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How big is the market 
for organic?



Organic food sales have been growing overall and as a share of total food sales

Source: Organic Trade Association 2020

https://ota.com/news/press-releases/21328


Organic non-food sales are a small 
share of all organic sales but 
experiencing faster growth

Source: Organic Trade Association 2020

https://ota.com/news/press-releases/21328


Organic sales are concentrated in North America and Europe

Source: Meemken and Qaim 2018

https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev-resource-100517-023252


Who buys organic?



More than two thirds of US 
adults report organic food 
purchases by their household in 
the past 30 days (2016)

Source: Pew Research Center 2016

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2016/12/01/the-new-food-fights/


“Rational” and “Adventurous” consumers most likely to buy organic

Source: Nie and Zepeda 2011

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2011.03.012


Why do people buy 
organic?



Factors that impact consumer 
decision to buy organic

Source: Bonti-Ankomah and Yiridoe 2006

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.459.7393&rep=rep1&type=pdf


Consumer motivation for buying/consuming locally-produced organic foods

Source: Schrank and Running 2018

https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540516659127


Consumer motivation for buying organic food

Source: Pew Research Center 2016

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2016/12/01/the-new-food-fights/


Whether consumers of organic 
produce think it is better for 
health varies with gender, age

Source: Pew Research Center 2016

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2016/12/01/the-new-food-fights/


Different conceptualizations of health (Danish consumers)

Source: Ditlevsen, Sandøe, and Lassen 2019

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2018.06.001


While there is some 
suggestive evidence 
that organic could be 
better for health, 
evidence is mixed, and 
scientific consensus 
seems to be that more 
long-term research is 
needed

Source: Brantsæter et al. 2017

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-%20031816-044437


Which organic products 
do people buy?



Fruits and vegetables 
dominate other 
categories of organic 
food sales 

Source: USDA ERS 2017

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/gallery/chart-detail/?chartId=82938
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/gallery/chart-detail/?chartId=87354
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/gallery/chart-detail/?chartId=82938


How much are people 
willing to pay for organic?



Price matters!

Source: Pew Research Center 2016

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2016/12/01/the-new-food-fights/


Eggs and dairy earned the 
highest premium of all 
organic foods (2010)

Source: USDA ERS 2016

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/gallery/chart-detail/?chartId=78988


Ohio CSA share prices 12% 
higher if certified organic

Source: Connolly and Klaiber 2014

https://doi.org/10.1093/ajae/aau030


How much do people value 
organic relative to other 

attributes?



All consumer groups 
listed value local, but only 
some value organic 

Source: James et al. 2009

https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/57872


Some students care more about local than organic, while some care about both

Source: Torres 2020

https://doi.org/10.21273/HORTSCI15228-20


US Midwest 
consumers willing 
to pay more for 
organic after 
receiving natural 
industry 
information

Source: McFadden and Huffman 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2017.02.007


How can this information 
help your operation?



Do your customers care about certification?

It depends
• Know your customers and what they care about

• Buyers of organic food are often more motivated to buy by concerns 

about personal health than environmental issues

• Providing more information about organic certification and what it means 

could entice some new customers with environmental concerns



Do your customers care about certification?

Most customers use heuristics when shopping
• Heuristics are mental shortcuts we use to make decisions more easily
• Organic serves as a “heuristic cue” for some consumers
• Local production and “natural” are other examples
• Use of these heuristic cues does not necessarily mean people 

understand the actual impacts or processes behind these labels
• What do your customers think organic means?

Sources: Martin-Neuninger and Ruby 2020, Vega-Zamora et al. 2014

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7292029/
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20699


Should you consider new types of labels?

Value to consumers depends on what consumers think they 
convey

• What consumers think does not always line up with true meaning

• Information could help, but only some consumers willing to spend time 

understanding these labels

• Ask your existing consumers what they think

• Do some market research in your existing or potential markets



Where should you market your foods?

Retail
• Specialty stores
• Online (huge growth this year!)

Depending on what consumers value
• Restaurants
• Institutions
• Direct-to-consumers



Resources



National Resources

USDA Farm Service Agency Organic Cost Share Program

USDA Agricultural Marketing Service National Organic Program

USDA Organic information page (links to multiple other sites)

Organic Trade Association

Organic Farming Research Foundation

https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/occsp/index
https://www.ams.usda.gov/about-ams/programs-offices/national-organic-program
https://www.usda.gov/topics/organic
https://ota.com/
https://ofrf.org/


Ohio-Specific Resources

Ohio Produce Growers & Marketers Association

Ohio Ecological Food and Farm Association

Ohio State Organic Food and Farming Research (OFFER)

Natural Resources Conservation Service – Ohio

http://www.opgma.org/organic-farming/
https://certification.oeffa.org/
https://offer.osu.edu/home
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/oh/programs/financial/eqip/NRCS144P2_029513/


“It does not matter how 
slowly you go as long as you 

do not stop.” 
—Confucious

Thank you!

Contact
Dr. Zoë Plakias

plakias.2@osu.edu
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