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Abstract: Encouraging sustainable behaviors regarding food choices among the public is crucial to
ensure food systems’ sustainability. We expand the understanding of sustainable behavioral change
by assessing engagement in local food systems (LFSs) in the context of agritourism experiences.
Using theory of planned behavior (TPB) and personal norms, we conducted pre–post-surveys at
agritourism farms to measure the impact of changes in the TPB behavioral antecedents as predictors
of the following behavioral intentions regarding LFS engagement: (1) purchasing local food (private-
sphere behavior), (2) increasing monthly budget to purchase local food (private-sphere behavior)
and (3) advocating for local food (public-sphere behavior). Our findings indicate that strategies to
encourage LFS engagement should seek to activate moral considerations that can motivate action
across private and public behaviors, which applies to various demographic groups. To stimulate
collective action, strategies should target subjective norms specifically (e.g., encouraging social
interaction around local food), while strategies encouraging private behaviors should focus on
easing perceived barriers to buying local food (e.g., promoting local food outlets). As agritourism
experiences effectively modify the three above-mentioned behavioral antecedents, we advocate for
holistic experiences that provide opportunities for deeper engagement with local food, stimulate the
senses, and facilitate social interaction around LFSs.

Keywords: holistic experiences; local food systems; personal norms; theory of planned behavior

1. Introduction

The publication of the Brundtland Commission Report, Our Common Future [1],
instigated considerable debate about the need to change the world’s economic, social and
environmental systems to strive for sustainability. Over three decades later, deterioration of
ecosystems, social marginalization, and wealth condensation continue to represent substan-
tial challenges that require increased public participation in sustainable behaviors [2–5].
One category of sustainable behaviors that may be particularly impactful to overall global
sustainability are those related to food choices [4,6]. Food systems are a sizable part of the
world economy, employing 1 billion people [7]. Yet, one in four people are food insecure
around the globe [8], and therefore achieving food security and promoting sustainable
agriculture is one of the top priorities of the Sustainable Development Goals [9]. Food sys-
tems greatly contribute to climate change by generating approximately 30% of greenhouse
gas emissions [10,11], accounting for 70% of water use [12], and occupying 36% of ice-free
land [13]. Thus, encouraging the public to make informed food choices through their
purchasing and voting behaviors could have a major positive effect on the sustainability of
food systems [14], and individual behaviors can greatly reduce environmental degradation
and contribute to achieving sustainability objectives [15].

The negative impacts of food systems are partly related to their increasing global-
ization. This leads to escalating “food miles,” that is, the distance food travels from the
production’s regions to the consumers’ home and the associated need for packaging, pro-
cessing, and storing among global consumers [16]. Globalization of food systems also
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produces high levels of waste and threatens biodiversity and animal welfare, while exclud-
ing rural communities from economic gains [5,17]. Increasing the public’s engagement in
local food systems (LFSs) can decrease the reliance on globalized food systems, mitigate
environmental impacts, and ameliorate the social and economic negative impacts of food
systems [18,19]. Public engagement in LFSs (e.g., purchasing local food and advocating
for policies supporting LFSs) is considered a sustainable behavior [20] because it tends
to incorporate family farms that are more resilient to climate change, may adopt environ-
mentally sustainable practices more easily, and may increase the food sovereignty of a
region [21,22]. Yet, in the United States of America (USA), public engagement in LFSs is
limited [23], which calls for increasing knowledge to encourage such engagement [18].

1.1. Strategies to Promote Sustainable Behaviors

Efforts to encourage sustainable behaviors most often include structural and informa-
tional strategies [24]. Structural strategies aim to change the decision-making context, such
as shortening the distance to access local produce [25]. Informational strategies seek to
change individuals’ psychosocial factors such as affect, cognitions, and norms by providing
information about positive or negative consequences of performing a behavior [26]. Com-
mon informational strategies regarding sustainable behaviors related to LFS engagement
include the use of labels [27,28], slogans [29,30], and websites [31]. Yet, these commu-
nication strategies have had a limited positive impact [27,29] due to lack of trust [32],
convenience [33], and difficulties targeting audiences and ensuring consumers understand
the message [34].

Experiential strategies, which have been long studied in the fields of environmental
education and outdoor recreation [35–37] and nature-based tourism experiences [38–41],
are a third way to encourage sustainable behaviors. Experiential strategies provide more
than information to participants by engaging their five senses to evoke an attitudinal
response [42]. Nature-based experiences effectively promote positive attitudinal and
behavioral changes when compared to other educational efforts, such as classroom lessons
that only lead to knowledge gain [43,44]. In the interpretation field, holistic experiences
in nature are considered some of the most successful interventions to achieve behavioral
changes [26]. The term holistic experiences refer to providing a compelling picture through
a place-based story that is relevant to participants, as well as clear take-home activity for
participants to reflect upon after the experience [45].

Agritourism—recreational or educational activities conducted on a working farm [46]—
is not typically categorized as a nature-based experience. Yet, it embodies many of the
same attributes of holistic experiences because it “incorporates principles of experiential
and place-based education” [46] (p. 2334), thus making it well suited for encouraging
sustainable behaviors. Agritourism experiences offer immersive engagement with agricul-
tural landscapes through hands-on activities and a highly sensory experience that allows
visitors to engage with the smells and sounds of nature and agriculture [47,48]. Agritourism
experiences frequently entail on-site experiential food consumption, promoting a connection
with the local context [49] and highlighting the benefits of local food [47,48,50]. Additionally,
agritourism operators conserve environmental and cultural resources to offer authentic set-
tings, prompting family interactions and producing memorable experiences [51]. Brune et al.
(2021) found that agritourism experiences increase intentions to perform sustainable be-
haviors (e.g., buy local food) and the behavioral antecedents (attitudes, subjective norms,
perceived behavioral control) driving those sustainable behaviors [52]. Collectively, these
attributes substantiate that agritourism is a holistic experience and a suitable setting to study
sustainable behavioral change [18,19].

How and why holistic experiences influence sustainable behaviors is speculated upon
through circumstantial evidence [26]. Although the effectiveness of holistic experiences to
achieve educational objectives is well established, the mechanism through which experi-
ences influence sustainable behavior and the role that modifying behavioral antecedents
play in behavioral change is still not fully developed [38,53,54]. Two dominant approaches
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are used in studies of behavioral antecedents. The first approach presents a snapshot of
how behavioral antecedents influence behaviors at a fixed moment in time [55–57]. This ap-
proach does not account for how behavioral antecedents are continuously being influenced
by, for example, regular engagement in food-related experiences such as agritourism [49],
or structural aspects (e.g., easily accessible farmers market) [58]. A second approach fo-
cuses on measuring changes in behavioral antecedents and sustainable behaviors after
an intervention [59,60]. Although this approach is vital to understanding intervention
effectiveness, it does not provide insight into the process through which behavioral change
occurs [54]. Thus, both approaches, although important, provide a limited understanding
of how changes in behavioral antecedents may influence behavior.

To fill the aforementioned gap, we propose to analyze the impact of modifying be-
havioral antecedents while accounting for different types of behavioral intentions. First,
measuring whether changes in behavioral antecedents (e.g., attitudes and norms) as a
result of a holistic experience predict changes in behavioral intentions which can lead
to assessing behavioral antecedents in action. This is in line with a shift from regarding
attitudes and behavior solely as outcomes of experiences to observing them as part of a
transformation process [39]. Second, examining whether changes in behavioral antecedents
have a differentiated impact depending on the type of behavior being targeted can help en-
cipher differences and similarities between private- and public-sphere behaviors [20,61,62].
Private-sphere behaviors refer to purchasing, using, and disposing of products at the house-
hold level, while public-sphere behaviors refer to advocacy or environmental activism to
influence policies or civic action [63]. Considerable attention has been placed on private
behaviors (e.g., waste management and transportation) with public-sphere behaviors (e.g.,
supporting pro-environmental policies) receiving less attention [54,64]. Such attention
disparity should be reduced considering the societal benefits (e.g., environmental quality
improvement) that public-sphere behaviors can provide [6]. Furthermore, providing a
comparative analysis of the impact of modifying behavioral antecedents private versus
public behaviors could advance the formulation of effective policies and interventions for
improving a range of public’s sustainable behaviors.

In summary, a promising approach to understanding how holistic experiences alter
sustainable behaviors entails assessing how changes in behavioral antecedents influence
changes in different types of behavioral intentions (private versus public sphere) within
the context of a specific intervention (agritourism experiences in this case). Advancing
the understanding of the relative importance of modifying TPB behavioral antecedents
on private- versus public-sphere behaviors in the context of experiential interventions
could advance theory and practice by revealing how to better target intervention strategies
to promote sustainable behaviors. In the case of agritourism, such information can help
operators to design actions to engender sustainable behaviors among visitors. Thus, we
investigated whether changes in the TPB behavioral antecedents resulting from agritourism
experiences influence three types of sustainable behavioral intentions regarding LFS en-
gagement: (1) purchasing local food (private-sphere behavior), (2) increasing monthly
budget to purchase local food (private-sphere behavior), and (3) advocating for local food
(public-sphere behavior). To understand how changes in behavioral antecedents influence
changes in sustainable behaviors, it is necessary to understand the knowledge so far in
terms of behavioral antecedents.

1.2. Past Research

Broadly, sociodemographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex, race/ethnicity, and socioeco-
nomic status) and psychosocial factors such as motivations, attitudes, knowledge, values,
and norms are behavioral antecedents [65,66]. Yet, psychosocial factors are better predic-
tors of sustainable behaviors compared to demographic characteristics or the context [54].
Attitudes represent a summary evaluation of the behavior in terms of its positive or neg-
ative attributes [67]. The extant literature showed conflicting conclusions on the effect
of attitudes on behaviors. One set of studies conclude that attitudinal aspects are good
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predictors of behavioral intentions both in private and public spheres [20,68,69], specifically
related to food consumption, general pro-environmental personal practices, sustainable
food consumption, and green behaviors while on vacations [20,54,70–74]. These findings
have informed the design of interventions to promote sustainable behaviors usually seeking
to modify their antecedent attitudes [75]. Conversely, another set of studies refer to the
attitude–behavior gap as they concluded that attitudes are not good predictors of sus-
tainable behaviors [66,76,77]. Additionally, attitudes may affect certain types of behavior
only when they are aligned with subjective norms and perceived behavioral control, or
when there are no direct impediments to the behavior, indicating that external factors may
constraint the behavioral expression of attitudes [63,71]. These inconsistent findings merit
more research to understand under which circumstances attitudes influence sustainable
behaviors [71].

Perceived behavioral control denotes perceived barriers or perceptions about how
easy or difficult it is to perform a behavior [78]. Consistently, studies have established
a significant positive effect of perceived behavioral control on intention to participate in
sustainable behaviors [71–73], serving as a mediator of attitudes and subjective norms [71].
Additionally, Klöckner (2013) found that the influence of perceived behavioral control
on intentions has a temporal dimension; its influence is greater at the beginning but it
fades as a habit is established with repeated behavior [79]. When it comes to the effect on
private versus public behavior, perceived behavioral control predicts sustainable behaviors
if performed privately (e.g., recycling) but does not predict public-sphere behaviors [20,69],
most likely because public-sphere behavior is independent of perceived barriers when
citizens feel helpless and activism is perceived as a last recourse to address the problem [20].

Subjective norms entail an individual’s beliefs about whether significant others—
family or friends—think he or she should perform a behavior [78]. Subjective (or social)
norms are an antecedent that more consistently predicts participation in sustainable be-
haviors as people tend to mimic their significant others’ actions [80] or participate in those
behaviors when significant others expect them to engage in them [72]. This social pressure
can affect participation in sustainable behaviors [81], even if personal attitudes towards
those behaviors are negative [73]. Yet, some studies found that subjective norms had either
no effect [71] or an indirect effect on sustainable behavioral intentions [79]. This is espe-
cially true related to private-sphere behaviors, which might be associated with the limited
opportunities people have to directly observe others engaging in sustainable behaviors [69].
Thus, further research conducted in diverse social contexts and for different behaviors is
needed to better determine the impact of subjective norms on sustainable behaviors [80].

Personal norms—or feelings of moral obligation—are self-imposed expectations about
performing an action [82]. Personal norms are activated in individuals “who believe
their behaviors pose threats to other people, other species, or the biosphere” [83] (p. 85).
Since sustainable behaviors may require a commitment to overcome barriers, activating
personal norms may motivate the public to engage in sustainable behaviors. Personal
norms were found to be a strong predictor of public-sphere behaviors, specifically on
environmental policy support [64,84], and of private-sphere behaviors, specifically related
to recycling, energy use, and food and transportation choices [54,84]. Several authors also
suggest personal norms are a good addition to the TPB [85–87], having been found to be
the strongest determinant of environmental complaint intention [88]. Nonetheless, more
research is required to determine the usefulness of expanding TPB with personal norms
across different behaviors [86].

1.3. Current Study

We expand the understanding of sustainable behavioral change by assessing LFS
engagement in the context of agritourism experiences. We observed the differentiated
impact of changes in TPB behavioral antecedents on private versus public behavior, broad-
ening the understanding of sustainable behaviors [18,74]. We use TPB to build on the
various studies that use this approach in both sustainable [56,69,72,85] and food-related
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behaviors [70,87,89]. To do so, we measured three interrelated LFSs behavioral intentions
as follows. First, we measured intentions to purchase local food (private-sphere behavior)
as it contributes to the economic viability of LFSs by increasing local food demand [90].
Second, we measured the likelihood of increasing household budget to buy local food
(private-sphere behavior) as family farms may encounter challenges when competing with
the low prices industrial food systems offer [90]. Third, we measured intentions to advocate
for local food or encourage others to support local food (public-sphere behavior) as local
food advocacy is necessary to amplify the impact of interventions to strengthen LFSs [18].

Although there is extensive information on the impact of experiences on knowledge,
attitudes, and concern, how the changes in these behavioral antecedents influence sustain-
able behaviors needs more research [26]. Thus, our first research objective is to determine
how changes in the behavioral antecedents attitudes, subjective norms, perceived behav-
ioral control, and personal norms impact the three pro-environmental behavioral intentions.
More research is also needed to understand how these antecedents may operate differently
when considering different types of behaviors. Accordingly, our second research objec-
tive is to compare how changes in behavioral antecedents resulting from an agritourism
experience may influence public- versus private-sphere behaviors.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Setting and Sample

This study is part of a larger research project that required that sampled farms offered:
educational activities such as a guided tour; hands-on agricultural activities such as U-
pick; offerings for children (e.g., playground); and an on-farm shop. The North Carolina
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services provided a list of 43 agritourism farms
located across North Carolina (NC, USA) that fulfilled these criteria. Of these farms, we
selected ten potential farms offering similar programming capabilities (e.g., number of
visitors per year; parking availability; open during weekends) to collect data. We aimed to
sample at least one farm per each of the three regions in North Carolina during the two
peak agritourism seasons. We provided four farms with an explanation of data collection
procedures and three farms agreed to participate in this study during the fall season (U-
pick apples and pumpkins). Given the low number of surveys achieved in the piedmont
region during the fall season, for the spring season, we prioritized two farms located in the
piedmont region and one in the east to increase the numbers in those regions for the spring
season (U-pick strawberries) for a total of six farms (Table 1). Thus, one farm was in the
west, three farms in the piedmont, and two farms in the eastern region of NC.

Table 1. Number of surveys per farm.

Season Region Farm n

Fall
East Farm 1 72
West Farm 2 85

Piedmont Farm 3 16

Spring
East Farm 4 52

Piedmont Farm 5 87
Piedmont Farm 6 16

This study is a component of a larger project researching the impact of agritourism
experiences on families. This informed our respondent selection criteria, which were
families visiting any of the chosen agritourism farms that included one adult accompanied
by at least one child between the ages of 9 and 13 years old. We aimed for a minimum
sample size of 110 (10 observations per parameter) [91]. We only include the adults’ data in
this paper.
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2.2. Measures

We developed a survey instrument guided by the TPB constructs and personal norms
to measure the impact of agritourism experiences on the behavioral antecedents and
behavioral intentions regarding LFS engagement. We sought to obtain a minimum of
three items per construct as the minimum number of items necessary to represent a latent
factor [92]. TPB emphasizes that attitudes towards the behavior (e.g., attitudes towards
advocating for local food) determine intentions. Yet, the literature on local food indicates
that attitudes towards the attributes of local food (e.g., local food tastes good) influence LFS
engagement [93]. Thus, we measured two types of attitudes: attitudes towards the behavior
and attitudes towards local food. We drew upon previously developed scales from the
literature for these constructs and utilized five-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree): (1) Attitudes towards purchasing local food (4 items, e.g., “when I
purchase local food I am doing something good for the environment”) [94]; (2) attitudes
towards the attributes of local food (3 items, e.g., “local food is fresh”) [95]; (3) subjective
norms (4 items, e.g., “people who are important to me think I should purchase local
food”) [96,97]; (4) perceived behavioral control (7 items, e.g., “if I wanted to purchase
local food I do not have to travel too far to get them” [96,97] (Please see Appendix A for
individual survey items).

We included three behavioral intentions regarding LFS engagement: (1) local food
purchasing—private-sphere behavior, (2) likelihood to increase budget to purchase local
food—private-sphere behavior, and (3) likelihood to advocate for local food—public-sphere
behavior. We measured intentions to engage in these behaviors on five-point Likert scales
(1 = very unlikely, 5 = very likely) as follows: participants’ likelihood to purchase local
food: six items, e.g., “how likely are you to purchase at a farmers’ market?” [98]; intentions
to increase monthly budget to purchase local food: three items, e.g., “how likely are you
to increase your monthly budget by 10% to purchase local food?” [96]; advocacy for local
food: four items, e.g., “how likely are you to speak with your elected representatives about
supporting local food?” [98,99].

We collected the following sociodemographic characteristics: sex (female, male, and
other), age (continuous variable), level of formal education (categorical ranging from high
school degree or less to a graduate degree), race and ethnicity (eight categories), and annual
household income (categorical ranging from $25,000 or less to $200,000 or more).

2.3. Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

To assess the impact of an agritourism experience on the behavioral antecedents and
on intentions to participate in sustainable behaviors we employed a pre–post design in
which surveys were administered before and immediately after the respondents engaged
in agritourism experiences. We intercepted families fulfilling the participant criteria as they
entered the farm and introduced them to the study objectives, requirements (completion of
the pre- and post-surveys), and incentive (a five-dollar voucher for the on-farm market).
If the adult agreed to participate, they signed a consent form. After concluding the pre-
survey, we asked participants to wear a sticker so they could be identified at the end of
their visit to complete the post-survey. The pre- and post-surveys contained the same
questions, though we only collected sociodemographic characteristics in the pre-survey.
The surveys were self-administered through electronic (iPads using the Qualtrics offline
application). Participants provided an identifier composed of their initials and birth date
so pre-survey and post-survey responses could be matched. The pre–post design allowed
us to establish a baseline and control for agritourists with differing local food interests,
attitudes, and behaviors.

In preparation for the analysis, we first assessed the internal reliability and ensure
acceptable multicollinearity of the survey instrument scales. Following recommended
thresholds, we ensured that the Cronbach’s alpha (α) was greater than 0.6 [100] and variance
inflation factor (VIF) lower than five, respectively [101]. We then summed individual
scale items within each construct to generate an index and subtracted the pre-tests scores
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from their post-tests scores to obtain the pre- and post-differences in each construct [102].
Next, we ran three separate linear regressions to estimate the effect of the changes in
the TPB behavioral antecedents and personal norms on intentions to purchase local food,
intentions to increase monthly budget, and intentions to advocate for local food (p < 0.05).
We controlled for sociodemographic characteristics (i.e., age, sex, race, education, and
income) and a ceiling effect by including the pre-test score of each behavioral intention,
respectively [103].

3. Results

We obtained 328 pre–post-matched surveys. Most respondents were between 30
and 49 years old (83.8%), female (76.8%), held a college degree (60.9%), and earned a
household income above $75,000 before taxes (57.9%). Respondents were predominantly
white (80.8%) followed by Hispanic (6.1%), Asian (4.6%), and Black (4.3%). Table 2 presents
the demographic variables included in the analysis.

Table 2. Demographic variables.

Variable n Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Age 321 39.586 7.824 21 74
Male 327 0.232 0.423 0 1

Non-white 328 0.192 0.395 0 1
College education 325 0.609 0.489 0 1

Annual income above $75,000 318 0.579 0.495 0 1
Note: The sample size differs for each variable due to non-response.

Reliability analysis for the scales demonstrated adequate internal reliability (α≥ 0.713).
We found a low correlation between the two types of attitudes (0.449) dissipating concerns
with collinearity in the models [104]. Table 3 presents descriptive statistics regarding TPB
constructs and personal norms (further descriptive analysis of the data can be found at
Brune et al. [60]).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for the difference (post-composite score-pre-composite score) of the
constructs included in the analysis.

Variable n Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Attitudes toward purchasing local food 317 0.180 2.162 −8 16
Attitudes toward local food attributes 321 0.318 1.429 −4 12

Subjective norms 317 0.164 1.996 −4 14
Perceived behavioral control 310 0.694 2.828 −7 21

Personal norms 323 0.189 1.664 −5 11

Behavioral intentions
Purchase local food 307 0.47557 1.665261 −4 6

Likelihood to increase budget to buy
local food 314 0.4363057 2.123372 −6 8

Advocate for local food 319 0.4043887 2.17969 −8 8

Table 4 shows the results of the regression analysis comparing the impact of the
behavioral antecedents on the three types of LFS engagement behavioral intentions. Results
indicated that when controlling for demographic variables (age, sex, race, education, and
income) positive changes in perceived behavioral control (β = 0.099, p = 0.047) and personal
norms (β = 0.381, p < 0.001) positively influenced intentions to purchase local food [F(11,
247) = 4.31, R2 = 0.161, p < 0.001; VIF = 1.19].
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Table 4. Regression analysis of the effect of the change in TPB constructs and personal norms on
changes in intentions to purchase local food, intentions to increase budget to buy local food, and
intentions to advocate for local food.

Variable
Purchase Local Food Increase Budget to Buy

Local Food Advocate for Local Food

B SE B SE B SE

(Constant) 3.478 ** 1.154 2.645 *** 0.691 1.380 0.892
Attitudes toward purchasing local

food 0.017 0.075 0.022 0.060 0.045 0.076

Attitudes toward local food attributes −0.002 0.105 0.015 0.083 −0.180 0.105
Subjective norms −0.032 0.078 0.062 0.062 0.242 ** 0.083

Perceived behavioral control 0.099 * 0.050 0.022 0.039 0.028 0.049
Personal norms 0.381 *** 0.089 0.139 * 0.069 0.261 ** 0.088

Age 0.001 0.017 −0.014 0.013 0.016 0.017
Sex −0.568 0.305 0.137 0.241 −0.141 0.305

Race 0.115 0.365 0.609 * 0.286 0.300 0.353
College education 0.234 0.295 0.020 0.231 0.022 0.295

Annual income above $75,000 0.083 0.280 −0.140 0.220 −0.309 0.281
Respective behavior pre-test score −0.135 *** 0.036 −0.164 *** 0.043 −0.112 ** 0.038

Note: sex: 1 = male, 0 = female or other; race: 1= non-white, 0 = white; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

The regression analysis for intentions to increase monthly budget to purchase local
food revealed that positive changes in personal norms (β = 0.139, p = 0.046) is the only
construct that influenced this intention [F(11, 242) = 3.033, R2 = 0.121, p = 0.001, VIF = 1.15].
Non-white respondents were also more likely to increase their monthly budget to purchase
local food after an agritourism experience (β = 0.609, p = 0.034). Results also showed that
increases in subjective norms (β = 0.242, p = 0.004) and personal norms (β = 0.261, p = 0.003)
positively impacted intentions to advocate for local food [F(11, 251) = 3.577, R2 = 0.136,
p < 0.001, VIF = 1.17].

4. Discussion

When individuals make decisions about whether or not to purchase local foods and
how much to spend, our results support previous research suggesting that internal at-
tributes of perceived behavioral control and personal norms are motivating factors over
social norms and attitudes [25,73,93,105]. Factors related to perceived behavioral control
such as time availability, money, and accessibility are important predictors of private-
sphere behaviors [20,25,97]. In addition, personal norms can reinforce these private-sphere
behaviors [72]. In this case, personal norms was important in predicting intentions to
purchase local foods, while also predicting intentions to increase personal budgets. These
results suggest that initial decisions to purchase local foods may be based on convenience
and access, and greater commitment stems from a sense of personal obligation. In other
studies, the lack of predictive power of subjective norms on private behaviors has been
attributed to the absence of observation of others performing the behavior [69]. In the
agritourism setting, there was ample opportunity to observe others purchasing local food,
adding further evidence to the possibility that subjective norms have limited ability to drive
private-sphere behaviors, even when is possible to observe others perform the behavior.
However, this raises broader questions about whether observing others perform a behavior
can influence subjective norms. Future research should continue to investigate whether
this finding holds in contexts other than local food purchasing.

In contrast, our results indicate that in the context of public-sphere behaviors (such as
the intention to advocate for local food), personal norms are still important, but subjective
norms rather than behavioral control are stronger motivating factors. The limited influence
of behavioral control may reflect that citizens engage in public-sphere behaviors indepen-
dently of perceived barriers when they feel helpless about an environmental issue and feel
collective action may be the only solution [20]. In this case, however, results may also be
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related to how we measured the public-sphere behaviors (e.g., talking to family and friends
about buying local food and talking to an elected representative about purchasing local
food); given these are relatively accessible to everyone, the behavioral control may have a
limited relationship. Instead, feelings of personal obligation and social pressure motivate
these relatively simple, but arguably impactful actions in the public sphere. For instance,
research on social movements suggests that conversations with close families and friends
can support the social diffusion of ideas, such as support for sustainable behaviors [106].
Further, it is understandable that intentions to engage in behaviors that require social
interaction are influenced by perceptions of social acceptability that would render them less
socially risky [81]. Taken together, fostering social interactions at farms around supporting
local food may promote social norms that increase the likelihood that people will talk about
local foods with others, which in other topics such as climate change may be a critical step
to promoting widespread adoption of sustainable behaviors [107,108].

This study advances theory by demonstrating personal norms predict sustainable
behaviors [81,85–87,109,110] and that changes in personal norms are positively linked
to changes in behavioral intentions. Though personal norms are considered relatively
stable [111], agritourism experiences might demonstrate measurable changes by activating
and maintaining awareness of what visitors already value in local farms [60]. Future
studies could advance these findings by identifying the process of activation of personal
norms occurring in agritourism experiences. For practitioners and policy makers, this study
provides meaningful implications to foster the public’s sustainable behaviors. Overall,
our findings indicate that triggering a sense of moral obligation is a promising way of
motivating the public to engage in both private and public-sphere sustainable behaviors. As
activating personal norms or feelings of moral obligations depends on becoming aware of
the negative consequences of not performing certain actions [63,82], agritourism operators
may increase the impact of experiences by illustrating the benefits that supporting local food
brings to local farms and their surrounding economies. Educational signage and guided
tours could help visitors connect local food to its social dimension (e.g., supporting family
farms), and U-pick experiences can bring attention to sustainable agricultural practices
employed in its production.

Beyond activating personal norms, agritourism might promote support for LFSs by
building consumer confidence in where and how to buy local foods as well as leveraging the
social aspects of the experience. For instance, agritourism operators might target behavioral
control by advertising food delivery services, community-supported agriculture opportuni-
ties, or other ways that consumers might easily purchase local foods. Further, practitioners
may explore opportunities to encourage farmers to lead advocacy efforts promoting LFS
engagement behaviors that other visitors can participate in and/or witness (e.g., signing
public petitions, having a ‘look up your representative’ station with letter templates and
resources on how to get involved in group organizing). Similarly, encouraging visitors
to invite others through referral incentive programs or other initiatives to promote social
interaction around local foods may effectively encourage the spread of support for LFSs.

Changes in attitudes did not influence any of the behavioral intentions measured
in our study. These results are consistent with previous evidence that solely modifying
attitudes may not be enough to impact sustainable behavioral intentions [73,93], which is
worth stressing given the abundant efforts to encourage LFS engagement by stimulating
attitudes change through informational campaigns and slogans [30,112]. Behaviors such
as buying local food may require more effort to execute (e.g., travel distance to farmers
market), thus, it is understandable that they do not solely depend on attitudinal factors. This
provides more evidence to support the attitude–behavior gap [76,93] and the importance
of structural factors that can promote behavioral control such as access to local foods [58],
or social learning in promoting behavior change [57].
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Limitations and Future Research

The challenges inherent to our research design entailed measuring intentions rather
than behaviors which is often the case when conducting survey-based research. As we mea-
sured intentions before and after an agritourism experience, measuring actual behaviors
would have required tracking agritourists’ behaviors before they engaged in agritourism
experiences and after, which was not feasible. Ensuing efforts should attempt to comple-
ment survey-based inquiry with other observational methods. Yet, it may be too expensive
to observe three behaviors in a large number of visitors [113]. Relatedly, we did not assess
the durability of the impact of experiences on behaviors, an area of possible future research.
As extended and recurring experiences can maintain intentions and develop habits [39],
agritourism is well positioned to sustain behavioral intentions as visitors may return to
farms several times a year to engage in activities focused on different crops, such as U-
pick strawberries (spring), blueberries (summer), and apples (fall). Future research could
address how these repeat experiences may solidify interest in engaging in LFSs. As com-
plementing TPB with personal norms enhances the analysis of private- and public-sphere
behaviors in line with previous findings [85–87], it is worth exploring other theoretical
approaches that account for moral considerations and might complement TPB such as
environmental identity [114]. This study was geographically bound to North Carolina
(USA). Thus, national, and international level research is necessary to confirm the impact
of agritourism experiences on sustainable behaviors across different contexts. Given the ne-
cessity to increase global sustainability, especially focused on LFSs, future research should
continue to identify ways to promote sustainable behaviors, in both private and public
spheres, and pinpoint factors influencing such behaviors.

5. Conclusions

Through this study, we offer insight into the process of promoting sustainable behav-
iors and its implications for designing interventions. Our results stem from examining
both the changes in the TPB behavioral antecedents and personal norms and the changes
in behavioral intentions. Doing so allows us to capture these changes as a process rather
than an outcome, which is consistent with understandings of how behaviors unfold [39].
Strategies to encourage LFS engagement should focus on activating moral considerations
that can motivate action across both private and public behaviors. To promote collective
action, strategies can target subjective norms specifically (e.g., encouraging social inter-
action around LFSs) while promoting private behaviors (e.g., buying local food) can be
achieved by easing perceived barriers (e.g., familiarization with local food outlets). As
agritourism experiences effectively modify the three behavioral antecedents—perceived
behavioral control, subjective norms, and personal norms [60], we advocate for holistic
experiences that provide opportunities for deeper engagement with an issue. In this case,
agritourism can serve as the means to stimulate the visitors’ senses to facilitate their so-
cial immersion in LFSs. As people learn through a variety of venues, the marketing and
experiences associated with agritourism could be improved by considering it a learning
intervention. This opens an opportunity for agritourism operators to leverage the impact
of their offerings to generate or increase support for LFSs and loyalty to local food [49],
and ultimately empower visitors to actively engage in their desired LFSs. Thus, expanding
the access to agritourism experiences can be orchestrated with policies and programs to
support citizens’ intentions to adopt enduring sustainable behaviors and food choices.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Survey constructs and items and the source in the literature.

Survey Constructs and Items Source from the Literature

Attitudes towards Local Foods Purchase
Is good for the environment Denver and Jensen [95]
Supports local economies Onozaka et al. [94]
Helps preserve agricultural landscapes Onozaka et al. [94]
Supports local farmers Onozaka et al. [94]

Attitudes towards Local Foods
Taste good Denver and Jensen [95]
Are fresh Onozaka et al. [94]
Are easy to find where I shop Denver and Jensen [95] and Onozaka et al. [94]

Subjective Norms
Would approve of me buying local foods Hempel and Hamm [96]; Shin et al. [87]
Think that I should buy local foods Hempel and Hamm [96]; Shin et al. [87]
Usually buy local foods Hempel and Hamm [96]; Shin et al. [87]
Would prefer me to buy local foods Hempel and Hamm [96]; Shin et al. [87]

Perceived Behavioral Control
Availability of local food in the community Hempel and Hamm [96]; Onozaka et al. (2010)
Possibility to buy local food in the near future Shin et al. (2018)
Affordability of local food Hempel and Hamm [96]; Shin et al. [87]
Time availability to buy local food Shin et al. [87]
Cooking skills to prepare local food Hartmann, Dohle, and Siegrist [115]
Knowledge of where to buy local food Ajzen [78]
Distance to purchase local food Ajzen [78]

Personal Norms
Get to know local farmers Shin et al. [87]
Support local farmers through the buying local food Shin et al. [87]
Support sustainable farming Shin et al. [87]
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