPFM’s Facebook page by day of the 
week. They were further grouped by Pre-market 
Days (Thursday and Friday), Market Day (Satur-
day), After-market Days (Sunday and Monday), and 
Other Days (Tuesday and Wednesday). In general, 
about 66 percent of the messages were posted on 
Pre-market Days and Market Days. Fourteen 
percent of the posts were on After-Market Days 
and 21 percent were posted on Other Days. Figure 
5 illustrates posting intensity by different post 
classifications. The distribution of posts by day of 
the week shows that CPFM’s Facebook page 
functioned as an advertising outlet on Pre-market 
days in an attempt to attract customer attention. 
Over half of CPFM’s posts were on Pre-market 
days, informing customers about what to expect at 
the market that Saturday, while the Market Day 
itself has only 16.9 percent of the overall posts 
(since customers and vendors might be physically 
at the market). Our further examination of posting 
intensity and posting intention found that the 

majority of Announcements (76 percent) and 
Inquires for Market Information (64 percent) were 
posted on Pre-market Days or Market Day. In 
contrast, the market experience posts were pub-
lished on Market Day and After-market Days (65 
percent). In terms of post owners, CPFM posted 
more on Pre-market Days (54 percent), making 
various announcements. This suggests that CPFM 
and vendors used the CPFM Facebook page to 
reach customers right before market day.  
 To measure the interaction and engagement of 
fans and CPFM on the Facebook page, posts were 
labeled as engaged posts based on the attention 
they received (likes, comments, and shares) and the 
degree of engagement (Equation 1). A chi-squared 
analysis was applied to test the variations between 
different types of posts for each classification (post 
owner, posting intention, media type, and posting 
intensity). The distribution of the percentage of 
engaged posts is listed in Table 3. In general, 83.1 
percent of posts become engaged (receiving likes, 

Table 3. Distribution of Engaged Posts (N=6,369 and Degree of Engagement by Post Classifications

Classifications Categories 
% of engaged 

posts a 
Average degree  
of engagement b 

Standard degree 
of engagement 

Post Owner 

CPFM 90.5 0.0017 0.0029

Customer 76.9 0.0007 0.0013

Vendor 69.4 0.0005 0.0010

Other  71.2 0.0005 0.0007

Posting Intention 

Announcement 84.0 0.0011 0.0019

Inviting Engagement 85.6 0.0024 0.0044

Market Experience 77.2 0.0012 0.0023

Inquiry Marketing Info 89.2 0.0007 0.0012

Share 80.8 0.0012 0.0020

Media Type 

Text-only 82.2 0.0012 0.0025

Link 82.0 0.0009 0.0016

Photo 90.5 0.0019 0.0031

Video 78.3 0.0009 0.0011

Day in Week 

Pre-market Days 84.1 0.0010 0.0019

Market Days 84.8 0.0012 0.0023

After-market Days 81.8 0.0017 0.0035

Other Days 86.7 0.0014 0.0026

Average 83.1 0.0012 0.0024

a Pearson chi-squared tests with p value <0.01 for different types of posts in each classification 
b One-way ANOVA tests with p value<0.01 for different types of posts in each classification
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comments, and/or shares). The chi-squared test 
results show that there are significant differences 
between the engaged posts and non-engaged posts 
for types of posts for each classification. In term of 
post owner classification, CPFM (90.5 percent)’s 
posts received more attention overall, which may 
be suggestive of CPFM’s efforts to create oppor-
tunities for using the page and for enhancing 
engagement using various types of posts. For the 
posting intention classification, Inquiry Market 
Information (89.2 percent) received the most 
attention. Customer posts categorized as inquiries 
elicited the most comments, suggesting that 
customers were quick to receive responses to 
questions they posed. Active engagement is a sure 
way to encourage fans to continue participating on 
CPFM’s Facebook page. Of the media type 
classification, Photos (90.5 percent) received the 
most attention from fans. The majority of inter-
actions with the photos were likes. This finding is 
consistent with the results of other studies (Cvijikj 
et al., 2011). 
 For degree of engagement, we conducted one-
way ANOVA tests to explore the variations be-
tween different types of posts for each classifica-
tion. The results indicate that the average degree of 
engagement is significantly different between post 
types for each classification (Table 3). For post 
owner classification and media type classification, 
the higher the percentage of engaged posts, the 
higher the degree of engagement. However, under 
the classification of posting intention, Inquiry 
Market Information posts received the lowest 
degree of engagement, while the percentage of 
engaged posts were the highest. This is because 
customers were able to receive the answers to their 
questions fairly quickly, and there was no longer a 
need for interaction on the post. Furthermore the 
purpose of Inviting Engagement posts is to invite 
discussions and solicit answers. It is not surprising 
that the engagement ratio of Inviting Engagement 
posts was twice that of other types of posts due to 
the back and forth among the CPFM and its fans. 
For posting intensities, the engagement ratio on 
days other than Pre-market Days and Market Day 
was higher. This suggests that CPFM made more 
of an effort to engage fans and build a relationship 

with the customers when there was not intense 
posting of announcements and market experiences 
on the wall.  

Conclusions 
Social media reach people on a larger scale and a 
faster speed than previous communication media 
have allowed. Social media platforms have been 
adopted by small and large businesses alike for 
marketing and communication purposes with the 
standardized format, low need for special technical 
skills, and low cost. Farmers markets, being small 
businesses, have taken advantage of Facebook as a 
marketing channel. Using Cedar Park Farmers 
Market as a case study, the data supports the con-
clusion that CPFM’s Facebook page is an efficient 
and effective marketing platform for both the 
farmers market and its vendors due to the dynamic 
characteristics of products and events at the 
farmers market. CPFM used the header and profile 
(photos, tabs, and links) at the top of its Facebook 
page to highlight its market and provide the basic 
and fixed market operation information. At the 
same time, CPFM used its Facebook page to 
publish market operation information, advertise 
products and vendors, and promote upcoming 
events, all before each Market Day. Customers also 
posted their inquiries before Market Day and got 
quick responses from the CPFM. After the Market 
Day, customers, vendors, and the CPFM itself all 
posted their market experiences on the page. 
During the Other Days, CPFM invited fans to 
engage in various topics of interest, such as food 
safety and nutrition (e.g., Post 5), sharing recipes 
and resources (e.g., Post 9), etc. This strategy 
successfully attracted and retained customers and 
vendors. As a result, the number of fans of 
CPFM’s Facebook page has increased steadily since 
the page was created (Figure 1). In addition to its 
function as a marketing tool, Facebook is a cyber 
community (Zhang, Tang, & Leung, 2011) for 
people to gather, interact, develop friendships, and 
share information, photos, experiences, and more. 
Farmers markets are also social hubs, both 
physically and symbolically. The same people who 
like to get together and talk during the farmers 
markets might also like to share ideas during the 
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rest of the week. Facebook provides a convenient 
forum for “fans” of farmers markets to get 
together online. Our study found that the CPFM 
Facebook page acted as a hub to provide a 
platform that allows natural sharing of ideas, 
thoughts, and concerns, and facilitates people’s 
engagement in conversations of various topics. On 
CPFM’s Facebook page, the market organizer 
announced information for the local community, 
engaged fans with community issues, and shared 
community information, as well as allowing 
community members to post their messages on 
CPFM’s Facebook page. The Facebook page works 
as a hub, reflecting the peripheral functions of the 
actual market experience as discussed in previous 
sections. 

Management and Research Implications 
With an increasing number of food consumers 
utilizing various forms of social media to identify, 
research, and buy local foods, farmers markets and 
other local food retailers (e.g., food hubs, CSAs) 
can benefit from social media for relationship 
marketing. Communicating fresh and imaginative 
content employing social media can affect both 
long-term (e.g., CSA subscriptions) and more 
immediate decisions (e.g., whether to visit and what 
to purchase at a farmers market today) concerning 
food purchases and preparation. The integration 
and targeting of social media offers local food 
providers new and effective opportunities for 
branding, sales promotions, and loyalty and 
relationship development. Therefore farmers 
markets that utilize Facebook need to understand 
who their fans are and how and when they interact 
and engage their farmers markets’ page. The 
content that is posted should be continuously 
refreshed and emphasize the benefits to consumers 
and communities associated with sustainable local 
food. It is also important that farmers markets 
regularly respond to reviews posted on their 
Facebook page since reputation is critical and a 
portion of negative reviews can become positive if 
they secure a response. Markets should further 
consider providing customers with take-home 
information with every purchase (e.g., labeling, 
business cards) that includes their Facebook web 
address.  

 Local food providers should also consider 
employing social media as a means of collecting 
data on their customers and identifying their actual 
behavior. Social media provide new platforms for 
researchers to observe directly the interaction of 
different roles at farmers markets through their 
dialogues, likes, and what they share, without any 
interruption. This works as a method of cyber 
ethnography. In addition, the Facebook Graph 
API Explorer provides a “friendship” graph to 
visualize social networks (Cross, 2011). While 
previous studies have attempted to understand the 
social networks related to farmers markets, there is 
no clear picture of how this network is connected, 
especially for local food access, such as from farm 
to farmers market. Since organization-level fans 
provide their business description and locations on 
Facebook, the cyber social network could be map-
ped to a spatial social network in reality. This might 
not be possible through the direct observation and 
interview methods of observing physical farmers 
markets.  

Limitations and Future Work 
A limitation of this study was the lack of access 
(due to privacy issues) to the CPFM’s Facebook 
page actual use data, such as traffic count, impres-
sion, demographics of fans, active fans, and 
number of people who browsed the page on a 
particular day. This made some measurements 
problematic. For example, the degree of engage-
ment (Equation (1)) will decrease as the number of 
fans increases over time since we used the total 
number of fans as the denominator. As the page 
owner, CPFM could gather the number of fans on 
the page or the number of people who saw the 
post on a particular day. Utilizing these two vari-
ables as the denominator in Equation (1) would 
make the measurement of the degree of engage-
ment more precise and accurate because these two 
variables measure the actual traffic count of the 
Facebook page on that particular day. We suggest 
that farmers market Facebook page owners track 
their page’s visits and fan demographics to inform 
an effective marketing strategy to disseminate 
timely information and engage customers, vendors, 
and community members. In addition, scholars and 
practitioners realize the population on social media 
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does not reflect the population in reality. Similar to 
other social space, social media spaces might 
reproduce cliques, foster inward referencing, and 
generally fail to reach out across diverse groups. 
For example, a typical user of Facebook tends to 
be young and female compared to the total 
population (Sage, 2014). Moreover, not all people 
interact on farmers market Facebook pages. Our 
study successfully detected the interaction between 
farmers market customers and vendors (e.g., Post 
5). However, unlike the findings from physical 
markets (Gerbasi, 2006), we did not find any 
conversations among vendors on CPFM’s Face-
book page; it might be unnecessary for two 
vendors to have a conversation on a third party’s 
page. Another limitation is the semi-manual coding 
methods used to categorize the posts that could 
result in a misclassification of posts and post 
owners. For example, if the vendors or businesses 
used their personal profile instead of their business 
page to join CPFM’s Facebook page, they were 
categorized as customers, not organizations. For 
future studies, data-mining tools will need to be 
introduced for message classification, topic 
detections and content analysis. This study is the 
author’s first attempt to explore how farmers 
markets use Facebook. The study subject, CPFM, 
is a large, year-round market residing in an urban 
area. Fans are very active on its page. There are 
another 2,000 farmers markets on Facebook who 
are large and small, seasonal or year-round, urban 
or rural, patronized by affluent customers or those 
from low-income communities. Future research 
will extend the subjects from CPFM to all farmers 
markets reporting their Facebook page in USDA’s 
Farmers Market Directory to understand more 
about how farmers market use social media.   
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