
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Knowledge and Attitudes Toward Organic Foods 
 

Olivia H. West 
 

Director: Janelle M. Walter, Ph.D. 
 
 

 The purpose of this project was to find out what knowledge college students have 
regarding myths concerning organically grown products. Since young adults are often 
consumers of organic products this study assesses a small sample of young adults 
enrolled at a private college in central Texas.       
 Literature on organic products and related misconceptions were reviewed.  An 
online survey was distributed in fall 2013 to Baylor students in two Panhellenic 
sororities. It included questions concerning the participant’s history with purchasing 
organic products and their knowledge concerning common myths about organic products. 
The data collected from the survey was analyzed noting which questions were correctly 
answered. Students in the survey had a 67% misunderstanding about organic 
produce.  The most blatant misconception was that conventionally grown foods use more 
pesticides than organically grown foods.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

When hearing the word organic, words such as pure, clean, and environmentally 

friendly come to mind.  However, how much of this word association is based in 

scientific fact and how much is based on clever marketing?  Buying organic products, 

from produce and meat to chips and cleaning solution, carries with it an image of 

superiority to purchasing conventional items.  Organics are usually packaged in brown or 

green, with labels that are cleaner looking and more sophisticated than their conventional 

counterparts.  Purchasing these items tends to cost more money, but that money is well 

spent if it enables the consumer to avoid harsh chemicals and pesticides, or so many 

consumer believe.  Underneath the hype and the marketing tools, however, there is no 

evidence that organics are in any way superior to conventional products.  

 

 

Organics Defined 

The word “organic” is defined as “of, relating to, or derived from living matter”.  

By this definition, all produce is organic.  The United States Department of Agriculture, 

however, defines organic as a product that has “been produced through approved 

methods that integrate cultural, biological, and mechanical practices that foster cycling of 

resources, promote ecological balance, and conserve biodiversity. Synthetic fertilizers, 

sewage sludge, irradiation, and genetic engineering may not be used”.  There are three 

different classifications of organics: 100% organic, organic, and made with organic 

ingredients.  100% organic “can only contain organic ingredients, meaning no antibiotics, 
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hormones, genetic engineering, radiation or synthetic pesticides or fertilizers can be 

used”.  Organic must “contain 95% organic ingredients, with the balance coming from 

ingredients on the approved National List”.  The USDA organic logo can be displayed on 

both 100% organic and organic products.  Products made with organic ingredients “must 

be made with at least 70% organic ingredients, three of which must be listed on the 

package, and the balance must be on the National List”.  Products made with organic 

ingredients are not able to display the USDA organic logo.  From these definitions, it is 

evident that determining what is and is not truly organic is more difficult than would be 

expected.   

 

 

The Green Revolution 

  The Green Revolution led to a greater amount of available food, mostly in grains, 

and increased research that would facilitate food production expansion.  The impact of 

the Green Revolution was especially seen in developing countries.  As food production 

increased, food prices decreased.  Foods became safer and the occurrence of food borne 

illnesses diminished. 

 In the 1920’s, the first intentional form of organic farming began with Rudolf 

Steiner, and German writer of Austrian birth (DeGregori 72).  Bio- dynamic agriculture, 

the type of farming he advocated, rejected the use of man- made fertilizers.  Today, 

organic purists are still concerned with the allowance of synthetic fertilizers under 

organic labels.  Steiner and those that oppose man- made fertilizers believe there is a 

difference in the urea of fertilizer compared to manure.  They think that the urea in 



 3 

manure has some additional, living properties.  However, the manufactured chemical is 

identical to that in manure except that it does not carry the increased risk of 

microorganism contamination.   

 As a result of the increased food supply, life expectancy and quality of life have 

both increased (DeGregori 172).  The occurrence of food borne illness has greatly 

diminished, as have certain vitamin inadequacies due to fortification of common foods.  

 

 

Taste and Nutritional Differences 

 One common reason that consumers purchase organic products over conventional 

products is because of a perceived difference in taste.  Whole Foods Market says on their 

website, “Do organic foods taste better?  We think so, and hundreds of gourmet chefs 

across the country agree.  It’s common sense – well balanced soils grow strong, healthy 

plants that taste great” (Avery 59).  However, studies have shown that little to no 

difference in taste can be found between organic and conventional foods.  Difference in 

taste between produce sold in the supermarket versus that grown and sold locally, 

however, is noticeable.  Homegrown produce is picked when ripe while commercially 

grown produce is picked before it is ripe to ensure it is still good when it arrives at the 

supermarket to be sold.  The selection criteria also differ.  Homegrown gardeners are 

concerned with the taste, texture, and color of the produce while commercial growers are 

concerned with maximizing yields, pest resistance, and other factors.  The downside of 

homegrown produce is that certain crops are only able to grow for a limited time each 
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year.  Due to the low cost of transportation today, however, a much larger selection of 

produce is offered year round for a lower cost.  

 In addition to having little to no difference in taste, organics are not more 

nutritious than conventional produce.  Dr. Michael A. Wilson, chief executive of the 

Royal Society of Edinburgh states that, “the organic industry is not allowed [by the 

Advertising Standards Authority] to make any claims about the product being healthier, 

tastier, or more nutritious than conventionally grown crops, as there is no sound scientific 

evidence to support any of these claims” (Avery 61).  Scientific research does not support 

any superiority of organics over conventional items.  However, marketing terms such as 

natural and organic sound more pure, clean, and safe than terms such as pesticide and 

chemical.  The way these products are packaged also helps to reinforce that they are 

better than conventional items. However, organics could actually be more harmful to 

one’s health. 

 

 

Organic Food Contamination 

 Salmonella and E. coli are the two leading causes of illness due to consumption of 

produce (Avery 77).  Research that was done at the University of Minnesota compared 

fruits and vegetables from organic and conventional farms in Minnesota, looking for 

pathogens Salmonella and E. coli. The research found that organic produce was 6 times 

more likely to be contaminated with E. coli than the conventional produce.  Different 

foods had different degrees of contamination and Salmonella was found only in certain 

organic foods, though Salmonella was found in none of the conventional food tested.  
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Other studies found similar results, with organic produce having a higher rate of 

contamination than conventionally grown produce.   

 Many outbreaks of E. coli have been associated with organic lettuce.  When 

outbreaks occur, consumers look for people and places to blame.  When an outbreak 

occurred in 1996, organic supporters believed that the outbreak was due to contamination 

of the facility in which the lettuce was packaged and shipped (Avery 78).  Others 

believed it was due to the use of manure for fertilizer. Still others believed that the lettuce 

was contaminated in the field.  Though the real cause was not discovered, this scenario 

shows that simply rinsing produce before using it is not enough to rid the produce of 

harmful contaminants.  

 Another serious source of concern in organic produce is fungal toxin.  The most 

effective fungicides are synthetic and though there are organic fungicides, they are more 

expensive and less effective than their synthetic counterparts.  When organic farmers do 

spend the money to use fungicides, they are not very effective.  Fungal toxins are also 

one of the reasons that organic farming produces less than conventional farming.  Fungal 

toxins cause organic potato yields to only be 50% – 60% of conventional potato yields 

(Avery 84).  Fungal toxins cause both acute and chronic risks, some types causing 

damage to the liver and kidneys, others causing cell death, and others causing an 

interference with DNA replication (Avery 84).  

 

 

 

 



 6 

Organics and Pesticide Use 

 Many consumers believe that organic means pesticide or chemical free. However, 

this is not the case.  Organic pesticides can be synthetic, heavily refined, processed, and 

toxic.  The National Organic Standards Board (NOSB) maintains a list of approved 

organic pesticides.  This list gives the NOSB the ability to define, as they like, what the 

term organic pesticide means.  The seven major organic active ingredients most 

commonly used by organic farmers are horticultural oils, sulfur, copper, pyrethrum, 

rotenone, Bt, and Spinosad.  Each of the active ingredients has different effects.  

Rotenone, for example, was first used to kill fish.  Rotenone disrupts an enzyme needed 

in cellular respiration and interrupts muscle coordination.  Some potential side effects 

include kidney and liver damage. Additionally, rotenone is suspected of causing cancer, 

birth defects, and of being a fetotoxin.  In rats, rotenone has caused symptoms similar to 

Parkinson’s disease (Avery 109).  The six other most used organic pesticides carry 

similar health warnings.  However, only synthetic, non- organic pesticides are considered 

harmful.   

 Pesticides have been used for thousands of year.  However, pesticides began 

being widely used in agriculture prior to the U.S. Civil War due to advances in chemistry 

(Avery 113).  Due to the cost of pesticides, farmers desire to use as little as possible to be 

effective.  Both organic and conventional farmers use different techniques to try to limit 

the need for pesticides, such as crop rotating.  These techniques are only minimally 

effective, though.  Because organic pesticides break down more quickly and are less 

effective than synthetic pesticides, organic farmers spray ten times more pesticides per 

acre than conventional farmers (Avery 114).  
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Biotechnology 

 Organic farmers and supporters tend to be strongly opposed to using 

biotechnology to make plants more insect resistant and to reduce the risk of plants 

becoming resistant to pesticides.  This is thought to be partly due to fear of competition, 

as genetically modifying the plants is a cost effective way of reducing pesticide use and is 

more environmentally friendly (Avery 216).   

In addition to reducing the need for pesticides, biotechnology has helped to 

improve nutrition.  Swiss researchers discovered a way to take genes from corn and insert 

them into rice.  This “golden rice” helps prevent people in poor countries from suffering 

from vitamin deficiency, in this case Vitamin A deficiency, which can cause blindness 

and an increased risk to disease (Avery 221).  This strategy of combating vitamin 

deficiencies is being used to fortify additional foods.  

Biotechnology can also be used to rid foods of allergy proteins using RNA 

interference, to create foods lower in fat, to create healthier cooking oils, and create 

animal proteins higher in omega 3- fats.  Biotechnology is being developed to not only 

minimize the need for pesticides and make farming more efficient, but also to continually 

look for new solutions to health and environmental problems.   

 

 

Human Welfare 

 While the developed world may be able to spend the money to purchase organic 

products, the poor cannot.  Groups dedicated to the elimination of chemicals and 

pesticides that work to further their goals in poorer countries hurt the people in those 
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countries.  Legislation to limit the export and production of pesticides places a burden on 

those least responsible of causing the problem and least able to afford to fix the problem.  

Regardless of the potential problems with pesticides, real or imagined, banning or 

limiting the use of pesticides in a poor developing country could be done at the expense 

of diminishing poverty.  For example, an improved traditional stove in India cuts down 

on the need to gather wood as frequently each week.  Open fires produce chemicals such 

as benzo-b-pyrene, a suspected carcinogen (DeGregori 129).  With the improvements to 

the traditional stove, the new stove was producing carcinogen more efficiently.  

However, the predicted life span of the people in that area was short enough to not 

consider the carcinogen to be a serious threat because the benefits of the improved stove 

offset the risks of using the improved stove.   

 

 

Effects on the Environment 

 Organic foods are often thought of as being more environmentally friendly than 

conventional foods.  In some cases, however, organics can be more harmful to the 

environment than conventional items.  For example, organic milk is a major source of 

greenhouse gas emissions.  Eighty percent more land is required per liter of organic milk 

compared to conventional milk (Johnston 1).  Organic milk is also twenty percent more 

likely to cause greenhouse gas emissions and contributes to acid rain seventy percent 

more than conventional milk (Johnson 1). 

 Organic produce has a similar environmental impact as organic milk.  Though it 

uses less fertilizer, organic produce requires a larger amount of fossil fuels to be 
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ploughed.  In Britain, organic heated greenhouse tomatoes require up to one hundred 

times more energy to grow compared to those grown in fields in Africa (Johnson 5).  In 

addition, the yield of organic crops is less than conventional crops.  Twice the amount of 

energy is needed to produce seventy five percent of a conventional yield of tomatoes.  

Organic foods are more expensive to produce, more difficult to produce, and more 

environmentally harmful to produce than are conventional foods.  

 

 

Other Views 

 Other ideas on this issue are that organically grown food products are nutritionally 

superior, use fewer and less harmful pesticides, and are less harmful for the environment.  

One study published in PLOS One journal in 2013, for example, found that organic 

whole milk was higher in heart healthy fatty acids than conventional milk (Benbrook 1).  

This study gave many consumers reason to purchase organic milk in place of 

conventional milk.  However, the levels of fatty acids in the organic milk are not 

necessarily related to the organic growing methods.  Additionally, it has not been shown 

that there are unique health benefits from the fatty acids in milk.   

 This study, as with other studies, show a conflict of interest in its funding.  

Organic Valley, a company that sells organic products, funded the study.  Additionally, 

the head researcher, Charles Benbrook, is a known organic activist.  Similar claims can 

be made about studies that oppose organic products, such as being funded by companies 

like Monsanto.  Individual groups do not necessarily support researchers, but researchers 
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are guided by their own personal values.  These values and researchers’ interpretation of 

the literature guide the way the research topic is approached.   

 

 

Summary 

 In summary, the organic industry is shrouded in myth. Many organic activists 

consider the Green Revolution to be a negative event.  However, the Green Revolution 

resulted in an increase in food production, which had a great impact in poor countries.  

Organic farming became more popular as a backlash against the chemicals and pesticides 

associated with the Green Revolution.  Some consumers purchase organic products for 

perceived difference in taste and increased nutrient value while others believe them to be 

chemical and pesticide free.  No scientific evidence supports any of these claims, though.  

In fact, organic products have an increased risk of microorganism contamination and 

foodborne illnesses.  Organic farmers and consumers tend to also be against the use of 

biotechnology to create more disease resistant crops along with other benefits such as 

increased nutrient value due to fortification.  Being completely against the use of 

synthetic pesticides and biotechnology can have serious consequences when the agenda is 

applied to poor countries.  Different issues surround the food climate in other countries 

and oftentimes the benefits of certain chemicals and pesticides outweigh the risks seen by 

those in more developed countries.  Finally, the notion that organic farming is more 

environmentally friendly than conventional farming is false.  Organics require a larger 

amount of pesticides than do conventional crops due to the ineffectiveness of the organic 
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pesticides.  The polar opposite nature of the organic market versus the conventional 

market leads to a greater amount of misinformation among consumers.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Methods 

Introduction 

 I chose to create and distribute a survey as a way to gain information apart from 

only completing a review of literature.  To do this, I completed the necessary Institutional 

Review Board training for conducting research with human subjects.  After completing 

this training, I submitted a proposal to the Baylor Institutional Review Board to gain 

permission to distribute a survey to college- aged students.  This proposal was titled 

“Knowledge and Attitudes Toward Weight- Loss Plans”.  My original topic, as seen from 

the title of the project, had to do with diet misinformation.   The purpose of the project 

was to find out what knowledge college students have regarding weight loss plans.  It 

included questions concerning the participant’s history with weight loss plans and their 

knowledge concerning specific popular weight loss plans.  Literature on popular plans 

and related misconceptions was reviewed and the data collected from the survey was 

analyzed using this information.  Since young adults are often users of weight loss plans 

this study assessed a small sample of young adults enrolled at a private college in central 

Texas.  After distributing the survey and analyzing the results, however, it was evident 

fad diets were not commonly used as a form of weight- loss among the study participants.  

The survey included questions about which fad diets participants had tried in the past, 

how successful the diets were, and how satisfied the participants felt while on the diets 

along with their knowledge about weight loss in general.  The diets included in the survey 

were the Paleo diet, South Beach diet, Three Day diet, and a supplemental diet.  The 

survey was sent out to two Baylor University Panhellenic sororities.  Of the two groups, 
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only one group had any respondents.  However, of 156 members only 26 responded to 

the survey.  Of those who participated in the survey, very few had ever tried any of the 

fad diets included in the survey.  A large percentage of participants had heard of the all of 

the fad diets except the supplemental type of fad diet.  Because so few of the participants 

had personally tried the different fad diets, the survey was not very successful in the way 

it was intended.  However, the survey did show that fad diets are not very prominent in 

this demographic.  From these findings, it seems that this survey may be more useful 

when used on an older group of participants.   

 After seeing the results of the survey, either distributing the same survey to a 

different group of people or creating a new survey for the same demographic seemed to 

be the best way to move forward.  However, I became interested in changing topics 

completely and creating a new survey for the same demographic.  This decision was 

based partly on the results of the initial survey.  Of the fad diets used in the survey, the 

Paleo diet had the greatest percentage of participants who had heard of and tried this diet.  

This diet can be classified as a fad diet because it is popular right now and it is a low 

carbohydrate diet.  However, it is in some cases marketed more as a lifestyle change than 

a diet.  In addition to suggesting what one should eat, such as removing dairy products 

and grains from the diet, it also recommends purchasing organic products in place of 

conventional products when possible.  This preference for organics seems to be becoming 

more prevalent in grocery stores and restaurants.  Because of this, I changed topics to 

knowledge and attitudes on organic products.   
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Creating the Survey 

 Following the decision to change topics, I began  to research organic products and 

major issues that accompany them such as whether or not organic farmers use pesticides.  

Following a review of literature on these topics, I began to create a new survey.  Below is 

a table of the questions I included in the survey and a reason why each question was 

included.   

Question Type of Question Reasoning 
How often do you buy 
organic products? 

Multiple choice, one answer This question was included 
to see how frequently 
participants purchase 
organic products.  Because 
participants are college 
students this seemed 
especially important due to 
monetary restrictions.  

Which types of organic 
foods do you purchase when 
grocery shopping? 

Multiple choice, multiple 
answers  

This was a question on a 
survey done by Survey 
Monkey based on research 
from Stanford University 
concerning whether or not 
Organic foods were 
healthier than conventional 
foods.  It was included in 
this survey to see which 
type of foods consumers 
choose to purchase organic 
as opposed to conventional. 

Why do you purchase 
organic foods? 

Multiple choice, multiple 
answers 

This question was also taken 
from the Survey Monkey 
survey.  It was included to 
find out the main reasons 
that participants purchase 
organics and why they see 
organics as superior 
products to conventional 
products.  

Organic foods are grown 
without the use of 
pesticides. 

True/ False This question was included 
based on research.  Organic 
foods are often thought by 
consumers to be grown 
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without the use of 
pesticides.  This question 
will show what percentage 
of college participants 
believes this.  

Conventionally grown foods 
use more pesticides than 
organically grown foods. 

True/ False Similar to the previous 
question, this question was 
included based on research.  
Organic foods require more 
pesticides than conventional 
foods but this is not widely 
known.  

Organic food is healthier to 
eat than conventionally 
grown food. 

True/ False 
 

This question was included 
because organic food has 
not been proven to be any 
healthier than 
conventionally grown foods. 

The amounts of pesticide 
residues remaining on 
conventionally farmed 
produce are not likely to be 
harmful to my health. 

True/ False This question was included 
because pesticide fears are a 
popular reason to purchase 
organic products.  However, 
the amounts of pesticides 
remaining on conventionally 
farmed foods are most likely 
not harmful to one’s health.  

Organic foods are better for 
the environment than 
conventionally grown foods. 

True/ False This question was included 
because organically grown 
foods are often portrayed as 
being better for the 
environment than 
conventionally grown foods.  
However, as discussed 
previously, in some cases 
organics require more fossil 
fuels and lead to more 
greenhouse gas emissions 
than their conventional 
counterparts.  

Organic yields are too low 
to provide enough food to 
meet the demands of a 
growing population. 

True/ False This question was included 
because meeting the food 
demands of a growing world 
population would likely not 
be possible were the food 
supply to be produced 
completely organically.  
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Organic foods are less 
susceptible to bacteria such 
as E. Coli. 

True/ False This question was included 
because organic foods are 
more susceptible to bacteria 
and food borne illnesses.  
Thanks to technology and 
the conventional growing 
process, bacterial and food 
illness are less of a problem 
than in years past.  
However, increasing the 
production of organics 
could also increase the 
prevalence of such bacteria 
and illness.   

 

 

 

Distributing the Survey 

 Following the creation of the new survey, I submitted the changes as a 

modification to the Baylor Institutional Review Board.  Upon receiving that the action 

was exempt, I sent the survey once again to two Baylor Panhellenic sororities.  I decided 

to distribute the survey to Baylor Panhellenic sororities partly due to convenience and 

partly because organics seem to be a current trend among this demographic.  The survey 

was created using Survey Monkey and was an online survey.  An informed consent page 

was included and participants consented to their participation in the survey by clicking 

the link to the next page of the survey.  

 After distributing the survey, only one group again responded to the survey.  

However, only 10 out of 156 group members responded.  Because of the low response, 

the survey was re- sent to the same group two weeks after it had initially been distributed.  

Following the second distribution of the survey, there were a total of 24 survey 
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participants from this group.  Because only one of the two groups responded to the 

survey, I distributed the survey to a third Baylor Panhellenic sorority.  No members from 

this group responded to the survey.   

 

 

Analyzing Survey Results 

 The data from the survey will be analyzed based on the percentage of each 

response to each question.  Survey Monkey runs this type of analysis of the results.  I will 

compare the results from my survey to the results from larger published surveys.  I will 

look for differences based on the age of participants of this survey as opposed to other 

surveys.  I will also take into account the low percentage of respondents of the one group 

that responded to the survey.  From this I will be able to see the knowledge that this 

group of college- aged women has concerning organic products and issues relating to 

organics.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Results 

Data Collected from the Survey 

 The first question on the survey, “how often do you buy organic products”, had a 

wide variety of answers.  The largest percentage of respondents, 45.83%, reported 

purchasing organic products only a few times a year. Purchasing organic products once a 

week was the second highest answer choice.  

Figure 1 

 

Table 1 
How often do you buy organic products? 

  Answer Choices: Responses: 
 Several times a week 0.00% 0 

Once a week 29.17% 7 
Once a month 16.67% 4 
Few times a year 45.83% 11 
Never 8.33% 2 

Total 
 

24 
 

 Question two read, “Which types of organic foods do you purchase when grocery 

shopping?”.  Respondents were able to select more than one answer choice for this 

0.00% 
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Never 
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question.  Organic fruits were the most commonly purchased food category with 73.91% 

of respondents reporting that they purchased organic fruit.  Organic vegetables were the 

second most purchased item and organic dairy products were the third most purchased 

food category.   

Figure 2  

 

Table 2 
Which types of organic foods do you purchase 
when grocery shopping? (Select all that apply) 

  Answer Choices: Responses: 
 Organic meats 21.74% 5 

Organic dairy products 52.17% 12 

Organic fruits 73.91% 17 

Organic Vegetables 60.87% 14 

Organic breads and pastas 30.43% 7 

Total Respondents 
 

23 
 

 Question three asked, “why do you purchase organic foods?” and more than one 

reason could be selected.  14 of the 24 respondents chose, “It’s healthier” as a reason for 

purchasing organic food products.  The second most popular reason that participants 

21.74% 
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73.91% 

60.87% 

30.43% 

Organic meats 

Organic dairy products 

Organic fruits 

Organic Vegetables 

Organic breads and pastas 

Which types of organic foods do you purchase when 
grocery shopping?  
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chose to purchase an organic product was the belief that “It’s higher quality”.  Ethical 

reasons were the least common reason to purchase organic food products.   

Figure 3 

 

Table 3 
Why do you purchase organic foods? (Select all 
that apply) 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 It tastes better 21.74% 5 

To minimize consumption of chemicals 39.13% 9 
To protect the environment  26.09% 6 
It's healthier 60.87% 14 
It's higher quality 47.83% 11 
Ethical reason 13.04% 3 

Total Respondents 
 

23 
 

 Questions four through ten were true or false questions.  Only 23 participants 

responded to question four, which read, “Organic foods are grown without the use of 

pesticides”.  18 of the 23 respondents believed this statement to be true.   

Table 4 
Organic foods are grown without the use of 
pesticides Column1 Column2 
Answer choices: Responses: 

 TRUE 78.26% 18 
FALSE 21.74% 5 
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Total Respondents 
 

23 
 
Question five read, “Conventionally grown foods use more pesticides than organically 

grown foods”.  All 24 of the respondents believed this statement to be true.  

Table 5 

 

Question six read, “Organic food is healthier to eat than conventionally grown food”. 21 

of the 24 respondents answered that this statement was true.  

Table 6 
Organic food is healthier to eat than 
conventionally grown food 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 TRUE 87.50% 21 

FALSE 12.50% 3 
Total Respondents 

 
24 

 

Question seven read, “The amounts of pesticide residues remaining on conventionally 

farmed produce are not likely to be harmful to my health”.  All 24 respondents answered 

this question and were split in half, with 50% answering true and 50% answering false.   

Table 7 
The amounts of pesticide residues remaining on 
conventionally farmed produce are not likely to 
be harmful to my health 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 TRUE 50% 12 

FALSE 50% 12 
Total Respondents 

 
24 

 

Conventionally grown foods use more pesticides 
than organically grown foods 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 TRUE 100% 24 

FALSE 0% 0 
Total Respondents 

 
24 
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Question eight read, “Organic foods are better for the environment than conventionally 

grown foods”.  All 24 respondents answered that this statement was true.   

Table 8 
Organic foods are better for the environment than 
conventionally grown foods 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 TRUE 100% 24 

FALSE 0% 0 
Total Respondents 

 
24 

 

Question nine read, “Organic yields are too low to provide enough food to meet the 

demands of a growing population”.  Only 23 participants responded to this question, of 

which 17 answered that this statement was true.   

Table 9 
Organic yields are too low to provide enough food 
to meet the demands of a growing population 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 TRUE 73.91% 17 

FALSE 26.09% 6 
Total Respondents 

 
23 

 

Finally, question ten read, “Organic foods are less susceptible to bacteria such as E. 

Coli.”.  Only 23 participants responded to this question, with only eight answering that 

this statement was true.   

Table 10 
Organic foods are less susceptible to bacteria such 
as E. Coli. 

  Answer choices: Responses: 
 TRUE 34.78% 8 

FALSE 65.22% 15 
Total Respondents 

 
23 

 

 Though this survey had a small response rate, the results were similar to a 2011 

Thomas Reuters Poll.  This poll found that, “the majority (58%) of consumers prefer 
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organic food to conventional food” (Huffington Post).  The poll also found that 

consumers with higher education were more likely to purchase organic products.  

Consumers under the age of 35 were found to be more likely to purchase organic 

products.  The reasons that the participants chose to purchase organic products were also 

similar to the results of the Thomas Reuters Poll.  In the Poll, 34% of participants chose 

organic products to avoid toxins, 17% of participants chose organic products for 

environmental health reasons, and 13% of participants chose organic products because of 

taste (Huffington Post).  This Poll also took into account income as a factor in food 

preference and found that it was not a major determinant in whether or not to purchase 

organic products.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Conclusions 

Misconceptions 

 From the survey results it was evident that there are misconceptions concerning 

organic food products.  The most agreed upon misunderstandings concerned pesticide 

usage and the environmental effects of conventional and organic products.  Additionally, 

the myth that organics are healthier than conventional products was widely believed.  

Concerning pesticides, the two major misconceptions were that organics are grown 

without the use of pesticides and that fewer pesticides are used on organic products than 

conventional products.  These responses were gathered from two different questions 

which both show that many consumers incorrectly believe these myths.  The National 

Organic Standards Board maintains a list of approved pesticides that can be used on 

organic food crops.  On this list are seven of the most commonly used organic pesticides, 

each of which carries health hazards.  Because organic pesticides break down more 

quickly and are less effective than synthetic pesticides, organic farmers spray ten times 

more pesticides per acre than conventional farmers (Avery 114).  In regards to the 

environment, every survey respondent incorrectly believed that organically grown foods 

are better for the environment than conventionally grown foods.  Organic food products 

require a larger amount of energy to grow and produce a smaller yield than conventional 

food products.  In Britain, for example, organic heated greenhouse tomatoes require up to 

one hundred times more energy to grow compared to those grown in fields in Africa 

(Johnson 5).  The respondents were split on whether pesticide residues on conventional 

products are harmful to health.  
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Accurate Understanding 

 The majority of respondents agreed that organically grown products are not 

sustainable to meet the demands of a growing population, and organically grown 

products are more susceptible to bacteria contamination in the food product.  The belief 

that organically grown products are not sustainable is interesting considering the belief of 

all of the respondents that organic products are better for the environment.  It would seem 

that if organic products were in fact better for the environment, then they would also be 

more sustainable.  The respondents also correctly answered that organic products are 

more susceptible to bacteria such as E. Coli, which are the two leading causes of illness 

due to consumption of produce (Avery 77).  Organic food products are more likely to be 

contaminated with bacteria than are conventional food products due to the use of less 

effective pesticides.  The accurate knowledge of the susceptibility of organic foods to 

bacterial contamination could be due to recalls on organic food items in the news when 

outbreaks of food contamination occur and the knowledge that manure is used as a 

fertilizer in organically grown products.   

 

 

Recommendations 

 While the respondents did possess some accurate knowledge of organically grown 

products, there was a greater amount of misinformation.  Because of this, there is a need 

for education for college students concerning the benefits and risks of conventional 
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versus organic products.  There may also be a need for more education in the factual and 

scientific evidence about organically grown products for the general public.  Emotionally 

people want to believe that organic food products are superior to conventional food 

products, but if individuals are open to scientific evidence they must admit that there is 

no proof of organic superiority.  More consumer- friendly labeling on products may also 

be helpful as the USDA Organic categories are difficult to understand.  Additionally, 

more balanced information should be available to consumers concerning organic 

products.  Often, organic products are portrayed in the media and in supermarkets as 

superior to conventional items.  Supermarkets are able to charge more for organic food 

products and therefore make more money selling them compared to conventional food 

products.  These organic products and organic supermarkets are also trendy, however, 

food trends come and go.  Like fad diets, there are many myths surrounding organic 

products. For consumers to make informed decisions concerning their food purchases it is 

important for them to know factual information and not be swayed by emotion.  
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