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Abstract: We examine the extent to which the Flint Farmers’ Market produces positive spillover effects
on nearby businesses in downtown Flint, Michigan. We care about spillover spending in shrinking
cities like Flint because farmers’ markets may contribute to growth beyond their boundaries, and thus
help to sustain their surrounding areas. We surveyed visitors of the Flint market to determine the
percentage who spend downtown outside of the market, how much they spend, the demographic
characteristics that predict spending, and the additional businesses that visitors would like to see
in the downtown. We also interviewed downtown business owners and managers to capture
their perspectives on the market, including whether its relocation in 2014 helped their businesses.
This study differs from prior research on spillover effects because it uses a mixed-methods approach
and it explores how the shrinking-city context affects market outcomes. Overall, we find that the
Flint market has minimal impact on nearby businesses compared to markets in non-shrinking cities.
We discuss the possible reasons why the Flint market under-performs, including potential visitor
concerns about crime and a site design that does not promote walking to other destinations. We also
discuss how these concerns (e.g., crime, walkability) stem from the shrinking-city context.
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1. Introduction

Driven by large increases in consumer demand for local foods [1] and farmers’ markets’ potential
to contribute to community and economic development, the number of farmers’ markets in the United
States has increased nearly 400% since 1994, to more than 8600 [2]. Farmers’ markets provide a source
of fresh, high-quality produce [3,4]; encourage consumption of fruits and vegetables [4–6]; improve
access to healthy foods for low-income communities [7]; connect consumers to the seasonality of
agriculture [8]; and serve as community gathering places and social spaces [9,10]. Farmers’ markets
also contribute to the economic viability of small-scale farms and other small businesses by lowering
start-up costs and overhead, fostering innovation, and increasing profits through direct sales [8,11,12].
Moreover, because dollars spent at local businesses—particularly local food businesses—are more likely
to remain local [1,13], farmers’ markets increase retention of dollars in the local economy, presumably
by strengthening rural-urban linkages and driving import substitution [14–17]. Even when accounting
for the potential opportunity costs of reduced spending at grocery stores, garden stores, and restaurants,
input-output models of aggregate vendor sales indicate that farmers’ markets create jobs and stimulate
wholesale and personal spending by market vendors and employees [15,18,19].

There is emerging evidence that farmers’ markets also generate positive spillover for nearby,
businesses because visitors will likely frequent other places as part of their trip to the market [20].

Sustainability 2018, 10, 1714; doi:10.3390/su10061714 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/6/1714?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su10061714
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2018, 10, 1714 2 of 15

Customer surveys conducted by the Project for Public Spaces in eight major U.S. cities (Berkeley,
San Francisco, Brooklyn, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles) [21]
indicated that upwards of sixty percent of farmers’ market visitors shopped or planned to shop at
businesses outside of these markets. A gray literature report from Oregon State University Extension
(written by Lev et al. [22]) found that 33 to 65% of visitors across seven markets in the Pacific Northwest
spent money nearby, with the ratio of spending ranging from 0.31 to 0.92—meaning that for every
dollar spent at a market, an additional 31 to 92 cents were spent elsewhere as part of the visit. While
the authors did not examine why the ratios differed from market to market, they speculated it had
to do with operating hours and the number of retailers in the vicinity. Studies of five markets in
Michigan by the Michigan Farmers’ Market Association—conducted in Marquette [23], Menominee
(two markets) [24,25], Port Huron [26], and Traverse City [27] in 2016—showed comparable ranges
to Lev et al.’s report, with 48–77% of visitors planning to do additional shopping, eating, or other
activities near the respective farmers’ markets. Estimates of this external spending ranged from an
average of $26 per person at the Vantage Point Market in Port Huron [26], to $60 per person at the
downtown Marquette market [23]. In 2017, the Michigan Farmers’ Market Association reported that
across 15 Michigan markets, 45% of visitors spent money at neighboring businesses, and among those
spending outside the market, the average was $40 spent per person [28]. Henneberry et al. [29] also
used customer surveys from 21 farmers’ markets in Oklahoma to estimate that each market visitor
spends at least $15 on food, drinks, gas, and other general merchandise outside of the market as part
of their visit.

1.1. Our Contribution

Although these studies found positive spillover, many of them come from gray literature with
small sample sizes or incomplete descriptions of their methodology. No study has empirically
examined the factors that encourage spillover spending, nor has any study attempted to measure
spillover using a method other than customer surveys. Although farmers’ markets are thought to
promote economic development [15,29,30], no study has examined whether spillover effects are as
strong in shrinking cities, also known as “legacy” cities [31]. This question of context is relevant
because shrinking cities are not merely the opposite of growing cities. According to Schilling and
Logan [32], shrinking cities are a special subset of older industrial cities with significant and sustained
population losses (of 25% or greater over 40 years in their study) and which face increasing levels of
vacancy and blight. The dynamics of shrinking and growing cities likewise vary considerably [33].
For example, shrinking cities tend to lack job opportunities for residents [34], lack access to goods and
services for vulnerable populations [33], experience retail leakage [35], and have an insufficient tax base
to pay for oversized, aging infrastructure and services [36]. These, and other challenges, make it crucial
for planners, policy makers, and market managers to understand how and why farmers’ markets
contribute (or do not contribute) to the economic vitality and sustainability of their surrounding areas.

We help fill these gaps in the literature by using a mixed-methods approach to examine
the spillover generated by a farmers’ market in the mid-sized shrinking city of Flint, Michigan.
Other studies of the Flint market [37–39] have examined the effects of its relocation in 2014 on variables
like patron demographics, healthy food access, market vendors’ satisfaction, and total direct sales.
This study considers a different angle by exploring the effects of the market and its relocation on
nearby businesses in Flint’s downtown. Flint serves as a suitable case study for considering the effects
of shrinkage on spillover, given that its population declined from nearly 200,000 in 1960, to just over
100,000 by 2010 [40]. USA Today noted that Flint lost nearly 20,000 residents between 2010 and 2015,
making it one of America’s fastest shrinking cities [41].

1.2. The Flint Farmers’ Market

In late June 2014, the 105-year-old Flint Farmers’ Market moved one-half mile from an isolated
location on the periphery of downtown Flint to a newer, larger facility in the heart of downtown.
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Many vendors and community members initially opposed the move due to concerns about vendor
retention, the market losing its historic charm, insufficient parking, and perceived crime in the
downtown [42]. Nonetheless, the decision to move the market was made for a number of reasons
including the poor condition of the old market’s facility, the inability to make the market fully
accessible to people with disabilities, and a lack of space to expand (Personal communication with
market manager: 18 July 2013). In terms of visitor attendance, the market relocation was successful.
The relocated market attracts more than 500,000 visitors per year, compared to the old market site
which averaged only 275,000 [43]. Additionally, the relocated market has more vendors and more
public spaces (e.g., indoor seating, a community room, an adjacent park), and it generates more total
sales [38].

Based on these figures and the aforementioned literature on spillover effects, one might presume
that the relocation also increased foot-traffic in the downtown and generated activity for surrounding
businesses (i.e., positive spillover). That was the hope for the market, even at its former location.
As part of a 2007 study on placemaking and revitalization in Flint, the Project for Public Spaces stated
the following:

Most people are starved to be a part of something meaningful in their everyday lives,
something which makes them feel better. The Flint Farmers’ Market is that something, it is
that place—and everyone who participates gets something they need, creating a cumulative
effect that will hopefully be contagious for revitalizing the larger downtown and surrounding
neighborhoods [44] (p. 11).

Now that the market has a more central location, it has greater potential to generate this
“cumulative effect” than it did in the late 2000s. However, without empirical evidence, we cannot
rule out the possibility that the market’s relocation has instead had a limited or even deleterious
effect, given the paucity of research on farmers’ markets in shrinking cities. Perhaps due to fear of
crime or a lack of retail or entertainment options in the downtown—concerns voiced by visitors of
downtown Flint prior to the move [45]—the market may act as an island of prosperity, with visitors
frequenting it and proceeding directly home. Further, because a high percentage of Flint residents are
poor, and because Flint and its metropolitan area are both losing population [40], the downtown may
be limited in how much economic activity it can support. The market’s relocation may have therefore
increased competition and displaced existing businesses, opposite of the intended effect.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Research Questions

Based on the aforementioned literature, we consider the following questions:

(1) What are the spillover effects of the Flint Farmers’ Market on downtown Flint? Are these effects
comparable to the effects found in places that are not shrinking cities?

(2) What are some of the factors that influence the probability that a market visitor will spend money
elsewhere in downtown Flint as part of a visit to the farmers’ market?

(3) What are some other businesses that could be added to downtown Flint to encourage additional
spillover spending?

(4) What do downtown business owners and managers think about the market’s relocation? Has it
helped their businesses?

2.2. SEED Survey and Participants

We administered a SEED survey (“Sticky Economic Evaluation Device”) to 119 Flint Farmers’
Market visitors in fall 2015 and 340 visitors in summer 2016. This survey instrument was developed
by Market Umbrella in partnership with Loyola University [46] and has been used to collect basic
data on market visitors’ spending patterns in many cities, including Baltimore, Maryland [47] and
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New Orleans, Louisiana [48]. Because we were interested in identifying businesses that have potential
synergy with the Flint Farmers’ Market but are currently absent from Flint’s downtown, we added
a question to the standard SEED survey which asked, “Are there businesses that are not currently
downtown that you would visit if they opened downtown? If so, please list them here.” The survey
instrument is available as a Supplementary File called “SEED Survey”.

We recruited survey participants on market days (Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays) via
convenience sampling. Random sampling was not practical due to the market having both indoor
and outdoor spaces with multiple points of entry. Trained research assistants approached visitors and
asked them to participate. Care was taken to administer surveys on different days of the week and
at different times of the day. Before combining the two data collection efforts (fall and summer) into
one sample, we checked that visitors’ demographics, frequency of visiting the downtown, and dollars
spent outside of the market as part of a market visit did not differ by season. Fall and summer visitors
were similar demographically, although we surveyed proportionally more African Americans in the
summer than in the fall. The percentage of market visitors who planned to spend money elsewhere in
the downtown did not differ by season, neither did the average dollars spent outside of the market.
Further, the demographics of the combined fall and summer sample were similar to those found by
another study of the Flint market [38] which examined the characteristics of 1830 visitors from July
2014 to June 2015.

2.3. SEED Survey Analyses

To address the first research question (Q1) and calculate the market’s spillover, we used data
from the SEED surveys to determine the average dollars spent per person outside of the market,
and multiplied this figure by the number of people visiting from 1 September 2015 to 31 August 2016.
The attendance figure came from the market’s ShopperTrak device, which counts the number of people
entering the indoor portion of market. We used this 12-month period of September through August,
instead of the traditional calendar year of January through December because of our dates of data
collection and the desire to use a larger, combined dataset. Although people enter the facility all days
of the week (e.g., market employees, vendors setting up their stands, people using the community
room or commercial kitchens), we only considered attendance on the days the market is fully open
and vendors are selling (Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays). We also controlled for whether the market
was the primary reason for visiting downtown, since spending would not reflect market spillover if it
was generated by people coming downtown for other reasons (e.g., school, work).

For the second research question (Q2), we used logistic regression to explore the demographic
factors that influence the probability that a market visitor spent or planned to spend money elsewhere
in the downtown (no = 0, yes = 1). Participants who stated they were “unsure” were not included,
making the sample size for this analysis 386. We chose to predict whether one would spend, instead of
predicting the dollar amount spent, because the distribution for the spending variable was negatively
skewed by the large proportion of participants who indicated little spending outside the market.
For the independent variables, we included gender (0 = male, 1 = female), race (two dummy codes:
Caucasian 0 = no, 1 = yes; African American 0 = no, 1 = yes), and whether the participant lived in
Flint (0 = no, 1 = yes). While there are certainly other factors that influence spending, to maximize
sample size, we followed the simplicity of the SEED survey which only asks participants these basic
demographic questions. We then used the software program NVivo Plus 11 to conduct content
analysis on the 178 responses we received to the open-ended question about new businesses market
visitors would frequent if they opened downtown (Q3). We report businesses that at least 5% of our
sample identified.

2.4. Business Owner Interviews and Interview Analysis

Finally, to examine the fourth research question (Q4), we interviewed business owners and
managers two years after the market relocated. We conducted foot surveys and used property
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data from the city of Flint to identify all occupied, commercial properties within the downtown in
summer 2016, with the boundaries defined by the city’s 2013 master plan. We then selected food, retail,
and personal service establishments within these boundaries, and removed other businesses unlikely to
experience market spillover. (For example, an engineering firm located downtown would probably not
see increases in business because of increased foot traffic from the market—nor would it lose business
because of increased competition from the market’s vendors). Using these criteria, we identified
34 businesses appropriate for inclusion, and were able to contact owners or managers for 30 of the
34 (hereafter referred to as “owners/managers” for convenience and to maintain the anonymity of
respondents). Seventeen of the 30 (56.7%)—representing 9 restaurants, 7 retail establishments, and one
that sold both food and retail items—completed a recorded interview with a trained research assistant
between September 2016 and April 2017.

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed using the software program NVivo Plus 11.
The program facilitated counts of common themes and responses among participants. While the
interviews covered a variety of topics about changes in the downtown, we focused on the questions
about the farmers’ market: “Are you happy that the Flint Farmers’ Market relocated to downtown
in the summer of 2014? Why or why not?” and “Is there anything else you would like for us to
know about how the farmers’ market impacted, or currently impacts, your business?” These questions
were analyzed concurrently in the software program because responses to the second often reflected
happiness about the relocation (i.e., responses to the first). While our interview sample was small and
only represented businesses still open two years after the market’s relocation, the narratives helped
contextualize the SEED survey results, as demonstrated in the following sections.

3. Results

3.1. Spillover Effects

As previously noted, to calculate annual spillover (Q1), we multiplied the average dollars spent
per visitor outside of the market by the number of people visiting the market during the 12-month
period of interest. Because it was not possible to produce estimates for participants who were “unsure”
if they would spend (15.5%), we only included data from those who indicated whether they spent or
had an intention to spend (“yes” respondents = 16.4% of the sample; “no” respondents = 68.1% of the
sample). The average spent per visitor was therefore only $6.26 because of the large percentage who
indicated no spillover spending (i.e., $0.00). The average for the “yes” respondents alone was $26.73.

From ShopperTrak, the total attendance for Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays for the 12-month
period was 543,301. We therefore estimate that market visitors spent $3.4 million [$6.26 × 543,301]
outside of the farmers’ market for the year of interest. However, some visitors were downtown for
other reasons (e.g., school or work)—meaning that to some extent, businesses or activities in the
downtown generated spending at the farmers’ market, rather than the other way around. To account
for this directionality, we asked participants, “Is the market your primary reason for visiting the
downtown today?” 65.9% said yes. Consequently, we could say that only the spending from these
market visitors represents a spillover effect—and thus, we could argue that 65.9% of the $3.4 million
($2.24 million) is the better estimate. Given that prior studies estimated the annual direct economic
impact of the Flint Farmers’ Market to be between $14.5 and $16.5 million [38,39], then spillover
spending represents only about 12% to 14% of the total spent by market visitors in the downtown
[2.24/(16.5 + 2.24) = 11.95; 2.24/(14 + 2.24) = 13.79]. Although $2.24 million may sound significant,
if the market could somehow generate enough activity to meet the middle of Lev et al.’s range of
ratios (0.61) [22], then spillover would be $6.3 million (0.61 (the ratio) × $28.88 (the direct spending
per person) = $17.62 (in external spending); $17.62 × 543,301 (the attendance figure) = 9,572,964 (total
external spending); 0.659 (percentage of people whose spending downtown originates from the market)
× 9,572,964 = 6,308,583 (spillover)).
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3.2. Factors That Influence Individual Spending

We used logistic regression to assess whether the three demographic variables available in the
SEED survey (gender, race, and residency) predict whether a visitor of the Flint Farmers’ Market
spends or plans to spend money elsewhere in the downtown. The combination of variables was
statistically significant (X2 = 16.311, df = 4, p = 0.003), although the proportion of variance explained
was low (Nagelkerke R2 = 0.069). Gender and whether one lives in Flint were individually statistically
significant when controlling for the other variables (p < 0.050 for both), but race was not significant
(p = 0.770 for the Caucasian dummy variable; p = 0.829 for the African American dummy variable).
Race remained insignificant when running the analysis with only one race variable to control for
potential multicollinearity. Table 1 presents the model’s results. The odds of spending money elsewhere
in the downtown are lower for females than males (the B coefficient is negative and female was coded
1), and greater for Flint residents than non-residents.

Table 1. Logistic regression predicting who will spend money in downtown Flint, outside of the
farmers’ market, as part of a market visit.

Variable B SE Odds Ratio p-Value

Gender −0.754 0.268 0.470 0.005
Caucasian −0.113 0.388 0.893 0.770

African American −0.103 0.473 0.903 0.829
Flint Resident 0.772 0.286 2.163 0.007

Constant −1.263 0.420 0.283 0.003

Note: We also ran the analysis with only one race dummy code. The results were similar, with race remaining
statistically insignificant, and gender and residency significant.

3.3. Other Businesses That Could Encourage Spending

One-hundred seventy-eight participants provided an affirmative response to the question,
“Are there businesses that are not currently downtown that you would visit if they opened downtown?
If so, please list them here.” The majority listed only one business or type, with restaurants being the
most frequent (n = 94). Nineteen of the 94 who stated restaurants did not provide the name of an
establishment or type of cuisine. Of the remainder who did, there was little agreement. The most
frequent responses were coffee shops (n = 13, with 5 stating Starbucks and 4 stating Tim Hortons) and
Asian food (n = 13, with 7 stating sushi specifically). A similar pattern emerged for retail. Seventy-six
participants indicated they would like to see more retail downtown, but there was little agreement
on what the retail should be. The most frequent responses were a clothing store (in general, n = 17),
shoe store (n = 16), and media store (i.e., a store that sells items like comic books, video games,
music, movies/videos, and electronics; n = 9). Other frequent responses not included with retail
were pharmacies (n = 11) and grocery stores (n = 20), with some participants specifying high-end or
specialty stores (i.e., Trader Joes or Whole Foods, n = 5 of 20) and one stating “a real grocery store.”
Very few participants (7 of 178) showed an interest in more services downtown (n = 1 for salon, n = 2
for shoe repair, n = 2 for tailor, n = 2 for exercise classes). Similarly, very few showed an interest in
more entertainment options, with 2 stating they would visit a movie theater and 7 stating they would
visit a (non-specified) theater, which could mean a movie or live performance venue.

3.4. Interviews

The interviews demonstrated that owners and managers of nearby businesses were generally
nonplused about the market’s relocation. Collectively, responses were not overwhelmingly positive
or negative. Six owners/managers stated the market had no effect on their businesses, with two
of six indicating a limited impact because of a lack of other things for visitors to do downtown.
Three owners/mangers stated the market increased competition and reduced their business slightly
on market days, while four others noted increases in foot traffic because of the market’s presence.
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The more enthusiastic responses included statements like, “People say, let’s go to the market, but let’s
go do something else too [so they come to our business]” and “They would go there [to the market]
and see how long they had to wait for lunch, and we would have like a second lunch, so our lunch rush
would come more later [because if the market gets too busy, people come downtown to eat instead].”
(For clarity and context, we added the parentheticals).

While downtown business owners/managers do not believe that the market’s relocation
significantly affected sales, several indicated it provides other benefits and conveniences. For example,
three owners/managers held events at the market to promote their businesses and/or to connect
with community. Although we focused on spending by market visitors, one downtown business
owner/manager noted how market vendors buy their products and services. Further, three restaurant
owners/managers purchase produce from the market, indicating a relationship in the opposite
direction—i.e., the market benefits from downtown businesses, instead of (or in addition to) downtown
businesses benefitting from the market. One owner/manager stated, “We want to be able to incorporate
more local products in our business.” Another indicated, “It’s saved us a lot of money, being able to
go [to the market] and be able to buy stuff, you know, because we can walk.” A third stated, “We use
products from the farmers’ market, so it’s very convenient to have them so close.”

Interestingly, despite market visitors expressing a desire for more restaurants in the downtown
(as indicated by the results for Q3), three owners/managers, without prompting indicated there is
no need for more restaurants, especially now that the market has relocated and serves prepared
foods. One stated, “There’s kind of this feeling like, we’re full [with restaurants], there’s a lot of food
options downtown.” Another stated, “There’s a lot more places to eat down here, too [with the farmers’
market], so I think we have enough [restaurants] now.” And another, “We need to get some other
things for people to do down here, because they eat only three times a day.”

4. Discussion

Compared to the spillover generated by farmers’ markets in non-shrinking cities [23–39], the Flint
market under-performs. Because we are interested in increasing the Flint market’s spillover so that it is
more on par with other markets, we spend most of this section (Section 4) discussing potential reasons
why the Flint market generates less spillover than others, and how or why the context of shrinkage
matters. While we cannot examine why the market under-performs statistically (for we asked if and
how much visitors spent or would spend, not why they would spend), we propose explanations based
on existing research, our limited results, and personal observations from time spent in Flint.

4.1. Fear of Crime

Shrinking cities tend to have both high levels of crime and a reputation for crime [49].
The embedded nature of crime in these cities is due, in large part, to the correlation of criminal
activities with other social problems like unemployment [50] and concentrations of poverty [51]—to
which population loss and economic decline are contributors [52]. According to annual violent
crime statistics from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Flint is one of the most dangerous cities in
America [53]. The Flint market’s lack of spillover may therefore be related to crime or fear of crime,
with fear being more prevalent [54–56]. This notion that fear of crime hinders spillover is supported
by a 2013 study (Morckel and Rybarczyk [45]) that showed that crime was the number one issue to
address to encourage more people to visit or to live in downtown Flint. Like our study, this study
found a residency effect, with non-Flint residents being more concerned about crime than residents.
It is logical that non-residents would be more concerned, either because of a lack of familiarity with
Flint or self-selection bias (i.e., not living in Flint because of crime). While Morckel and Rybarczyk
did not examine differences in responses by gender, many studies have shown that women are more
concerned about crime than men [56–58]—and given that we found that women are less likely to
spend money outside of the market, fear of crime may explain why.
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Likewise, the market may have limited spillover because of Flint’s poor image as a post-industrial
city with challenges stemming from shrinkage. Efforts should therefore be taken to make the downtown
feel, or actually be, safer. Perhaps better marketing is needed to emphasize that the downtown is as
safe as suburban shopping centers [54] despite the city’s overall high crime rate. And while private
security companies have been hired to patrol the downtown, some visitors expressed a preference
for real, uniformed police officers [59]. Urban planners and other stakeholders might also consider
implementing crime prevention through environmental design (CPTED) techniques to improve real
or perceived safety [60], including ways to have more natural surveillance and so-called “eyes on
the street” [61]. On a larger scale, attention to fostering social integration (which supports collective
efficacy) can reduce fear of crime [58], thereby mitigating potential deterrents to market spillover.

4.2. The Market’s Lack of Physical Connection to the Downtown

Another potential explanation for the market’s lack of spillover is its lack of physical connection
to destinations within walking distance, particularly the Saginaw Street commercial area two blocks
away. This area is where the majority of restaurant and retail activity in the downtown is concentrated,
and it is where we conducted the most interviews. As shown in Figure 1, several large parking lots and
wide streets isolate the market. The streets that comprise the market’s block are around forty-feet wide
to accommodate three lanes, when two lanes would be sufficient given the lack of traffic. These streets
are not “complete streets” because they are not designed and operated to enable safe access for all
users, including pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists and transit riders of all ages and abilities [62].
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The arrangement of the farmers’ market’s structures and parking lot also form a superblock
double the size of other blocks in the downtown, further reducing connectivity. Although there
were already several parking structures and lots near the market prior to its relocation, part of the
structure that is now the indoor marketplace was demolished to make way for even more parking.
Journalists’ reports suggest the decision to prioritize super-convenient parking for both visitors and
vendors was made based on fears that the relocated Flint market would not compete with a new
suburban market that had ample parking [42,43,63]. The market’s owners also situated the outdoor
stand in the middle of the superblock and placed vendor parking adjacent to the sidewalk, causing
pedestrians who walk from the main entrance to Saginaw Street to walk very near or around the
back of vendors’ vehicles. Additionally, there are no pedestrian crossings to connect the middle of
this superblock to the sidewalks on perpendicular streets, including the street that provides direct
access to the University of Michigan—Flint campus. Moreover, the orientation of the Michigan State
University building—which shares the same block as the market and is located between the market
and the Saginaw Street commercial area—does not encourage visitors to walk along the most direct
path from the market to Saginaw Street. The building’s entrances and parking are oriented towards
the block’s interior, which results in an absence of pedestrian and other activity on the sides of the
building that face the street and sidewalk, creating “dead space”.

Overall, the market is sited and situated like a 1970s shopping mall, with visitors parking their
cars close to the building, walking a short distance to the main structure, and visiting the different
businesses inside on foot. This design works fine if the goal is to have the market function as an
isolated entity—but if the goal is for it to contribute to the development or sustainability of a walkable,
traditional downtown, it should not be designed in this way [64]. It would have been preferable for
the market’s owners to have restored the traditional street grid, situated the stand along the newly
connecting street, and placed the parking behind the stand. But to their defense, reconstructing a road
that was probably removed decades ago would have been a large undertaking, requiring collaboration
with the city and/or state, and possibly years of effort.

These observations bring into question whether the market’s lack of spillover is the result of poor
urban design decisions or the shrinking city context, as suggested in the introduction. We suspect it is
a combination of both. The city’s continued loss of population and economic decline have reduced the
number of potential visitors, their incomes, and their purchasing power, which limits the number of
viable businesses downtown. Poor urban design decisions may have therefore originated (perhaps
subconsciously) from a “shrinking cities mentality.” In shrinking cities, a risk-avoiding style becomes
ingrained in all the urban area’s institutions [65]. As Galster [65] observes, residents and policy-makers
in shrinking cities are psychologically conservative, with potential losses weighed more heavily than
equivalent gains—and thus people strive to conserve threatened physical, social, and psychological
resources (i.e., the Conservation of Resources theory). So rather than take risks with a site design
that embraced urbanity and promoted walkability—especially in a metropolitan area known for its
love of the car [66]—the Flint market’s owners selected a seemingly safer, suburban design. Granted,
the relocated Flint Farmers’ Market attracts more visitors than it did previously, but if Flint’s downtown
is to remain viable, it is our view that policy makers, business owners, and other stakeholders need to
capitalize on its unique assets, especially its urbanity. Downtown Flint is by far the densest place in its
metropolitan area; it should likewise embrace this character, rather than emulate its suburbs. There are
several walkable cities within an hour’s drive of Flint that have significant pedestrian and retail activity
despite a lack of free parking (e.g., the cities of Ann Arbor, Frankenmuth, Royal Oak). This suggests
that if a destination is sufficiently attractive and the built environment supports walking, people will
walk, even in Michigan where winters are long and reliance on automobiles is almost sacred.

4.3. Future Spillover Spending

Although addressing the aforementioned concerns (e.g., crime, site design) would encourage
more people to venture from the market, having additional restaurants and retail options downtown
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would likely increase spillover as well. A “critical mass” of destinations may be necessary to attract
visitors, which could explain why our SEED survey participants wanted even more restaurants,
in contrast to business owners/managers who perhaps feared competition. Further, because a large
proportion of market visitors are from the suburbs [37] and are likely to have restaurant and retail
alternatives near their homes, visiting and spending money in downtown Flint may only be attractive
if it is a unique experience. Perhaps there is potential for the downtown to reinvent itself as an arts
and culture or small-scale tourist destination, a strategy which has shown promise in other shrinking
cities [67]. This shift in character may already be occurring with the renovation of the Capitol Theatre
(two blocks from the market) which reopened in December 2017 after being closed for around twenty
years [68,69]. It is also important to consider, and capitalize upon, synergies between prospective
downtown businesses and the farmers’ market, like how some downtown restaurants purchase
produce from the market.

The question, of course, is how to attract more businesses—which is a question that has been
contemplated by local policy makers for decades [70]. The need for additional businesses to increase
spillover is, in some respects, a so-called “catch-22.” More spillover from the market could generate
additional demand for more businesses, yet more businesses are necessary to encourage visitors
to spend and create spillover. Nonetheless, we acknowledge that despite its best efforts, Flint’s
downtown may remain limited in the number of restaurants and retailers it can sustain—even with
additional foot traffic from the market—because of the aforementioned dynamics of population loss
and demographic change. Pursuing measures to increase the downtown’s residential population may
therefore be a necessary, alternative strategy for creating demand—not to mention that “life-style
options” like farmers’ markets may help the city attract more of the “creative class,” spurring economic
development [71]. According to a housing market analysis by the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development [72], there is demand for housing in downtown Flint. This demand has also
been recognized by local developers [73]. By attracting more residents, crime and fear of crime may
decrease due to subsequent increases in pedestrian activity and natural surveillance. More people
walking in the downtown could further justify investing in changes to the market’s site design that
promote greater connectivity between the market and other destinations.

Finally, we acknowledge that because the Flint metropolitan area is losing population,
if downtown Flint is successful at attracting more people and businesses from the greater Flint metro,
then by default it is taking business from somewhere else. The same is true for the farmers’ market,
which probably takes business away from other food providers in the region [74]. How do we account
for these shifts in economic activity whereby some businesses, neighborhoods, or communities win and
others lose? By generating more activity in Flint, are we creating another dead retail district elsewhere
in the county? We believe that Flint needs the activity more than other places because its residents are
lacking in employment opportunities and access to goods and services—not to mention the city needs
more tax revenues to avoid further disinvesting in infrastructure and essential services (e.g., water
crisis) [36]. Nonetheless, we are left to wonder how to resolve the seemingly “zero sum game” created
by a shrinking city attempting to generate economic activity in a shrinking metropolitan area.

4.4. Limitations and Future Directions for Research

Before applying our recommendations to other shrinking cities, or using our findings to make
changes to the Flint market or downtown, one should consider this study’s limitations. To explain
why the Flint Farmers’ Market generates less spillover than other markets, we relied on existing
literature, limited demographic data from SEED surveys, business owner interviews (that may have
been positively biased), and personal experience. However, simply asking market visitors why they
do or do not venture elsewhere in the downtown would have been instructive. We compared the
spillover effects found by studies that differed slightly in their methodologies, but to better understand
the contextual variables that influence spillover, comparative studies are needed that utilize the same
methodology across multiple cities and/or markets. Additionally, we did not examine all forms of
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spillover from the Flint market. For example, because the market is a vibrant, safe space in Flint,
it is probable that people who visit leave with a better impression of the downtown or of the city
in general—and they may tell others about their positive experience, thereby encouraging them to
visit. Positive experiences at the market may also encourage later visits to the downtown for different
reasons (e.g., special events, entertainment).

Lastly, given time and data limitations, we did not consider how multiple variables or factors
might interact with one another to discourage spillover spending, nor did we examine every potential
explanation for the lack of spillover. Here are four additional hypotheses aligned with our findings
that are suitable for future research:

(1) Since many Flint Farmers’ Market visitors do not reside in the city and travel a substantial
distance to visit (as shown in a recent study [37]), perhaps visitors do not venture from the
market’s site because they are unfamiliar with the area.

(2) Because the new Flint market has such a wide variety of vendors, including an extensive prepared
food selection, perhaps there is no compelling reason for visitors to look beyond the market.

(3) Given that Flint has the highest poverty rate in the country amongst cities with a population of at
least 65,000 [75], residents may not have money to spend outside of the market. Wealthier,
suburban visitors might not make up the difference if they visit the market and proceed
directly home.

(4) Some people visit the Flint market for social, leisure, or entertainment purposes—in which
case, it may not be reasonable to expect spillover spending if the market itself is not acting as a
transactional space (i.e., a place to make purchases) for some segments of the population.

5. Conclusions

Despite these limitations, this study is significant because it provides evidence that farmers’
markets in shrinking cities generate less spillover than markets in non-shrinking cities. More broadly,
it demonstrates that the ability of farmers’ markets to contribute to economic activity in their
surrounding areas is contextually dependent and should not be assumed. As Jablonski argues [17], it is
a mistake to view farmers’ markets as a one-size-fits all strategy without adequately considering where
markets locate, how they contribute to sustainable development, and what they need to be successful
in their specific context. Of the studies we found on farmers’ market spillover effects, the Flint market
has the lowest percentage of visitors spending elsewhere, the lowest dollar amount spent per visitor
outside of the market, and the lowest spending ratio per visitor. While it may always be the case that
shrinking cities’ farmers’ markets produce less spillover than comparable markets in non-shrinking
cities (more research is necessary to confirm), we believe there are opportunities to increase the Flint
market’s external impacts—both because its spillover is so much lower than other markets’ (i.e., “there
is nowhere to go but up”) and because it is already successful in terms of its attendance figures and
annual sales. Ultimately, rather than give up on farmers’ markets’ potential to contribute to economic
development and stability in shrinking cities like Flint, we believe that more care needs to be taken to
identify and mitigate factors limiting spillover. Farmers’ markets should be assets to leverage to attract
more people and businesses to their surrounding areas, regardless of context. It may merely take more
effort in shrinking cities.
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