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Program Overview – Produce Perks  
The Produce Perks (Perks), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) incentive, 
program was created by the Cleveland-Cuyahoga Food Policy Coalition (FPC) in 2007 to 
increase food access at the neighborhood level while supporting local farmers. At that time, the 
FPC was led by Ohio State University Extension in Cuyahoga County. The FPC recognized the 
need to support the provision of healthy food in walking distance of most Cleveland residents 
after identifying a theme in annual community reports conducted by local health departments, 
think tanks, and research centers. Regular monitoring of these reports along with conversations 
with food insecure residents motivated the creation of this issue-specific collaboration among 
public and private entities and stakeholders.  

Participating neighborhood-based farmers’ markets, farm stands, and Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSAs) are the core of the Produce Perks model, offering a dollar-for-dollar match 
on the purchase of fresh fruits and vegetables to all SNAP participants. Other key original 
partners included the City of Cleveland Department of Public Health, Cuyahoga County Health 
and Human Services, Case Western Reserve University, in addition to three local foundations: 
George Gund, Mt. Sinai Health Care, and St. Luke’s. These three foundations provided funding 
for staff and Produce Perks currency, which are tokens.  

The original program, implemented in 2010, focused on existing farmers’ markets and farm 
stands in the city of Cleveland. By 2013, the opportunity to participate in Produce Perks (Perks) 
was offered to all for markets and stands in the county and Produce Prescription was piloted as 
an expansion project. In 2018, the program was adopted in other areas of the state with high 
rates of food insecurity, the Ohio Nutrition Incentive Network was formed, and Produce Perks 
Midwest was identified as the networks intermediary. This gradual expansion positioned the 
program to consistently serve 1,000 families per year. This translates to over $2 million dollars 
being funneled into farm businesses, and the state economy, each year (Figure 1). Produce 
Perks has been recognized by the USDA, the programs current primary funder, as a model 
SNAP incentive program. 

 
Urban Context  
Scale 
Cuyahoga County, Ohio has a population of 1.24 million and Cleveland, the largest city in the 
county, has a population of 380,000. The healthcare, social services, and education sectors 
have the greatest presence amongst all other industries in the area (US Census Bureau, 2020). 
Positioning Extension as a community resource, three hours away from Ohio State’s main 
campus, in a county with over 30 colleges and universities is an ongoing challenge. Consistency 
in messaging that focuses on long-term partnerships, niche program topics, and quality 
customer experiences has been key to the success of Perks.  
 
Diversity 
Residents often associate themselves as an “east sider” or “west sider.” This social divide is 
based on the flow of the Cuyahoga River that runs from Lake Erie, down the center of the 
county. Cleveland has been described as “a city of ethnic enclaves divided into East and West 
by the Cuyahoga River” (Hallal, 2016). The western portion of the city has historically been 
populated by poor and working-class White and Latino families. The eastern portion the city has 
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historically been populated by affluent White and poor to working class Black families. In some 
neighborhoods, the historic demographics are shifting with gentrification. The inner and outer 
ring suburbs also have distinct east and west cultures where the eastern suburbs are known for 
being affluent and conservative and the western suburbs are known for being economically 
mixed and liberal. 
 
Complexity 
Cuyahoga County served as the first American home for many Eastern European immigrants. 
There is a strong presence of Irish, Italian, and Slovenian cultures embedded in the architecture 
of churches and retail spaces in older communities. Within the city of Cleveland, the spirit and 
legacy of ethnic cultures is highly evidenced by the singular demographic makeup of 
neighborhoods including Asia Town and Little Italy. While some communities are integrated, 
evidence of redlining prevails in suburbs. The general sentiment in suburban communities 
reflects the Not In My Back Yard (NIMBY) opposition that surfaces when cities, schools, and 
workplaces begin to diversify racially and economically.  
 
In 2006, as the issue of access to fresh fruits and vegetables, crept into suburban communities, 
professionals and researchers took note. Northeast Ohio has a demonstrated passion for 
responding to emerging community needs. The FPC lead the effort to respond to this need by 
assessing the locations and inventory of grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and food pantries. 
This data was compared to the zip codes with the highest prevalence of poverty, SNAP 
participants, and chronic disease. This assessment and subsequent conversations revealed two 
things – a) the number of SNAP participants was greater in the suburbs than previously thought 
and b) the community was presented with an opportunity to work directly with local farmers, the 
source of fruits and vegetables, versus grocery stores whose primary goal is profit making. The 
number of high-yielding farmers in any urban county is low. To reach producers who supply 
grocers and farmers markets the definition of local was defined, in partnership with Cleveland 
State University’s Institutional Purchasing Group, as 250 miles outside of the county. 
 
The recognition of this poverty-related issue was met with some not wanting to acknowledge 
this made perfect sense considering the median household income in the county is $50,300, 
28% less than the U.S. median household income (US Census Bureau, 2019, 2020). 
Additionally, the average Ohio household receiving SNAP benefits lives at 61% of the poverty 
line, which amounts to $12,456 for a family of three (Greater Cleveland Food Bank, 2021). This 
revelation was the beginning of the urban agriculture and equitable food access movements in 
northeast Ohio that birthed Produce Perks. 
 
Unique 
Momentum for this emerging need was spurred by similar conversations across the country and 
instrumental support from local foundations that solely funded the Produce Perks program for 
the first eight years. The Cuyahoga Extension office co-lead the development and 
implementation of the program with input and guidance from local researchers, along with food 
and public health stakeholders. The 2014 Farm Bill solidified the program within the county and 
eventually in the state of Ohio with the support of Wholesome Wave. Wholesome Wave 
facilitated the design a model that leverages local funding for USDA funds. This facilitation was 
met with the storming and norming expected when working with a handful of groups. In an 
urban context with over 10 influential public and private organizations, aligning proprietorship 
and funding was a huge feat.  
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Strategic Approach to Urban Engagement  
The FPC implemented the collective impact model to intentionally establish broad community 
ownership at all levels, from SNAP participants to elected officials. This inclusive approach is 
also applied to the Produce Perks Farmers’ Market Collective, providing a formal platform for 
training, feedback, and the sharing of ideas among farmers’ market managers with Extension at 
its core. This group meets twice a year. Once before the beginning of the market season for 
training and updates on FM Tracks, token exchange, and to receive their tokens and marketing 
materials. The gathering after the end of market season highlights program total sales, 
individual market total sales, zip codes where Perks shoppers reside, average spending 
amounts per shopping day, number of new shoppers, number of recurring shoppers, marketing 
strategies, and lessons learned. The group then gains consensus on the data highlighted in the 
annual report submitted to the community and funders. 
 
Data collection for Perks has advanced from collecting data on paper forms and entering that 
data into a complex Excel workbook to now using FM Tracks, an onsite point-of-sale system 
(Case Western Reserve, Prevention Research Center, 2018). Data collected with tablets at the 
markets is used to conduct process, outcome, summative, and impact analyses. These 
evaluations are instrumental in program improvement and maintaining local supplemental 
funding that is leveraged by PPM to secure USDA and state government funding. FM Tracks is 
managed by the Sears Swetland Center at Case Western Reserve University, who was a 
founding partner of the FPC and Produce Perks. State- and county-level data shared at National 
Association of Community Development Extension Professionals (NACDEP), OSU Extension, 
and National Extension Association of Family and Consumer Sciences (NEAFCS) annual 
conferences has informed SNAP incentive programs in other states. 
 
Direct access to leading research on food systems within Ohio State’s College of Food, 
Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences and the Cooperative Extension System did not 
automatically position the Cuyahoga County office as the natural local leader in food systems. 
Innovative, agriculturally based, approaches to food access were also heavily pursued by those 
in the local health care and social services arenas between 2008-2015. Reasons for this pursuit 
were founded in wanting to help those in need and layered with goals of public recognition for 
work in this trending topic area. Consistent and clear messaging on Extension’s responsibility to 
fill gaps and form partnerships in a transparent way helped gain the support of local funders and 
the FPC to solely lead and implement the Produce Perks program. This approach was 
instrumental in maintaining the Perks program and Extension’s local reputation in 2015 when 
the Cuyahoga Extension office experienced a transition in County Extension Directors (CED) 
and the FPC lost its core funding.  
 
The cycle of coalitions proves that membership focus on trending issues ebbs and flows over 
time (Wageningen University and Research, 2012). Successful, long-standing coalitions revisit 
their purpose, current impact, and potential future impact every three to five years. The FPC 
was in the process of these strategic conversations when funding was lost. Prior to this event 
the group began to rely heavily on the 2.75 FPC staff, who were also Extension employees, to 
research and implement many of the group’s ideas. The evaluation of the purpose and impact of 
the FPC resulted in adjusting the structure. The Coalition decided to no longer employ a 
backbone organization, and to implement a co-chair leadership model. The two co-chairs serve 
two-year staggered terms.  
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Successfully navigating these shifts and transitions was key in maintaining the positive 
reputation and positioning of the Cuyahoga Extension office. Communication with local-, 
regional-, and state-level elected officials, funders, and Extension leadership was significantly 
increased to maintain transparency, demonstrate office stability, and to serve as a reminder that 
Extension does not act as a competitor. From 2016-2018, positioning was a high priority to 
circumvent the potential long-term negative effects of the FPC losing its funding on Extension 
funding and support for other office programs and operations. The Coalition’s structural change 
caught the attention of the Extension state director. This enhanced the need for the local team 
to follow the simple positioning plan of consistently saying and demonstrating they are not 
competitors, they offer guidance and education in areas of specialization, and that locally, they 
will not collaborate with organizations that see and interact with them as if their community 
efforts are competitive. This was a tipping point for the office and Perks (Figure 2). 
 
Perks staff and the county Extension director prioritized sharing the Perks story by conducting 
workshops, presenting posters, contributing to peer-reviewed publications, and participating in 
panel discussions while things played out locally. Extension, continued to demonstrate its 
collaborative spirit by acknowledging the FPC and other key partners in all presentations and at 
times, offering to co-present with various members. In 2017, when the FPC decided to solely 
focus on advocacy, removing programming from their repertoire, this allowed Extension to 
separate the work of Perks from being an active member of the FPC. 
 
With that very important structural determination, Extension could now focus on Perks and its 
promotion as an Extension program created by the FPC. The marketing strategy for Perks 
targets SNAP participants, farmers, farmers’ market managers, funders, and local food 
stakeholders. SNAP participants are reminded that Perks increases their purchasing ability and 
empowers them to make their own healthy food shopping decisions. The economic benefit of 
participating in Perks is highlighted for farmers and market managers. Marketing, promotion, 
and annual reports highlight how funder and community support improves healthy eating 
behaviors, choices made while shopping, and stimulates the economy. Materials created to 
encourage participation among SNAP recipients include the distribution of 15,000 English 
(Figure 3) and Spanish (Figure 4) postcards each year. Partners including the Greater 
Cleveland Food Bank, YMCA, and the Ohio Department of Job and Family Services are 
instrumental to this distribution effort. Local and online radio spots, Facebook ads, and 
Cuyahoga Extension social media are or have been used to promote the program locally. 
Produce Perks Midwest, the intermediary for the statewide program, promotes the program via 
their social media accounts and website that includes an interactive statewide map of 
participating sites. Champions of Extension and Perks are key and help build informal marketing 
capacity. 
 
The funding Extension received on behalf of the FPC included support for 2.75 FTE (full-time 
equivalents). Without that funding, Extension was only able to maintain one FTE for Perks, a 
community development educator, using a combination of county-appropriated funds and cost 
share support from OSU Extension’s federal land-grant funding. As Perks expanded to include 
women, infants, and children (WIC) and temporary assistance for needy families (TANF), a 
portion of the family and consumer sciences educator FTE added capacity. Both educators are 
responsible for counting and distributing tokens, guiding market managers on obtaining 
electronic benefits transfer (EBT) machines, monitoring FM Tracks, partner relations, marketing 
materials, training market managers, grants management, logistics, data analysis, and 
supervising the AmeriCorps VISTA. Their work has been awarded by NACDEP and NAEFCS. 
In 2019, an intern from the Cleveland Foundation was awarded to Extension for one year to 
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assist with high-level administrative tasks. These tasks include FM Track data cleaning, 
communicating with market managers, and creating annual reports. In 2020, an AmeriCorps 
VISTA was secured to continue these tasks. The CED provides guidance and support on 
funding, logistics, partnerships, and general community relations. The College of Food, 
Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences Government Affairs office is a key internal partner that 
shares the instrumental role of Extension in the creation of Perks and its replication across the 
state. 
 
Perks would not have been possible without the numerous public and private partnerships of the 
FPC and OSU Extension. OSU Extension’s current management of Perks partnerships is 
streamlined to focus on implementation and funding partners. The heroes of this program are 
the farmers, farmers’ market managers, and CSA staff. They serve as food distributors, Perks 
coordinators, promoters, advocates, and champions. Other current and long-term key partners 
include the local WIC team who actively collaborated on the creation and sustainability of WIC 
Perks, local hospitals that supported the innovative addition of Produce Prescription, Case 
Western Reserve University whose researchers and faculty continue to support funding and 
evaluation, Food Access Raises Everyone who collaborates on planning efforts, local 
foundations that continue to support incentive match funding, and ODJFS and food resource 
centers for program promotion and ongoing feedback.  
 
Impact 
The impact of Perks on the local economy and healthy shopping habits increases each year. 
Since 2010, the Produce Perks program in Cuyahoga County has generated more than 
$725,000 in revenues for small to mid-sized farms, and $450,000 in fruit and vegetable 
purchases at Cleveland grocery stores. 
 
2020 was a record year for Perks, providing over $295,000 in matching dollars for the purchase 
of fresh fruits and vegetable. During this time of unprecedented need and demand from the 
community Produce Perks served over 7,300 families. Revenue from the Produce Perks 
program for farmers and producers increased by 99% in 2020 when compared to 2019. 
 
Helping to improve the economic well-being of families and farmers is one outcome of the Perks 
program. For Extension, the most important outcomes of Perks are related to increased 
community and physical well-being. Perks offers participating families power in choice over 
which fresh fruits and vegetables they purchase. Families also have control over the quantity 
purchased and at what frequency. This differs from boxes of food distributed at emergency food 
access points in that shoppers learn how to select produce based on ripeness and seasonality. 
Shoppers learn how to gauge how much of a particular item they will consume before its 
expiration and the true cost of fresh produce, dispelling the myth that healthy food is expensive. 
This empowerment translates into a greater understanding of how nutritious eating impacts 
one’s health, especially those with chronic diseases. 
 
The ability to have choice while participating in a program that is funded in part by federal 
funding is unique. Perks shoppers are most proud after their first shopping trip and when they 
discover new produce at the markets. Conversations between farmers and shoppers often 
include recipe swapping, cooking suggestions, and taste testing, along with the farmer sharing 
the location of their farm and growing practices. These interactions not only foster a sense of 
community, but shoppers are also motivated to return to the market, and their desire to learn 
more about the food they consume is increased. 
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The farmers’ market managers and OSU Extension staff are also positively impacted by 
implementing Perks. Gatherings of the market managers are full-spirited and provide one of the 
few opportunities for them to network as a group. Interestingly, because their market locations 
are spread across the county, they do not see themselves as competitors and openly share 
lessons learned and best practices. The community development and family and consumer 
sciences educators experience high levels of motivation, satisfaction, and fulfillment from the 
implementation of Perks and its expansion projects. Their work on this project supports their 
greater sense of purpose and connection to the community. Achieving a true sense of purpose 
is often left up to individual urban Extension employees. Meaning, in a system that is designed 
to serve communities utilizing packaged programs, urban Extension staff are often most 
successful and have high levels of satisfaction when they work on projects that meet the unique 
needs of their urban surroundings. Awards from NACDEP for creativity and innovation, another 
for an educational tool, and a resolution from the City of Lakewood provided a welcomed 
validation for the educators from their peers.  
 
Closing Comments and Looking to the Future 
Unique Aspects and Challenges 
As the program grew and garnered the attention of elected officials and local food and public 
health professionals, proprietorship became a significant concern for the FPC and OSU 
Extension. The inception of Produce Perks is credited to the Cleveland-Cuyahoga Food Policy 
Coalition. The implementation and continuation of the program after 2016 is credited to OSU 
Extension. When an intermediary was identified that wanted to adopt the logo, leverage multi-
year data, adopt the model, and leverage local funding for federal funds OSU Extension quickly 
needed to establish expectations. Establishing partner agreements earlier in the statewide 
adoption process would have made these conversations less awkward for OSU Extension staff, 
who are trained to openly share their work with the community and often at no cost. 

Recommendations 
Well-thought-out program development is vital. Teams exploring a SNAP incentive program 
should be encouraged to meet with potential program participants, implementation partners, 
evaluators, and those with successful programs in other states. These conversations can be 
designed as focus groups where needs and logistics are discussed then considered afterward 
with their model in mind. The Cuyahoga County Perks program design was fine-tuned over 
many years to include farmers’ market manager training, ongoing technical assistance for 
managers and farmers, food demonstrations, marketing and communications plans, annual 
impact evaluations, and a formal annual report. Many of these program components were 
initiated by suggestions from stakeholders and advocates. 
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Figure 1. Cuyahoga County Produce Perks Economic Impact 2017-2020 
 

                                                                       
 

  2017 2018 2019 2020 To 
Date 

Percent Change 2019 -
2020 

SNAP Sales $35,985  $38,846.25  $35,113  $71,217 + 100.3% 

Produce 
Perks 
Distribution 

$25,878  $34,668.25  $32,046  $67,575 + 110.9% 

Produce 
Perks 
Redemption 

$25,587  $32,124.25  $32,292.00  $62,224 + 92.7% 

Redemption 
Rate 99% 93% 101% 92% -9% 

SNAP 
Transactions 2,917 2,539 2,313 3,266 + 41.2% 

Unique 
Customers 1,071 1,051 881 1,528 + 73.4% 

Repeat 
Customers 385 364 319 610 +  
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Figure 2. Produce Perks Timeline 
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Figure 3. 2021 Produce Perks Postcard in English 
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Figure 4. 2021 Produce Perks Postcard in Spanish 
 

 

 
 



Extension Programming to Enhance Urban Well-Being: Produce Perks  11/3/2021          14 
 
 

 
 

 
  



Extension Programming to Enhance Urban Well-Being: Produce Perks  11/3/2021          15 
 
 

Figure 5. Cuyahoga County Produce Perks Lessons Learned 
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Figure 6. Produce Perks Regional Impact Report 2020 
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Figure 7. Produce Perks Program Report 2020 
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Figure 8. WIC Perks Program Report 2020 
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