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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Open Food Network (OFN) promotes sustainable food systems by offering software to local food 
hubs thereby increasing their access to new markets and the viability of sustainable, transparent 
food systems.1 The South East Food Hub (SEFH) is based in the South Eastern suburbs of Melbourne, 
selling local fresh produce online via the OFN.2 This research was conducted in response to the food 
hub reporting difficulty in retaining current buying group customers, expanding their customer 
network into new settings and sectors, and responding to the competition presented by larger 
retailers. Evidence suggests that many Australian food hubs are experiencing similar challenges and 
thus struggling to prove their viability and achieve financial sustainability.3-5 This research therefore 
aims to support the development of practical recommendations for SEFH to address these barriers 
and to form the basis of future research in this area. The findings of this project will further enable 
the OFN to better support food hubs’ information, technology and communication needs.  

1.1 Objectives 

1. To increase the awareness of the SEFH 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. 

2. To increase the awareness of the SEFH to the barriers and enablers of buying group members 
engaging with and purchasing food via the OFN. 

3. To determine the cost of purchasing food from the SEFH via the OFN compared to nine 
conventional supermarkets located within the service area of the hub. 

 

2. METHODS 

2.1a Mapping 

In April 2015, a Google Maps My Map TM was created to identify potential buying group pickup 
points for the SEFH and it included locations and contact details. Greater Dandenong, Casey and 
Cardinia local government municipalities were selected based on the SEFH’s location in Koo Wee 
Rup, Cardinia Shire, and their aim to make local produce available to local South Eastern suburb 
residents. 

The institution types mapped were primary schools, higher education and vocational training 
facilities, private hospitals, community centres, child care centres and residential aged care centres. 
These institutions were mapped in response to evidence suggesting food hubs are more likely to 
build successful relationships with organisations that have a public obligation to promote health and 
support the local community.6 

2.1b Institution interviews 

From the institutions mapped, five primary schools, child care centres and aged care centres were 
randomly selected for telephone contact. These institutions were selected based on the interests of 
the SEFH in exploring barriers and enablers specific to institutions serving as pickup points for the 
food hub. The institutions were then contacted by telephone in April 2015, to request a semi-
structured interview with a relevant staff member. The semi-structured interview (Appendix A) was 
restricted to ten questions to shorten interview time and increase chances of participation. 
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2.1c Community centre visits 

Due to a lack of participation in semi-structured interviews (as discussed in results), the focus of 
institutional interviews turned to community centres. This was based on the success of some 
community centres working as pickup points for the SEFH and their social responsibility as a 
community organisation.6 One council area, the City of Greater Dandenong, was selected for on-site 
visits and informal interviews. A total of nine council recognised and affiliated community centres 
were visited on 27.04.15. 

2.2 Buying group member surveys 

When creating the SEFH survey a simple four-step tool was used, as outlined below (Appendix B).7 

1.        Determine the questions to be asked. 

Senior representatives from the SEFH outlined their interest areas including what motivates 
their consumers, what level of time and interest their consumers invest and what challenges 
they experience. 

2.   Select the question type, format and specific wording. 

Closed ended questions with ordered choices were chosen as the most appropriate form to 
allow for analysis using ordinal response scales in the form of 5-point Likert scales.7,8 Hybrid 
questions that allowed for a response of ‘other’ were also used to collect additional qualitative 
data where necessary. Only one open-ended question was used to ask for any additional 
comments or recommendations.      

3.   Design the question sequence and overall questionnaire layout. 

Demographic questions were placed at the end of the questionnaire as the other questions 
were considered to be of greater importance to the SEFH. The survey was created for online 
use only. 

4.   Develop ancillary documents. 

A short introduction was written to minimise survey length and an incentive for participation 
was offered by the SEFH, as incentives have been shown to improve survey response rate.9-12 

The completed survey was distributed to five members of the public to assess comprehension and 
clarity. 7 The survey was distributed online via the newsletter on the 28th of April and on the 5th of 
May, 3 buying group pickup points were attended at Cockatoo, Clyde and Pakenham, and links to the 
survey attached to each of the invoices.   

All analysis was conducted using Microsoft Excel 

 Data was coded and entered into an excel spread sheet.  

 Questions one, two, three and eight were analysed for frequency of response.  

 Question four; frequency of responses to important and very important were added together for 
each of the buying factors.  

 Question five; frequency of responses to agree and strongly agree were added together for each 
of the buying factors.  

 Responses from questions four and five were compared to each other.  

 Data from questions six and seven were compared to national data regarding fruit and vegetable 
consumption.   
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2.3 Price Comparison 

In April 2015, a price comparison was conducted between SEFH and supermarket produce in the 
service area of the Greater Dandenong, Casey and Cardinia shires. Supermarkets used for the 
comparison were those located in the large central suburbs of Dandenong, Pakenham and Narre 
Warren. In store supermarket prices and SEFH prices from the OFN were collected between 30.03.15 
and 05.04.15. 

Surveys of SEFH customers indicated the number of respondents with household incomes over 
$1999/week was greater than the average for the area.13-14 An additional price comparison was 
conducted of supermarkets located in suburbs with SEIFA scores greater than the Local Government 
Area averages.13-15 From this criteria, the suburbs of Berwick and Beaconsfield were identified and 
visited during the week of 27.04.15 to 03.05.15. 

Only conventional supermarket produce was used for the price comparisons, as the SEFH does not 
market the produce available as exclusively organic. Quantities most comparable to household 
quantities were used where possible to compare prices from the supermarkets and food hub. 

 

3. RESULTS 

3.1a Mapping 

 

       Figure 1. SEFH map of institutions identified in service area. 

A total of 321 institutions were identified and mapped within the three local government areas; a 
screenshot of the completed map can be seen in Figure 1. For the mapping of individual institution 
types, see Appendix C. 

3.1b Institution interviews 

Of the 15 institutions contacted by telephone, 11 declined to be involved and four provided contact 
details for a relevant staff member within the institution, all of which were email addresses.  Of the 
four people directly emailed, one replied and declined involvement, no other replies were received. 

In declining to be interviewed, institutions cited lack of interest, no relevant staff member to talk 
with, lack of resources to facilitate a pickup point, and having tried something similar previously and 
failed
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3.1c Community centre visits 

Table 1. Summary of Community Centre Visits in the City of Greater Dandenong 

The results of the nine community centre visits are recorded in Table 1. Four community centres provided information regarding the potential for a buying group to operate 
for either staff or the through the centre. Of the four centres that provided information, one cited a lack of resources to run a buying group, three cited price as an 
important deciding factor, three cited the need for a culturally appropriate variety of produce, two cited the desire to select produce themselves and one cited a lack of 
interest in local produce. Three of the remaining five centres visited did not have an appropriate staff member available at the time and provided contact details, with no 
response on follow-up. The remaining two said that despite their listing by the City of Greater of Dandenong as a community centre, they did not operate as one and would 
not be appropriate to discuss community food needs with.

Community Centre Contact results 

Dandenong Neighbourhood House Contact person unavailable. Email address provided to send our information to and organise a meeting. No response as of 25 May 2015. 
Wellsprings for Women Inc. Contact person said they did not have the resources to organise buying groups but that staff may be interested due to their interest in 

local food. Cited difficulties included: 
- English being a second language for a large proportion of the community 
- Many community members required emergency food relief and charity 
- Price was a major concern, with most people buying reduced produce from the Dandenong market just before closing time. 

Keysborough Learning Centre Contact person unavailable. Email address provided to send our information to and organise a meeting. No response as of 25 May 2015. 
Paddy O’Donoghue Centre The receptionist explained that this is a business with rooms to rent for classes. They did not offer any information about the community 

food needs or possible SEFH involvement. Suggested contact with Jan Wilson Community Centre. 
Jan Wilson Community Centre 
(Melbourne Ballet School) 

The receptionist suggested a group of seniors who visit the centre might be interested. The organiser of the seniors group does not have 
an email address and is only contactable when at the Jan Wilson Community Centre. This group is Italian and would require multicultural 
options. Staff at the centre were uninterested, citing wanting to touch, feel, and see their food before purchasing.   

Noble Park Community Centre Staff member stated that the biggest factor for people in his community was price, with many people requiring the cheapest options 
possible and access to culturally appropriate food. It was suggested community members may be willing to compromise on the price if the 
quality and variety of the produce is of extremely high. It was stated that people generally like to touch and see foods they are buying.  

Springvale Neighbourhood 
Literacy 

The receptionist explained that they teach English at the centre and are not considered an official community centre.  

Springvale Learning and Activities 
Centre 

A pilot was conducted where parents bought in bulk from the Dandenong Market before dividing up produce. This did not involve online 
ordering. Issues with the pilot were: 

- It was not economically worthwhile due to no price difference.  
- People received produce they were unfamiliar with and they wanted to exchange these items.  
- The food items offered were limited, lacking variety and cultural diversity.  
- People were not concerned with sourcing local food.  

After this pilot the community centre looked into a more permanent option, they felt that SEFH prices were too high.  
Springvale Neighbourhood House Contact person unavailable manly involved with emergency food relief. Email address provided to send our information to and organise a 

meeting. No response as of 25 May 2015. 
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3.2 Customer surveys 

A total of 52 SEFH surveys were completed. Considering there were 103 customers who ordered from 
the food hub over 4 weeks during April and May 2015, the response rate was just over half (50.4%). 

Table 2. The demographic characteristics of the study sample. 

 Frequency Percentage 

Gender 
Female 46 92% 

Male 4 8% 
Age 

Under 21 years old 0 0% 
21-35 years old 19 39% 
36-50 years old 21 43% 
51-65 years old 8 16% 

66 and over 1 2% 
Number of adults living in your house 

1 2 4% 
2 32 65% 
3 9 18% 

4 or more 6 12% 
Number of children living in your house 

0 22 44% 
1 8 16% 
2 15 30% 
3 4 8% 

4 or more 1 2% 
Annual household income 

Less than $25000 2 4% 
$25000 - $49999 6 12% 
$50000 - $74999 5 10% 
$75000 - $99999 12 24% 

$100000-$199999 17 34% 
$200000 or higher 1 2% 
Did not respond 7 14% 

 

As shown in Table 2, the majority of participants were female (92%) and the most common age group 
was 36-50 years old (43%). The majority of respondents (52%) had one or more children under the age 
of 18 living in the household. Sixty two percent of respondents had two adults living in their household. 

Over half (58%) of participants who gave a response regarding their annual household income earned 
over $75 000; the Australian average household income is $145 400.16 
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Figure 6. Percentage of people who rated buying factors Important and Very Important and if they are 
Satisfied and Very Satisfied by the food hub. 

Figure 6 compares respondents’ ratings for how important factors are to them and how well they 
believe the food hub satisfies them. The percentage of respondents who rated each of the factors as 
either important or very important was compared with the percentage of respondents who agreed or 
strongly agreed that the food hub was satisfying these factors. 

 

 

Figure 7. Percentage difference between SEFH satisfaction rating and Customer rating of importance. 

Figure 7 demonstrates which factors the SEFH is either meeting or exceeding customers rating of 
importance. Supporting local businesses and community organisations were rated by customers’ as 
equally important and as well addressed by SEFH. The SEFH’s ability to satisfy customers’ needs for ‘local 
produce’, to support ‘environmental and agricultural sustainability’ and encourage ‘community and 
social activity’ exceeded importance ratings. 
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Figure 8. Percentage difference between customer rating of importance and SEFH satisfaction rating. 

There were seven buying factors for which the SEFH did not meet customer rating of importance, the 
percentage difference in importance ratings is shown in Figure 8. ‘Wide range of produce’ and 
‘affordable prices’ had the biggest discrepancies between ratings of importance and how well these 
factors were addressed by the SEFH, with a 21% and 15% difference respectively. 

 

 

Figure 9. Frequency of responses to what prevents customers from ordering more frequently. 

Customers who ordered from the hub less than every week were asked to select all options that apply to 
what prevents them from ordering more often. Figure 9 below shows that aside from the category of 
‘other’, ‘I forgot to order’ was the most commonly selected answer, at 38.5% of respondents, followed 
by ‘the range of produce is insufficient’ at 30.8%. 

Customers who chose ‘other’ were given the opportunity to comment on additional factors they 
considered important. A full list of these comments can be found in Appendix D. The most common 
response was ‘organic’ which occurred in 6 out of 22 comments, with the request for smaller quantities 
to be available the next most common with four responses. An example of this response was; “I am a 
personal shopper (not business), so I don't want to be buying 10Kg of a product when I only want 1 or 2 
individual items.  It's annoying when you don't get a choice”. One customer commented on the positive 
level of customer care that they received, saying that “You did not supply a product in my order because 
you were not happy with the quality, I was impressed with that level of customer care”.   
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Figure 10. Percentage of SEFH customers meeting the requirement of 5 serves of vegetables per day 
compared to the Australian adult population.17 

 

Figure 11. Percentage of SEFH customers meeting the requirement of 2 serves of fruit per day compared 
to the Australian adult population.17 

Figure 10 and 11 show that a higher proportion of SEFH customers are meeting recommendations for 
serves of fruits and vegetables than the Australian adult population. Over four times more SEFH 
customers reported meeting the recommended serves of vegetables, and 12% more met recommended 
serves of fruit than the Australian population. 

Customers were also given the opportunity to comment on any suggestions for how the food hub can 
improve or any additional things they would like to see. A full list of these comments can be seen in 
Appendix D. Additional items that customers requested included; a wider selection of fruit, more organic 
produce, meat, dairy, eggs, dry goods and pantry items. Another suggested area of improvement 
included the price of the produce, with people suggesting “Sale/ special items”, “Regular buyers 
discounts” and “Refer a friend program”. The option for payment after delivery was also suggested, as 
customers reported that they do not always receive complete orders. Product quantities were also 
commented on, with several people suggesting that products sold in large quantities were not user 
friendly for small households. Suggestions regarding the webpage and online ordering system were also 
made. For example, “Improved speed, general usability of website, especially for mobile ordering” and 
“Improve the website for Android phones and computers which have the older Internet Explorer and 
cannot upgrade. Please consider an Android phone Application”. A number of alternative pickup points 
were also suggested. 
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3.3 Price comparison 

The results of the price comparison show that of the products offered by the SEFH, over half were 
cheaper than the equivalent at all nine supermarkets visited. Products were considered to be notably 
different if there was more than a 25% variation in price. 

Table 3. Prices for produce items at the SEFH and six supermarkets in the service area 

 Price per item ($) 

Produce 
item/unit  

 Narre Warren Dandenong Pakenham Supermarket 
average SEFH Coles Woolworths Coles Woolworths Coles Woolworths 

Beans/kg 9.24 4.98 4.98 4.98 4.98 5.98 4.98 5.15 

Beetroot/kg 9.00 9.13 4.98 3.98 4.98 9.13 9.96 7.03 

Broccoli/kg 5.06 5.98 2.98 3.00 2.98 5.98 2.98 3.98 

Brown Onion/kg 2.16 2.98 2.98 2.98 1.48 2.98 2.98 2.73 

Carrots/kg 1.44 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Cauliflower/unit 6.60 6.98 6.98 6.98 6.98 6.98 6.98 6.98 

Cherry 
Tomatoes/kg 

8.40 11.92 13.92 5.00 8.98 11.92 13.92 10.94 

Eggplant/kg 5.76 6.98 6.95 6.98 1.88 6.98 6.98 6.13 

Green 
Capsicum/kg 

5.28 3.98 2.48 3.98 2.49 3.98 4.98 3.65 

Green Chilli/unit 0.96 1.80 1.80 1.80 1.80 1.80 1.80 1.80 

Lettuce/unit 2.40 2.98 1.98 2.00 2.98 2.98 2.98 2.65 

Kale/kg 2.64 5.96 7.96 5.96 7.96 7.96 7.96 7.29 

Leek/unit 1.20 1.98 2.48 1.98 0.88 1.98 2.98 2.05 

Limes/kg 6.00 6.66 6.98 6.66 6.98 6.98 6.66 6.82 

Raspberries/pun
net 

9.60 9.80 9.80 9.80 13.96 13.96 13.96 11.88 

Red 
Capsicum/kg 

5.28 10.98 9.98 5.00 7.98 9.98 9.98 8.98 

Red Onion/kg 3.96 3.98 3.48 3.98 3.98 3.98 3.98 3.90 

Silverbeet/kg 3.25 4.97 4.97 4.97 3.72 4.97 4.97 4.76 

Spring Onion/kg 7.20 3.33 6.60 3.33 5.00 3.33 6.60 4.70 

Sweet Corn/ 
unit 

0.96 1.20 1.20 1.20 1.20 1.32 1.20 1.22 

Truss 
Tomatoes/kg 

4.80 8.98 8.98 11.92 11.92 8.98 8.98 9.96 

Zucchini/kg 4.20 5.98 3.98 5.98 2.88 3.98 5.98 4.80 

The prices collected from the SEFH and the six supermarkets in the central suburbs of Pakenham, 
Dandenong and Narre Warren are shown in Table 3. There was a large variation in prices between the 
food hub and the six supermarkets audited. The food hub offered certain items, such as spring onions, at 
over double the price of several supermarkets. The most notable difference was the price of eggplant, 
which was three times more expensive at the SEFH. Conversely, there were certain items such as leek 
and red capsicums that were cheaper at the SEFH compared to multiple supermarkets. Of the 132 prices 
compared, 54 supermarket prices were notably more expensive than the SEFH equivalent, whilst 32 
supermarket prices were notably considerably cheaper. There was no notable difference between the 
SEFH and 46 product prices. 



Page 11 of 26 
 

 

Figure 12. Price comparison of SEFH and Narre Warren, Pakenham and Dandenong supermarkets.  

The average price of products from the six supermarkets are compared to SEFH prices in Figure 12. Of 
the 22 items audited, four items were notably cheaper at the supermarkets compared to the food hub, 
whilst eight items were notably more expensive at the supermarkets compared to the food hub. 

 

 

Figure 13. Price comparison of SEFH and the average of three supermarkets in high SEIFA suburbs. 

For the higher SEIFA suburbs, five of the average supermarket prices were notably cheaper than food 
hub equivalents, and nine average supermarket prices were notably more expensive than the food hub 
(Figure 13). This data cannot be directly compared to the central suburb data, as prices were collected in 
different weeks. Whilst the same items list was used, it should be noted that raspberries and sweet corn 
were not available at the food hub at the time of the second data collection.  
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4. DISCUSSION 

4.1a Mapping 

The results of the mapping activities show an extensive and diverse range of institutions existing within a 
concentrated area of Melbourne (Figure 1). This suggests that there may be the potential to expand the 
SEFH customer base and buying group pickup points within the serviceable area. This map can act as a 
tool for staff to access online and assist in the identification of pickup point locations. It can also be used 
in the future, should the food hub develop marketing campaigns targeting buying group pickup points.  

4.1b Institution interviews 

Whilst 15 institutions were contacted by phone, no interviews were granted. As these institutions did 
not have pre-existing knowledge of, or interest in local food, making initial contact proved difficult. From 
these results, it would appear that simply contacting previously unengaged institutions is ineffective. 
Marketing and public education may be successful tools to increase interest and demand for local food, 
with the potential to not only target staff of institutions, but also create pressure from within, in a 
‘bottom-up’ approach.4,18-23 Promoting the locality of SEFH farmers may also improve institution 
participation by instilling a sense of community among consumers.24 

4.1c Community centre visits 

Valuable insight into challenges to operating a buying group through community centres were gained 
from the community centre visits (Table 1). The most commonly identified food priorities for the 
communities were lowest price and appropriate cultural varieties. Other factors were a lack of resources 
to run a buying group, the desire to select produce in person and sourcing local food not being a priority. 
It was found that many of the community centres had staff responsible for organising emergency relief 
programs and believed that community members were not in a position to use the food hub. If the SEFH 
were able to subsidise some produce for vulnerable groups and offer diverse produce the likelihood of 
successfully setting up and running future buying groups through community centres may increase.  

Evidence from literature and case studies indicates that institutions with a pre-existing interest in local 
food and those that are publicly funded with social and ecological obligations are more successful 
partners of food hubs.4,14,15-18 While the community centres visited are publicly funded institutions they 
did not have a pre-existing interest in local food which was a major barrier to their involvement.  

4.2 Customer surveys 

In order to analyse the barriers and enablers of current customers, it was important to establish the 
demographics of those using the South East Food Hub. The persona of ‘Felicity Food Hub’ provides a 
snapshot of the typical SEFH customer. This persona outlines the most common age, gender and 
household demographics, as well as the typical goals and challenges of the customers surveyed (Table 
2). Personas are commonly used in market research to characterise an ideal customer type, thus guide 
the development of products and services that are tailored to the customers’ needs.25 This persona can 
be used to target future social marketing and education campaigns.  
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Felicity Food Hub 
Demographics:  

 Female  

 36-50 years old  

 Two adult household  

 No children  

 Annual household income $100,000 - $199,999  

 Order from the food hub fortnightly  
 

Goals:  

 Sourcing fresh, high quality, local produce  

 Supporting local farmers  
 
Challenges:  

 I often forget to order from the food hub   

 The range of produce offered by the food hub is insufficient to meet my needs  

 

 

 

Figure 14. SEFH customer persona based on survey results.  

Food procurement factors were rated according to how important customers felt they were and to what 
standard SEFH addressed them (Figure 6). Customers were satisfied with the food hub’s management of 
four of the 12 factors important to them (Figure 7). This shows that SEFH is doing well to fulfil 
customers’ needs in these areas. There were seven buying factors that customers believed the food hub 
was not yet satisfying, highlighting the areas of potential improvement for the food hub (Figure 8).  

Considering that there was the largest discrepancy between customer ratings of importance and the 
SEFH rating for a ‘wide range of produce’, this could be one key area of improvement. Insufficient range 
of produce was also a common barrier to people ordering from the food hub more often. Several 
customers made suggestions of additional produce and these included; meat, dairy, poultry, eggs, dry 
goods and a wider variety of fruit (Appendix D). Given that the food hub focuses on seasonal produce, 
the inclusion of a wide variety of fruit and vegetables all year round would not be possible. Including 
other staple items such as flours and eggs could improve the range of year round produce. If a wider 
variety of food items is unable to be sourced, the food hub could consider educational material that 
explains to customers what is available and when these foods are in season. An example of how this 
could potentially look can be seen on the Seasonal Food Guide website.26 

Affordable prices had the second greatest difference between the satisfaction and importance ratings 
(Figure 8). Customers were not convinced prices were affordable and suggested including sale/specials 
on some items, regular buyers discounts and refer a friend promotions (Appendix D). Simply reducing 
the cost of produce is a rudimentary solution given that one of the main aims of the food hub is to 
support farmers and to offer them fair prices. Evidence suggests that repeat customer discounts, such as 
a ‘10% discount on every 5th order’, have the potential to increase customer retention and ensure 
consistent buying.27 Additionally, discounts offered to customers when ordering in larger amounts, for 
example $100, has been shown to increase the amount spent per buy.28 These marketing strategies have 
the potential to grow demand for local produce, thereby increasing profit for farmers rather than 
undercutting them.  
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If discounts are not a viable option for SEFH to consider, more information regarding how prices are 
calculated may help to satisfy customers. This could also potentially address the importance and 
satisfaction discrepancy for the buying factor ‘transparency regarding the source of food and pricing’ 
and ‘supporting local farmers’. Information regarding the percentage of the product cost that goes 
directly to the farmer and how much is processing fees may aid customers in understanding why much 
support the food hub gives to farmers and why the prices cannot be reduced. As this information is 
currently available on the OFN website, providing additional insight about SEFH processing fees 
compared to conventional supermarkets may further aid in transparency. 

Customers were explicitly asked what prevented them from ordering more frequently, independent of 
the factors rated on the Likert scale. ‘I forget to order’ was the most commonly selected response aside 
from ‘other’ (Figure 9). A text message reminder service is a modern tool used by many companies to 
engage with customers and ensures a personalised experience.29 For those who do not want to disclose 
personal phone numbers there could be a smartphone application with generalised notifications to 
remind customers when ordering is open. Respondents to the survey expressed interest in being able to 
use mobile devices to place and track their orders (Appendix D).  

The most common ‘other’ barriers to ordering more frequently were, lack of organic produce and 
unreasonable produce quantities (Appendix D). Consumer demand for organic food items has increased 
in response to the surge of social responsibility regarding sustainable food systems.30 It would likely grow 
SEFH consumer base to promote and increase the volume of organic produce available.30 To further 
appeal to buying group members, produce items should be offered in household quantities. If staple 
fruits and vegetables are available in per unit and per kilo amounts there may be an improvement in 
customer satisfaction.                                                  

The research found that a greater proportion of SEFH customers consumed the recommended daily 
servings of fruit and vegetables for good health than the Australian adult population (Figure 10 and 11). 
This finding could be used in the lobbying of local governments for funding to support the food hub. This 
research has not considered confounding factors that may account for the difference between SEFH and 
Australia wide consumption averages. Possible confounding factors include; that this customer base are 
likely to be more environmentally and health conscious than the rest of the population and were 
potentially already consuming larger amounts of fruits and vegetables. It is therefore not possible to 
state that there is a direct correlation between being a customer of the food hub and consuming more 
fruit and vegetables. Further investigation into this would be required to make evidence based 
conclusions.  

4.3 Price comparison 

The price comparisons illustrated a significant range between cost of produce at supermarkets and the 
food hub (Table 3). While a greater number of individual items were more expensive from supermarkets, 
this result in isolation is misleading in terms of the overall affordability of exclusively shopping at the 
SEFH. Many staple items from SEFH were more than twice as expensive as their supermarket 
counterparts. This was a barrier confirmed by the customer surveys (Appendix D).  

Selling items in bulk quantities did not necessarily make the SEFH a cheaper option. Carrots were only 
available from SEFH in 20kg lots and were still almost 50% more expensive than the supermarket when 
comparing kilo to kilo (Figure 12). Items priced as much as 3.6 times more expensive at SEFH would be a 
barrier to purchasing for price sensitive customers (Figure 13).  
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5. KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

- Continue to track local institutions that may be potential buying group pickup points. 

- Piloting a marketing or public education campaign to promote the food hub concept and 

increase demand for local food.  

- Assessment of current produce range for cultural diversity and aim to engage with publicly 

funded institutions who also have a pre-existing interest in local food.   

- Exploration of the potential of increasing product range to include seasonally stable items such 

as dry goods, eggs, meat etc.  

- Creation of a resource for customers to increase awareness of seasonally available local produce 

and how this affects supply.  

- Consider offering strategic discounts and incentives to increase customers order volumes and 

frequency. 

- Consider improving customer awareness of administration costs added to retail items by food 

hubs compared to conventional supermarkets. 

- Introducing a reminder text, email service, and/or mobile application to encourage customer 

engagement and promote frequency of purchases. 

- Promoting and increasing the range of organic produce available. 

- Auditing of current produce selection to identify produce only available in industrial quantities.  

- Promotion of health benefits associated with recommended intakes of fruit and vegetables may 

encourage SEFH sales of fresh produce. 

- Regular auditing of supermarkets in the South Eastern suburbs of Melbourne to ensure 

competitive prices. 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The mapping of institutions, institution interviews and community centre visits shows the potential for 
South East Food Hub to diversify its customer base. A major finding of this was the difficulty associated 
with reaching out to institutions as buying group pickup points, and hence in developing business 
relationships. Future research may focus on identifying the best ways to approach and engage these 
institutions.   

The survey results outline key areas in which the food hub can improve the experience of its customers. 
The greatest barriers to customers engaging with SEFH were lack of produce variety, including organic 
produce, affordability of prices, unreasonable quantities, and that they forget to order. Whilst this 
information is valuable to guide the development of the hub to better meet customer needs, a limitation 
of this research is that only current and not potential customers were surveyed. Consequently, there is a 
lack of information regarding the barriers and enablers of prospective customer to assist the food hub in 
diversifying their customer base. Future research should investigate the factors preventing potential 
customers from buying from the food hub, and the factors which would facilitate this.  

The cost of produce from SEFH compared to local supermarkets was greatly varied. Bulk quantities did 
not necessarily make SEFH more affordable and particular items were significantly more expensive. 
Future research could involve regular audits of pricing across all seasons and communication of those 
results to their customer. 
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APPENDIX A 

1. After reading the flyer, what are your initial thoughts/impressions about working with the SEFH to 
make locally grown food available to your community? 

2. Do you think your school/childcare centre/aged care centre would be interested in acting as a host 
site/drop off/pick up point for SEFH?  

3. Do you think that the staff/parents/residents involved with your school/childcare centre/aged care 
centre would be interested in starting a food club/food co-op? Why or why not?  

 If yes: Is there a specific time of year that is preferable for you to start?  

4. What challenges do you foresee if your school/childcare centre/aged care centre were to act as a 
host site for SEFH?  

 Note: Food can currently only be delivered for pick up on a Tuesday afternoons- does this work for 
you?  

5. What challenges do you foresee if your school/childcare centre/aged care centre were to start a food 
club/food co-op?  

 Note: Food can currently only be delivered for pick up on a Tuesday afternoons- does this work for 
you?  

6. What benefits do you think that acting as a host site and/or starting a food club/food co-op would 
have for your school/childcare centre/aged care centre and local community?  

7. Do you consider your school/childcare centre/aged care centre to have a strong sense of community? 
e.g. does your school have an active parents association? Does your organisation regularly engage 
with the wider community e.g. school fetes, open days, host community events etc.  

8. Would you consider health and nutrition to be a priority for your school/childcare centre/aged care 
centre? Why or why not?  

9. Do you see this initiative as a good way to promote good health and healthy eating in your 
school/childcare centre/aged care centre and local community?  

10. How do you think your school/childcare centre/aged care centre could help SEFH to spread the word 
in your community to get people involved in a food club/food co-op (i.e. your website or Facebook 
page, newsletter etc.)?  

  



Page 19 of 26 
 

APPENDIX B 

 
 
 

 
 

 
SEFH: Customer Survey 

The SEFH has undergone a few changes recently, in order to get even better at bringing fresh food from 
your local farmers to you.  In this quick survey we're asking for five-minutes of your time to get your 
feedback about your experience.  This will help us to continue to improve your experience! All questions 
are optional. 
 
How often do you currently order through SEFH? 
 Every week 

 Every 2 weeks 

 Every 3 weeks 

 Once a month  

 Less than once a  month  

 

If you answered less than every week, what prevents you from ordering more frequently? 
 I forget to order 

 I find the website difficult to use 

 I cannot afford to purchase from the 

food hub more often 

 The quality of the produce 

 The range of produce is insufficient 

 Ordering is restricted to specific days 

and times that are not convenient for 

me 

 I don’t like to order and pay online 

 I don’t have regular access to the 

internet 

 Other________________________ 

 

On average, how much would you typically spend on an individual order through the SEFH? 
 $0 - $20 

 $21 - $40 

 $41 - $60 

 $61 – 80 

 $81 - $100 

 More than $100 

 

Why do you come to the farmers market? Select all that apply. 
 To buy fresh food 

 To buy local food directly from 

producers 

 To buy organic food 

 A large range of produce is offered 

 To support animal welfare 

 To support environmentally sustainable 

agricultural practices 

 Affordable prices 

 Community/social activity 

 To learn more about farming and food

 
 



Page 20 of 26 
 

There are a wide range of factors people consider when buying their food. Please rate each factor 
below based on how important it is to you. 
 
 Strongly 

disagree (1) 
2 3 4 Strongly agree 

(5) 

Fresh produce □ □ □ □ □ 
Local produce □ □ □ □ □ 
Quality produce □ □ □ □ □ 
Wide range of produce □ □ □ □ □ 
Environmental and 
agricultural sustainability  

□ □ □ □ □ 

Supporting local farmers □ □ □ □ □ 
Supporting local 
businesses and community 
organisations 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Affordable prices □ □ □ □ □ 
Community/social activity □ □ □ □ □ 
Transparency regarding 
the source of food and 
pricing 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Customer service □ □ □ □ □ 
Other □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 
 

We would also like to know how well the South East Food Hub satisfies the factors that are important 
to you. Please indicate how well you think South East Food Hub addresses the following factors. 
 
 Strongly 

disagree (1) 
2 3 4 Strongly agree 

(5) 

Provides fresh produce □ □ □ □ □ 
Sources local produce □ □ □ □ □ 
Provides high quality 
produce 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Provides a sufficient range 
of produce 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Supports environmental 
and agricultural 
sustainability  

□ □ □ □ □ 

Supports local farmers □ □ □ □ □ 
Supports local businesses 
and community 
organisations 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Offers affordable prices □ □ □ □ □ 
Encourages 
community/social activity 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Transparency of food 
sources and pricing 

□ □ □ □ □ 

Effective customer service □ □ □ □ □ 
Other □ □ □ □ □ 
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Think about your usual eating pattern over the past month. On average, how many “servings*” of 
VEGETABLES you eat per day? *ONE “serving” is one whole vegetable (e.g. 1 carrot, 1 tomato etc.) OR 1 
handful of vegetables (fresh, cooked, canned, frozen) OR 1 heaped handful of salad OR 1 glass of 
vegetable juice 
 I don't eat vegetables 

 Less than 1 serving/day 

 1 serving/day 

 2 servings/day 

 3 servings/day 

 4 servings/day 

 5 or more servings/day 

Think about your usual eating pattern over the past month. On average, how many “servings*” of 
FRUIT do you eat per day? *ONE “serving” is one whole piece of fruit (e.g. 1 apple, 1 banana etc.) OR 1 
large handful of chopped/tinned fruit (e.g. fruit salad, frozen berries etc.) OR 1 small handful of dried fruit 
(sultanas, apricots etc.) OR ½ cup of fruit juice (125ml) 
 I don't eat fruit 

 Less than 1 serving per day 

 1 serving per day 

 2 or more servings per day 

How did you hear about Melbourne Farmers Markets? 
 From a friend/family member 

 Social media (i.e. Facebook, Twitter) 

 Melbourne Farmers Markets website 

 Other ___________________ 

Where do you live?  
Suburb:     Postcode:      

Gender:  
 Male   Female   Other  

Age:  
 Under 21 years old 

 21-35 years 

 36-50 years 

 51-65 years 

 66 or older

Number of adults living in your household:  
 1   2  3  4 or more  

Number of children living in your household  
 None  

 1  

 2 

 3 

 4 or more  

In what range does your annual household income fall?  
 Less than $25,000 

 $25,000 - $49,999 

 $50,000 - $74,999 

 $75,000 - $99,999 

 $100,000 - $199,999 

 $200,000 or more

Do you have any suggestions for how we can improve the South East Food Hub's service/offering? Or 

is there anything missing from the South East Food Hub that you would like to see? (e.g. products, 

activities, sales/specials etc.) 
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APPENDIX C 

Blue points on the maps below indicate institutions who were randomly selected for contact. 

 
SEFH Institution Map: Primary Schools 

 
SEFH Institution Map: Private Hospitals 

 
SEFH Institution Map: Residential Aged Care 
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SEFH Institution Map: Childcare Centres 

 
SEFH Institution Map: Community Centres and Neighbourhood houses 

 
SEFH Institution Map: Higher Education and Vocational Training. 
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APPENDIX D 

Responses to ‘other’ from the question ‘there are a wide range of factors people consider when 
buying food. Please rate each factor below based on how important it is to you.’ 
organic! 

Im not at all interested in buying through the melbourne market as the source is less clear to me. 

Have been disappointed with the goods in general 

avoiding supermarket vegies!! 

Fair prices for farmers 

Organic produce (which is limited) 

Small quantities being available as only two people in my household 

Organic. I love to support local organic farmers and te food hub ensures that.  

Organic produce in its natural state free from pesticides and preservatives 

You cannot buy organic food in Cranbourne where I live, I had to drive to Mornington so this is a lot more 
economical for me 

 
Responses to ‘other’ from the question ‘we would like to know how well the SEFH satisfies the 
factors which are important to you. Please indicate how well you think the SEFH addresses the 
following factors.’ 
Organic 

Have been disappointed with the goods in general 

Fair prices for farmers 

Small quantities being available 

Organic options from local suppliers.  

I am a personal shopper (not busines), so I don't want to be buying 10Kg of a product when I only want 1 or 2 
individual items.  It' annoying when you don't get a choice. 

Interested in knowing if any overseas workers are used on Food Hub farms and working/pay conditions 

non use of slave labour, exploitation of labour, non use of labour hire services 

In my area there is no fruit, I realise that it is seasonal but there arent even any apples you can buy, also I would 
like to buy some of the items but there is a kilo minimum and sometimes a kilo is too much 

You did not supply a product in my order because youwere not happy with the quality, I was impressed with that 
level of customer care 

 
Responses to the question: ‘Do you have any suggestions for how we can improve the SEFH's 
service/offering? Or is there anything missing from the SEFH that you would like to see? (e.g. 
products, activities, sales/specials etc.)’ 
I'd love to see some more variety, especially in terms of fruit.  When "different" fruits have been available such as 
peaches and figs, there just hasn't been enough to meet demand!  I'd also love to see some local farms from the 
Yarra Valley included, there are many fruit farms (Rayner's Orchard, Blue Hills etc) that would be good options to 
increase fruit offerings.  Also, a delivery in the Lilydale area would be fabulous and save me a lot of miles in 
collecting my food :-) 

It would be terrific to have more local fruits.  
If you could ad basic organic dry goods in bulk (bean, flour, coffe, rice, grains,...) 
I like to pay by credit card, but you should process after delivery with adjustment (eg missing produce) if 
applicable. 

Better prices is the most important factor at the moment for us.  Unfortunately there are other fruit and veg 
shops around that have much better prices.  We'd like to support and buy local but with a single wage and 2 
young children it's not much of an option with the current prices. 

Sale/ special items, eggs, branch into dry goods eg grains / flours etc 

Would love a pickup location closer to home. Kilsyth,  lilydale etc 

Would love a Yarra Valley pick up point 

I feel that the food hub isn't overly user friendly for our cafe business as it's preferable for stock control to order 
fresh produce for next day delivery. Even if it were a 2 day wait that would be ok but it's not ideal to order on a 
Friday for delivery after the weekend. We would really like to use the food hub and will continue to take interest 
in the hub in the hope that it suits our needs in the future. 
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I thought it was great to have fresh organic produce, but get quite disappointed when I actually see what I have. 
Its ok, but I now don't buy as much as I would have liked. Things don't look overly fresh, theres not a lot of 
variety, and really isn't worth the hassle. I think the Neighbourhood House should also get some sort of donation 
for running the food co-op. At this point I dont know if I will continue with this service, although I think its a great 
idea. Generally I have just been disappointed. 

There's pretty much always something missing from our box (not had a full order ever in fact). so not sure how 
credit card payment will work, every week I will be getting a refund? Also, the boxes are way overfilled and have 
now had to deal with fruit and veges twice on the street. Otherwise, we love the food, very happy with the 
quality! 

You show categories that are never filled, such as meat, fish etc. 

The ordering page is somewhat difficult to navigate-could be simplified, otherwise a great idea 

Fruit, nuts, seeds :)  
Automatic ordering that if you dont want it that week you cancel it.  
A past suggestion was like the supermarket online ordering, it automatically populates what you ordered last 
time to make it easier. 

More hubs! particularly somewhere in the middle of Albert park and Dandenong! 

As I only buy organic I find the range very limited. I don't want to buy from the Melb. wholesale market either 
which is so far away. Would love to see potatoes when we can get them locally as well as any other organic fruit 
and veggies you can source. Well done on doing so well, it's a great venture! 

I'm unsure how many people we need to set up a delivery site - some more information on this would be great. 
Thanks 

More organic suppliers.  
Payment via paypal 
Pick up locations in bunyip  
Refer a friend program  
Links with farmers markets  
Regular buyers discounts 
Extra recipes 

I would love to see suppliers that offer fruit. At the moment there is almost only vegetables available to buy. 
There are also no suppliers who sell potatoes or sweet potato. It would be helpful if items that are unavailable 
could be substituted by other suppliers rather than just left out as this can be annoying when you have to source 
that food from somewhere else. 

I always forget to order until after the cut off time on a Friday (my fault I know....)   Not sure what the answer is, 
apart from retraining me. 

free range chicken , organic potatoes, local honey, olive oil 

I would love to see suppliers that offer fruit. At the moment there is almost only vegetables available to buy. 
There are also no suppliers who sell potatoes or sweet potato. It would be helpful if items that are unavailable 
could be substituted by other suppliers rather than just left out as this can be annoying when you have to source 
that food from somewhere else. 

It is annoying when a particular product that I want is only available in extreme bulk buy.  Eg Carrots in a 10kg 
bag.  As a household (not a business), we would never eat that much and it would go to waste, so we don't buy 
it.  Multiple weights, or individual product options of each product would probably encourage more sales. 

Sorry to miss the Farm gate tour as away, see previous comment re worker conditions/pay in light of Four 
Corners show this week. 

Improve the website for Android phones and computers which have the older Internet Explorer and cannot 
upgrade. Please consider an Android phone Application. 

If possible it would be great if the range of fruits could increase. 
we would love to see oranges in the range and a larger variety of apples. 
People do not mind paying by credit card, but only after receiving their products. 

Would love access to more fruit and to organic milk,eggs & meat products. Also would be fantastic to have a 
drop off point in Berwick Village somewhere - Clyde North is far for me especially because pick up is during 
school pick up times and hence the traffic is busy....I have to set aside a one hour slot. 
On occasion the veg is not as fresh as i would like or partly eaten by pests e.g the corn especially.......don't know 
who to speak to about that. 
 Also it is inconvenient when an order is not complete as i work out weekly menus as i am busy .....so incomplete 
orders mean sourcing veg again & that's a pain.......would be great if a different supplier could fill in ......maybe 
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there could be an option for buyers to give permission for that? 

The website is a little clunky (slow).  Also perhaps consider offering an alternative drop off time. 

Keep up this GREAT INITIATIVE!! 

Organic fresh pre-washed produce ie potatoes, lettuce, kale etc. 

A way to see if products are unavailable when you order them, rather than when you pick up your produce and 
see what is missing. Wider variety of products (fruits, pantry items, milks - dairy/non-dairy. Etc) Payment via 
paypal? Improved speed, general usability of website, especially for mobile ordering. 

It is hard to know what new veges we will have available to buy in the future as we haven't experienced a full 
year. But at this stage, it would be good to have eating oranges, strawberries and mushrooms.  I could say that it 
would be good to have bananas and avacados but I don't feel confident that our local farmers grow them!!  I am 
so happy with the whole buying experience and if ever I have any queries they are always addressed promptly.  
Thank you so much SEFH!! 

Just that I would like it if I could order less than a kilo from some places, and also if Selandra Rise could have 
some Fruit as there is only really vegetables on offer 

Specials would be good but maybe suggestions for recipes would be great. E.g. So if there is some really good 
pumpkin at the moment then a easy healthy recipe using pumpkin could be featured. Also maybe to highlight a 
particular farming region/producer and provide a snapshot of their farming methods and pictures of them. I 
know they feature when you click of the (i) but to highlight one each week/fortnight/month may be good. 

More organic produce, 

The hub fee of $4 on a $12.5 box of vegies seems very high to me, is there a way to decrease this? 

You used to have beef and lamb but I have not noticed it recently. Meat and Seafood. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


