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This report has been produced by four Nutrition and Dietetic students from Monash University, over 
the period of three months from March 2015. Research was conducted in response to the broad 
aims reported by the Open Food Network and their Victorian food hub clients. The purpose is to 
provide the Open Food Network with a greater understanding of food hubs and their end customers, 
including strategies to improve customer experience, promote growth and support future demand. 
For the original research proposal, see section 7. 
 
Client Objectives 

The Open Food Network (OFN) is an e-commerce platform that connects food hubs directly to 
consumers. The OFN expressed interest in: 

- An insight into customer experience of using Open Food Network software and how this can 

be improved. 

- A summary of opportunities for future research.  

- A detailed report of the barriers and enablers of potential institutional markets for their 

food hub partners. 

- An investigation of the potential for Melbourne Farmers’ Markets to partner with the Open 

Food Network to offer online ordering and customer demand for this service. 

Melbourne Farmers’ Markets (MFM) are a not for profit organisation that aims to connect urban 
communities with Victorian farmers while promoting seasonal produce, biodiversity and sustainable 
farming practices. MFM expressed interest in: 

- An insight into customer experience and a better understanding of the barriers and enablers 

facing their existing consumers. 

- Scoping the potential to set up an aggregation service using the OFN and expanding their 

services to provide online ordering. 

The South East Food Hub (SEFH) are a food hub servicing the South Eastern suburbs of Melbourne. 
They source food from local farmers and sell to buying groups and food co-ops via the OFN. SEFH 
expressed interest in:  

- Mapping of potential institutional buying group pickup points in their South East Melbourne 

service area.  

- Scoping the potential to expand their current buying group network by establishing pickup 

points at institutions including local community centres, private schools, private hospitals, 

residential nursing homes, child care and vocational education institutions. 

- An insight into customer experience and a better understanding of the barriers and enablers 

facing their existing consumers. 

- An investigation of how the price of their produce compares to local supermarkets.  

Baw Baw Organics are a food hub located in Warragul, Victoria who offer weekly vegetable boxes to 
customers. Grow Lightly are a food hub located in Korumburra, Victoria who offer weekly fruit and 
vegetable bags and operate a food hub shop. These food hubs expressed interest in:  

- An investigation of how the price of their produce compares to local supermarkets.  

- An attractive research note to be used as a resource to distribute results of study. 
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Objectives and methods 

Objective Methods 

1. To increase the understanding of the barriers and 
enablers contributing to a successful food hub to 
institution distribution model. 
 

A desktop narrative review of academic 
and grey literature was performed. This 
data was then qualified for Australian 
food hubs through qualitative interviews 
with institutions and industry 
professionals. 

2.  To increase the awareness of Melbourne Farmers’ 
Market and South East Food Hub to the barriers and 
enablers of customers and buying group members 
engaging with and purchasing food via the Open Food 
Network and farmers markets. 

Online and face-to-face customer 
experience surveys were developed, 
distributed and analysed. 

3.  To increase the awareness of the South East Food 
Hub to institutions as potential buying group pickup 
points within their service area including; local 
community centres, private schools, private hospitals, 
residential nursing homes, child care and vocational 
education institutions. 

Local institutions within the food hub’s 
service area were mapped online. 
Fifteen randomly selected institutions 
were subsequently contacted by 
telephone to request an interview. Nine 
community centres were visited and key 
staff were interviewed in person or over 
the phone. 

4.  To determine the cost of purchasing food from the 
three food hubs via the OFN compared to conventional 
supermarkets located within the service areas of the 
hubs. 

Price comparisons were performed 
between the produce available from 
three food hubs using the Open Food 
Network and their respective local Coles 
and Woolworths supermarkets. 

 

Findings 

Objective 1 See Section 2 
- Pricing and budget concerns were the most frequently cited barrier preventing institutions from 

engaging with food hubs. 
- Food hubs affiliating with institutions that share their values and have a social obligation was 

the most commonly reported factor believed to facilitate successful customer relationships. 
- The impact of seasonality on the supply, quality, volume and variety of produce offered by food 

hubs was considered one of the most significant barriers to servicing institutional customers. 
- The key findings of the desktop review were supported by the information gained from 

qualitative interviews with Australian institutions and social food procurement organisations.  

Objective 2  
Melbourne Farmers’ Market Survey: See Section 3 
- The number one motivating factor for attendance at markets was ‘to buy local food directly 

from producers’, followed by ‘to buy fresh food.’ 
- 22% of all respondents reported that their biggest barrier was ‘I forget when the market is on’ 
- 65% said ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’ to being interested in online ordering. 
- The most commonly reported reason for interest in online ordering was ‘if I could pre-order 

products that are less commonly available at the market’. 

Reflections: Gaining responses in person at markets resulted in more paper than online responses. This 
may have affected the results, as online respondents may potentially be more receptive to the concept 
of online ordering. 
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South East Food Hub Survey: See Section 4 
- The most commonly reported barriers to ordering more frequently from the food hub were 

‘other’ (41%), ‘I forget to order’ (38.5%), ‘range of produce is insufficient’ (30.8%) and restricted 
ordering times and pick up point/times (17.9%). 

- Relating to the use of the OFN software, two respondents (5.1%) reported ‘I find the website 
difficult to use’ as preventing them from purchasing more often. 

- The largest discrepancy between customer ratings of importance and satisfaction with the food 
hub’s service were for providing a ‘wide range of produce’ (21%) and ‘affordable prices’ (15%). 

- Frequent themes within customer comments and recommendations included increasing 
product range, including more organic produce, selling produce in household friendly 
quantities, establishing more pick up locations, and improving ordering and delivery processes. 

Objective 3 See Section 4 
Online mapping in the SEFH service area identified 321 community institutions. 
Key barriers to engaging with SEFH identified by the community centre visits included: 
- Concerns regarding the price and 

affordability of food hub produce 
compared to conventional produce 
(75%). 

- Lack of culturally appropriate produce 
offered by the food hub (75%). 

- Desire to select food in person (50%). 
- Lack of resources to facilitate a buying 

group (25%). 
- Lack of interest in buying local food 

(25%). 

 
Reflections: Scoping out and contacting institutions was very resource intensive. It was difficult to 
obtain engagement as many of the institutions contacted were not familiar with the SEFH. Time and 
resources are likely to be better spent building relationships between the food hub and local 
community in order to empower individuals to champion a buying group within their school or 
community organisation.  

Objective 4 
South East Food Hub: See Section 4 
- SEFH produce ranged from 33% - 360% of supermarket prices. 

Grow Lightly: See Section 5 
- 61% of items were more than 25% cheaper from Grow Lightly than the local supermarket. 

Baw Baw Organics: See Section 6 
- The small Baw Baw Organics vegetable box was $4 more expensive than an equivalent box of 

produce at the cheapest supermarket. 
- The large Baw Baw Organics vegetable box was $2.43 (5%) more expensive than Woolworths, 

and $0.05 cheaper than Coles.  
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Key Recommendations 

Technology 
- Website functionality: Improve speed and compatibility with all Internet browsers and mobile 

devices. 
- Ordering: Simplify the ordering page, remove empty produce categories, provide an automatic 

ordering or ‘auto-fill’ option for a saved basket of items and establish an order reminder 
system. 

- Payment: Provide an option for payment after delivery and payment via PayPal. 
- Institutions: Provide flexible 24/7 online ordering. 

Communications and customer engagement 
- Offer rewards programs such as for referring a friend or being a regular buyer. 
- Be clear in communications about capacity of the food hub and the reality of seasonal foods. 
- Provide more information about product cost breakdown and the administration component of 

cost and how this compares to supermarket practices. 

Future research 
- Qualitative research regarding food hubs in Australia selling to institutions. 
- Further customer research regarding the potential for online ordering for farmers markets, 

including customers from the entire range of MFM markets. 
- Regular and comprehensive produce audits to compare food hub prices to supermarket prices, 

range, quality and available quantities. 
- Surveys of people who are not currently MFM customers regarding potential for online ordering 

and associated barriers and enablers. 
- Surveys of people who are not currently SEFH customers may provide useful information to 

enable the barriers of potential future customers to be addressed. 
- Further investigation into the cause of higher vegetable consumption found amongst SEFH and 

MFM customers. 
 
Please note: All images used in the following reports are sourced from the websites of the partner 
organisations involved in this research.  


