
Fresh
A study of produce shopping and storing  
habits of millennials in Chicago



Research Context
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Research objectives
Observe how individuals identify, 
choose, and store fruits and 
vegetables.

Understand current user perspectives 
on how food freshness impacts their 
shopping and storage behaviors.

Practice research photography skills 
in a real-world setting.

Analyze and present images to inform 
an understanding of user behavior 
and user needs.

Research method
I used a combination of observational 
techniques, which included following 
participants as they shopped and in-
depth interviews with participants in 
their homes.

Research topic areas
How participant’s individual cooking 
habits have changed over the past 
five years.

How participants choose where to 
buy fruits and vegetables.

How participants navigate grocery 
stores.

How participants plan meals.

What role fruits and vegetables play 
in participant eating habits.

Inherited food values and culture 
from parents and family members.

Food storage and organization.
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Participant Map

The Freshness Shopper: 
Jun at Mariano’s
West Loop

The Convenience Shopper: 
Yuvraj at Hyde Park Produce
Hyde Park

The Impulse Shopper:  
Phoebe at Jewel-Osco 
Lincoln Park
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Participant Interviews

The Impulse Shopper
Name Phoebe
Location Logan Square
Household Individual
Occupation Business Consultant

Phoebe is a frequent, frenetic grocery 
shopper. With an active lifestyle and 
a busy schedule, Phoebe prefers 
doing smaller, more frequent trips to 
buy produce and other staples. Her 
trip is mostly governed by her whims 
- often trying new grocery stores, 
never preparing a list, and buying 
items based on impulses in addition 
to her tried-and-true staples.

In the summertime, she prefers 
buying most of her produce at local 
farmer’s markets around the city. For 
snacks and peanut butter, it’s always 
Trader Joe’s. For everything in  
between, she’s not picky or loyal to 
any one grocery store. At the moment,  

 

she constantly has corn, tomatoes, 
goat cheese, and beets at home.

In the produce section, Phoebe 
has many rituals around selecting 
produce. She tests for freshness, 
cleanliness, and flavor through 
poking, tapping, inspecting, and 
tasting the produce before buying. 
Although she is specific about 
selecting produce, she’s more relaxed 
when it comes to storing it. She 
had produce in different containers 
around her kitchen along with some 
on the shelves of her refrigerator. 
Both crisper drawers were void of 
produce; one was filled with assorted 
bottles of beer.

“I don’t know why 
I bought so much 
produce. I’m not 
going to be able to 
use it all.”
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Participant Interviews

 1  Knocking on watermelon to 
  test for ripeness

 2  Turning over package of  
  lettuce to check for 
   brown spots

 3  Juggling a heavier grocery  
  load than initially anticipated

 4 + 5  Produce stored on countertop  
  and other surfaces of kitchen

 6  Empty crisper drawers except 
   for three bottles of beer

1 2

3

4 5 6

“If I can’t see my 
produce, I’m going 
to forget about 
it, so I keep it on 
the shelves of the 
refrigerator.”
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Participant Interviews

The Freshness Shopper
Name Jun
Location West Loop
Household Individual
Occupation Law Student

Jun seeks out freshness above all else. 
She shops about two times a week 
and prefers to buy produce at Pete’s 
Fresh Market even though there are 
two grocery stores a convenient walk 
from her apartment. She  finds the 
layout of the stores confusing and 
the walk back and forth with bundles 
cumbersome. She looks mainly at the 
color of produce when shopping and 
even stopped at another store on her 
way home because the strawberries 
at the  first store were not up to  
her standards. 

She prefers buying whole fruit and 
vegetables as opposed to pre-washed 
or pre-cut ones but will make a 
compromise if it looks fresher. Jun 
was the only shopper to bring and 
follow a list to the grocery store.

Though she grew up eating a variety 
of food, Jun prefers to cook and eat 
vegetarian dishes prepared using 
traditional Chinese ingredients and 
methods. She always has tomatoes, 
lettuce, and eggs in her refrigerator.
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Participant Interviews

 1  Visiting another store  
  (Whole Foods) to buy  
  fresher strawberries

 2  Produce size and packaging  
  makes it difficult to store  
  produce in crisper drawer

 3  Scrutinizing pineapple after  
  not finding an ideal  
  whole pineapple

 4  Cosmetics stored in crisper  
  drawers of fridge

 6  Washing cilantro after  
  purchasing from the store

“I have a lot of 
gifts or samples 
[of cosmetics], so 
I keep them in the 
fridge. They stay 
fresher.”

1 2

3

4 5
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Participant Interviews

The Convenience Shopper
Name Yuvraj
Location Hyde Park
Household Three roommates
Occupation PhD Student

During his childhood in India, Yuvraj’s 
father would ride his bike to the 
market every morning to buy the 
vegetables for his mother’s meals 
that day. Yuvraj follows the same 
pattern these days; visiting the local 
independent grocer 4-5 times a 
week - sometimes visiting more than 
once per day. This habit, however, 
is born more of convenience than 
habit. Before moving to Chicago, 
Yuvraj was more rigid about meal 
planning. Living only one block from 
the grocery store, he shops often and 
without a list.

His grocery baskets consist mostly of 

fruit and dairy products along with 
some vegetables and deli meat. As an 
economist, Yuvraj is always thinking 
of the cost-benefit analysis of produce 
but is willing to pay more if it results 
in a tastier product. Going through 
the store, he searches for things that 
look good to him, only ever planning 
for the next meal. He judges produce 
on taut skin, dryness, and not looking 
“pudgy.” After the produce section, 
he sticks to the edges of the grocery 
store but makes a final lap around 
the produce section in order to round 
out any meals that he’s put together 
while shopping.

“I’m only ever 
thinking about my 
next meal [when 
shopping].”
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Participant Interviews

 1  Checking tomatoes for  
  wrinkles

 2  Looking for “taut” tomatoes  
   among a “pudgy” bunch

 3  Storing produce on counter for  
  use later in the day

 4  Checking out the discount  
  lettuce rack

 5  Mostly empty crisper drawers

1 2

3

4 5 6

“I only pay more if 
I know it will taste 
better. Besides 
tomatoes and 
apples, it’s mostly 
whatever  
is cheapest.”
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Emerging Themes

Emerging themes to discuss:

Fruits and vegetables are playing a 
larger role in people’s lives

People scrutinize produce for 
freshness at the store; afterwards 
they are more willing to gamble

People need to be able to see their 
produce; crisper drawers are not 
helpful for this

Packaging in an issue in choosing and 
storing produce

Due to packaging and visibility 
issues, produce is taking up more 
main refrigerator and countertop real 
estate
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While shopping 
and eating habits 
are changing, 
refrigerators still 
play an important 
and central role 
in our homes and 
lives.

Prepared by Moire Corcoran

IDN 510 Fall 2017

IIT Institute of Design

Special thanks to Dan Chichester

Reliable Standard



23


