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Abstract 

 

Consumer choice and the retail food environment:  A reexamination of 
food deserts 

 

Gavin David Schwan, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  William E. Doolittle 

 

The ‘food desert’ has become a popular metaphor for describing fragmented 

pockets of America’s retail food environment characterized by limited access to 

affordable healthy foods and consequent heightened incidences of obesity and other diet-

related health problems.  Although researchers have addressed the locations and 

boundaries of food deserts, influential cross-sectional analyses are limited in that they 

cannot identify the direction of causality between the food environment and health 

outcomes.  This study approaches the problem from an ecological perspective that 

examines the interplay between retailer and consumer in urban and rural settings of both 

food desert and non-food desert areas in the Texas South Plains centered on Lubbock.  

The principle methods of data collection entailed observations of purchases at full-service 

grocery stores and administration of a short survey as a means to determining what foods 

are being purchased and why.  Additional semi-structured interviews with store 

representatives, along with several individuals located in underserved areas, and a general 

familiarization with the larger retail food environment, focusing on convenience and 
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discount stores, provided important context to the research.  The results challenge many 

existing assumptions, indicating problems associated with linking food deserts to poor 

health outcomes without accounting for additional variables, and further provides strong 

evidence that consumer choice is responsible for the larger retail food environment. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction and Literature Review 

The concept of the “food desert” has grown in popularity and is now featured 

regularly in government, academia and the media as a metaphor for describing poor and 

minority communities that are underserved by grocers and consequently suffer limited 

access to affordable and healthy foods such as fresh fruits and vegetables that are 

generally cheaper in supermarkets and large grocery stores (USDA, 2009a; Walker, 

Keane, & Burke, 2010b; Russell & Heidkamp, 2011).  These fragmented pockets of 

America’s foodscape, characterized by shortages of fresh produce, are held to be 

significant because of an established relationship between densities of supermarkets and 

large grocery stores (or proximity to such food stores) and incidences of obesity and other 

diet-related health problems (Morland, Diez-Roux, & Wing, 2002a; Ford & Dzewaltoski, 

2008; Moore, Diez-Roux, Nettleton, & Jacobs, 2008; Jilcott, Keyserling, Crawford, 

McGuirt, & Ammerman, 2011).  The relationship between the built-environment and 

health outcomes has advanced environmental approaches to resolving health disparities 

that are in turn being used to support arguments for increasing the number of 

supermarkets and large grocery stores via government subsidies and tax incentives 

(Papas, Alberg, Ewing, Helzlsouer, Gary, & Klassen, 2007; Larson, Story, & Nelson, 

2009; Feng, Glass, Curriero, Stewart, & Schwartz, 2010; Segal, 2010).  Even so, derived 

largely from cross-sectional analyses, current research findings do not provide causal 

evidence that limited access to healthy food options necessarily promotes consumption of 

unhealthy foods or higher incidences of obesity and other diet-related health problems 
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(Inagami, Cohen, Finch, & Asch, 2006; Papas et al., 2007; Moore et al., 2008; Rose, 

Bodor, Swalm, Rice, Farley, & Hutchinson, 2009; USDA, 2009a; Rose, Bodor, 

Hutchinson & Swalm, 2010; Jilcott et al., 2011; An & Sturm, 2012).  Additionally, these 

studies’ observations conflict with newer research that challenges old assumptions and 

the current popular environmental approach to understanding and resolving disparities in 

health outcomes (Short, Guthman, & Raskins, 2007; Dellava, Bulick, & Popkin, 2010; 

Boone-Heinonen, Gordon-Larsen, Kiefe, Shikany, Lewis & Popkin, 2012; Hallett & 

McDetmott, 2011; An et al., 2012; Lee, 2012).  The findings of this thesis similarly 

contribute to an understanding of food deserts, and their impact on health, that departs 

from the mainstream literature. 

 America's remarkably high—and growing—population of overweight people 

suggests causal factors that extend beyond the boundaries of food deserts and that may in 

fact originate from elsewhere in the environment.  As such, the focus of my research is on 

understanding the similarities and differences in shopping behavior between residents of 

food deserts and non-food deserts, referred to here as “food oases” as is sometimes the 

practice (Short et al., 2007; Walker, Butler, Kriska, Keane, Fryer & Burke, 2010a).  

Intending also to identify causal factors influencing rates of obesity in my comparative 

study, I seek further to understand consumer perceptions and shopping behaviors at the 

local level and how these often overlooked drivers both shape, and are shaped by, the 

food retail environment.  My research is driven by the following questions: 
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1. What kinds of food are people buying and what is the relationship between 

these foods and key demographic considerations such as sex, race/ethnicity, 

age and body size? 

2. Why do consumers choose the foods they consume, and how do their reasons 

relate to key demographic considerations? 

3. What factors influence store placement and the foods made available to their 

customers? 

 

 Researchers have certainly looked at local communities in order to understand 

deprivations associated with poor food access, confirming that limited income (primarily) 

and reduced access to transportation creates obstacles to obtaining affordable, healthy 

foods (Hendrickson, Smith, & Eikenberry, 2006; Franco, Diez-Roux, Glass, Caballero, & 

Brancati, 2008; Thomas, 2010; Russell et al., 2011).  Such limitations are especially 

problematic in light of the high cost of fresh fruits and vegetables relative to the 

abundance of unhealthy alternatives high in refined grains and added fats and sugars 

which are believed to incentivize poor dietary choices (Drewnowski & Specter, 2004; 

Drewnowski & Darmon, 2005; Drewnowski, 2007; Drewnowski & Eichelsdoerfer, 

2009), suggesting commonalities in food purchases regardless of environment.  

Complementing these studies are others that examine consumer perceptions of food 

access in underserved areas and in food insecure communities, highlighting the 

psychological impact of environmental obstacles, limited income and poor transportation 

availability on a household’s ability to meet its food needs (Garasky, Morton, & Greder, 
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2004; Hendrickson et al., 2006; Richards & Smith, 2007; Freedman & Bell, 2009; Smith 

& Morton, 2009).  To date, however, very few studies (USDA, 2009a; Walker, Butler, 

Kriska, Keane, Fryer, & Burke, 2010a) have compared the perceptions of residents in 

both food deserts and food oases as a means of contextualizing environmental influences 

on diet and food security.  Additionally, many local scale studies, though certainly not all 

(see Garasky et al., 2004; Feng et al., 2010) restrict their studies to either rural or urban 

environments, whereas this study seeks to offer comparisons between the two as a means 

of contextualizing each. 

PREVIOUS FOOD DESERT STUDIES AND RELATED CONTEXTS FROM ASSOCIATED 

DISCIPLINES 

Food Insecurity 

 Food deserts and food insecurity are conceptually linked, both consistently 

showing a link between socioeconomic status and access to food, with the former concept 

specifically interested in how the environment influences food insecurity.  For two 

decades now, the metaphor of the food desert has been analyzed in the contexts of 

multiple social science disciplines whose researchers have sought to explore inadequacies 

in quantities and qualities of food in varying geographic locations of developed, highly 

urbanized countries (Bitler & Haider, 2011).  According to some researchers (Cummins 

& Macintyre, 2002; Hallett et al., 2011), the metaphor was first used in western Scotland 

in the early 1990s to describe limited food access in an area of public housing and by the 

end of the decade, the metaphor was being applied to areas throughout the United 
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Kingdom that lacked a food retail outlet within a third of a mile.  Additional British 

studies began to highlight inequalities of income, however, that were linked directly to 

diet related disparities in health, with a study specific to Newcastle concluding that “food 

deserts exist only for a minority of people who do not or cannot shop outside their 

immediate locality and for whom the locality suffers from poor retail provisions of food 

that compose a healthy diet” (Cummins, Petticrew, Sparks, & Findlay 2005, p. 683).  The 

continued evolution of the metaphor, which the abundance of literature indicates is now 

in common usage in the United Kingdom, Canada and the United States, parallels a 

concern that certain localities may suffer from poor access to lower qualities or lower 

quantities of food, and/or may be facing higher prices that are incongruous with lower 

incomes (Bitler et al., 2011).  The metaphor of the food desert is in this way conceptually 

linked to food insecurity, defined in a USDA funded study as the lack of “dependable 

access to enough food for active, healthy living” (Coleman-Jensen, Nord, Andrews, & 

Carlson, 2011, p. v).   

 A United States Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2009a) food desert study, 

mandated by the US Congress in the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008, did 

not specifically discuss a linkage between food deserts and food insecurity, but addressed 

America’s growing problem with obesity and diet-related disease—factors influenced by 

access to healthy food—as an important inspiration for conducting its one-year study.  

Food insecurity, however, has been similarly linked to poorer mental and physical health, 

to include increased incidences of depression, obesity, diabetes and hypertension (Stuff, 

Casey, Szeto, Gossett, Robbins, et al., 2004; Coleman-Jensen, 2010).  Additional 
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nutritional studies further complement by linking low-income levels and low socio-

economic status to poor food access, poor diets and increased rates of obesity and other 

health problems (Raphael, 2000; Drewnowski et al., 2005; Ford et al., 2008).  Numerous 

doctors and scholars have consistently argued that the low cost of implicitly subsidized 

finished food products skews the American diet away from fruits and vegetables and 

towards unhealthy, energy-dense, low-nutrient options (Drewnowski et al., 2005; 

Drewnowski, 2007; Drewnowski et al., 2009).  The results may be seen in a higher 

prevalence of diet-related cardio vascular disease (37%), hypertension (34%), obesity 

(34%), and diabetes and pre-diabetes (46%) in America’s adult population (USDA and 

USDHHS, 2010; CDCP, 2011).  Given the concerns of food prices and the fact that low-

income households are disproportionately found to be food insecure (Nord, Andrews, & 

Carlson, 2005; Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011;) the affordability of healthy food is 

rightfully recognized as a key component of access, governing a household’s ability to 

obtain sufficient quantities of nutritious food in socially acceptable ways.  Food desert 

research is best able to address these concerns in a geographical context that understands 

the impact of the food environment on consumer choices. 

Measuring Food Access 

 Distance-based measurements of food access are frequently used to identify food 

desert boundaries and to quantify populations with limited access to healthy food.  

Several food desert studies (Blanchard & Lyson, 2006; Morton & Blanchard, 2007; Rose 

et al., 2009; USDA, 2009a; Hallett et al., 2011; Russell et al., 2011) have consequently 
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used an “absolute measure of access” within which an affordable retailer of healthy food 

must be present in order to avoid the food desert label (Bitler et al., 2011, p. 164).  

Distance is usually measured from the centroid of an area such as a zip code, a census 

tract, or block, to a purveyor of healthy food, most commonly identified as a supermarket 

(USDA, 2009a; Walker et al., 2010b; Bitler et al., 2011).  Methods of measuring 

distances may be either Euclidian (straight-line) or based on road networks, and although 

the former is sometimes criticized as inaccurate, a study by Sparks, Bania, and Leete 

(2011) has shown that, at least in urban areas where road networks are set on grid 

patterns, both measures “generate the same relative patterns of food access” (p. 1715). 

Identification of specific food desert boundaries is nonetheless fraught with 

problems given the limitations of available data that are not likely to match the actual 

geographic dimensions of the market—the area of demand for an available supply of a 

good or service—as influenced by routine traffic patterns associated with work, school, 

care of the home, or leisure.  To illustrate, consider that zip codes and census tracts, on 

which national demographic measurements and marketing data are based, do not cross 

county or state lines although consumer shopping habits frequently transcend these 

administrative and political boundaries, indicating that reliance on these types of 

boundaries risks ignoring potential sources of healthy food just beyond them (Bitler et al., 

2011).  A study of King County, Washington, in fact, found that fewer than 15 percent of 

residents shopped for food within their own census tract (Drewnowski, Aggarwal, & 

Moudon, 2010).  Looking even closer, at distances ranging between 0.1 and 1.5 miles, An 

and Sturm (2012), relating school and neighborhood food environments to children’s 
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diets, found no correlation between local food environments and the foods consumed.  

My own research further confirms the tendency of shoppers to patron food retail outlets 

outside of their own zip codes and some interviewed subjects in fact demonstrated a 

willingness to travel several tens of miles to shop at a particular store. 

 In urban areas, given a reduced number of personally owned vehicles, especially 

among low-income households, distance-based measurements are generally derived from 

assumptions of “walkability.”  As such, one-half to one mile is generally considered a 

reasonable distance for a person to walk to a supermarket (USDA, 2009a; Walker et al., 

2010b; Bitler et al., 2011).  In rural areas, where distances between residences and 

agglomerated markets are much greater as compared to urban environments—

necessitating a larger market size—researchers have considered 10 miles as the 

acceptable limit, declaring residences outside of a 10-mile radius from a supermarket to 

be a food desert (Blanchard et al., 2006; Morton et al., 2007).  Assumptions of 

“reasonable” or “acceptable” distances used to conduct measures are nonetheless 

arbitrary generalizations that vary among individual shoppers based on preferences and 

circumstances, which my own research indicates.  Lack of access to transportation is 

further likely to effect rural households more harshly than urban households given the 

dispersion or lack of services altogether.  While distance from agglomerated markets 

(whether in urban, suburban, or rural localities) incentivizes vehicle ownership, it 

certainly does not mean that households located far from a supermarket will own a 

vehicle.  In fact, although a study by the USDA (2009a) found that 93 percent of all 

shoppers traveled to the store via a personally owned vehicle, lack of transportation was 
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the key identifying feature of food deserts in rural areas where the second largest 

population of low-income, food insecure Americans reside.  As compared to metropolitan 

areas where public transportation offers a viable alternative to owning a vehicle, rural 

inhabitants are not afforded this opportunity. 

 Density-based measures of access are also used to determine food access based on 

the number of supermarkets and large grocery stores in a given area, usually a zip code or 

census tract based on the availability of data as discussed above.  Such methods, 

controlling for variables such as population size, race/ethnicity, and urbanicity, have been 

used to show that higher densities of supermarkets and other grocery stores in census 

tracts correlate to lower rates of obesity in the same (Jilcot et al., 2011), and that fewer 

corporate supermarkets and grocery stores are located in lower-income zip codes as 

compared to middle-income zip codes (Powell, Slater, Mirtcheva, Bao, & Chaloupka 

2007).  Even so, these findings do not indicate that there are insufficient grocery stores in 

some areas, only that there are fewer (Bitler et al., 2011).   

Density-based measurements are nonetheless useful in understanding the 

opportunity costs that consumers must weigh in the food environment.  Studies using this 

method have shown fewer supermarkets, more convenience stores, poorer diets and 

increased health problems in African-American, Hispanic, and lower socioeconomic 

neighborhoods in America (Morland, K., Wing, S., Diez-Roux, A.V., & Poole, 2002b; 

Walker et al., 2010b; Coleman-Jensen et al. 2011), which are principally located in the 

urban cores of large cities (Porter, 1997; De Blij & Muller, 2002; USDA, 2009a).  Block, 

Scribner, and DeSalvo (2004) similarly found an increased number of smaller grocery 
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stores and convenience stores in low-income neighborhoods, and a high availability of 

fast food restaurants, principally in African-American neighborhoods, which they found 

to be a more consistent “predictor” (p. 214) of fast food retail locations as compared to 

levels of income.  Fast food, of course, is often cited as provisioning unhealthy portions 

of high-energy-density foods based on refined grains and added fats and sugars which 

lead to increased rates of obesity, among other health problems (Drewnowski et al., 2004; 

USDA and USDHHS, 2010); and obesity rates, based on cheap diets consisting primarily 

of refined grains and added fats and sugars, are certainly highest among peoples with 

limited education and limited income (Drewnowski et al., 2004). 

Further, a congressionally mandated food desert study conducted by the USDA, 

and using a distance-based measurement of access, actually showed that a greater 

percentage of low-income individuals (without controlling for urbanicity) enjoy better 

access (based on proximity) to supermarkets and large grocery stores than high-income 

individuals (61.8 percent as compared to 56.1 percent) (USDA, 2009a), challenging the 

relationship between obesity and supermarket access as identified by Jilcot, et al. (2011).  

That study additionally found that “a smaller percentage of non-Whites have low access 

to supermarkets than do Whites” (26.6 percent as compared to 48.2 percent) (p. 18), and 

that among all ethnic and racial minorities in America, not regarding differences in 

income, these individuals have better access to supermarkets than Whites (0.63 miles 

distant as compared to 0.96 miles).  Lee (2012), further, applying a density-based 

measure of access to census tracts in order to analyze childhood obesity, produced results 

consistent with other studies finding higher densities of convenience stores and fast food 
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restaurants in low-income areas, but also found higher densities of food stores including 

supermarkets and grocery stores of all sizes (0.77 as compared to 0.41 per square mile), 

which are not linked to obesity rates. 

Race/Ethnicity and Socioeconomics 

Low socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic disparities are nonetheless considered 

the central and consistent social markers associated with food desert locations.  Data from 

the USDA (2009a) and Lee (2012), notwithstanding, those communities most negatively 

affected by limited access to retailers of affordable, healthy food—increasing their 

vulnerability of being food insecure and obese—are most likely to be low-income.  Data 

from numerous studies in the United States shows clearly that reduced access to healthy 

food and consequent diet-related issues are highest among those of low socioeconomic 

status (Hendrickson et al., 2006; Powell et al., 2007).  With exception to Asian 

Americans, obesity and incidences of other diet-related health problems are higher in 

minority populations than in white populations (Drewnowski et al., 2004).  We should be 

very careful, however, to cite the specter of social exclusion and racial segregation as 

causal factors that limit access to supermarkets and grocery stores.  Consider that Asian 

American neighborhoods have greater access to smaller grocery stores as compared to 

supermarkets, which Powell et al. (2007) surmise may reflect a cultural preference for 

specialty or ethnic foods that are far more common in smaller, independent stores.  An 

additional study conducted by Short, Guthman, and Raskin (2011) in the San Francisco 

Bay Area, found that small, family-owned-and-operated food retail outlets, located in 
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low-rent areas and designed especially to serve ethnic populations, principally Hispanic-

Americans, were able to effectively offer a wide variety of healthy food options at 

relatively low cost. 

Culturally inspired demand, as a market force, offers a reasonable explanation for 

the prominence of Asian-American and Hispanic-American (at least in San Francisco) 

small-scale food retail services, but researchers are less apt to cite such forces in 

explaining African-American access to food distribution sources.  Despite the fact that 

one study (Powell et al., 2007) indicates a preference among African-Americans to shop 

at corporate supermarkets, predominately black neighborhoods offer substantially lower 

numbers of such venues, even when controlling for differences in income.  According to 

the study, a preference to shop at large supermarket chains may be rooted in the ability of 

predominantly lower-income African-Americans to stretch the buying power of their 

fewer dollars further, a task more easily accomplished at corporate stores who are able to 

offer the most competitive prices.  Other forces must be at work, however, as conditions 

in San Francisco appear to offer an unusual degree of economic freedom to Hispanic-

Americans who in general, when compared nationally to non-Hispanic persons, also 

reside in neighborhoods with limited access to supermarkets and grocery stores (Powell 

et al., 2007).   

Jilcott et al. (2011), offers the explanation that individuals may establish their 

residences based on lifestyle choices or patterns that are reflected in preferences or 

predispositions for certain types of neighborhood environments.  Although this 

hypothesis is valid and worth further investigation, my interviews with store officials in 
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the considered study area revealed that grocery store placement and development was in 

fact influenced by existing residential patterns and demographics, as opposed to vice 

versa.  Identity and other cultural and socioeconomic factors certainly play a powerful 

role in defining neighborhood characteristics, particularly in ethnic or racial 

neighborhoods, and these factors likewise define the market into which a supplier enters, 

hoping to capitalize on existing demand. 

Market Forces 

 Market forces are compelling, and as cheap as products in the supermarket are 

(Eisenhauer, 2001; Hubley, 2010), these businesses, like all businesses, must cover 

overheads in order to stay operational.  In other words, there are limitations to how low 

prices can be set.  In the built-up urban cores of large cities, where available land cannot 

support the square-footage necessary to support the massive inventories inherent in 

supermarkets (Cotterill & Franklin, 1995) or in rural areas where smaller populations 

consume a smaller inventory (Morton et al., 2007), grocery stores will be smaller and 

prices will be higher (Powell et al., 2007; Hubley, 2010; Eckert et al., 2011).  Crime is 

also a likely factor in determining food prices and supermarket locations, with some 

researchers believing that businesses may equate lower-income neighborhoods to poor or 

risky financial investments of infrastructure and inventory (Short et al., 2007).  Bader, 

Purciel, Yousefzadeh, & Neckerman (2010) identified that the threat of crime in certain 

areas influenced consumer decision making when considering which stores to conduct 

their food shopping, limiting business in high-crime areas that consequently resulted in 
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higher food costs for patrons with fewer alternatives.  Store owners certainly justify price 

increases to cover the costs of stolen goods (Hendrickson et al., 2006), but differences in 

price seem more generally to reflect the higher insurance premiums charged to businesses 

in high-crime areas (Eckert et al., 2011). 

Other factors that increase food prices, beyond the obvious wholesale product 

costs, are labor costs, real estate costs, and the costs of maintaining inventories (such as 

transportation and stocking costs which can directly effect the quality of freshness in 

meats and produce) that are likely to vary based on specialized displays (Sowell, 2007; 

Bitler et al., 2011).  Thomas Sowell (2007) cites one study conducted in the San 

Francisco Bay Area in which prices for a physically identical basket of food varied at 

three different Safeway supermarkets from $98 to $103.  The cheaper prices were located 

in Fremont, where real estate costs were lowest among the three sampled locations.  As 

Bitler et al. (2011) indicate, however, labor and land costs should not be significant 

contributors to food prices in low-income areas such as food deserts because “the poor 

often live in areas with low wages, high unemployment, and low land prices” (p. 157, 

emphasis is mine).  This assumption is valid but does not appear to have been researched 

through fieldwork, which would be necessary to explore the interplay between various 

costs of food retail operations in food deserts versus food oases.  Despite the soundness 

of the assumption, certain complexities, such as access and affordability of wholesale 

distributors, the ability of businesses to hire employees at the minimum wage, the 

willingness of available labor pools to work in retail food as a cashier or stocker at the 
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minimum wage, or in high-crime areas, are likely to indicate a more sophisticated 

problem in the food environment. 

The Larger Food Environment 

The food environment is manifold and complex, and presents individuals with a 

variety of choices whose respective appeals must be understood in the context of a 

person’s awareness of available choices that in fact extend beyond traditional food 

outlets, including house and urban gardens, hunting, and food pantries and shelters.  

Supermarkets and grocery stores (large and small) feature heavily in food desert studies 

(Morland et al., 2002b; Hendrickson et al., 2006; Powell et al., 2007; Moore et al., 2007; 

USDA, 2009a; Walker et al., 2010b; Eckert et al., 2011; Hubley, 2011; Russell et al., 

2011), but certainly account for only a portion of total retail food operations, to include 

fast food restaurants, as discussed by Block et al. (2004), or convenience stores and 

corner stores which are regarded as poorer alternatives to supermarkets (Morland et al., 

2002b;  Walker et al., 2010b;  Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011). 

The retail food environment, however, is not limited to these few types of stores, 

but consists of a variety of different types of restaurants, specialty stores, to include 

liquor stores, and fresh food (farmer’s) markets, among others.  Farmer’s markets, in 

particular, have drawn more recent attention in food desert studies, with one study 

finding them to shrink food desert boundaries during operational months and lower total 

fruit and vegetable prices in a rural area by adding additional competitive market 

pressures on nearby grocers (Larsen & Gilliland, 2009).  A second study, perhaps more 
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useful as it relates the performance of farmer’s markets to that of supermarkets and other 

grocery stores, found that farmer’s markets significantly correlated to increased dietary 

health only in rural areas (Jilcott et al., 2011, emphasis is mine).   

The appeal of available choices may differ in accordance with the requirements 

and geography of daily human activities.  Numerous researchers (Morland et al., 2002b; 

Block et al., 2004; Hendrickson et al., 2006; Powell et al., 2007; USDA, 2009a; Walker 

et al., 2010b; Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011; Russell et al., 2011) focus on distances 

between homes and supermarkets, or similar food retail outlets, in order to understand 

access to healthy food, and yet many Americans routinely travel from their homes to 

places of work, potentially passing a number of supermarkets, any one of which would 

offer affordable healthy foods, but that may nonetheless be located great distances from 

these peoples’ actual homes.  These factors are difficult to account for, but many of them 

may nonetheless represent important variables that are often overlooked in food desert 

studies (Bitler et al., 2011), and thus their neglect may skew the measurements that are 

taken.  High-income neighborhoods, as an example, have lower numbers of all food store 

types, as identified by Powell et al. (2007), but are not consequently identified as food 

deserts in a US government study (USDA, 2009a).  Neither are high-income households 

typically found to be food insecure (Colemen-Jensen et al., 2011).  Again, the key 

variable considered is income level, which influences buying power and affordability of 

improved transportation and higher-cost goods.  As previously discussed, studies from 

numerous disciplines repeatedly observe that low-income households and low-income 
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neighborhoods are most sensitive to the vulnerability inherent in the greater food 

environment. 

Consumer Preference 

Consumer preference is a powerful influencer that should not be overlooked by 

the obvious and undeniable fact that problems of low-income compound the problem of 

life in a food desert.  Money is a resource, and like all resources, it is scarce and has 

alternative uses (Sowell, 2007).  Income levels reflect varying degrees of opportunity 

expressed as buying power, and reflect on a household’s ability to achieve a certain 

standard of living that is not achieved simply by affording food to eat, but by also 

meeting the costs of shelter, clothing, and even the costs of mobility, in both a physical 

(i.e. ownership of a motor vehicle or good walking shoes) and a social (i.e. access to the 

internet and ownership to a cell phone or land line telephone) sense.  These factors are 

difficult to gauge, and create problems in defining the boundaries of food deserts, 

especially in light of the numerous choices that face each individual household.  These 

problems are further multiplied, for food choices specifically, when understood in the 

context of nutritious food “as one end of a continuum rather than a specific category” 

(Bitler et al., 2011, p. 161).  A healthy diet is thus one that balances macronutrients 

(Astrup, 1999; Simpson & Raubenheimer, 2009) that can be obtained from multiple 

sources such as convenience stores, restaurants, food stands, private gardens, grocery 

stores and supermarkets, and come in a variety of forms to include fresh or frozen 

vegetables, or even prepared foods that contain vegetables as principle ingredients (Bitler 
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et al., 2011).  Degrees of nutrition likely vary between these options after accounting for 

various preservatives and other factors, but they must be considered collectively rather 

than individually, for diet is a reflection of the totality of choices made in food 

consumption; but food desert studies do not appear to address the availability of food 

types in smaller stores and often miss sources of healthy food provided in the context of 

the larger food environment (Bitler et al., 2011). 

Many food desert studies also negate consumer preference by ignoring that 

individuals may shop at certain locations based on the perceived quality (i.e. freshness 

and nutrient content) of goods, the brands available, the speed of checkout lanes (Sowell, 

2007), or the availability of certain amenities like ATM machines, postal services, or 

fresh prepared items/meals (Hallett et al., 2011).  Specific food items “have a value added 

to them that transcends simply being more expensive” (Hallett et al., 2011, p. 1215), such 

that consumers may choose to spend their precious dollars on desirable aspects above and 

beyond the actual good itself.  Consider fair-trade food products, as an example, or 

organic, sustainably grown foods.  The food market, by itself, provides an abundance of 

available opportunities that challenge a consumer to balance his or her buying power 

between a variety of potentially moral and non-moral choices.  With this in mind, Hallett 

et al. (2011) offer the argument that food deserts are more than just functions of 

socioeconomic status paired with the location of retail food outlets that may require 

increased individual transportation costs, but are also functions of individual preference. 

Consumer preference and purchasing power are therefore likely to explain 

observations that show middle income households spend more on fast food than lower 
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income households (Kim, and Leigh, 2011) although the later are generally held to be 

more at risk for obesity (Drewnowski, 2007; USDA, 2009a; Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011) 

and generally more likely to live in neighborhoods with greater proximity to fast food 

restaurants (Block et al., 2004; Morland et al., 2002b; Ford et al, 2008; Jilcott et al., 

2011).  Higher income households are not instead restricting themselves to eating low-

calorie diets based on fresh fruits and vegetables at home, but spend a significant 

proportion of their discretionary dollars on eating out at full service table restaurants 

(Kim et al., 2011) that have been shown to treat guests to meals that are not significantly 

healthier than fast food alternatives (Brinkley, 2008).  An additional study conducted by 

Boone-Heinonen, Gordon-Larsen, Kiefe, Shikany, Lewis, and Popkin (2011), the first 

and only longitudinal study in the United States to measure the influence of access to 

food on diet, found that proximity to large grocery stores and supermarkets does not in 

fact correspond to increased consumption of healthy foods such as fresh fruits and 

vegetables.  Complementing this study is an earlier before/after study of a supermarket 

intervention (subsidized establishment of a supermarket in a food desert) in the United 

Kingdom which found only modest improvement toward a healthy diet given the 

temptation of prepared foods, luxury items and other needs (Wrigley, 2003; Walker et al., 

2010b) that compete for the scarce currency of a household.  In yet another study, one 

involving examination of former Soviet Union countries and the price fluctuations that 

followed the 1991 collapse of the government, initial price changes were observed to 

alter food consumption, but in the long-run, with exception to the most expensive items, 

normal dietary habits were resumed despite market stabilization at higher prices (Dellava 
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et al., 2010).  These studies’ findings offer insight into the power of market demand in 

determining the availability of foods, challenging notions that increasing the numbers of 

supermarkets will increase consumption of healthy foods like fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Citing the abundance of unhealthy food options, Rose et al. (2009) and the USDA 

(2009a) argue that if diets are environmentally determined, easy access to food, or access 

to unhealthy food, may in fact be the key contributing factors to obesity, prompting Rose 

et al. (2009) to suggest the metaphor of the “food swamp.”  If increased access to 

supermarkets and healthy food does not, however, indicate increased consumption of 

whole grains, milk, fresh fruits and vegetables, why should increased access to fast food 

and convenience stores necessarily influence shoppers to consume more sugary snacks, 

soft drinks, burgers and fries?  My later analysis of consumer perceptions and their 

individual food preferences offers answers to this important question. 

Recent Government Research 

US Government funded research, producing the aforementioned 2009 USDA 

study, considering only supermarkets and low-income areas1 and using one mile as its 

principal measure of distance in urban areas, and 10 miles in rural areas when regarding 

the issue of food access, found that 23.5 million Americans (8.4 percent of the total US 

                                                
1 Defined as an area where 40 percent or more of the population lives on income at or 
below 200 percent of Federal poverty levels.  Note that Federal poverty levels are 
determined by family size and number of children.  As a means of comparison, consider 
that the Federal poverty level for a two-parent family of four is $22,113 a year, and 
$22,190 for a similarly sized one-parent family (US Census Bureau, 2010).  A 200 
percent increase, as cited, would place these incomes at $44,226 and $44,380, 
respectively. 
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population) live in a food desert.  Further examination of the report reveals that of all 

individuals residing in these low-income areas, only 11.5 million people (4.1 percent of 

the total US population) were actually categorized as low-income (USDA, 2009a), an 

important point given the significance of affordability as a component of access.  Given 

also the established importance of proximity to a supermarket and the general availability 

of modern transportation technologies that have enabled us to effectively shorten 

distances in terms of time and energy consumption, the USDA also considers household 

access to motor vehicles, finding that only 2.2 percent, or 2.3 million households in 

America, live more than a mile from a supermarket and do not have access to a vehicle.  

An additional 3.2 percent, or 3.4 million households, were found to live between one-half 

mile and one mile from a supermarket without access to a vehicle (USDA, 2009a).  

Compare these figures to a 2010 USDA funded food security study that determined that 

17.2 million households (14.5 percent of the population) experienced food insecurity in 

2010, a slight but insignificant reduction from 2009 levels estimated at 17.4 million 

households (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2011).  These US government studies, when 

compared together, challenge the conceptual linkage between food deserts and food 

insecurity as established above, suggesting that the problem of food insecurity extends 

well beyond the boundaries of food deserts and that geographies of access to healthy food 

are not in fact environmentally deterministic. 
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Conclusion 

A review of numerous studies from a wide background of disciplines shows a 

lack of significant evidence that food consumption is influenced as heavily as the food 

desert metaphor suggests.  The food environment certainly influences shopping behaviors 

but does not dictate our choices or predetermine our diets.  Stated differently, choice must 

be a fundamental component of diet.  Consequently, several researchers (USDA, 2009a; 

Bitler et al., 2011; Walker et al., 2010b) have recommended an ecological approach that 

seeks to understand what kinds of foods consumers are purchasing, where they are 

making these purchases, and why.  My specific research questions, as outlined above, are 

in fact derived from the research recommendations of these sources.  This thesis 

examines consumer habits, and the underlying demand-side factors as influenced by 

income, taste preferences, and perceptions of nutrition and food preparation times/costs 

as a means of explaining variations in food access throughout the food environment. 
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Chapter 2:  Study Area 

Cities and other population centers of various sizes have developed over time in 

response to numerous factors, perhaps none more important than the cost-saving (i.e. 

resource conserving) agglomeration of markets that provision goods and services in 

exchange for raw materials from rural surroundings (Jordan-Bychkov & Domosh, 1999; 

De Blij et al., 2002).  Urban and rural localities do not therefore exist apart from one 

another, but are instead intertwined based on exchange of resources.  Although most 

researchers approach food deserts differently in these two environments, I adopted, as a 

key concept of my research plan, the idea that understanding the relationship between the 

two environments would improve understanding of food deserts by offering context to 

them separately. 

 Lubbock, Texas and the South Plains region, known for cattle farming and cotton 

growing, were selected as the study area given the relative isolation of the area, the 

availability of a relatively diverse demographic, and the size of the principle city that I 

deemed manageable for one researcher.  Lubbock itself is approximately 230,000 people, 

and is the 83rd largest city in America out of only 109 cities with populations over 

200,000, and 715 with populations greater than 50,000 (US Census Bureau, 2011).  Still 

referred to as a "hub city" today, Lubbock has grown by over 200,000 people since the 

1940 census, and is considered the medical, education, and economic center of the South 

Plains of West Texas and Eastern New Mexico (City of Lubbock, 2012).  The South 

Plains is not an official region of Texas, however, but a familiar local term applied to 
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Lubbock and the surrounding Texas counties that lie south of the Panhandle.  Much of 

the region overlaps the Llano Estacado, a mesa in West Texas and Eastern New Mexico 

that stretches across the southern High Plains of America, a subdivision of the Great 

Plains, once referred to as the "Great American Desert" (Texas State Historical 

Association, 2012). 

 I did not, however, find agreement on proper use of the term "South Plains," 

hearing references to the Panhandle in several counties north of Lubbock, and hearing 

others to the Llano Estacado in counties to the south and southeast.  For the purposes of 

this thesis, the area considered the Texas South Plains are all Texas counties constituting 

Lubbock’s retail trade territory, as determined by the City of Lubbock (2012), with 

exception to Parmer County, whose residents I assume are more likely to rely on 

Amarillo based services given the shorter distance (83 miles as compared to 95 miles to 

Lubbock).  The South Plains, as regards this study, thus comprises 22 counties and 

approximately 478,000 people (See figure 1, p. 25).  
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Figure 1: The 22 counties of the South Plains region compared here to the city of 
Lubbock’s estimated retail trade territory, consisting of 26 counties, to 
include three in New Mexico.  See the appendix for additional maps. 
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 This cultural region is also of interest to understanding the relationship between a 

population and the food retail environment as changes to both can be seen visibly in the 

landscape, especially in the rural areas surrounding the city of Lubbock.  Population in 

the South Plains and the greater southern High Plains have fluctuated over time in 

response to frequent droughts that were intensified by strong winds and agricultural 

extensification promoted by government sponsored enclosures.  Although many South 

Plains cattle ranches, to include the famed 6666 Ranch in King County, established in the 

mid to late nineteenth century, the region saw its first dramatic increase in population 

between 1900 and 1920 as a response to the Homestead Act of 1894, advancements in 

mechanization, expansion of rail services, the incorporation of the city of Lubbock, and  

the discovery of oil (City of Lubbock, 2012, Texas State Historical Association, 2012).  

The expansion of farmland under cultivation and the introduction of humid farming 

techniques to the dry, windy lands of the High Plains resulted in the degradation of top 

soils, severe dust storms, and consequently extreme ecological and economic damage.  

This period, known as the Dust Bowl, gripped the High Plains during the 1930s and 

resulted in massive population migrations and farm consolidations (Lockeretz, 1978; 

Texas State Historical Association, 2012). 

 In the early 1940s, attempting to overcome labor shortages in the agricultural 

sector associated with the Dust Bowl and the onset of World War II, the US government 

passed the Mexican Farm Labor Program Agreement with Mexico.  Under the law, 

Mexican migrant workers, referred to as braceros (Spanish for manual laborer), were 

promised food, shelter, and a minimum wage of 30 cents an hour, incentivizing hundreds 
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of thousands to migrate north into the South Plains and other agricultural communities 

across America over the following decades until the program expired in 1964.  Still 

others were encouraged to come illegally in unknown numbers, especially in Texas, 

where farm owners were able to negotiate lower wages than required under the law.  

Having arrived, legally or otherwise, the vast majority of these Mexican migrant workers 

settled and established homes, helping to rejuvenate the agricultural based economy of 

the South Plains and adding a diverse characteristic to its culture and demography (Texas 

State Historical Association, 2012). 

 As technology advanced and agricultural work became more and more intensive, 

however, the South Plains and surrounding agricultural communities began once again 

suffering dramatic population declines.  As one South Plains farmer explained to me, 

competition and increased productive output reduced prices such that farm earnings could 

no longer cover the cost of doing business for the family farm.  "It used to be a farmer 

and several farm hands . . . but today it's just the farmer," he told me.  By cutting labor 

costs a farmer can pay fairly quickly for mechanized harvesters capable of working 16 

rows at a time, although this assumes a sizable plot of land capable of producing yields 

that support investment in such an expensive and maintenance-intensive machine.  It also 

assumes that farmers have on hand the capital necessary to acquire labor-reducing aids 

such as Ready-Round Up products that negate the need to hire workers to hoe and clear 

weeds, or modular trailers that can haul product directly into a processing unit, such as a 

cotton gin, without needing more than a driver to make the transfer.  Small farms that 

could not compete sold their lands to larger farms capable of producing higher yields, and 
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increased volume of sales now covers costs and brings in a profit (Gardner, 2002; 

Conkin, 2009). 

 Stripped of farm hands and consolidated onto ever larger and larger plots of land, 

however, this change to the family farm has reduced many agricultural communities in 

the South Plains to ghost towns, marked today by memorial placards and stones, or in 

sadder circumstances by decayed buildings and piles of scrap metal.  Many such 

abandoned and degraded buildings still carry the obvious markings of grocery stores as 

shown in figure 2, offering a glimpse into an earlier time, four decades in the past, when 

businesses were smaller and more diverse.  The elder generations have remained in these 

areas, often their childhood homes, and seem always willing to talk of these perceived 

“simpler” times, beneficial in a study such as this that seeks to offer context to the current 

food retail environment. 

 

 

Figure 2: Abandoned grocery stores in Draw (left) and Anton (right) that closed down 
in the late seventies according to locals. 
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

DATA COLLECTION, ASSUMPTIONS, AND ANALYSIS 

 Loyalty, discount, or club cards are commonly made available by major 

supermarkets and are used by these big box retailers to track grocery store purchases and 

build a profile on individual shoppers.  Data collected via these cards is ideal to this 

research, assuming stores record the desired demographic details (and it is in fact very 

unlikely that they will record details of a person’s weight), but privacy concerns are 

likely to encourage stores to delay or block access.  In the South Plains these concerns are 

immaterial because no such cards are used, hence the best way to determine what people 

are buying is to observe their in-store purchases. 

 Before beginning these observations I familiarized myself with the various store 

names and formats in the study area, as well as the stocked food items made available in 

each one.  I did not want to assume uniformity between all stores and wanted to ensure a 

diversity of shoppers in terms of key demographics, but also in terms of income, 

race/ethnicity, and urbanicity.  The process of familiarizing myself to the retail food 

environment was important in selecting the stores where I would conduct my observation 

and also important in developing a system of classification that would aid me in 

recording my observations: 

 

• Fresh produce:  All fresh fruits and vegetables, to include precut and 

packaged items that could be considered raw, without added preservatives or 
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other ingredients.  Included in this category were dried vegetables such as 

beans and lentils. 

• Can/frozen and prepared vegetables:  Many canned or frozen items, generally 

available in the inner store rather than the perimeter, are processed to some 

degree or come with added ingredients for flavor or preservation.  Provided 

that a packaged product appeared to be primarily fruit or vegetable and 

minimally processed, I counted it in this category.  Any canned or frozen 

vegetable, to include pickled items, and mixes and stir fry packages marketed 

as a vegetable blend but potentially with added ingredients for flavor to 

include frozen buttered cubes blended with garlic and other spices, or cheeses 

intended to melt into a sauce during preparation, were counted here.  Canned 

and frozen fruits were included in this category, but I did not attempt to 

differentiate between items packaged in water versus a sugary syrup, items 

that included a prepared topping, or ones packaged with a filling or stuffing as 

is often done with olives and peppers.  Dried fruits, nuts and trail mixes were 

also counted in this category, as were prepared salads that in some cases 

included nuts, meats, and/or eggs. 

• Meats:  Any fresh or frozen packaged raw meat, seasoned raw meat, or fresh 

store-cooked meat such as rotisserie chickens.  Eggs were also counted here 

because they are a source of protein and because they are a raw animal 

product.  Cured meats, sausages, hot dogs, jerky, bacon, and packaged 

precooked meats, although processed and consisting of higher sodium counts, 
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were considered here in part based on similarities in packaging between some 

items, but also to differentiate them from other processed items usually 

packaged in boxes and cans and shelved in the inner store as opposed to along 

the perimeter. 

• Dairy:  All milks, cheeses, yogurts, and butters.  Margarine and flavored 

creamers were included in this category to facilitate observation as packaging 

can be similar to other milk products. 

• Grains/Breads:  Uncooked pastas, rices, and whole grains like oats, barley, 

flaxseed, and quinoa.  Breakfast cereals, flours, and baked breads to include 

hamburger and hotdog buns, rolls, lunch breads and tortillas were also 

included.  Due to similarities in packaging between products I did not attempt 

to differentiate between refined and whole grains, between cornmeal and other 

flour types and their finished products, or between sugary and non-sugary 

breakfast cereals.  For this reason, and because they are similar to hamburger 

and hotdog buns in use, it made sense to include hard shell tacos and tostada 

shells in this category, even though corn chips were considered a snack item 

as discussed below. 

• Processed box and frozen foods (Prefab Foods):  Items that predominate in 

the inner store.  Any precooked frozen dish meant to be heated in a 

microwave or oven, and all meal or dish helpers to include cake and brownie 

mixes, frozen pre made doughs, instant mashed potatoes, dry stuffings, rices 

and pastas with seasoning packets intended to be cooked in water and served 
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by itself or mixed with a meat and/or vegetable.  Filled pastas such as ravioli 

and tortellini were also considered in this category, as were canned meats and 

soups, sauces, spreads, condiments, and dressings, all due to the amount of 

added preservatives and manufacturer processing.  This category also included 

snack foods and sweet desserts:  prepared items not intended to serve as a 

meal and requiring little to no preparation, such as chips, dips, crackers, 

puffed rice cakes, cookies, donuts, desert cakes, pies, ice creams, and candies. 

• Flavored drinks (Soda/Juice):  Any carbonated and/or sugar based drink to 

include sodas, flavored waters, teas, punches, and energy drinks.  Juices were 

also considered here as they are often prepared with added sugars.  I did not 

deem it feasible to attempt to differentiate between varying qualities of juices 

while making my observations.  This category also includes frozen and dry 

drink mixes. 

• Alcohol:  Any alcoholic or non-alcoholic beverage marketed as a beer or 

wine.  Liquors were not considered because these products are not sold in 

grocery stores in Texas. 

• Items not considered:  Any of the wide variety of non-food items typically 

sold in a grocery store such as paper products, but also including medicines, 

supplements, tobacco products, plants and gardening seeds.  Coffee beans and 

dry tea packages, and herbs and spices were also ignored as they are intended 

for flavoring and provide little to no caloric input when consumed.   Bottled, 

non-carbonated, non-flavored water was also ignored given that water is 
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commonly consumed even if not purchased from a grocery store.  Cooking 

oils and baking agents were also ignored during observations as these 

products are less frequently purchased, or purchased in smaller quantities for 

use in the preparation of food or as a finishing product and do not constitute 

the larger share of calories obtained from a dish. 

 

 As the research goal was to understand what specific foods are being purchased 

against the backdrop of numerous available alternatives, I chose to make my observations 

at full-service grocery stores only.  Convenience stores and discount dollar stores have 

much smaller footprints, more limited shelf space, and consequently smaller selections 

from which to differentiate a single in-store purchase into various categories.  Most 

importantly, because these store formats rarely carry any fresh produce, or supply only a 

limited quantity and selection, observation results at such locations would have been 

skewed in favor of other food categories.  The South Plains consists of several dry 

counties and towns where alcohol is not legal to sell.  I conducted observations at two dry 

grocery stores (of at least 12 in number, or 20 percent, of all full service grocery stores 

available at the time of research), recording five percent of my total observations there.  

In general, the relationships made reflect the total of observations regardless of 

opportunity to purchase alcohol because the number of observations at dry stores was so 

small.  I also chose not to conduct observation at any of the six Walmart Supercenters in 

the South Plains.  Although these store formats offer a full service grocery department, 
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they are also a discount department store and draw customers for a multitude of purposes 

that I did not want interfering with collection of data on grocery purchases. 

 Having familiarized myself to the South Plains retail food environment, I selected 

fourteen stores, eight in the city of Lubbock and six in the surrounding counties: 

 

Lubbock: 

• Sprouts; specializes in organic foods and specialty health items.  It is designed 

to compete for the business of the health conscious and is located in a largely 

White, high-income area. 

• United Market Street (on Quaker); an upscale version of United’s traditional 

store format, Market Street stores offer a wider selection of higher priced 

specialty items, prepared foods and organic products for which there is 

typically a greater demand in high income households.  This Market Street 

store is located near high-income, largely White communities and was 

upgraded within the last decade to compete with Sprouts, which is one mile 

distant from this store location.    

• United Market Street (on Indiana); the first of this United store format in the 

Lubbock area, it is situated near both high and low-income areas that are 

largely White. 

• United East; a traditional United store format lacking an organic fruits and 

vegetable selection as well as other higher priced specialty alternatives offered 

in the upscale Market Street stores.  This particular store services largely low-
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income communities and is located in the largest black community in 

Lubbock. 

• Henry D’s United; a traditional United store format that services largely 

White and Hispanic low-income communities. 

• Amigos United; designed specifically to service the Hispanic community, and 

located in a low-income, largely Hispanic area of the city, one-half mile from 

La Michoacana Carniceria with which it competes. 

• La Michoacana Carniceria; a full service Mexican grocery store also offering 

a taqueria and designed to service Hispanic communities.  It is located a half-

mile from Amigos United in the same low-income Hispanic community. 

• Leonard’s Grocery; an independently owned store that opened in July 2011 

and is designed specifically to service the Texas Tech student population.  It is 

located near student housing. 

 

Surrounding South Plains Area 

• United Supermarket, Snyder; a smaller model of United’s traditional store 

format, located in a town of 11,000 people who are largely below-average 

income Whites and Hispanics. 

• Lawrence Brothers, Aspermont; a small store located in a town of 1,000 

people who are largely below-average income Whites. 

• 4 Corners Mart, Shallowater; a small, independently owned store in a largely 

White town whose population is average income.  This store nonetheless 
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services a largely low-income population spread throughout the surrounding 

farmlands.  Shallowater has a population of 2,500 and is located ten miles 

from the outskirts of Lubbock. 

• Cashsaver Cost Plus Food Outlet, Seminole; a new store format being 

experimented with by Lawrence Brothers, Inc.  It is located in a town of 6,500 

and whose residents are average income and largely White and Hispanic.  

Seminole is located in Gaines county, a dry county. 

• Morton Supermarket, Morton; a small, independently owned store that was 

reopened in the fall of 2011 after numerous failures.  It is located near the 

border with New Mexico in a town of 2,000 people who are largely below-

average income Hispanics and migrant Mexican laborers. 

• Lowe’s Supermarket, Matador; a small store located in a town of 600 people 

who are largely below-average income Whites.  Matador is located in Motley, 

a dry county. 

 

 All observations were made near cash registers where I could view items being 

clearly scanned and bagged.  Fresh produce, meats, dairy items, breads, and alcohol 

beverages are bagged in groups reflective of my categories, as are non-food items, which 

helped greatly.  The same is the case for frozen items, such that frozen fruits and 

vegetables are not mixed with frozen uncooked meats, which are not mixed with frozen 

pre-cooked meals.  Sodas and juices tend to be grouped with waters if purchased 

individually and bagged, but are otherwise easily recognizable in bulk packaging.  Other 
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items tend to be bagged by packaging and are inevitably mixed together regardless of 

contents, like items in cans, jars, boxes and bags.  Deciphering these items from one 

another took careful observation during unloading of a cart or basket and then mentally 

separating them from other bagged groceries that were easiest to calculate after bagging.  

To facilitate data collection and keep up with the pace of the checkout process, thereby 

reducing the risk of confusion, I simplified data collection by recording quantities by 

tens.  The desire to simplify also resulted in a reduced number of categories, lumping 

fresh and processed meats together, as well as sodas and juices, snack items with pre-

fabricated meals and meal helpers, and nuts and dried fruits with canned fruits and 

vegetables. 

 My observations thus reflect only percentages of categorized food items in a 

basket of groceries, meaning that purchase quantities are not differentiated between 

shoppers.  In other words, my analysis will involve comparison of shoppers who 

purchased only a handful of items to other shoppers who purchased a cart full of 

groceries.  Carts and baskets were filled to different extents and selecting which shoppers 

to observe based on quantity of groceries purchased added a level of complexity that I 

decided to avoid.  The assumption I make, therefore, is that purchase rates by shopper are 

generally reflective of the types of foods consumed by the purchasing individual. 

 For the collection of demographic information I considered a shopper’s sex, race 

or ethnicity, age and body size.  While the first two characteristics are generally easy to 

identify, the second two can be problematical, particularly age, which I determined 

unscientifically based on my personal experience and understanding of how observable 
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physical characteristics such as wrinkles, hair color and hair loss can indicate a person’s 

age.  To improve accuracy, although at the expense of precision, I recorded ages by 

decade.  Body size was more easily determined, but is not always obvious given body 

shape, height, and clothing.  I recorded a person as overweight only if they were visibly 

and unquestionably so, meaning that my results will, in most cases, reflect smaller 

percentages of overweight and obese individuals than exists in reality.  I chose not to 

observe pregnant women because I was not confident in my ability to accurately 

determine their body size.  Determining obese (greater than 30 percent body fat) from 

overweight (greater than 25 percent body fat) shoppers was more difficult and my 

methodology limited me to identifying the grossly overweight as obese; that is, 

individuals who are more likely to have a body fat percentage greater than 35 and 

therefore be categorized in the medical community as morbidly obese.  As such, my 

recorded observations of obese individuals are even more significantly off from official 

estimates. 

 In general, my observations are not as accurate as they would have been had data 

from loyalty, discount or club cards been available, as well as reliable data on body size 

for each shopper.  Observations were nonetheless consistently made using the system 

described and therefore the relationships uncovered are of value in drawing conclusions 

between the foods purchased and key demographic considerations.  I will not seek to use 

this data to generalize about the larger South Plains population via statistics, because it is 

insufficient to that task.  The data is useful however, in testing the food desert hypothesis 
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regarding the relationship between access to affordable fresh fruits and vegetables and a 

healthy body weight. 

 To understand why and how individuals choose the foods they purchase, I 

developed a short survey that asked participants where they shopped and why, and what 

types of foods they consumed and why.  In order to keep the survey short and quickly 

completed, questions about the types of foods purchased were limited to two broad 

categories:  (1) fresh, raw ingredients, (2) boxed/frozen foods and other prepared meals 

and meal helpers, and (3) a combination of the two.  I additionally collected data on the 

participants’ zip codes, the number of people in their households, and their perceptions of 

nutrition, affordability and sufficiency.  Observations were made, as in the same manner 

described above in order to record key demographic data.  Although I anticipated using 

this short survey to gather data at multiple locations, the vast majority of store owners 

were not agreeable to me talking to their customers.  Fortunately, however, the Farmer's 

Market in Lubbock did not mind me administering the survey, and customers patronized 

this site from all over the city and the surrounding counties, enabling me to collect data 

representative of a much larger area. 

 Lastly, to support my qualitative analysis, I conducted semi-structured interviews 

with 14 store owners, managers, and corporate representatives in order to collect data on 

the business models and constraints of the various stores serving Lubbock and the South 

Plains, with the intent of understanding how these variables influenced factors of supply.  

I also conducted an additional 24 interviews with subjects at ten locations throughout the 

study area in order to understand perceptions of distance and potential coping strategies.  
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Guide questions were used to shape conversations that I recorded via notepad.  With 

respect to privacy concerns, I did not record the names of interviewed subjects.  

Interviews of full-service grocery store representatives were balanced with observations 

of store layouts for comparison with limited-service grocery stores such as convenience 

stores and discount dollar stores whose inventories differed widely between formats as 

well as by location given the sizes of servicing populations. 

DEFINING THE RETAIL FOOD ENVIRONMENT OF THE TEXAS SOUTH PLAINS 

 My analysis required an understanding of the potential extent of food deserts in 

order to contextualize my research throughout the study area.  As survey data was to be 

recorded based on the zip codes of participating individuals, the associated food desert 

map would need to be based on these administrative boundaries.  Being unaware of any 

such recent maps, I developed one specific to the Texas South Plains using ArcGIS 

version 10 (produced by Environmental Systems Research Incorporated).  The criteria for 

assigning food desert status to each zip code was based on a refinement of the definition 

of food deserts used by the Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI), associated with the 

Let’s Move! campaign and sponsored by the USDA Economic Research Service.  The 

HFFI, also using ArcGIS, produced the Food Desert Locator (USDA, 2009b), an online 

interactive map based on census tracts.  According to their criteria, a food desert is a low-

income census tract with 500 or more people and/or at least 33 percent of the tract’s 

population residing more than one mile (or ten miles in rural tracts) from a supermarket 

or large grocery store.  Low-income census tracts were defined as tracts with a 20 percent 
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or greater poverty rate, or “a median family income at or below 80 percent of the area’s 

median family income” (USDA, 2009b, About the Locator). 

 In creating my own food desert map for the South Plains area, I chose not to 

distinguish between supermarkets and grocery stores, or between large and small 

retailers.  Assuming that market size would dictate the square footage of a store and its 

sales volume, I calculated grocery store coverage areas based on the location of all full-

service grocery stores, defined as those retailers offering items in each of the food 

categories described above, with exception possibly to alcohol products.  For the sake of 

conformity with the Food Desert Locator and the numerous studies discussed in the 

literature review, I did maintain use of the accepted one-mile and 10-mile limits for urban 

and rural areas, respectively.  I also defined low-income zip codes (see figure 3, p. 42) as 

those with poverty rates of 20 percent or more, or zip codes where the median household 

income fell at or below 200 percent of Federal poverty thresholds that I determined based 

on a zip code’s average household size.  I considered applying the median income of the 

entire South Plains as a standard against which to measure the median incomes of all zip 

codes, following suit with the HFFI in the construction of their map, but knowledge of 

how they determined the extent of an “area” is unknown, and I felt that Federal poverty 

thresholds offered a more accepted standard, particularly as these are used to determine 

eligibility for SNAP, WIC and countless other government entitlement benefits.  All low-

income data and household size figures were determined using City-Data.com (2012), a 

site which compiles demographic and other data from a number of public sources, to 
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include the US Census Bureau, and reports data by city, county or zip code without 

charging a fee.  

 

Figure 3: Low-income zip codes in the South Plains and surrounding counties. 
 

 Food desert zip codes were determined by calculating the difference between the 

population of each low-income zip code and the population within the accepted area of 

grocery store coverage.  Assigning food desert status to zip codes with 500 or more 

people uncovered by a grocery store meant classifying the entirety of Lubbock as a food 

desert given the greater sizes of fewer zip codes as compared to the smaller sizes of more 

census tracts.  I therefore chose to deviate from the HFFI method by ignoring population 
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counts in favor of percentages only, with the compromise of accepting a lower threshold 

at 20 percent as opposed to 33 percent.  For the sake of uniformity, I applied this standard 

universally, and coded all zip codes with 20 percent or more of its population located 

outside the area of grocery store coverage as food deserts. 

 With regard to the city of Lubbock, the only urban area of consequence, multiple 

zip code boundaries overlap its city limits, many of which extend for miles beyond those 

limits.  In these cases, determining the food desert status of zip codes extending into 

Lubbock meant ignoring the population outside of the city limits that were typically 

found within coverage range of a rural grocery store.  If 20 percent of more of this 

smaller population located within the city limits was found to reside outside of urban 

grocery store coverage (a one-mile buffer), the entire zip code was labeled as a food 

desert.  Zip code boundaries and population distribution data by household were provided 

as TIGER/Line shapefiles by the US Census Bureau (2012).  In constructing the map I 

used population and income data taken directly or derived from the 2010 census.  The Zip 

Codes used are specific to 2012 in order to match information obtained via field work on 

full-service grocery stores. 

 Figures 4 (p. 45) and 5 (p. 46) reflect the outcome of the GIS analysis conducted 

using ArcGIS version 10 respective to the South Plains and the city of Lubbock.  Also 

reflected are the locations of all identified full-service grocery stores, found in many 

cases using search engines and official business websites, but also during the course of 

familiarizing myself to the study area.  I personally confirmed the location of each store 

and verified that they were indeed open for business.  Highlighted also on the maps are 
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the stores at which I made observations of shoppers and the locations where I conducted 

interviews and administered the survey. 

 Like all food desert maps based on administrative boundaries that reflect an 

inaccurate constraint on human behavior, my own is no less worthy of the criticisms 

made in the literature review, although still necessary to geographically contextualize my 

discussion of the collected data.  The limitations of these maps reflect limitations on my 

analysis and these are discussed in the subsequent chapter. 
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Figure 4: South Plains Food Deserts. 
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Figure 5: Lubbock Food Deserts. 
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Chapter 4:  Results and Discussion 

OBSERVATIONS OF GROCERY STORE SHOPPERS 

 Tables 1 and 2 reflect the averages of 914 observations categorized by 

demographic and location wherever 10 or more observations were made.  Pre-Fab, fresh 

produce, meats and grains, in that order, generally accounted for the largest percentages 

of a basket of groceries, while canned and frozen vegetables, dairy products, alcohol, 

soda and juice accounted for smaller percentages. 
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 Observations were conducted over a two-week period spanning July and August 

2012, an important note as interviews with store representatives revealed that shopping 

behaviors differed throughout the year.  The majority of stores reported a direct linkage 

between the school year and shopping behaviors, indicating that they sold more fresh 

produce and other raw unprocessed items, as compared to canned and frozen fruits, 

vegetables and prepared foods, during the summer months when schools were closed.  

During the school year, however, as children became involved in after-school activities 

and schedules tended to restrict the amount of free time available, stores claimed to sell 

more canned and frozen goods as well as more “ready-to-eat” items that I associate here 

with pre-fabricated foods and meal helpers that reduce cooking times.  The 4 Corners 

Mart in Shallowater, a small, independently owned rural store, indicated that they were 

able to reduce prices on fresh produce relative to canned and frozen alternatives from the 

late spring to early fall, influencing higher sales of fresh fruits and vegetables during that 
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time.  All stores reported spikes in the sale of fresh produce and unprocessed meats 

during holidays, particularly Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Years. 

 Chart 1, displaying the frequency of observations, shows that only between 38 

and 42 percent of shoppers were observed not purchasing fresh produce, meats, grains 

and breads, and pre-fab items, while percentages were significantly higher for the other 

four categories (between 53 and 80 percent).  Notably, however, there were more 

observations of pre-fab food purchases at higher percentages (between 40 and 100 

percent) than any other category, rivaled only just barely by alcohol (3.6 versus 3.5 

percent) for food purchases in a single category.  The high percentage sales of pre-fab 

foods, especially as compared to the purchase of fresh produce is an important 

relationship given the food desert hypothesis that increased access to healthy food 

(assumed affordable in large grocery stores) corresponds to increased consumption of 

healthy food.  Assuming that customers purchase what they intend to consume, these 

observations begin to support the notion of the “food swamp” addressed by Rose et al. 

(2009). 



 50 

 

 I conducted thirteen interviews with store owners, managers and corporate 

employees in order to give context to my observations.  Two chains, United and 

Lawrence Brothers (who both compete in markets outside the South Plains), offered me 

figures on their total annual sales percentages of fresh produce, citing approximately 

eight percent, but were unable to report these figures as a percentage of only their food 

sales.  Both stores also indicated higher sales of fresh produce in principally Hispanic 

markets, ranging two to four percentage points above their other stores servicing mixed 

racial and ethnic populations.  Additionally, every single interviewed store representative 

reported that, based on their own experiences, Hispanics purchased more fresh produce 

than any other group.  My observations actually show that Asians purchased the largest 

share of vegetables when compared to other food categories in their baskets.  Total 

observations of Asian shoppers are very low, but accurately reflect their small population 
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relative to other racial and ethnic groups in Lubbock and the South Plains.  My 

observations do show a slightly larger percentage of fresh produce purchased by 

Hispanics as compared to Whites, and significantly higher purchase percentages as 

compared to Blacks.  Sodas, juices and similar drinks that account for a large number of 

calories consumed in America (USDA and USDHHS, 2010) were similar for all groups, 

with exception to Asians who purchased, by percentage, less than half the percentage 

value of other racial and ethnic groups.  The percentage of pre-fab foods in the average 

basket of groceries purchased by Black shoppers, at almost 35 percent, was significantly 

higher as compared to other groups who purchased at rates ranging from 20.5 to 22.1 

percent on average.  Considering only percentages of purchased fresh produce (generally 

considered the healthiest food options), and percentages of purchased pre-fab foods 

(generally considered the unhealthiest food options), and comparing these relationships in 

Chart 2 against percentages of overweight and obese shoppers for each race/ethnic 

category, no consistent association between the foods purchased and body size can be 

found. 
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 Although Asians purchased fresh produce at higher percentages, and pre-fab 

foods at lower percentages, their observed obesity rates were highest except when 

compared to Blacks.  Again, the data may be skewed given the low numbers of Asians 

observed, but expectations are not met when comparing Whites and Hispanics either.  In 

this case, pre-fab food purchases accounted for very similar levels in the averages of both 

baskets of groceries, but larger numbers of overweight and obese Hispanic shoppers were 

observed even though their baskets of groceries contained higher percentages of fresh 

produce.  Only observed Black shoppers met the perceived expectation of higher obesity 

counts given higher percentages of pre-fab foods and lower percentages of fresh produce.  

This relationship is nonetheless absent when comparing the sexes as shown in Chart 3.  

Women purchased slightly lower average percentages of pre-fab foods as compared to 
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men, but significantly higher average percentages of fresh produce.  Even so, observed 

rates of obesity were dramatically higher among women shoppers. 

 

 Chart 4 isolates observations by body size in order to highlight the inconsistent 

relationship between fresh produce purchases, pre-fab food purchases and body size.  

Obese shoppers were observed purchasing a similar percentage of fresh produce as 

compared to not-overweight shoppers (16.4 percent as compared to 16.1 percent), and 

overweight shoppers purchased a slightly higher percentage than both.  Additionally, 

although obese shoppers purchased more pre-fab foods than any other body size 

category, both overweight and not-overweight shoppers purchased similar percentages of 

pre-fab foods.  Intriguingly, observed groups of shoppers with mixed overweight/not-

overweight body-sizes purchased the highest percentages of fresh produce and the lowest 

percentages of pre-fab foods.  This relationship could be explained by the very small 
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number of observations made of mixed weight groups as compared to observations in 

other weight categories.  It may be worth speculating, however, that the relationship 

suggests the influence of a social pressure on behavior such that healthy-weight 

individuals socially related to unhealthy-weight individuals are incentivized, via their 

association with the negative effects of being overweight, to eat healthier and to 

encourage their unhealthy-weight relation to do the same. 

 

 Chart 5 shows the relationship between fresh produce and pre-fab food purchases 

to body size by location for all sites where 50 or more observations were made.  

Observed obesity rates are shown increasing from left to right, but while fresh produce 

purchases can be seen trending downward and pre-fab food purchases can be seen 

trending upward with the increase in obesity, the trend is inconsistent.  Obesity was 

observed lowest at Leonard’s Grocery where fresh produce purchases were lowest and 
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pre-fab food purchases were highest.  At Sprouts, where the opposite relation was 

observed, percentages of obese and overweight shoppers were higher.  At Amigos, 

shoppers purchased higher percentages of fresh produce and lower percentages of pre-fab 

foods as compared to Henry D’s United Supermarket but had similarly observed numbers 

of obese shoppers and a higher number of overweight shoppers.  A similar relationship 

exists between La Michoacana and United East where the majority of customers tended 

to be Hispanic; and while shoppers at Henry D’s United and United East purchased 

similar percentages of fresh produce and pre-fab foods, the numbers of observed obese 

and overweight shoppers was much higher at the latter store. 

 

 Chart 6 examines these relationships by body size for non-overweight, 

overweight, and obese shoppers.  With exception to Amigos United, all overweight 

shoppers were observed purchasing larger percentages of fresh produce than non-
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overweight shoppers.  With exception to United Snyder, Market Street United (at 

Quaker), Amigos United and United East, obese shoppers were observed purchasing 

higher percentages of fresh produce than non-overweight shoppers.  Further, at the 

Quaker Market Street and the Amigos United, fresh produce was purchased at similar 

percentages.  Still, pre-fab purchase rates were highest amongst obese shoppers except at 

the United Supermarket in Snyder and at the Sprouts in Lubbock.  In the latter case, pre-

fab food purchase rates were very similar as compared to purchase rates in the other two 

body size categories.  Additionally, at all stores, with exception to Sprouts, pre-fab food 

purchase rates were all quite high when compared to fresh produce purchase rates, 

especially at Leonard’s Grocery store where I observed almost no fresh produce 

purchases except among the overweight (a total of six shoppers).  There were no obese 

shoppers observed at Leonard’s Grocery. 
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 Interestingly, comparison of fresh produce and pre-fab food purchases for zip 

codes based on income and food desert status, as shown in Chart 7, do show relationships 

that are closer to the expectations of the food desert hypothesis, though still inconsistent.  

Observed percentages of obese and overweight shoppers are in agreement with existing 

food desert and obesity studies in that my observed figures are higher in low-income and 

food desert zip codes and lower in non low-income and food oasis zip codes.  

Additionally, shoppers in low-income zip codes were observed purchasing lower 

percentages of fresh produce and higher percentages of pre-fab foods as compared to 

shoppers observed in non low-income zip codes.  The relationship is less exact in zip 

codes categorized by food desert status, however.  Shoppers in food deserts were 

observed purchasing slightly higher percentages of both fresh produce and pre-fab foods 

as compared to shoppers in food oasis zip codes.  Given the limitations of my 

methodology, the similarity in the purchase rates of these two food categories, as 

compared between zip codes based on food desert status, suggests that there is very little 

difference between foods purchased by shoppers in food deserts versus food oases, 

especially when compared to differences between shoppers based on income.   
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Additionally, given the expectation of the food desert hypothesis that proximity to 

grocery stores is correlated with healthier food choices, it is worth noting that shoppers 

were observed purchasing higher percentages of pre-fab foods as compared to fresh 

produce regardless of food desert status.  Considering all related categories in Chart 7, 

only shoppers in non low-income zip codes were observed purchasing a smaller 

percentage of pre-fab foods as compared to fresh produce, although the difference is very 

small (at 2.4 percent). 

 Also significant is the observation of higher fresh produce purchase rates in food 

desert zip codes as compared to fresh produce purchase rates in all low-income zip codes.  

Even when comparing purchase percentages of fresh produce and pre-fab foods in only 

low-income zip codes, separated by food desert status, as in Charts 8 (food deserts) and 9 

(food oases), fresh produce purchases as a percentage of a basket of groceries were 
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observed more frequently in food deserts as compared to food oases.  Referring back to 

Table 2 (p. 48), I observed shoppers in food deserts purchasing 6.2 percent more fresh 

produce than shoppers in low-income food oases.  The food desert hypothesis, however, 

suggests that results should have been otherwise given the improved access of low-

income individuals in food oases. 
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 These results could be due to the fact that three of the four stores in food desert 

zip codes where I conducted observations were stores servicing Hispanic populations.  

Again, both observations and interviews suggest that Hispanics, as a whole, generally 

purchase more fresh produce than other racial/ethnic groups.  Intriguingly, however, as 

reflected in Table 3 (p. 61), while Hispanics in food desert zip codes were observed 

purchasing baskets of groceries with an average of 20.1 percent fresh produce (much 

higher than other race/ethnic groups), Hispanic shoppers in low-income food oasis zip 

codes purchased only 11.2 percent (a percentage not significantly different from that 

purchased by other groups).  In both types of zip codes, Hispanic shoppers were observed 

purchasing the lowest percentages of pre-fab foods as compared to other groups, but in 

food desert zip codes, purchase rates among Hispanic shoppers were lower as compared 
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to purchase rates for Hispanic shoppers in low-income food oasis zip codes.  The food 

desert hypothesis, based on defining access in terms of proximity, indicates that these 

results should have been the reverse.  Of note, two of the four stores observed in food 

desert zip codes, La Michoacana Carniceria and Amigos United, are both designed 

specifically to serve Hispanic populations and are in fact situated nearest the largest 

Hispanic communities in Lubbock.  The store in Morton, where I observed the highest 

average percentage of fresh produce purchased (albeit with the lowest number of total 

observations), also serves a predominately Hispanic population, though the store is not 

specifically designed to serve any one particular race or ethnicity.  United East, on the 

other hand, serves the largest black community in Lubbock, the racial/ethnic group 

observed, on average in all cases where 10 or more observations were made, purchasing 

the smallest percentages of fresh produce and the largest percentages of pre-fab food.  

 

 Whites accounted for almost three-fourths of all observed shoppers in non-low 

income zip codes (all considered food oases, of course), which is expected given 
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differences in incomes between racial/ethnic groups in the South Plains, and America as a 

whole, where Whites disproportionately bring in higher incomes as compared to most 

other groups when considered as a whole.  Given the study area, the grocery stores 

chosen for observation, and the limited number of observations made, I unfortunately 

observed very few non-White shoppers at stores in non low-income grocery stores.  In 

particular, an insignificant number of non low-income Black shoppers were observed.  

Notwithstanding this weakness, the observational data does, overall, suggest that a 

shopper’s race/ethnicity group, and cultural factors by extension, more strongly 

influences fresh produce and pre-fab food purchases than income level or proximity-

based access to a grocery store.  Differences between stores, in terms of prices and 

available food selections, the relative proximity to these stores as differs between 

residents of food deserts and food oases, and variations in income, may account for the 

dissimilarities in purchase rates.  

 Additional research is needed to address these confounding variables and to 

further examine a relationship between key demographics and food choices given 

weaknesses in my methodology, namely the assumption that foods are consumed by the 

same person observed making the purchase.  In several cases, for instance, especially 

among women shoppers, it was obvious that foods were being purchased for children’s 

lunches.  Moreover, such research would preferably avoid the limitations of a zip code or 

other arbitrarily chosen boundary that necessarily limit the findings of this study.  

Consider that observed shoppers at grocery stores located in food desert zip codes are 

assumed more likely to be located within the area of grocery store coverage (a one mile 
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radius in urban areas and a 10 mile radius in rural areas).  As shown in Table 4, however, 

the difference of coverage (determined using ArcGIS version 10) between low-income 

food oasis zip codes such as 79412 and 79413, and the food desert zip code of 79363, is 

only two and three percentage points respectively based on the criteria I chose for 

determining food desert status. 

 

 There is no way to know what percentage of observed shoppers in each 

considered category were actually low income shoppers, or shoppers who lived outside of 

the coverage area specific to their urban or rural residences because my methods do not 

allow identification of actual income levels or the home addresses for individual 

shoppers.  Given the slight difference between coverage percentages in the zip codes 

already mentioned, it is possible that I observed no difference in the number of shoppers 

residing inside as opposed to outside areas of grocery store coverage.  While my data 

suggests an important relationship between race/ethnicity and food choices that 

supersedes proximity-based influences, my methods do provide cause for doubt. 
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 Even so, Table 4 also shows that the 4 Corner’s Mart in Shallowater and 

Leonard’s Grocery in Lubbock cover most, if not all, of the population in their respective 

zip codes.  According to the food desert hypothesis, I should have observed much higher 

purchase percentages of fresh produce and lower percentages of purchased pre-fab foods 

at these stores, but did not (see Chart 9, p. 60).  These two locations, in fact, had the 

lowest purchase rates of all 14 stores where I made observations.  At Leonard’s Grocery I 

observed the highest purchase rates for pre-fab foods. 

 Leonard’s Grocery is definitely an outlier, but one with an obvious explanation.  

Because Leonard’s Grocery is designed to service Texas Tech college students and is 

situated near student housing, the majority of shoppers (96 percent of those observed) 

were college age, between 18 and 25.  As explained to me by the store manager, a 

significant number of their customers live in the school dorms where refrigerators are 

small or community-owned (limiting the space available for each student using them) and 

cooking space and/or cooking utensils are limited to non-existent.  “College kids don’t 

cook,” she said, adding that many, likely experiencing life unsupervised for the first time, 

may not know how to cook, may not want to take the time to cook (especially while 

struggling through the task of learning time management), or may simply not care to 

cook, being more interested in socializing and “having fun.”  These shoppers want ready-

to-eat foods, and energy-dense foods high in sugar that tempt their taste buds but are not 

likely recommended items for a healthy diet, especially not in the quantities that they are 

consumed.  The difference is that Leonard’s young customers have the metabolism to 
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burn these added calories while those customers at other observed locations are much 

older and consequently have slowed metabolisms. 

 

 A comparison of age to body size, as depicted in Chart 10, does in fact show a 

clear relationship between the observed ages of shoppers and their average body sizes.  

While I observed percentages of pre-fab food purchases decline and percentages of fresh 

produce purchases increase with each age category, I also observed increased numbers of 

overweight and obese shoppers in each age category, with exception to those aged 60 and 

older, in which case I observed drastically fewer numbers of overweight and obese 

shoppers as compared to even those shoppers in their 30s.  The precision of the results is 

questionable given my methods, but the relationship should not seem that surprising and 

deserves further attention.  As explained by McCance, Huether, Brashers and Rote 

(2010), the aging process slows the metabolism as earlier mentioned.  It additionally 
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leads to a loss of muscle mass and bone density such that elderly individuals may have as 

much as 30 percent less muscle mass and as much as 50 percent less bone density (for 

women bone density loss may be as high as 70 percent) (p. 1564).  Also, the elderly 

experience suppressed appetites, encouraging less food consumption (p. 1554).  Finally, 

obesity is linked to three of the major causes of death in the United States:  

cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and various cancers, all of which increase 

morbidity and mortality at a younger age (p. 1477). 

 The high purchase rates for fresh produce, low purchase rates for pre-fab foods, 

and low observation of obese individuals marks Sprouts as an outlier as well, which is 

unsurprising as it is a specialty store marketing to the health conscious who are actively 

seeking to eat healthy and live healthy.  The fresh produce section at Sprouts covers 

approximately 20 percent of the store’s total surface area, although the actual square 

footage appears very comparable to United’s larger Market Street store formats on 

Quaker and Indiana streets.  Compared to the produce section at Leonard’s Grocery (see 

figure 6), Sprouts’ is vastly greater in size.  Leonard’s Grocery, in fact, has the smallest 

produce section of all grocery stores considered, even when compared to stores in 

sparsely populated rural areas and to independently owned stores whose capital could 

only provide for smaller inventories.  That Leonard’s Grocery could afford to stock 

greater quantities of fresh fruits and vegetables is evident in its beer and wine selection 

(see figure 7) to which it dedicated considerable shelf space. 
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Figure 6: The fresh produce section at Leonard’s Grocery.  In the background can be 
seen refrigerated beer and wine that extends farther to the right of the picture 
shown. 

 

 

Figure 7: Two rows of beer and wine for sale at Leonard’s Grocery.  The shelves at 
the far end are stocked with mixers.  Together, these account for over three 
times the amount of shelf space dedicated to fresh produce.  The store 
offered a similarly sized selection of sodas and energy drinks, as compared 
to the alcohol products shown in this picture. 
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 Sprouts does not offer the normal grocery store selection of paper products, 

cleaning supplies, cooking utensils and so many other non-food items that take up a 

significant amount of valuable shelf space in other grocery store formats (to include 

Leonard’s Grocery).  While I did not collect price data at the observed stores, it did 

appear to me (and later surveyed individuals confirmed) that Sprouts offered very 

competitive prices for all fresh produce, including organics.  According to Sprouts’ 

corporate website, they “are willing to accept lower profit margins on fruits and 

vegetables” as compared to their competitors because fresh produce is the basis of their 

business model, and the principle good used to attract customers who they hope will 

purchase other items (Spouts Farmer’s Market, FAQs).  Prices on other items in the store, 

excluding fresh meats, seemed to me to be priced higher than their competitors, although 

Sprouts did offer significant price markdowns on bulk purchases of beer and wine, 

making it cheaper, in my estimation, to purchase alcohol at Sprouts as compared to other 

stores.  Quantities of alcohol sold appeared higher at this store as compared to most 

others, but the percentage of alcohol purchased in a basket of groceries is not the highest 

of all stores observed, or significantly higher than others.  Of all stores considered, 

however, it was at Sprouts where I observed the fewest number of shoppers (61 percent) 

not purchasing alcohol (See Table 5, p. 69).  Only nine percent did not purchase any fresh 

produce (the lowest percentage of all stores where more than 50 observations were 

made), and 51 percent did not purchase any pre-fab products. 
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 At only four stores (Sprouts, La Michoacana, Shallowater, and Morton) did I 

observe the majority of shoppers not purchase any pre-fab foods.  In Aspermont, the 

percentage of shoppers avoiding these processed items was 48 percent.  The next highest 

was 43 percent at the United Amigos.  The largest numbers of individuals (83 percent) 

observed not purchasing any pre-fab foods was at the Morton Supermarket, and the 

lowest number (8 percent) of shoppers not purchasing fresh produce was also observed at 

this location.  The numbers of observations made at this location were unfortunately very 

few.  At most rural stores, 25 observations could generally be made during a period of 

one-hour.  In Morton, it took three hours to make only 12 observations. 

 My observations, interviews with store owners and surveyed shoppers showed 

that people tended to treat local and independently operated stores in rural towns as if 
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they were convenience stores.  Shopping at these locations, in other words, is based on 

necessity for last minute items that may typically be purchased at cheaper prices in 

Lubbock or perhaps smaller urban centers throughout the South Plains in which is located 

a chain store such as Lowe’s or Lawrence Brothers.  It should not, therefore, appear that 

strange that shoppers at small independent stores would purchase less pre-fab items that 

are available in nearby competing discount and convenience stores, and more fresh 

produce that is available nowhere else within several tens of miles.  The shoppers 

observed at the 4 Corners Mart in Shallowater did not display this behavior, purchasing 

very little fresh produce and significantly higher amounts of pre-fab products, sodas and 

alcohol, possibly because the 4 Corners Mart is approximately a ten-minute drive away 

from a 24-hour Walmart Supercenter in Lubbock where a wider selection of all food 

items can be bought more cheaply. 

 Both of these independently owned small stores explained to me that they 

obsessively run price comparisons with chain competitors.  Both locations competed with 

a local dollar store, and the Morton Supermarket also competed with two Allsup 

convenience stores that did in fact offer a very small selection of fresh produce (lettuce, 

onions, potatoes, bell peppers, jalapenos, tomatoes, apples, oranges and bananas).  The 

owners of the store in Shallowater actually owned a convenience store on the outskirts of 

town, accessible from Highway 84, which connects Shallowater with Lubbock.  Although 

prices in these two small, independently owned stores are on average higher, they 

reported that most price differences could be measured in pennies.  A co-owner at the 4 

Corners Mart in fact stated that the average price difference was only four cents on the 
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average.  The price difference between dairy products, particularly milk, was very high 

according to their research though, because large grocery stores and chain businesses sold 

milk at a loss.  One of the owners at Morton told me her store bought a gallon of milk 

from the distributing company for over $5, and even though she had marked her price as 

low as she could at $4.09, she was still having trouble selling it because her competitors 

in Morton had marked their prices at $3.99.  Because of this price difference, owners of 

the 4 Corners Mart reported that their neighbors drove 11 miles to a Walmart Supercenter 

in Lubbock, and the owners at the Morton Supermarket reported that their neighbors (and 

also their family members) drove 30 miles to a United Supermarket in Levelland, or even 

to a Sam’s Club in Lubbock, a 52 mile trip.  Assuming $3.15 for a gallon of gas, the price 

I paid over the course of the summer while conducting my research in the South Plains, 

and assuming a vehicle capable of getting an average of 25 miles per gallon, Shallowater 

individuals would spend $2.77 round trip to shop in Lubbock and Morton individuals 

would spend $7.56 round trip to shop in Levelland and $13.10 round trip to shop at the 

Sam’s Club in Lubbock.  Given coupons, carpooling, and bulk purchasing, this strategy is 

likely to pay off in saved money if not in saved time for residents of both rural towns, but 

especially for those living in Morton. 

 According to the owners of the Morton Supermarket, a large percentage of their 

customers are Mexican migrant workers during the summer months.  Nine of the twelve 

observations made there, in fact, were of Mexican migrant workers, all males or groups 

of males.  According to the owners, the Mexican migrant worker population also tends to 

drive to Lubbock, but typically to shop at La Michoacana Carniceria, a Mexican grocery 
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store, located slightly farther away from Morton at 57 miles.  With the permission and 

help of one of the store owners (who were an Hispanic couple) I was able to talk to two 

willing groups of men, the second of which confirmed twice monthly trips to Lubbock to 

shop at La Michoacana.  When asked why they shopped there instead of locally, the 

essential answer of the group was that La Michoacana sold the foods they wanted.  When 

later discussing this issue with a store manager at La Michoacana, she told me she was 

unaware of individuals traveling from Morton to shop there, but said she knew of a group 

of people, also Mexican, who came there to shop from Hereford, Texas, located over 85 

miles to the north of Lubbock.  She also told me that years ago, working at a grocery 

store in Del Rio, Texas, she observed that migrant Mexican workers would drive across 

the border to Mexico to do their grocery shopping instead of making their purchases 

locally where they lived.  The shoppers at the Morton Supermarket I spoke to told me 

they also shopped at Walmart, but only for household items as the selection at La 

Michoacana is very sparse and more expensive. 

 The owners of Morton’s Supermarket were clearly not oblivious to the fact that 

they competed with stores in Levelland and Lubbock despite the great distances and 

despite the limited incomes of the town’s individual households.  According to them, the 

available inventory for sale in their store was heavily influenced by their ability to 

purchase certain items, but primarily by the restrictions of their contracted distributor 

who only carried certain foods.  In fact, the contracted distributing company was chosen 

due to its affordability, other more popular companies requiring an investment above 

their means as new business owners.  The male co-owner of the store in Morton 
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explained how at one point, based on repeated requests from customers, he special 

ordered 50 pounds of pork neck, a favored food in the Mexican culture.  He only 

hesitantly stocked this item because of its price and because of the weight.  The order had 

to be for a minimum of 50 pounds, and because his normal distributor did not carry it, he 

had to pick it up in Lubbock, which significantly added to the price he charged, even 

though he said he sold it at a loss in the hope that customers would purchase other items 

at his store along with it.  To his surprise, he sold the entire 50 pounds of pork neck in a 

single day and had customers return over the next several days seeking to purchase more.  

Unfortunately, due to the high cost to him, he said he had not ordered any since at the 

time of the interview. 

 The 4 Corners Mart in Shallowater, whose owners have ten years experience in 

operating a grocery store, and a larger reserve of capital, have afforded a larger inventory 

as compared to the Morton Supermarket.  They also serve an area with a slightly higher 

median income, particularly in the town of Shallowater itself, perhaps because of the 

close proximity to Lubbock and an associated increase in the number of job 

opportunities.  The 4 Corners Mart does business with Affiliated Food Incorporated, they 

told me, one of the most widely used distributors in the South Plains (see figure 8). 
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Figure 8: A sign hanging near the entrance to the 4 Corners Mart indicating 
membership with Affiliated Foods, Incorporated.  This sign is a common 
feature in the South Plains retail food environment. 

 

This organization charges, with exception for general store and convenience store formats 

as I discovered in my interviews with other stores, a minimum $40,000 investment in 

company stock and a weekly minimum of $16,000 in inventory purchases by member 

stores.  These requirements place some strain on the business, one of the 4 Corners co-

owners explained to me, emphasizing their limited customer base.  Affiliated Foods, she 

informed me, though, is a flexible and understanding company who works with them and 

their situation as they have a stake in the success of the 4 Corners Mart.  Still, that 

company does not deliver packaged cuts of fresh meat.  As the co-owner explained to me, 

fresh meats do not come packaged, but in slabs that must be butchered, and a store cannot 

butcher meat without a government permit that she said her and her husband could not 

afford.  Consequently, the only meats offered at the 4 Corners Mart were processed meats 

like bacon and pre-sliced deli meats, and frozen meats, mostly whole chicken.  She 

explained that the lack of fresh meat was another reason that potential customers shopped 
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mostly in Lubbock.  Morton’s Supermarket, on the other hand, did pay for the permit, 

commenting on its high cost, as well as the high cost of numerous state and federal 

permits required to run a business, all of which increased their costs and consequently the 

prices they charged their customers.  Although I did not make observations of shoppers at 

a third small and independently owned store in Jayton, Kent County, the owner of this 

store, the Kent County General Store, did give me an interview.  She also complained 

about excessive and high priced permitting that limited items sold to include fresh 

packaged meats. 

 United Supermarkets, the largest corporate chain in the South Plains, owns their 

distribution company and faces none of the restrictions facing the small independent 

stores that I interviewed.  Their distribution company is based out of two locations, 

Lubbock and Roanoke, situated north of Fort Worth, and further partners with another 

national supply and logistics company named Exel.  According to a United Supermarket 

corporate employee in the marketing department, their distribution system is very flexible 

and can stock a product in a very short period of time and at very short notice based on 

the need of an individual customer.  Owning their own distribution company and 

servicing, on average, higher population densities as compared to their competitors, they 

can support a much larger inventory of items that they can be confident will sell more 

rapidly, thereby enabling lower prices to their customers according to the corporate 

representative.  On average, he told me, considering the entire inventory as a whole, the 

company makes only one penny for every dollar spent.  “Of course there are lots of zeros 

behind those dollars, so we make a very good return on our investments,” he added, 
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referring to the company’s profits.  State and Federal permit requirements were of no 

concern he told me.  These costs are easily dispersed over their larger inventories and are 

therefore easily covered by their high volume of sales. 

 The business’s growth, as described, seemed very impressive, no doubt due to 

their acquired capital following nearly a century of success since its founding in 1916.  

The company had experimented for several years with a Supermercado, a redesign of 

existing traditional store formats intended to better serve the South Plains’ immense 

Hispanic population.  While a United Supermercado still exists in Levelland, Hockley 

County, similar stores in Plainview, Hale County, and Lubbock had been recently 

remodeled as United Amigos, a brand the corporate representative termed a “growth 

banner” for future expansion into new markets throughout West Texas and the Dallas-

Fort Worth area.  The company is also seeing success with its United Expressway brand, 

an experimentation in the convenience store business.  Currently, these stores are largely 

paired with traditional supermarkets, intending to capture the existing demand for short 

lines and quick purchases of a small number of ready-to-eat convenience items. 

 A corporate representative from Lawrence Brothers, a grocery chain servicing 

smaller markets in the South Plains, was more reserved in commenting about his 

company’s market performance and growth.  Lawrence Brothers owns a stake in their 

distribution company, Associated Wholesale Growers (AWG), similar to the relationship 

between the 4 Corners Mart and Affiliated Foods.  While this chain store serves a larger 

population than the small businesses in Morton and Shallowater, their market sizes are 

significantly smaller than United’s, who seeks to enter markets with a customer base of at 
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least 6,500, though they prefer 10,000 according to the United corporate employee based 

on their business model and labor needs.  Lawrence Brothers said their threshold was a 

minimum population of 2000, while the small independently owned stores that I 

interviewed told me they sold to between only 150 and 300 people. 

 The Lawrence Brothers corporate representative expressed some concern over the 

declining population trend in the South Plains and West Texas where his company is 

invested.  Like many in the South Plains, he spoke of decades past when farms were more 

numerous, and small, but thriving towns dotted the landscape.  As mechanized farming 

techniques became more common, farms consolidated and shed workers, leading to a 

gradual decline in the population.  “Back in the 40s and 50s these towns had three or four 

mom and pop stores,” he told me.  “As populations declined, it got more expensive to 

operate because a smaller customer base meant a smaller volume of sales.  It was just 

harder to cover costs.  Stores consolidated and it got to where there was only one store in 

the smaller markets.”  Populations are still in decline in many areas he informed me, 

stating that Lawrence Brothers has some surviving stores in declining markets, such as 

the one in Aspermont, where the population has dwindled to approximately 1000.  “If 

that grocery store in Aspermont were to ever go under, I don’t think [the town] would 

ever get another grocery store,” he told me.  “The sales volumes in areas like that just 

don’t cover the fixed expenses, and you can’t justify an expense without getting the 

return.” 

 In the case of a failing store in Seminole, he explained how the company, in 

conjunction with AWG and their vendors, decided to experiment with a new store format 
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where products are priced at cost, but charged an additional ten percent at the checkout 

that goes to paying for labor, utilities and taxes.  The new store was remodeled as the 

Cashsaver Cost Plus Food Outlet (see figure 9), and he said the store is doing much better 

now, although this success may be related to the oil industry in the area which shut down 

in 2008 and started back up again in 2010.  “The population in that area fluctuates with 

the oil industry,” he said, and the owner of a Thriftway Supermarket in Denver City, 

approximately 22 miles north of Seminole, expressed a similar opinion, remarking that 

sales volume dropped rapidly in 2009 when the wells stopped pumping. 

 

Figure 9: Store front of the Cashsaver Cost Plus Food Outlet in Seminole, advertising 
the store’s new business model. 
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 Sales volume is everything in the grocery business, according to the United 

corporate representative who spoke with me.  “Because margins are low, sales volumes 

have to be high in order to turn a profit.”  The Lawrence Brothers representative echoed 

this comment, and added that his store was not always able to offer prices as low as their 

competitors, specifically referring to United Supermarkets.  He stated that: 

 

We can’t offer the same quantity as can stores in larger markets, because we 
won’t be able to turn [i.e. sell] that quantity before it expires.  Prices will then be 
higher [as a consequence of smaller inventories].  The trick is to offer only what 
the customer wants and nothing that he doesn’t want.  In some cases though, 
because we are competing with others, we may not be able to bring the price 
down enough.  It may be an item that people typically buy at the [larger United 
Supermarkets], say once or twice a month when they go into [Lubbock].  We may 
then offer a very limited quantity of this item, whatever will turn. . .  If it’s a new 
product [to our stores], we buy small and let it earn it’s shelf space—which is 
very valuable in a small store—and if a product isn’t turning, we don’t buy it 
again, or only buy the quantity that turns based on the price we can offer it at.   

 

Later in the interview he also commented that Lawrence Brothers modeled itself on a 

“four department store format,” offering a produce market, a meat market, a grocery 

department (canned, boxed and frozen goods) and a non-food department, adding that 

they offered few specialty items and no organics.  These are items marketed at lower 

prices by competitors who can afford to offer a larger selection in their larger markets. 

 The Thriftway Supermarket in Denver City is a much larger store than others in 

the South Plains carrying that name, and it was certainly larger than any Lawrence 

Brothers grocery store that I encountered.  The Thriftway brand, according to the owner 

of the store in Denver City, is one belonging to an investment and marketing chain 

dedicated to supporting small business grocery stores.  The store in Denver City was 
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originally located near the center of this South Plains town in an old building whose 

maintenance costs were exceeding the owner’s ability to pay them.  He consequently 

established a newer and larger building on the west side of town along Highway 83, in a 

growth area, where he felt he would offer better access to his customers (the two stores 

are compared in figure 10).  I saw evidence of this same trend in Paducah, Cottle County, 

and Slaton, Lubbock County, where grocery store owners would abandon old sites in 

favor of new sites established in areas seeing growth, but only after buildings fell into 

disarray according to locals.  

 

Figure 10: The old Thriftway Supermarket in Denver City (left), abandoned in 2011 in 
favor of the new site shown on the right. 

 

The owner of the Denver City Thriftway expressed that getting out from under the old 

store enabled him to lower some of his prices and that he believed the new store attracted 

more customers given the appeal of the store’s “newness.”  When I suggested that locals 

had few other options available, he corrected me, explaining that he competed for 

business with stores in Plains (16 miles to the north), Seagraves (17 miles to the east), 
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Seminole (22 miles to the south), and Lovington, New Mexico (32 miles to the west) 

(See figure 19, p. 112).  “Don’t let the distance fool you,” he said: 

 

Long drives are nothing out here.  30 miles is standard.  People don’t even think 
about it.  And not just for groceries.  Denver City doesn’t have a theatre, and it 
only has limited medical services.  Plus you can’t buy beer here.  It’s a dry 
county.  People will drive into New Mexico just to get beer.  People will drive to 
Hobbs [New Mexico, 36 miles away], or even all the way to Lubbock [81 miles 
away] just to go shopping. 

 

 Similar feelings were expressed by interviewed subjects in Anton, Hockley 

County (25 miles from Lubbock), Draw, Lynn County (49 miles from Lubbock), Sudan, 

Lamb County (53 miles), Dickens, Dickens County (62 miles from Lubbock), Gail, 

Borden County (74 miles from Lubbock), Roaring Springs, Motley County (75 miles 

from Lubbock), Guthrie, King County (99 miles from Lubbock), and Paducah, Cottle 

County (122 miles from Lubbock), although individuals said they traveled to different 

cities depending on their needs (see figure 20, p. 113).  All said they made day trips to 

Lubbock at least once a month, though the majority said they would make the drive two 

to three times each month and often with family and friends.  Grocery shopping was 

always a priority for these trips, but long drives to Lubbock or other urban centers, both 

inside and outside of the South Plains study area, were scheduled around other events like 

movie going, dining, shopping, and medical care.  All stated that bulk purchases of 

groceries were essential to making the cost in gas money worth the trip, and they often 

stated that both cheaper prices and more abundant and diverse selections encouraged their 

trips into the cities.  The youngest person interviewed was in her fifties, working as a 
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receptionist at the Cottle County Clinic in Paducah, but most interviewed subjects were in 

their late sixties or older and many of these subjects were retired.  All of them were 

Hispanic or White, the majority being the latter. 

 The oldest interviewees expressed hardship over traveling the great distances to 

Lubbock and other urban centers offering agglomerated services, indicating a desire to 

make long drives as little as possible.  While the ability to buy cheaper groceries was 

often a concern of these individuals, access to medical care seemed a more troubling 

issue.  Still, all of these individuals had lived in their respective homes in these isolated 

towns for several decades and many had lived there for their entire lives.  They were tied 

to their homes, their friends and family, and in some cases to land on which they raised 

cattle or, more frequently, cotton.  All of these individuals had seen grocery stores come 

and go over the course of their lives in these isolated towns, and many fondly 

remembered the days of the “mom and pop” neighborhood grocery stores, along with 

many other businesses that had closed over time as populations fell.  In many of these 

towns and others, only convenience stores, often small, independently owned stores 

survived, and some of these stores, like the Qwik Mart in Anton, carried a limited 

selection of fresh produce (see figure 11).  In towns like Draw and countless others that I 

passed through, services were limited to a cotton gin and a church, or nothing at all. 
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Figure 11: Available fresh produce for sale at the Qwik Mart in Anton.  The top shelf 
of a refrigerated display to the left of these stands was stocked with four 
heads of lettuce and a one-pound bag of baby carrots. 

 

 The Anton Qwik Mart was an anomaly among small, independently owned 

convenience stores, which rarely offered fresh produce based on my observations.  The 

Allsup’s Convenience Store chain, however, that dominates in the smaller markets 

throughout the South Plains, is often the only place available to buy fresh produce for 

several tens of miles.  In Lubbock, with exception of United Expressway, a convenience 

store format recently developed by United Supermarkets, fresh produce is absent from all 

chain convenience stores, and at these locations, only fruits like apples, oranges, limes 

and bananas are offered.  Small corner stores catering to ethnic markets, however, are 

considerably different.  A total of five such Asian stores and one Hispanic store were 

identified in Lubbock, all of which offered a sizeable selection of fresh produce (see 

figure 12).  Similar Hispanic specialty stores, like El Puerto (figure 13, p. 85), were 
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identified in Plainview, Hale County, and Snyder, Scurry County.  These Hispanic stores 

are built around a taqueria and offer a meat market, a fresh produce market, and various 

other food items to include some canned goods, dried foods and tortillas.  Items 

categorized in this study as pre-fabricated foods were noticeably absent from these 

Hispanic stores, as were frozen items and alcohol products. 

 

Figure 12.  A sample of available fresh produce for sale at the Oriental Market in 
Lubbock.  The store stocked a total of six refrigerator displays with fresh 
fruits and vegetables. 
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Figure 13.  Sign on the awning of a converted convenience store in Snyder, now the 
location of El Puerto, an Hispanic specialty store.  Underneath the pictured 
awning, where gas pumps used to be located, is space for parking. 

 

 This digression from observations of in-store purchases offers important context 

by indicating the importance of customer demand in the retail food environment.  

Business models, store formats and store placement are all very much linked to a 

customer base, the density of a population in a given area, its demography—age and 

race/ethnicity in particular—and the associated desires of these potential customers for 

certain food items over other potential alternatives.  It is not by mistake or accident that 

Leonard’s Grocery, as an example, offers fewer fresh fruits and vegetables as compared 

to other full-service grocery stores.  This business merely seeks to do what all businesses 

strive to do:  offer everything that their customers want, and nothing that they don’t, to 

refer back to the statement made by the Lawrence Brothers representative.  Or, to quote 

directly from Leonard’s Grocery, as posted on their website, the store offers “everything 

students need from everyday groceries to a filling and satisfying fresh deli” (Leonard’s, 

2012, Our Story).  If a store does not carry what buyers in their market desire, then the 

store will lose its customer base to competitors, as in the example of the Morton 

Supermarket, evidently even if the distance between a person’s residence and the 

competitor are great.  In rural areas, at least, this behavior makes sense as bulk purchases 
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at distant retailers in cooperation with friends and family, and combined with other 

spending intentions, can offset the costs of a longer drive, particularly as prices are higher 

in smaller markets. 

 In more densely populated urban areas, it seems reasonable to speculate that this 

cost-saving strategy would be more easily accomplished given the shorter distances and 

higher density of services, to include public transportation and Meals on Wheels food 

delivery programs for the homebound (see figure 14) that are non-existent in rural areas.  

Lubbock’s public transportation system, known as Citibus, provides free curbside service 

for qualifying individuals, and additionally services a regular route direct to the South 

Plains Food Bank2 warehouse in the city, returning riders directly to their homes.  I did 

not, however, encounter a significant number of Lubbock residents (aside from college 

students shopping at Leonard’s) who were without their own means of transportation and 

who were willing to provide sufficient insight into urban food desert coping strategies. 

                                                
2 According to the Chief Executive Officer of this privately run food bank whom I interviewed, it is one of 
the only food banks in America to provision fresh produce to the hungry and distressed.  
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Figure 14: Map hanging inside the Meals on Wheels Lubbock office.  The different 
colored pins indicate routes that are serviced by volunteers who deliver 
prepared hot meals during the week and frozen meals during the weekend.  
Menus are built with assistance from nutritionists who follow USDA 
guidelines when preparing meals, focusing heavily on inclusion of fruits, 
vegetables and whole grains. 

 

SURVEY DATA 

Survey participants were sought in order to provide further context to observed shopping 

patterns by way of offering insight into why individuals would choose one broad 

category of food type over another.  Obtaining permission from stores to speak to 

customers proved difficult, and at those locations where I did receive permission 

customers largely declined to participate.  Only at the Apple Country Farmer’s Market 



 88 

located in the east central part of Lubbock did I find a large enough number of willing 

survey participants.  Of benefit, however, individuals making purchases at this stand 

came from a wide area as shown in Figure 15, enabling comparison between various zip 

codes categorized by income and food desert status. 

 

Figure 15: Distribution of 100 survey participants by zip code.  The remaining three 
individuals were from Shamrock, TX (zip code 79079), Dallas, TX (zip 
code 76107), and El Paso, TX (zip code 79907).  

 

 The following questions were asked of each participant: 
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1. Which types of foods do you use more of when preparing food at home:  (a) 

raw, fresh ingredients (particularly fresh fruits and vegetables), (b) pre-made 

or prepared canned, boxed or frozen dishes and/or meal helpers, or (c) a 

combination of the two?  Why do you prefer foods in this category as opposed 

to alternatives? 

2. At what grocery store (or stores) do you principally shop at and why? 

3. Do you use nutritional information on packaging to inform your food 

purchases? 

4. Do you have difficulty affording healthy foods like fresh fruits and 

vegetables? 

5. Are you able to get enough food each month to take care of your family? 

6. How many people live in your household? 

7. What is your zip code? 

 

 With exception to raw honey, the stand sold only fresh produce (see figure 16), 

meaning that data is most certainly skewed in favor of respondents who consume more 

raw, fresh ingredients, principally fresh fruits and vegetables.  Even so, as shown in Table 

6 (p. 91), only approximately 47 percent of respondents claimed that they principally 

used fresh, raw ingredients when preparing meals at home.  Forty-six percent said they 

preferred to use a combination of the two food categories and only eight percent of 

respondents said they preferred largely processed foods to fresh, raw ingredients.  
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Figure 16: Available fruits and vegetables at the Apple Country Farmer's Market.  A 
walk-in cooler was maintained on site and filled with these and additional 
items to include black-eyed peas, green-beans, spinach, bell peppers, 
jalapeños, tomatoes, melons, cantaloupes, oranges and pears.  New produce 
was stocked weekly, and items pictured here were typically for display only 
as the summer heat dried and wilted some items very quickly. 
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 Also of note, looking at Table 6, is that more low-income as opposed to non low-

income respondents stated that they primarily use fresh, raw ingredients.  Specifically, 

over 83 percent of all participants who indicated a preference for fresh fruits and 

vegetables as compared to processed alternatives, also said they resided in low-income 

zip codes.  Again, given the premise that healthy food options are more expensive than 

unhealthy alternatives, this relationship is at odds with expectations and the food desert 

hypothesis.  The reason for this relationship, however, is likely associated with the 
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location of the farmer’s market at the intersection of three low-income zip codes, 79401, 

79403 and 79404, the latter two of which are also classified as food desert zip codes.  

Approximately 35 percent of all respondents came from these two zip codes, whereas the 

other 65 percent were spread throughout 22 zip codes.  Sixteen of the 48 respondents, or 

33 percent, favoring the healthiest of the three food category options resided in these two 

zip codes.  Only one respondent came from 79401, but a significant portion of the 

residential area in this zip code is dedicated to Texas Tech student housing, whose 

occupants enjoy close proximity to commercial retail and service activities to include a 

Walmart Supercenter, Leonard’s Grocery, and two shopping centers.  A second important 

demographic in 79401 is a largely Hispanic community in the Guadalupe Neighborhood 

(see figure 17), who enjoy a close proximity to United Amigos, La Michoacana and 

numerous smaller business catering to their ethnicity.  Much of 79403 and 79404, by 

comparison, is less densely populated and dedicated to parklands and industrial or 

agricultural activity.  The United East Supermarket services residents of 79403, but no 

such grocery services exist within the boundary of zip code 79404. 
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Figure 17: Relation of Apple Country Farmer’s Market to Lubbock zip codes and 
nearest neighborhoods. 
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 The closest residential areas within 79404 are both within walking distance of the 

farmer’s market.  The Chatman Hill Neighborhood, to the southeast, is only 

approximately a half-mile straight-line distance from the neighborhood’s centroid, and 

the Slaton-Bean Neighborhood, to the southwest, is four-fifths of a mile from its centroid.  

The principle residential area in 79403, however, the Parkway-Cherry Point 

Neighborhood, is considerably farther, at approximately 2.3 miles from its centroid, 

three-fourths of a mile further than the closest neighborhood in 79401, the South Overton 

Neighborhood.  Parkway-Cherry Point is one-fifth of a mile further from the farmer’s 

market than the Guadalupe Neighborhood, also in 79401.  So despite what could be 

considered a great distance, specifically within the context of the food desert hypothesis, 

I sampled more individuals from 79403 than any other zip code, even more than were 

sampled from 79404, and I sampled only one individual from 79401, a neighborhood 

much closer to the farmer’s market. 

 A reasonable explanation for this distribution of participants from zip codes 

adjacent to the farmer’s market is apparent in the cluster of commercial retail and service 

activities in 79401 as compared to the relative lack of the same opportunities in 79403 

and 79404.  Specifically, the reason I sampled more individuals from the two 

underserviced zip codes is because the flow of traffic is from underserviced areas into 

those areas offering a multitude of trade opportunities.  Indeed, State Highway 114, the 

major thoroughfare between zip codes 79401 and 79403, passes through the intersection 

of all three zip codes and consequently passed the farmer’s market. 
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 The intersection, shown in Figure 18, at which the farmer’s market was located 

was indeed very busy.  By counting cars for one full minute every half hour between the 

stand’s operating hours of 9:00am to 5:30pm on a Thursday, I estimated an average of 22 

cars cleared the intersection every minute.  Still, after nine full days, only 146 customers 

(not counting nine repeat customers) visited the stand, and only 103 agreed to participate 

in the survey.  Saturday was the busiest day, but still very slow with only 36 customers.  

Meanwhile, directly across the street at a Stripes Convenience store, I observed an 

average of two cars pulling into the lot every minute, also by counting cars for one full 

minute every half hour.  Once an hour I walked across the street and counted the number 

of customers inside the store, calculating an average of seven people at any given time 

throughout the day. 
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Figure 18: View of the highway intersection and the Stripes convenience store from the 
Apple Country Farmer’s Market stand. 

 

 The busy intersection was one of the primary reasons for selecting that location 

for his farmer’s stand, the owner explained to me, expressing his hope that drivers, seeing 

the sign for the stand from the road, would pull up and make a purchase.  The other 

reason for selecting that location, however, was linked to his application and approval to 

accept WIC vouchers, which he knew would be made available to many people 

inhabiting the low-income zip codes of 79403 and 79404.  The farmer had operated his 

stand from May through October of 2011 and enjoyed the ability to accept WIC 

vouchers, a privilege no other small business owner I interviewed had acquired due to the 
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degree of frustration associated with paperwork, classes, testing, inspections, and overall 

costs.  This farmer, however, had an added incentive given an experimental state program 

designed to encourage increased consumption and production of fresh fruits and 

vegetables.  Under the Farmer’s Market Nutrition Program (FMNP), eligible women, 

infants and children under five were authorized an additional $10 voucher for the year 

that could only be used to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables from a farmer’s market.  

As the only farmer’s market in Lubbock authorized to accept WIC vouchers, the local 

city office provided WIC recipients with the address and directions to the Apple Country 

Farmer’s Market alongside their vouchers. 

 The farmer said that his stand had ultimately been successful as a result of the 

experimental program, although not as successful as he had hoped because cash paying 

customers were few and the business relied heavily on WIC voucher redemptions to 

cover costs.  Even so, he had hoped that business in 2012 would have improved based on 

the successes of his first year in business.  He told me: 

 

The people in this part of town that came to my stand, many were buying fruits 
and vegetables because the voucher wasn’t good for anything else.  It was obvious 
that many of them didn’t include a lot of vegetables in their diets.  They would 
show up and not know what to get.  We had one young woman, as an example, 
buy squash from us one day with a voucher, and then come back the next with 
cash to buy more.  She told us she had never eaten squash before and had to call 
her grandmother to tell her how to prepare it.  She loved it.  So the program was 
really good.  It was changing dietary habits. 
 

 The state, however, according to both the farmer and the local WIC office, 

considered the FMNP a failure due to a low-redemption rate for vouchers across the state.  
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According to the attendant whom the farmer hired to run his stand, the last day to redeem 

the vouchers was September 30, 2011.  He told me that business really picked up after the 

local WIC office issued the vouchers in the beginning of the summer, but that floods of 

people were arriving in the final week and day, just before the vouchers expired.  He told 

me that closing for the day on September 30 was very hard because customers were 

continually arriving to redeem vouchers, and so they remained open until after 8PM.  The 

stand remained open through October, but business slowed dramatically, indicating the 

volume of WIC incentivized demand in that particular area that would not have existed 

but for the FMNP, and would not have produced the turnout were it not for a cut off date.  

The stand attendant agreed that several WIC recipients did in fact return with cash to 

make subsequent purchases, but that the drastic reduction in sales following the cut off 

date indicated that the overwhelming majority of customers did not make a second visit. 

 The program was terminated in 2011 and revamped for 2012 as the WIC Fresh 

Fruit and Vegetable Program.  This new program removed restrictions on where fresh 

produce had to be purchased and authorized $9 a month per eligible woman, infant and 

child under five.  The money was further made accessible via the Lone Star Card, Texas’ 

Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) system, which required the farmer to purchase a 

special $865 government card reader.  The farmer was also required to take special 

classes on how to properly use the device.  It was not until the first week of August 2012, 

and my last day of conducting research in Lubbock, that this card reader was put into use 

at the Apple Country Farmer’s Market.  There were no WIC transactions conducted that 
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day, nor SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly food stamps) 

purchases that could now be made using the new card reader. 

 The data collected at this stand is not, therefore, reflective of WIC or SNAP 

incentivized demand for fresh fruits and vegetables, which is unfortunate as such data 

might otherwise have been useful in assessing the impact of supplementary income on 

dietary choices and food shopping behaviors.  Neither the Congressionally mandated 

USDA study, the HFFI Working Group or myself, accounted for WIC or SNAP benefits 

in calculating the incomes of areas before assigning food desert status to one-kilometer 

squares, census tracts, or zip codes.  Incorporation of this additional income would of 

course be difficult to apply below the county level given data availability, but it is 

important to note that our existing understanding of the impacts of food deserts ignores 

these important factors.  The information I collected from the farmer and his employee, 

however, is very suggestive that WIC benefits do increase consumption of fresh fruits 

and vegetables, but it cannot inform on whether this increase coincides with a decrease in 

consumption of more processed foods generally considered unhealthy.  The high volume 

of Stripes convenience store customers relative to farmer’s market customers would seem 

to suggest that it would not, but Stripes did accept SNAP, a benefit that is unrestrictive on 

the types of foods purchased save for alcohol and hot, pre-cooked, ready-to-eat items 

(USDA, 2012). 

 It may be that either awareness or assumption about the stand’s inability to accept 

WIC or SNAP caused potential customers to proceed to the Stripes for high energy-dense 

foods at the expense of healthier alternatives only a few hundred feet away.  Of the eight 
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farmer’s market customers, however, who requested to pay via WIC or SNAP benefit, 

none declined to make a purchase after learning that the stand did not have the capability 

to accept a Lone Star card.  Although I did not ask, five different individuals told me in 

the course of the survey that they received SNAP benefits.  Three of these respondents, 

all responsible for feeding only themselves or one other person, said they believed the 

benefits were sufficient to their needs, while two other respondents, both with larger 

families (four and seven persons, respectively), felt that the benefits were insufficient.  

Additionally, a total of twenty individuals told me they had difficulty affording to eat 

healthy, even though eight of these also told me that they primarily avoided processed, 

pre-made items in favor of fresh, raw foods, to include fruits and vegetables.  Of these 

eight, five told me they made eating healthy a priority, suggesting sacrifices in other areas 

of their lives.  Yet another individual who told me she had difficulty affording healthy 

food for her family, drove to the stand in a corvette and spoke to the attendant about her 

upcoming vacation to Las Vegas.  Thus, low-income is not universal in its effects, but 

conditional and specific to individual circumstances.  It is relative to other factors, to 

include our choices. 

 Considering the issue of “walkability,” only two individuals walked to the 

farmer’s market, both of whom agreed to participate in the survey.  Only one told me he 

was regularly without access to a personally owned vehicle, the other stating that his car 

was currently being repaired.  The individual who did not own a vehicle said he lived by 

himself, relied on SNAP (which he claimed was sufficient to his needs as he lived alone), 

and took the bus to the grocery store three or more times a week.  He had also just made 
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purchases at the Stripes convenience store before coming to the farmer’s market and 

exchanging $12 cash for a watermelon and a pound each of tomatoes, grapes and lemons. 

 Although very few customers walked to the farmer’s stand, I observed many 

individuals walking through the area.  On the same day I counted cars clearing the 

highway intersection, I also counted a total of 16 individuals crossing the intersection, or 

otherwise walking near the farmer’s market between 9AM and 5:30PM.  Eleven of these 

observed walkers went into the Stripes convenience store, but I was not able to determine 

the items purchased.  Assuming that these observed individuals are regularly without 

means of private transportation, the food desert hypothesis informs that they should be 

disproportionately obese given the dietary influence associated with proximity to the 

Stripes convenience store relative to a full-service grocery store.  Of the 16 people 

observed, however, five (or 31 percent) were overweight and only three (or 19 percent) 

were obese.  Of the eleven who entered Stripes, four (or 36 percent) were overweight and 

two (or 18 percent) were obese.  These estimations were much smaller than those 

observed for the total of all farmer’s market customers (refer to table 6, p. 91), 

approximately 58 percent of whom were overweight and 29 percent of whom were obese.  

There were only eight customers at the farmer’s stand on the Thursday I counted cars and 

pedestrians, four (or 50 percent) of whom were overweight, and only one (or 13 percent) 

of whom was obese.  No one walked to the farmer’s market on this particular day.  More 

research is certainly required, but the implication of these observations is that the health 

benefits of physical activity like walking should be considered when assessing the impact 

of the neighborhood food environment on diet and health. 
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 Survey data, further, did not present favorably regarding conceptions of the 

impact of proximity on dietary choice as advanced in the food desert hypothesis.  

Proximity did feature prominently in determining which grocery store (or stores) 

individuals shopped at.  Of the 99 respondents who offered reasons why they shop where 

they do, 67 percent listed proximity as at least one key influential factor.  Selection and 

availability was the second most sighted reason, mentioned by 50% of respondents, and 

prices and affordability were given as key reasons by only 46 percent of respondents.  

Sixty-eight percent of survey participants from food desert zip codes listed proximity as a 

choice, while only 42 percent listed selection and availability, and only 35 percent listed 

prices as an influential factor.  Still, the difference in stated dietary preferences did not 

differ greatly between respondents from food desert as compared to food oasis zip codes.  

In fact, 48 percent of food desert respondents, as compared to 44 percent of food oasis 

respondents, claimed to use primarily fresh, raw ingredients, to include lots of fresh fruits 

and vegetables, when preparing food at home.  If it is assumed that participants from zip 

codes more distant to the Apple Country Farmer’s Market are not low-income, and that 

only residents of zip codes 79403 and 79404 are likely to be affected by food desert 

conditions, results are still very close.  In this scenario, 44 percent of participants from 

79403 and 79404, and 48 percent of respondents from all other zip codes, claim to 

consume healthier foods.  In Table 7 (p. 93), considering individual zip codes where I 

interviewed at least 10 people, the zip code with the lowest number of respondents 

claiming to prefer the healthiest food option was a food oasis zip code. 
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 Additional survey results, similar to my observations of food purchases, counter 

the expected relationship between food consumption and body size.  First, referring to 

Table 6 (p. 91), hardly any difference between respondents based on body size is 

ascertainable in terms of food choices.  Forty-three percent of obese respondents claimed 

to prefer healthier food options, only four percent less than overweight or healthy weight 

respondents who both preferred them at 47 percent.   Obese and overweight respondents 

further claimed to use nutritional information on packaging significantly more frequently, 

at approximately 40 and 42 percent, respectively, as compared to 30 percent of healthy 

weight participants. 

 It seems reasonable to speculate that overweight and obese individuals, interested 

in improving their health through diet, would be more interested than healthy weight 

individuals in observing nutritional guidelines and therefore more attentive to packaging 

labels and nutritional information.  For similar reasons, overweight and obese individuals 

might be more incentivized to avoid processed, energy-dense foods in favor of fresher, 

rawer foods requiring preparation.  As shown in Table 8, however, interest in diet solely 

for its health implications did not differ greatly between participants of all body sizes.  

Neither was this factor weighted heavily in any demographic category or by residents of 

any zip code type, although it was the strongest reason given for food preference by those 

claiming to eat more raw, unprocessed foods, including fresh fruits and vegetables.  

These individuals were also influenced by taste and an overall desire to avoid processed 

ingredients, preservatives, chemicals, and pesticides. 
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 By comparison, an overwhelming 89 percent of individuals preferring to speed 

the preparation of a meal by adding various processed finished products and meal helpers 

to the menu said they were motivated by convenience.  Only eight survey participants 

stated they preferred only boxed, frozen or canned meals and meal helpers to healthier 

alternatives, but all of these individuals stated convenience as the reason for their food 

choices.  “Quicker and faster in a busy world,” one woman told me in explanation of her 

preference for pre-cooked meals and eating out.  Several, in fact, cited busy work 

schedules, or fatigue after a long day at work.  Some with large households said they 

wanted to make it easier to prepare large meals for several people, while single 

individuals said they did not typically have an interest in cooking for only themselves.  
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Still others admitted pure laziness as their reason for settling for less healthy food 

choices, stating that they did not like to cook, or rarely “felt” like cooking. 

 With exception to those participants preferring fresh, raw foods, fruits and 

vegetables, all respondents regardless of demographic category or zip code status cited 

convenience more often than or equal to other factors.  A preference for convenience 

further appeared to influence decision making near equally in food desert and food oasis 

zip codes, but participants from non low-income zip codes favored “convenient” food 

choices 16 percent more frequently than participants from low-income zip codes.  The 

reason for this, however, may be due to the limited number of survey participants from 

non low-income zip codes. 

 The desire for convenient dietary choices is likely to explain the abundance of 

convenience stores in general throughout the food retail environment, as well as the 

inventories within these stores.  Customers are certain to buy fresh produce if made 

available, but these items would compete for shelf space with multiple alternatives 

deemed less healthy as realized in the earlier analysis.  The relative lack of customers at 

the Apple Country Farmer’s Market as compared to those giving business to the Stripes 

Convenience Store indicates that the larger population in the Lubbock area 

overwhelmingly favors the more convenient, less healthy energy-dense food alternatives.  

Given the absence of fresh produce in Stripes, as well as most convenience stores in 

general, it must be concluded that these food products do not turn fast enough to earn 

their keep in a store with such limited shelf space.  More specifically, there are other, 

more desirable food products to potential customers that are consequently more profitable 
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to businesses marketing convenience.  Additionally, my survey results are highly 

suggestive that fresh fruits and vegetables, and healthy foods in general, are not 

associated with convenience in the greater American culture.  To quote a marketing 

manager at the Stripes corporate office whom I interviewed: 

 

Cost is not a factor in determining what items are stocked in our stores.  We are 
very space limited and have to prioritize those things that sell the most.  Food 
items are perishable, have expiration dates, and must turn or we go out of 
business.  If the customer wants something, we will get it for them, but I can’t 
imagine someone asking [us] for fruits and vegetables in a market like Lubbock.  
We’re a convenience store, and Americans just don’t associate fresh produce with 
convenience. 

 

 Assuming that the limited population in East Lubbock will not apparently support 

a second full-service grocery store, and given that market conditions do not support a 

fresh produce inventory in convenience stores such as Stripes, it seems logical to 

conclude that poorer households might very well suffer from food desert conditions in zip 

codes like 79403 and 79404.  Although 20 survey participants said they had difficulty 

affording healthy foods, only four people cited cost factors as important in influencing 

their food choices, two of whom argued that it was cheaper, in fact, to eat healthy foods 

as opposed to processed alternatives.  Thus, only two individuals claimed that they did 

not primarily consume healthy foods like fresh fruits and vegetables because they were 

too costly for their household.  Both of these individuals resided in food desert zip codes, 

one in 79403 and one in 79416, but neither they nor any other participant indicated that 

proximity to a store influenced their consumption habits.  That the centroids of these zip 

codes vastly exceed what is considered walkable (2.3 miles from the former and over 6 
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miles from the latter), it seems reasonable to conclude that improving proximity-based 

access to a full-service grocery store is not at issue and that the problem of poor diets lies 

elsewhere with these two individuals, and certainly others.  To emphasize, improved 

proximity to a grocery store would do nothing to improve the incomes or the budgeting 

habits and practices of people.  Nor does it appear that it would have significant impact, if 

any, on what foods people put into their baskets and take to the checkout lanes. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion 

The food desert hypothesis states that diet, at least in part, is influenced by 

proximity to food choices and that low income households residing too far from a 

supermarket or other affordable retailer of healthy food are more prone to obesity (Larson 

et al., 2009; Walker et al., 2010; Lee, 2012).  This research, however, has found difficulty 

in associating food purchases—and by extension, diet—with the expected body size.  

While these observations are initially surprising, rather than challenge existing dietary 

science they reflect the impacts of sex, age, and genetics on human health, not to mention 

a continually transforming environment in which grocery stores come and go or are 

remodeled in response to new foods and changes in population sizes and tastes.  This 

study recorded mere instances in time, and only a few purchases at a very small number 

of full-service grocery stores.  While the assumption is that purchases equate to 

consumption, my observations do not take into account foods already stored in 

refrigerators and pantries or growing in gardens, let alone foods purchased by these same 

individuals at competing food suppliers, to include restaurants, or the foods they have 

been consuming over the course of their lives.  This research certainly indicates that these 

factors play an important but variable role in the lives of the South Plains population.  

Although the retail foodscape of this region is visibly scarred by past changes that hint at 

an incredible history, an individual’s history is less revealing in his or her physical 

characteristics.  A brief observation in time cannot account for maturing tastes or 

changing dietary habits.  Additionally, while a single person may make a food purchase, 
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these items are most likely consumed by a multitude of people who remain silent in this 

particular study given the limits of my chosen methodology.  Longitudinal and oral 

history studies of a much smaller sample population are thus recommended as best able 

to capture and understand the interplay between consumers and the retail food 

environment, neither of which are static. 

 That there is an exchange between consumer and retailer, and one that is 

especially weighted by the consumer is very evident, however, in this study.  The profit 

and loss system inherent to a monetary based economy is a powerful motivator and 

interviews with store owners, managers, and corporate representatives show that 

suppliers are unwilling to undergo the costs of providing a product that will not reliably 

bring a return.  The food retail environment is diverse, even in Lubbock and the South 

Plains, accommodating a variety of consumer tastes and preferences.  Store formats, 

placements, and inventories are responsive to existing markets whose characteristics are 

targeted so as to maximize profits by offering items at the most competitive prices 

possible.  Losses, further, as in the case of the Morton Supermarket, induce a business to 

alter its inventory, although adjusting a business model is significantly restricted by 

available capital and the conditions of the distributor.  Further, my research indicates that 

government regulations and costly permit requirements are likely to unfairly favor larger 

retailers at the expense of isolated, low-density populations and the smaller stores seeking 

to serve them by consuming a significant portion of on-hand capital that might otherwise 

be used to improve market diversity. 
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 Still, adaptive consumer strategies were identified to overcome obstacles 

associated with cost and distance, suggesting that proximity does not determine what 

foods are purchased, only where these foods are purchased.  Specifically, individuals and 

households are likely to commit significant amounts of time, energy and resources 

toward major shopping endeavors at distant stores a few times each month, buying in 

bulk those items, such as fresh fruits and produce, that are more difficult to obtain nearer 

their homes, while relying in the interim on a potentially wider selection of convenience 

and discount stores to supply more common, day-to-day items and food products.  In that 

this research is only informative of how isolated shoppers in food desert environments 

may expend their perceived primary food budgets, it would seem improper to ignore the 

influence that easy access to a variety of convenience and discount store formats may 

have on their diets.  Given the profit and loss system, our society’s apparent predilection 

for convenience items as indicated in the survey data, and a demand for fresh produce 

that is relatively smaller as compared to alternatives based on my observations of 

shoppers, I would not expect much difference in this behavior between residents of food 

deserts and food oases.  Smaller scale studies investigating the preferences and shopping 

behaviors of a select number of households over a specified period would better answer 

this question and improve understanding of adaptations to the retail food environment 

and by extension the significance of food deserts.  Similar studies examining Meals on 

Wheels programs, Food Bank distribution networks and various government programs 

such as WIC and SNAP would also be beneficial in this regard, particularly if coupled 
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with a comparative analysis of food desert and food oasis communities juxtaposed with 

similar but non-benefitting households. 

 Further, despite the evident importance of consumer preference and choice, this 

study does little to explore the forces that shape these drivers in the retail food 

environment.  Interviewed subjects did indicate that purchased quantities of certain foods 

varied with the season, the academic calendar, and holiday events.  Survey respondents 

further indicated the pressures of household size, work schedules, upbringing, and 

conceptions of healthful food on their dietary habits.  These details are largely ancillary 

to this study, however, and are thus inadequately developed, suggesting a new research 

path that might examine how food preferences are developed individually and among the 

key demographic groups considered, and how these are associated with food retail 

geography.  Future research might examine why Hispanics in general tend to prefer fresh 

fruits and vegetables in larger quantities as compared to other racial/ethnic groups, or 

why the grocery shopping habits of men and women differ.  Research along this path 

might also appropriately address how individuals and groups resolve the vast amounts of 

contradictory health, diet, and nutrition information being delivered by marketers, 

politicians, investigative news agencies, and others, and how these shape their 

preferences and the choices they make in the grocery store aisles. 

 Certainly, a very wide array of social and health factors are likely to influence our 

decision-making processes and are worth considering.  Considerable research has already 

been accomplished in this area.  Scaglioni, Salvioni, and Galimberti (2008), for instance, 

have demonstrated important associations between parental attitudes about foods and 
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child nutritional habits.  Stroebele and De Castro (2004) have identified the impacts of 

social and physical surroundings, such as the presence of other people and sensory 

perceptions of sounds and smells, on food choice.  Oliver, Wardle, and Gibson (2000) 

have further highlighted the influence of stress on food choices, and Furst et al (1996) 

have, based on interviews, weighed numerous perceptions of value such as health and 

nutritional considerations, conceptions of convenience, and social relationships, in order 

to build a model reflecting how decisions are made while shopping for groceries.  

Clearly, a number of drivers beyond income levels and economic considerations 

influence our food choices and consequently our diets and eating behaviors. 

 Regarding this research project specifically, however, the collected data does 

show that consumer choice and preference shape the retail food environment.  Although 

market forces account for differences in the structure of the environment in food deserts 

separately from food oases, consumer preferences do not appear to differ, hence the 

abundance of energy-dense pre-fabricated products available in all retail outlets 

regardless of food desert status.  Questions regarding the direction of causality in the 

relationship between the food environment and health outcomes (Inagami et al., 2006; 

Papas et al., 2007; Moore et al., 2008; Rose et al., 2009; USDA, 2009a; Rose et al., 2010; 

Jilcott et al., 2011; An et al., 2012) thus ignore the key variable of human agency and the 

American, convenience-craving culture.  The food environment and its consequent 

impacts on health are realities for which the sum total of individual choices in the 

marketplace must bear the burden of responsibility. 
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Appendix:  Additional Study Area Maps 

 

Figure 19: Denver City, Texas and surrounding population centers. 
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Figure 20: Lubbock, Texas and surrounding population centers. 
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