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      Sales of organic food products in
the United States have grown from
$3.6 billion in 1997 to more than
$43.3 billion in 2015. Organic fruits
and vegetables make up the biggest
part of worldwide organic sales.
Despite large growth, organic foods
only account for less than 4 percent of
the total U.S. food market. Continued
growth in this area is driven by con-
sumers’ perception of organic produce
as being healthier to eat and better
for the environment than conventional
produce. However, many consumers
have limited understanding of what
the organic label actually means.
This fact sheet will help to explain
what it means for a food to be organi-
cally certified, how organically certi-
fied foods are produced and what
rules are in place to regulate them.

What Is an Organic
Food [1, 2]?

      Organic foods are produced
 following principles that direct crops
and animals be raised in a way that
protects natural resources, conserves
biodiversity and uses only approved
substances often of natural origin [8].
In order to standardize these princi-
ples across the United States, the
USDA Organic Label was created in
October 2002 that set standards for
the production and labeling of food
produced under organic principles.
Farms that certify their products
under the organic label must undergo
a yearly third-party audit of their
practices and farms in accordance
with these rules. Examples of organic
farming practices include using
manure or compost-based fertilizers,

using crop rotation or organic mulches
to manage weeds and using biologically
based methods of pest control. In order
for a crop to be organic, it must be
raised without the use of prohibited
pesticides, petroleum-based fertilizers
and without sewage sludge-based fer-
tilizers. In addition, soil conservation
practices must be a component of the
farm management plan. 

      A common misconception about
organic produce is that no pesticides
are used. However, certain pesticides
are allowed in organic production and
are generally derived from plant-,
 animal- or mineral-based compounds,
while conventional pesticides are
largely synthetically derived. Exam-
ples of organic pesticides approved for
use are copper, sulfur and neem oil.
While products that are approved for
use in organic production differ in
their origin from conventional pesti-
cides, they can be just as toxic to
humans as conventional pesticides.

      Use of genetically modified
 organisms (GMOs) is prohibited in
organic production. Animals raised on
organic farms must be fed organic
feed, be given access to the outdoors
and may not be given antibiotics or
growth hormones.

      As a part of these rules, USDA
created a certified organic seal [7]
that food manufacturers can use to
indicate to consumers that a food
product was produced using organic
standards. To use the organic seal,
raw products (e.g., fruit, vegetables,
meats) must be 100 percent organic,
while processed foods are only
required to have 95 percent of their
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ingredients produced according to organic standards. 
If a product contains between 70 to 95 percent 
organic contents, the label can read “product made 
with organic ingredients.” 

The Organic Seal [7] 

Foods that have more than one ingredient, such 
as breakfast cereal, can use the USDA organic seal 
plus the following wording, depending on the number 
of organic ingredients:

 •	 100 percent organic. To use this phrase, 
products must be either completely organic or 
made of all organic ingredients.

 •	 Organic. Products must be at least 95 percent 
organic to use this term. 

What Are the Advantages and
 Disadvantages of Organic
Foods [1, 2]? 

Due to standards on organic farms that require 
systems of soil conservation and biologically based 
systems of pest management, organic farms may 
have beneficial impacts on the environment through 
improvements in soil fertility, crop diversity, pollina
tor conservation and water conservation. However, 
similar conservation efforts may also be implemented 
on conventional farms. Organic farms’ inability to use 
many traditional pesticides, particularly for weed 
control, result in higher labor and production costs. 
Higher production costs and costs associated with the 
organic certification process are why organic foods 
tend to be more expensive. Organic products may also 
vary in size and color compared to conventionally 
grown foods and may contain more blemishes due to 
limited pesticide use. 

Is It Better to Purchase Organic
Versus Conventionally Raised Foods?

      Consumers increasingly take into consideration 
non-sensory attributes of food when making purchas
ing decisions [3, 4]. For example, many consumers 
may now consider whether or not the food contains 
additives, preservatives or pesticide residues; the 

nutritional value of the food; and how the food was 
produced. One common reason consumers prefer to 
purchase an organic food versus a conventionally 
produced food is they think organic is a healthier 
choice. However, research has shown mixed results 
with regard to significant differences in nutritional 
value between organic and conventionally produced 
foods. According to the Journal of the Science of Food 
and Agriculture in 2001, only minimal nutritional 
differences were found between organic and conven
tional products regarding mineral and vitamin 
content [5]. However, a recent study published in 
2016 compared 343 studies and found on average 
organic crops contained 18 to 69 percent higher 
concentrations of antioxidants [10]. A study in 2014 
found 50 percent more omega-3 fatty acids in organic 
milk and meat as compared to conventional prod
ucts [11]. To date research on how differences in 
nutritional content and long-term consumption of 
organic foods might lead to direct improvements in 
human health have not been carried out. Most nutri
tionists agree the more pressing health concern for 
most Americans is a failure to meet the daily fruit 
and vegetable intake recommendations, not how the 
fruits and vegetables are produced. 

What Concerns Do Consumers 

Have About Pesticides?

      Due to restricted pesticide use regulations under 
organic production standards, consumers often 
assume organic produce is safer than conventional 
produce. However, recent data from USDA’s Pesticide 
Data Program showed that 41 percent of all the 
produce tested had no detectable pesticide residue 
and more than 99 percent of all food products tested 
did not exceed government safety thresholds for pes
ticide residues. Data from the most recent Pesticide 
Data Program report in 2014 revealed that only 
38 of the 10,619 samples tested or 0.3 percent had 
pesticide residue levels exceeding the tolerance levels 
set by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency [6]. 
These results indicate there is very little risk of 
pesticide exposure in our conventionally produced 
food supply. 

      Some research has shown lower pesticide levels 
on average in organic produce, but research has also 
shown that organic produce carries the same risk of 
exceeding maximum allowable limits for pesticide 
residues as conventional produce [9, 10]. In fact a 
small amount (4 percent) of certified organic foods 
may still contain some pesticide residue that is in 
violation of both the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency’s tolerances and the USDA organic regula
tions. This is likely due to cross-contamination from 
nearby conventionally sprayed fields or mislabeling 
of conventional products. 



 

  
 

   

       

       

       
 

   

       

   

 

Do “Organic” and “Natural” Mean
the Same Thing [2]?

      The answer is no. Natural and organic are not 
interchangeable terms. You may see “natural” and 
other terms such as “all natural,” “free-range” or 
“hormone-free” on food labels. These descriptions 
are not backed up by any system of regulation and 
can be used by any manufacturer without the prod
uct undergoing any certification process and, there
fore, do not give any factual indication of how the 
product was produced. However, the FDA is consider
ing this issue and had an open comment period in 
2016 [12]. Currently, only foods that are grown and 
processed according to USDA organic standards can 
be labeled organic. 
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