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This paper reviews organic food consumption from a sustainability perspective with a 
view to suggesting future research directions. It gives an overview of historical 
evolution of organic food consumption as a sustainability movement and provides a 
critical review of a large body of previous research, which examines organic food 
consumption from various perspectives. The paper highlights some research gaps and 
suggests essential future research directions in the field of study: (1) a discourse 
analysis of the notion of organic food; (2) a systematic industry review of the multiple 
organic food certification systems; (3) a comparative study to examine consumers‟ 
confusion between scientifically proven health benefits of organic food and perceived 
value of organic food; (4) an examination of socio cultural aspects of organic food 
consumption; (5) an assessment of how the benefits of developing  organic food markets 
transfer to developing countries and; (6) a development of a detailed profile of global  
consumers in the organic food market.  
 

Contribution/Originality: This study contributes to the existing literature on organic food consumption by 

providing six future research directions. It provides a critical review of literature on organic food consumption from 

a sustainability perspective. The study highlights key issues and inconsistencies in the existing research findings 

pertaining to the research phenomenon.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Originated in the early 20th century, organic food consumption is continually growing worldwide. According to 

the annual report of International Federation of Organic Agriculture movements (IFOAM), the existing organic 

market worldwide is significantly growing and worth USD billion 89.7 in 2017 (International Federation of 

Organic Agriculture (IFOAM), 2017a). According to previous reviews, health, product quality and environmental 

considerations were considered the three main antecedents of organic food consumption (Hughner et al., 2007) 

mainly prevailent among European consumers (Thøgersen, 2009). However, considering the rapid growth of the 

market today, this field of research should move from focusing only on micro-behavioral aspects to macro-structural 

perspectives of organic food consumption.  

Baker et al. (2004) find no association between environmental concerns and organic food consumption. In 

contrast, concerns over environmental, human, and animal wellbeing shared among organic food consumers are 

widely reported in more recent studies (e.g., (Fearne, 2008; Kearney, 2010; Thøgersen, 2010)) along with 
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sustainability concerns that are considered to be the prime reason for buying organic food (Monier-Dilhan and 

Bergès, 2016).   

Sustainability is defined as the quality of not being harmful to the environment. It considers how we might live 

in harmony with the natural world around us, protecting it from damage and destruction (Environmental Science, 

2018). Sustainable food consumption ensures the integrated implementation of patterns of food consumption and 

production, while respecting the carrying capacities of natural ecosystems (Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nations (FAO), 2011).  

Many consumers perceive organic food consumption as a life style choice (Schultz and Stieß, 2017; Thøgersen, 

2017). Moreover, Smirnova (2012)  argues that organic food consumption is a form of political action of consumers 

who are interested in building a sustainable society. Scalvedi and Saba (2018) also find several sustainable food 

consumption practices shared among organic consumers. A comprehensive review (Schleenbecker and Hamm, 2013) 

claims that organic food consumption is an emerging trend which is largely triggered from sustainability concerns 

of consumers. Thus, the researchers describe the trend as „organic-plus‟ movement. 

From the producers‟ end, IFOAM (2017b) reports that organic agriculture provides the producers in 

developing countries with many opportunities to win the global market. Organic Agriculture goes far beyond 

organic food certifications as it addresses the issues such as food insecurity, land degradation, poverty, and climate 

change (IFOAM, 2017a). Thus, it has become a strong contributor to sustainable development at a larger scale 

(Qiao et al., 2016).  

Based on this background, this paper argues that the phenomenon of organic food consumption should be 

investigated adopting a holistic approach with a sustainability perspective. It is essential to mark the important 

milestones in the area of organic food consumption research to extend the existing understanding of organic food 

consumption as a contributor to building a sustainable society. This paper, therefore, critically reviews previous 

literature on organic food consumption with a view to mapping the territory of the field of research and discover 

unmapped areas from a sustainability perspective.  

This paper is organized into seven sections. Following this introduction section, the next section provides an 

overview of organic food consumption as a sustainability movement. A discussion on the notion of organic food is 

given in the third section. The fourth section discusses the issues of organic food labelling and certification systems. 

The fifth section details previous research on the antecedents of organic food consumption and highlights new 

developments in the field of research. Investigations into profiling organic food consumers are discussed in the sixth 

section. The final section concludes the paper suggesting several important areas of organic food consumption to be 

further investigated. 

 

2. ORGANIC FOOD CONSUMPTION AS A SUSTAINABILITY MOVEMENT 

Although some consumers in today‟s market find it difficult to know whether their food is grown organically 

without organic certifications, before industrialization, food was generally considered to be grown organically 

without using synthetic pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Considering the magnitude of the developments of the 

organic food market worldwide, it appears that organic food consumption has come through an evolutionary 

process.  

Organic food consumption is one of the movements triggered from industrialization (Torjusen et al., 2001). The 

first organized movement of organic food consumption was organized in Germany in the 1920s. The movement was 

centered on resisting using chemicals in farming practices. The work of Rudolf Steiner and Sir Albert Howard in 

the 1920s frequently appears in the historical records of the movement. Among them, according to Hall (2011) 

Rudolph Steiner delivered a series of lectures about the phenomenon in Poland in 1924. This is considered a 

landmark of the development of bio-dynamic farming which is a farming method built on the interrelationships of 

the soil, pants and animals.  
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The term of organic farming was coined by Sir Albert Howard, who marked another landmark of the organic 

agriculture movement by publishing a book entitled, An Agricultural Testament in 1943 (Heckman, 2005; Hall, 2011). 

This publication is considered one of the seminal works pertaining to the organic agriculture movement. Put 

simply, Sir Albert argued that all farm production should be based on the Law of Return whereby soil fertility is 

ensured. The argument of the Law of Return was built on criticisms of soil mismanagement and become   central to 

organic farming. 

In 1940, writing another influential book in organic agriculture entitled, Look to the Land, Walter Northbourne 

introduced the term organic as well as other agricultural practices such as managing a farm as an organic whole. In 

1946, Lady Eve Balfour set up the Soil Association in the UK (IFOAM. 2017a). Lady Eve Balfour also produced a 

publication entitled, The Living Soil, a book that compared organic and non-organic farming methods. Further, in 

1940, Jerome Rodale introduced the term organic agriculture along with some other organic agricultural practices in 

the USA. In 1962, the publication of Silent Spring by Rachel Carson also inspired many consumers to engage in 

organic food consumption. 

During the decade of the 1990s, a considerable number of consumers had become interested in organic food, 

food safety, and environmental wellbeing. In 2017, according to IFAOM‟s records, 57.8 million hectares of organic 

agricultural land is available worldwide, 178 countries engage in organic food agriculture and the existing organic 

market is worth of USD 89.7 billion (IFOAM, 2017a). This indicates that the organic food market has clearly 

moved beyond being a niche which caters to a handful of consumers who seek personal benefits of organic food.  

The majority of organic consumers are reported to be located in the European countries (e.g., Germany, Great 

Britain, Denmark, Italy, France and Austria) and the USA (Lockie et al., 2006; Thøgersen, 2009; IFOAM, 2017a). 

The global demand for organic food also offers a great opportunity to improve lives of producers and consumers in 

developing countries (IFOAM, 2017a). Nevertheless, according to some critical research, whilst producers in 

developed countries can successfully meet some of the sustainability standards of organic food production, this is a 

huge challenge for those in developing counties (Minten et al., 2015).  

Chiputwa et al. (2015) argue that although consumers in the developed countries are willing to pay significant 

price premiums for organic food which meets sustainability standards, how effectively these benefits reach the 

producing countries especially the farmers in the poor countries (e.g., Uganda and Ethiopia) is unknown. According 

to Qiao et al. (2016) although the price premiums could compensate for some extra costs, among other factors, 

smaller plot sizes in poor countries inhibit gaining all the benefits of organic food production. This definitely 

indicates an area of further investigation.  

 

3. THE NOTION OF ORGANIC FOOD  

The term organic is rooted in bio from Greek bios meaning life or way of living (Essoussi and Zahaf, 2008). 

Generally, organic food connotes food that is produced without using synthetic pesticides and chemical fertilizers. In 

its simplest form, the term organic denotes the meaning of natural. Further, the term is widely used interchangeably 

with other terms such as organic food, organic farming, and organic agriculture. 

Organic food is defined as food which is produced without using most conventional pesticides (United States 

Department of Agriculture, 2005). The definitions of organic farming are largely constructed around zero-chemical 

use in production systems (Honkanen et al., 2006). Overall, it can be seen that the emphasis on biological, natural, 

environmental friendliness of and limited use of chemical in production systems is common in articulating the 

notion of organic food.  

Consumers generally share an understanding of the term that is built on discourses such as natural, made 

without man-made fertilisers, pesticides, herbicides, additives or genetically modified ingredients, and fair-trade 

(Poulston and Yiu, 2011). Some consumers believe that organic is equivalent to free-range food (Harper and 
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Makatouni, 2002) tastes better (Van Loo et al., 2013) and is more expensive than conventional food (Pearson et al., 

2011). 

According to IFOAM, four principles guide organic farming; health (health of soil, plants, animals, humans and 

the planet), ecology (ensuring ecological systems), fairness (harmonious relationships with the environment), and 

care (wellbeing of current and future generations and the environment). These principles seem also to be the 

general focus of many organic food certification schemes. However, according to Aarset et al. (2004) most 

consumers are confused about the meaning of the term organic. Overall, contentious issues in defining organic food 

have not yet been resolved in organic food consumption literature (e.g., (Howard and Allen, 2006; Larceneux et al., 

2012)).  

 

4. ORGANIC FOOD LABELLING AND CERTIFICATION SYSTEMS 

Rudolph Steiner‟s work in promoting organic food production and consumption in Poland in 1924 is considered 

a landmark of organic agriculture. Steiner‟s bio-dynamic faming method set the foundation in establishing a formal 

system of certification and labelling for biodynamic farming in 1924, namely, Demeter, which was later coupled 

with the Demeter symbol. This certification system had become one of the largest organic certification and labelling 

systems.  

However, consumers who are interested in purchasing organic food seem to find inconsistencies among 

multiple organic food labelling and certification schemes (Bonti-Ankomah and Yiridoe, 2006). Previous research 

finds several issues associated with organic labelling and certification systems in the context of organic food 

labelling. Pivato et al. (2008) find that although 38.5% of their survey respondents declare that they sought out 

organic food labels (e.g., EU organic label), only 12.5% of them are able to describe those labels. There is also a lack 

of trust in those certification schemes among consumers (Bhaskaran et al., 2006). Previous research highlights the 

use of diverse terminologies such as organic, green and environmentally friendly (Zhao et al., 2007) and multiple 

certification schemes (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) are some of the reasons behind the consumer distrust. 

According to McCarthy and Murphy (2013) although some consumers have knowledge to distinguish organic 

food from conventional food, they do not know about the requirements of organic food standards. Aprile et al. 

(2012) find that consumers are willing to pay a higher premium price for a product with a country of origin label 

than for a product carrying an organic farming label. Further, when brand equity is high (low), the organic label 

appears less (more) effective. However, it is also found that an organic label makes the environmentally friendly 

attribute salient, which has a positive impact on perceived quality (Larceneux et al., 2012).  

Ongoing debates on the impact of organic labelling and certification schemes on organic food consumption still 

appear in previous research (e.g., (Howard and Allen, 2006; Larceneux et al., 2012)). Overall, this section of the 

review calls for further investigations into the impact of organic labelling and certification schemes on organic food 

consumption in the context of consumers‟ knowledge, perceptions and trust of them. Systematic industry reviews of 

the multiple organic food certification schemes are also necessary.  

 

5. ANTECEDENTS OF ORGANIC FOOD CONSUMPTION 

Informed by the theory of planned behavior, a large body of previous research identifies several antecedents of 

organic food consumption (e.g., (Chakrabarti and Baisya, 2007; Aertsens et al., 2009; Guido et al., 2010)). Among the 

antecedents of organic food consumption, attitudes (Oates et al., 2012) health and safety concerns (Walley et al., 

2009; McCarthy and Murphy, 2013) environmental and animal wellbeing concerns (Pearson, 2012; McCarthy and 

Murphy, 2013) are often documented.   

Despite several studies providing compelling evidence of strong association between consumer attitudes and 

organic food consumption (e.g., (Aschemann et al., 2007; Kihlberg and Risvik, 2007)) some other studies claim that 

consumers do not convert those attitudes towards actual purchase or consumption of organic food (Sahota, 2009; 
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Schaack and Willer, 2010). This indicates an attitude-behavior gap in organic food consumption (Aschemann et al., 

2007; Kihlberg and Risvik, 2007; Sahota, 2009; Schaack and Willer, 2010; Smith and Paladino, 2010; Pearson et al., 

2011). Limited access to organic food (Lund et al., 2013) skepticism towards the genuineness of claims of organic 

food producers (Bhaskaran et al., 2006; Smed et al., 2013) higher prices and not having scientific evidence of health 

benefits (e.g., (Lockie et al., 2002; Brennan et al., 2003; Dangour et al., 2010; Kluger, 2010; Bezawada and Pauwels, 

2013)) are found to inhibit transferring favorable attitudes toward organic food into actual consumption.  

Contentious debates surrounding scientifically proven health benefits of organic food (Dangour et al., 2010; 

Palupi et al., 2012; Smith-Spangler et al., 2012) also appear to distort consumers‟ understanding of and willingness 

to purchase organic food. Some other studies, however, find that consumers disregard those unfavorable factors and 

continue to purchase organic food based on an assumption that organic food is healthier and safer. Overall, 

consumers share higher perceived value of organic food (Gil et al., 2000; Zanoli and Naspetti, 2002; Chang and 

Zepeda, 2005; Radman, 2005; Bonti-Ankomah and Yiridoe, 2006; Gil and Soler, 2006; Magkos et al., 2006).  

According to Pieniak et al. (2010) favorable attitudes towards organic vegetables are directly and positively 

associated with organic good consumption. As such, when encouraging organic food consumption, the researchers 

recommend to provide consumer with opportunities to have personal (subjective) experience of organic food 

consumption to reinforce developing more favorable attitudes towards organic food. To this end, Juhl et al. (2017) 

also confirm that subject to behavioral costs of adopting organic food consumption, consumers show a tendency to 

buy an increasing number of organic product categories over time.  

Pointing a new direction of research which moves beyond the antecedents of organic food consumption, 

Thøgersen (2010) develops a comprehensive model including macro factors of organic food consumption (e.g., food 

culture, post-materialism and environmental concerns) and other structural factors (e.g., soil, conditions, 

distribution systems). Thøgersen (2011) argues that solely focusing only on the antecedents of organic consumption 

inhibits gaining a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. To this end, some researchers also suggest to 

incorporate moral attitude (a measure reflecting positive, self-rewarding feeling of doing the right thing) into the 

theory planned behavior to enhance the predictability of purchase intensions of organic products (Arvola et al., 

2008).  

Adopting an alternative theoretical approach to extend the existing understanding of organic food 

consumption, Aertsens et al. (2009) find that values such as security, hedonism, universalism, benevolence, 

stimulation, self-direction, and conformity are positively associated with organic food consumption. Chryssohoidis 

and Krystallis (2005) also find that internal values, such as self-respect and enjoyment of life are the main motives 

for organic food consumption, corresponding to the motives of healthiness and better taste of the organic products.  

Informed by a survey among a representative sample of approximately 4,000 respondents, Thøgersen (2011) 

also find that buying organic food is positively related to noble values (i.e., universalism) but not self-centered 

values (e.g., status, pleasure). Thus, the researcher suggests that whilst consumers at least start to buy these 

products for selfless reasons, eventually the consumers seek other self-centered benefits of organic food 

consumption (e.g., enhancing a self-image).  

Pieniak et al. (2010) also investigate the relationship between subjective and objective knowledge about organic 

food, and organic food consumption. They find that consumer experienced based subjective knowledge is 

significantly associated with organic food consumption whereas objective knowledge is only indirectly associated 

with organic food consumption. Overall, it can be seen that organic food consumption is transferred to a life style 

choice of consumers as opposed to one particular activity.  

Some research reports compelling evidence that consumers are aware of the favorable environmental effects of 

organic farming and hence environmental concern is positively associated with organic food consumption 

(Magnusson et al., 2003; Pivato et al., 2008; Chen, 2009). Further, perceptions of the relationship between humans 
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and the natural environment influence organic consumption. As such, consumers who do not believe in dominating 

nature tend to favor organic food than those who do (Tenbült et al., 2008).  

External values, such as belonging, corresponding to the motive of environmental protection through organic 

cultivation, are, however, reported to have weaker association with organic food consumption (Chryssohoidis and 

Krystallis, 2005). This is confirmed by another study which finds that altruistic motivation (moral responsibility for 

the environment) does not have an association with organic food consumption (Arvola et al., 2008). It can be seen 

that previous findings on the association between environmental concerns and organic food consumption are 

inconsistent. However, more recent investigations claim sustainability concerns are widely shared among organic 

food consumers (Scalvedi and Saba, 2018) and organic food is the most successful product category within the 

growing ethical and sustainable products market (Juhl et al., 2017). This development clearly warrants further 

investigations into the phenomenon moving beyond the personal benefits of organic food consumption.   

 

6. PROFILING ORGANIC FOOD CONSUMERS 

The rapid growth of the organic food market demands well-established consumer profiles of the market. They 

could be useful in segmenting the market and informing the best strategy developments to cater for each segment 

(Laing and Frost, 2010). To this end, most of the European countries have well-structured systems to cater for the 

consumers who are profiled as: less price-sensitive, more concerned with food quality (Krystallis et al., 2006) highly 

educated (Gonzalez, 2009; Dimitri and Dettmann, 2012; Hamzaoui-Essoussi and Zahaf, 2012) earn high income 

(Gonzalez, 2009; Dimitri and Dettmann, 2012) health conscious (Hamzaoui-Essoussi and Zahaf, 2012) and females 

(von Meyer-Höfer et al., 2015).  

Aslihan and Karakaya (2014) perform a cluster analysis based on attitude toward organic food to classify three 

segments of the organic food market in a European city: favorable, neutral and unfavorable. They find that the 

favorable attitudes segment exhibits highest levels of health consciousness and socially responsible consumption 

behavior. Informed by major Danish retailer‟s panel scanner data of organic food purchases, Juhl et al. (2017) 

identify three segments of the organic food market: identifiable, accessible, and actionable dynamic customer 

segments.  

It can be seen that most of the above studies are limited to specific countries and they mostly profile European 

consumers in the organic food market. Only a few investigations into consumer profiling can be found in non-

European countries (e.g., (Jain and Kaur, 2004; Krishna and Qaim, 2008)). Given that organic food consumption has 

evolved as a movement decade ago and rapidly spreading in many other countries, a detailed profile of consumers 

who consume organic food in today‟s global market should also be developed.  

 

7. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

This paper reviews organic food consumption from a sustainability perspective with a view to suggesting 

future research directions. As discussed in the second section, organic food consumption clearly demonstrates the 

signs of a sustainability movement which has the potential to make substantial transformations toward a 

sustainable consumer society. However, the growth and sustainability of the movement depends on several micro 

and macro aspects. Followed by a critical review of existing literature, this section concludes the paper highlighting 

several research directions to be considered in future research in the field of study representing both aspects.  

Despite the rapid level of acceptance of organic food consumption by consumers and organic agriculture shared 

among many counties, there seems to be no universally agreed definition of organic food. Consumers, producers, 

organic food advocators and other institutions in the market share only a general understanding that organic food 

is natural, made without man-made fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, additives or genetically modified ingredients. 

A discourse analysis of the notion which explores its evolution corresponding to various social contexts in the 

global market could extend the existing understanding.  
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At a large scale, organic agriculture is considered to be providing many opportunities for developing countries 

in economic development and alleviating poverty. However, there has been limited empirical research regarding 

how effectively those developing countries yield actual benefits of certified organic production, particularly when 

organic agriculture is combined with organic food certification schemes. Some critical research argues that 

developing countries find it challenging to meet the international standards of organic food production.  

Considering the circumstances, the phenomenon clearly warrants further investigations from sustainability and free 

trade perspectives in the global marketplace. A systematic industry reviews of the various organic food certification 

schemes and their influence on organic food consumption and production practices are also necessary. 

Previous research widely establishes the association between several antecedents of organic food consumption. 

Therefore, it is high time that researchers move beyond this macro level analysis of organic food consumption. 

There is, however, a clear research gap in the field of study to explore consumers‟ confusion between scientifically 

proven health benefits of organic food and perceived value of organic food. More importantly, other macro level 

aspects of organic food consumption (e.g., internal political systems and free trade agreements, legal definitions, 

standards and food labelling systems, financial support to farmers) should be given a priority in future research 

The paper also highlights that more recent research which claims that organic food consumption has become a 

life style choice among consumers. Some consumers engage in organic food consumption as a form of resistance to 

environmentally unfavorable market practices. As such other macro factors, consumer cultural and boycott 

practices in the context of organic food consumption should be investigated.  

Lastly, a detailed profile of consumers who consume organic food mostly in the European region can be seen in 

previous literature. However, there has been a little comparative research aiming at systematically examining the 

differences in organic food consumption across the countries and develop a detailed profile of global consumers in 

the organic food market.  
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