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Abstract 
This exploratory study investigates perceptions of 
the transition to certified organic production 
among farmers in the U.S. state of Oregon who 
were actively transitioning all or part of their 
operation to certified organic production. It 
examines the influence of farmer experience with 
organic farming systems on motivations and 
obstacles to transition to certified organic farming. 
The analysis creates and compares three categories 
of farmers based on their total years of farming 
experience and years of farming using organic 
methods—Experienced Organic Farmers, Beginning 
Organic Farmers, and Experienced Farmers Beginning 
Organic—and provides insights into the economic 

and ideological motivations for transitioning to 
certified organic, as well as the economic, 
production, and marketing obstacles inherent to 
certified organic transition. 

Keywords 
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Introduction 
Market demand in the United States for certified-
organic products has shown double-digit growth 
nearly every year since the implementation of the 
National Organic Program and the “USDA 
Organic” label in 2002. In 2018, certified organic 
food sales increased to US$47.9 billion while non-
food sales increased to US$4.6 billion. Almost 6% 
of total U.S. food sales are certified organic 
(Organic Trade Association, 2019).  
 Despite the growth in market demand, there is 
a lag in the growth of domestic organic production 
with less than 1% of total U.S. cropland being 
certified organic in 2015 (Greene, Ferreira, Carlson, 
Cooke, & Hitaj, 2017). Research has indicated that 
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farmers may be hesitant to transition their land and 
production systems to organic due to a number of 
obstacles, either real or perceived (Cranfield, 
Henson, & Holliday, 2010; Farmer, Epstein, 
Watkins, & Mincey, 2014; Johnston, 2010; Lau, 
Hanagriff, Constance, York, VanDelist, & Higgins, 
2010; McBride, Greene, Foreman, & Ali, 2015; 
Veldstra, Alexander, & Marshall, 2014).  
 In order to transition acreage from 
conventional to certified organic production, the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)’s National 
Organic Program requires a three-year transition 
period. During this time, farmers must comply 
with all organic regulations, abstain from using 
prohibited inputs, establish and maintain records of 
actions and inputs, create an organic system plan, 
and finally complete the certification process 
(Organic Foods Production Act Provisions, 2000).  
 Farmers may manage the transition process 
using a variety of approaches. For instance, 
DiGiacomo and King (2015) identified four 
transition strategies farmers can follow. “Full” 
transition involves transitioning crops, land, and 
livestock all at the same time. A “gradual” 
approach involves transitioning one parcel at a 
time with the eventual goal of certification for all 
parcels whereas “split” operations have some land 
managed conventionally and some certified 
organic. “Immediate” transition is an option for 
land that has been fallow, under conservation 
easement, or can be proven to have received no 
prohibited inputs in the previous three years. This 
latter strategy does not require the three-year 
transition period and can result in immediate 
certification.  
 Understanding the motivations and attitudes 
that influence the decision-making of farmers in 
transition to organic certification will assist advo-
cates, educators, and researchers to better com-
municate and support the transition process. Com-
parative studies have focused on how differences 
in farmer values and perceptions influence the 
decision to farm organically (Best, 2008; Beus & 
Dunlap, 1990; Cranfield et al., 2010; Stofferahn, 
2009). These studies highlight a distinction 
between economic-motivated farmers and values-
motivated farmers.  
 Other studies indicate that farmers may be 

categorized along a spectrum of pragmatism to 
idealism (Darnhofer, Schneeberger, & Freyer, 
2005; Fairweather, 1999; Padel, 2001; Schoon & 
te Grotenhuis, 2000). The various perspectives and 
motivations of farmers influence whether they 
approach transition with an input substitution 
paradigm or through system redesign (Lamine & 
Bellon, 2008). This in turn influences what chal-
lenges farmers face during transition.  
 The literature related to farmer challenges to 
organic transition and production notes four gen-
eral categories: economic challenges, production 
challenges, marketing challenges, and social 
challenges (Cranfield et al., 2010; Duram, 2000; 
Johnston, 2010; Koesling, Loes, Flaten, Kristensen, 
& Hansen, 2012; Lau et al., 2010; Sahm et al., 2012; 
Stephenson, Gwin, Powell, & Garrett, 2012; 
Strochlic & Sierra, 2007). The perception of these 
challenges differs between conventional and 
organic farmers (Johnston, 2010; Lau et al., 2010).  
 This study focuses on farmers in the U.S. state 
of Oregon who have recently transitioned a por-
tion or all of their land to organic production and 
received organic certification. The 2016 USDA 
Organic Survey indicates there were a total of 
194,769 certified organic acres (78,820 hectares) 
and 461 certified organic farms in the state of 
Oregon. This accounted for 3.9% of U.S. certified 
organic acreage and 3.2% of its certified organic 
farms (USDA National Agricultural Statistics 
Service [NASS], 2017). Oregon has steadily ranked 
fifth in the amount of certified organic acreage 
after California, Montana, Wisconsin, and New 
York, but the state has seen a decline in the num-
ber of certified organic farms. In 2014 there were 
525 certified organic farms in Oregon, but by 2016 
the number of certified organic farms decreased to 
461, a 12.2% reduction in the number of farms and 
a loss of 9,397 certified organic acres (3,803 ha) 
(USDA NASS, 2015; 2017).  

Objectives  
Although there are many factors affecting the lag-
ging domestic response to the marketplace demand 
for organic products, this study is focused on the 
influence of farming experience on motivations 
and obstacles Oregon farmers face when transi-
tioning to organic agriculture; this knowledge will 
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inform research, education, and policy responses. 
The objectives are to (1) identify what motivates 
farmers to make the transition to organic agricul-
ture, and (2) determine the economic, production, 
and marketing obstacles that farmers face when 
transitioning to organic agriculture. 
 The Oregon State University (OSU) Center for 
Small Farms & Community Food Systems and 
Oregon Tilth, Incorporated, collaborated on this 
study. Oregon Tilth, Inc., a nonprofit organization 
that focuses on education and advocacy in addition 
to certification, is interested in learning more about 
what motivations farmers have and obstacles they 
face with organic transition so it can tailor its edu-
cation programs and advocacy efforts to meet 
farmers’ needs. Similarly, the OSU Center for Small 
Farms & Community Food Systems is interested 
in, and dedicated to addressing, the research and 
educational needs of transitioning farmers.  

Methods 
Farmer participants were selected utilizing pur-
posive sampling, a type of non-probability sam-
pling (Bernard, 2013). Oregon Tilth, Inc. provided 
a list of all farms that were actively transitioning or 
had certified new land to organic between January 
1, 2014, and July 31, 2015. The list yielded 44 
Oregon farms. Eleven farms were eliminated from 
the list: five were noncommercial research or 
demonstration sites, and an additional six farms 
were participating in a similar national survey.1 This 
resulted in a final sample of 33 farms. Survey 
research began during November 2015. For this 
study, the term “organic” refers to only certified 
organic farms, methods, inputs, etc., and does not 
include farms that may practice organic methods 
without organic certification.  
 The survey was administered by the Oregon 
State University Center for Small Farms & Com-
munity Food Systems using paper questionnaires. 
Survey methods followed the protocols of Salant 
and Dillman (1994) and Dillman, Smyth, and 
Christian (2014), with guidance from the Oregon  
1 During the same period of this study, the OSU Center for Small Farms & Community Food Systems and Oregon Tilth, Inc., were 
conducting a national organic transition survey of farmers in the Organic Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQUIP) 
through the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). To avoid confusing participants, the selection criteria were 
refined to exclude any farms that had participated in the national survey.  

State University Survey Research Center (OSU-
SRC). During November 2015, Oregon Tilth, Inc., 
sent the 33 participants an introductory letter and a 
copy of the questionnaire with a prepaid business 
reply envelope by U.S. mail. The letter provided 
background on the purpose of the survey, intro-
duced the OSU Center for Small Farms & Com-
munity Food Systems as a research partner, and 
requested the recipient’s participation. Each par-
ticipant received a follow-up postcard two weeks 
later. One month later, all nonrespondents were 
mailed a reminder letter and copy of the ques-
tionnaire with a prepaid business reply envelope. 
Twenty-four surveys were completed and returned 
by mail, and six were completed over the tele-
phone. Of the 33 farms in the sample, two declined 
to participate and the contact information was 
incorrect for one, resulting in 30 completed ques-
tionnaires and an adjusted response rate of 91%.  

Survey Content 
The questionnaire was designed to be short in 
order to improve the response rate; however, there 
was a trade-off in that this limited the number of 
variables that could be examined. The question-
naire conveniently fit on one page with questions 
on front and back. The questionnaire had four 
sections: The first section collected basic farm and 
farmer demographic information, the second sec-
tion addressed motivations related to transitioning 
to certified organic production, and the third and 
fourth sections addressed obstacles to organic tran-
sition and production. In these sections, respond-
ents were asked to indicate whether a factor was 
“a major obstacle,” “a minor obstacle,” “not an 
obstacle,” or “not applicable/not sure.” For both 
the motivations and obstacles sections, factors 
identified in published literature helped shape the 
questions (Cranfield et al., 2010; Johnston, 2010; 
Lau et al., 2010; Stephenson et al., 2012; Strochlic 
& Sierra, 2007). Finally, two open-ended questions 
probed for advice these farmers had for those con-
sidering transition and if there were any additional 
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comments about their transition to organic. This 
study was conducted with approval from the 
Oregon State University Institutional Review 
Board to ensure the rights and welfare of the 
participants.  

Data Analysis 
Data were compiled and analyzed using IBM SPSS 
software (version 23). Initial analysis utilized 
descriptive statistics including frequencies and 
cross tabulations to obtain a broad understanding 
of the data. The small sample size is a constraint, 
and the statistical analysis was limited to calcula-
tions most appropriate for small sample sizes as 
recommended by the Oregon State University 
Statistics Department. Fisher’s exact test was used 
to compare a binary response for three farmer 
groups. Generally, this test is used to compare two 
groups, but it can be used to compare three groups 
when used to detect significant differences in the 
proportion of responses, rather than to prove a 
hypothesis.  
 The use of purposive sampling also limits the 
extent to which the findings can be applied to 
other farmer populations. In particular, limiting the 
sample population to farms certified by Oregon 
Tilth, Inc., prevented us from taking into consid-
eration the viewpoints of farmers who utilize other 
organic certifiers. However, sampled farms repre-
sent a wide spectrum and similar motivations and 
obstacles that may be found with other farms 
throughout Oregon and the nation.  

Results 

Study Population Characteristics 
Oregon has a diverse agricultural economy partly 
because of the differences in bioregions through-

out the state. Survey participants were distributed 
across seven of Oregon’s eight bioregions. How-
ever, the majority of participants (60%, n=18) were 
from the Willamette Valley in northwestern 
Oregon, a hub of agricultural productivity that 
contains the state’s major population centers. The 
other regions were less represented, but this is 
likely due to fewer but larger organic farms 
operating in those areas.  
 The farms surveyed ranged in size from one-
third of an acre to 4,000 acres (0.13 ha to 1,620 ha). 
The most common production system was vege-
tables, followed by tree fruit, nuts, and berries 
(Table 1). While 21 farms focused on one produc-
tion system, six farms integrated two, two farms 
integrated three, and one farm integrated four 
systems. 
 Of the 30 farms surveyed, 50% had their entire 
operation certified organic, while 40% of respond-
ents managed a split operation with part certified 
organic and part conventional. Ten percent of 
respondents were in the process of transitioning all 
or part of their farm to certified organic but had 
yet to receive official certification.  
 Respondents ranged in age from 26 to 75 and 
were somewhat evenly distributed, with 21% aged 
26–35, 34% aged 36–55, and 45% aged 56 years or 
older. 

Farmer Experience  
The number of years of farming experience ranged 
from 1 to 44 years. The USDA defines a beginning 
farmer or rancher as an individual who has not 
operated a farm or ranch, or who has operated a 
farm or ranch for not more than 10 consecutive 
years (Ahearn & Newton, 2016). Using this defini-
tion, 13 respondents (43.3%) are beginning 
farmers.  

Table 1. Farm Production Systems 

Production system Number of farms* 

Vegetables (includes seed and cut flowers) 15 

Tree fruit/nuts/berries 12 

Grain/legumes/forage 9 

Livestock/dairy 4 

* Total number of farms equals more than 30 due to some farms integrating multiple production systems.
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 Three farmer categories were generated based 
on the farmers’ number of years farming and their 
number of years of experience with organic and 
conventional production. Using the USDA def-
inition of 10 years or fewer experience as the divid-
ing line between beginning and experienced farm-
ers, and using the same criteria for beginning or 
experienced organic farmers, the study population 
fell into three distinct farmer categories when the 
question “how many years have you been farm-
ing?” was cross tabulated with “how many years 
farming have you been using ‘organic’ methods?” 
(Table 2). 
 By cross tabulating the data, a Beginning Organic 
Farmer (BOF) was defined as a farmer with 10 or 
fewer years of farming experience and who has 
been farming organically for that same period of 
time. An Experienced Organic Farmer (EOF) was 
defined as one who has been farming and farming 
organically for 11 or more years. The farmer of 
most interest to this study is the Experienced Farmer 
Beginning Organic (EFBO). An EFBO has 11 or 
more years of farming experience total but 10 or 
fewer years of experience with organic farming. In 
other words, an EFBO is considered a beginning 
farmer regarding their organic farming experience. 
This clear division of producer experience allowed 
for more detailed analysis of demographics, moti-
vations, and obstacles based on these three 
categories. 

 The 13 farms in the BOF category have an 
average of 4.7 years of farming experience and the 
same number of years of organic farming 
experience. The seven farmers in the EOF category 
have an average of 34.1 years farming experience 
and 27 years farming using organic methods. The 
10 farmers in the EFBO category have an average 
of 25.8 years farming experience, but only 3.7 years 
of organic experience (Table 3). 
 There is a difference in age of the farmers in 
the three categories. The EOF category includes 
six farmers (86%) 56–75 years old, while the 
EFBO category has six farmers (60%) 56–75 years 
old. The BOF group has two farmers (15%) 56–75 
years old, but overall this group is younger than the 
other two groups. Nine BOF farmers (69%) are 
under the age of 45 years, with five of those 
farmers (38%) 26–35 years old. This age difference 
is expected since the categories are determined 
based on years of farming experience.  
 The average size of farm is notably different 
among farmer categories (Table 3). In general 
terms, the more experience one has, the larger the 
farm, although this may be due to the cropping 
systems of the different farms. The EFBO farms 
range in size from 30–4,000 acres with the average 
size being 1,232 acres. The EOF farms range in 
size from 1–380 acres, with the average size being 
63.3 acres and only one farm having more than 100 
acres. The BOF farms range in size from 0.3–56 

acres and have the smallest 
average farm size at only 
11.4 acres. 
 Regarding organic 
certification, the BOF 
group had a high per-
centage of farms that had 
their entire farm certified 
organic (77%), whereas  

Table 2. Farmer Categories and Sample Size

    Number of years farming using organic methods
    0–10 11 or more

Number of years 
farming 

0–10 
Beginning Organic Farmer

(13 farmers) N/A 

11 or more 
Experienced Farmer 
Beginning Organic  

(10 farmers)

Experienced Organic 
Farmers  

(7 farmers)

Table 3. Average Years of Farming, Average Years of Farming Using “Organic” Methods, and Average 
Farm Size (Acres)  

Farmer category 
Average years of 

farming experience
Average years of farming 
using “organic” methods 

Average farm size 
(acres | hectares)

Beginning organic farmer (BOF) 4.7 4.7 11.4 | 4.6

Experienced farmer beginning organic (EFBO) 25.8 3.7 1,232.0 | 499

Experienced organic farmer (EOF) 34.2 27.0 63.3 | 25.6
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the EFBO group had a high percentage (70%) of 
respondents who utilized split operations (Table 4). 
Havingestablished markets for their conventional 
products could be a possible reason for the high 
percentage of split operations among EFBO 
farmers.  

Farmer Motivations to Transition to Organic 
Respondents were asked to reflect on when they 
first decided to pursue organic certification and 
indicate whether items on a list were factors in 
making that decision. There was no restriction on 
the number of items from the list that could be 
identified as motivations; respondents were asked 
to identify all that were applicable. For analysis, 

two broad categories of motivations were identi-
fied: motivations related to ideological/philosoph-
ical values and those related to economic/market 
values. Ideological/philosophical motivations were 
“fits my and/or my family’s values,” “concerns 
about the environment,” and “concerns about 
human health.” Economic/market motivations 
included “potential increase in profit,” “access to 
expanding market for organics,” and “specific 
market opportunity or contract from buyer.” 
Participants were also asked to provide other 
motivating factors for transition. Aggregate and 
farmer category responses to each motivation are 
recorded in Table 5. 
 Examining the two categories of motivations, 

Table 4. Farm Status with Organic Certification

Farmer category Aggregate
Beginning organic 

farmer (BOF)

Experienced farmer 
beginning organic 

(EFBO) 
Experienced organic 

farmer (EOF)

Entire operation certified organic 
15 

(50%)
10 

(77%)
4 

(57%) 
1 

(10%)

Split operation with part certified 
organic, part non-organic 

12 
(40%)

3 
(23%)

2 
(29%) 

7 
(70%)

Transitioning all or part of their farm 
to certified organic 

3 
(10%)

0 
(0%)

1 
(14%) 

2 
(20%)

Table 5. Number and Percentage of Farmers Indicating a Factor was a Motivation to Pursue 
Organic Certification 

 
Aggregate

Beginning Organic 
Farmer

Experienced 
Farmer Beginning 

Organic 
Experienced 

Organic Farmer
N=30 n=13 n=10 n=7

Fits my and/or my family's values 
22

(73%)
12

(92%)
4 

(40%) 
6

(86%)

Potential enhancement of farm sustainability 
22

(73%)
11

(85%)
5 

(50%) 
6

(86%)

Concerns about environment 
21

(70%)
12

(92%)
3 

(30%) 
6

(86%)

Concerns about human health 
20

(67%)
12

(92%)
2 

(20%) 
6

(86%)

Specific market opportunity or contract from buyer
18

(60%)
7

(54%)
8 

(80%) 
3

(43%)

Access to expanding market for organics 
16

(53%)
6

(46%)
5 

(50%) 
5

(71%)

Potential increase in profit 
15

(50%)
4

(31%)
7 

(40%) 
4

(57%)

Bold values significantly different at the p<0.05 level between the responses of the Beginning Organic Farmer and Experienced Organic 
Farmer groups versus the Experienced Farmer Beginning Organic group



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020 107 

economic/market values were noted in the aggre-
gate as less frequent motivations to transition than 
the ideological/philosophical values. When the 
respondents are separated by farmer category, 
however, the EFBO group expressed economic/ 
market motivations more frequently than ideologi-
cal/philosophical values. Eighty percent of the 
EFBO group indicated “Specific market opportu-
nity or contract from buyer” as a motivation, and 
this was the most commonly stated motivation for 
transition for these farmers (Table 5).  
 For the BOF and EOF groups, ideological/ 
philosophical motivations were of greater impor-
tance in their decision to pursue organic certifica-
tion than economic/market factors. This contrast 
in motivations can be seen with a statistically sig-
nificant difference in the category response to all 
three of the ideological/philosophical motivations 
(Table 5). The “fits my and/or my family’s value” 
motivation gains its ranking from the strong im-
portance EOF and BOF farmers place on it, 
despite the EFBO group having a statistically 
different relation to this factor.  
 Other motivations to transition to organic 
offered by the farmers included “getting a new 

farm” (EOF), “to have a voice” (BOF), and 
“sustainable nutrient cycling” (EFBO).  

Obstacles in Transition to Organic 
Respondents were asked to indicate to what extent 
specific factors were obstacles to their transition to 
organic production. Obstacles were grouped into 
three categories: cost, production, and marketing. 
Choice of responses to each factor included “a 
major obstacle,” “a minor obstacle,” “not an 
obstacle” or “not applicable/not sure.” Due to the 
small sample size, responses were grouped together 
for ease of analysis. “A major obstacle” and “a 
minor obstacle” responses were grouped to indi-
cate that the factor is an obstacle and “not an 
obstacle” or “not applicable/not sure” responses 
were taken to indicate a factor not to be an obsta-
cle. The “not an obstacle” and “not applicable/not 
sure” responses were grouped together because, 
upon analysis of cropping systems of each 
respondent, it was determined that the “not 
applicable/not sure” responses were chosen 
because they were not applicable to that partici-
pant’s farming system and thus not obstacles. 
Table 6 shows the number of respondents who 

Table 6. Ranked Obstacles to Organic Transition

  Obstacle category
Aggregate
N=30

Cost of labor  Economic 22 (73%)

Recordkeeping requirements of organic certification Production 22 (73%)

Cost of organic certification  Economic 21 (70%)

Weed management  Production 21 (70%)

Pest or disease control  Production 18 (60%)

Cost of organic inputs*  Economic 16 (55%)

Learning process Production 16 (53%)

Availability of labor  Production 16 (53%)

Managing soil fertility  Production 14 (47%)

Finding buyers/market for my organic products Marketing 14 (47%)

Access to knowledgeable technical expertise on organic production Production 12 (40%)

Obtaining adequate prices during transition*  Marketing 11 (38%)

Availability of organic inputs (seed, fertilizer, etc.) Production 11(37%)

Availability of organic processing facilities  Marketing 11 (37%)

Planning crop rotations  Production 7 (23%)

Reduced yields  Production 5 (17%)

 * N=29 due to nonresponse.  
 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

108 Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020 

indicated which factors were obstacles to them on 
their farm.  

Obstacles: Aggregate 
Fifty percent or more of the farmers ranked eight 
factors as obstacles to organic transition (Table 6). 
The most highly ranked obstacles were “cost of 
labor” and “recordkeeping requirements of organic 
certification.” Both were identified as an obstacle 
by 73% of farmers. Other obstacles noted by over 
50% of farmers included “cost of organic certifica-
tion” (70%), “weed management” (70%), “pest or 
disease control” (60%), “cost of organic inputs” 
(57%), “availability of labor” (53%), and “learning 
process” (53%).  
 Economic obstacles on the survey were highly 
ranked by the aggregate occupying the first, third, 
and sixth highest ranked obstacles related to costs. 
The other five obstacles noted by the majority of 

the aggregate were considered production chal-
lenges. No marketing challenges were identified as 
obstacles to organic transition by 50% or more of 
the farmers.  
  Five of the eight major obstacles noted by the 
aggregate could be considered external to the farm-
er. These obstacles (“cost of labor,” “recordkeep-
ing requirements of organic certification,” “cost of 
organic certification,” “cost of organic inputs” and 
“availability of labor”) are influenced by factors 
beyond the farmers’ control, including domestic 
policy, market forces, and global affairs.  

Obstacles: Beginning Organic Farmers 
The BOF category ranked “cost of labor” (77%), 
“recordkeeping requirements of organic certifica-
tion” (69%) and “cost of organic certification” 
(62%) as the highest ranked issues in the same 
order as the aggregate (Table 7). Also aligning with 

Table 7. Number of Farmers within Each Category Ranking a Factor as an Obstacle  

Factor Aggregate
Beginning 

Organic Farmer

Experienced 
Farmer 

Beginning 
Organic 

Experienced 
Organic Farmer

Cost of labor (E) 22 (73%) 10 (77%) 7 (70%) 5 (71%)

Recordkeeping requirements of organic certification (P) 22 (73%) 9 (69%) 8 (80%) 5 (71%)

Cost of organic certification (E) 21 (70%) 8 (62%) 7 (70%) 6 (86%)

Weed management (P) 21 (70%) 6 (46%) 10 (100%) 5 (71%)

Pest or disease control (P) 18 (60%) 6 (46%) 8 (80%) 4 (57%)

Cost of organic inputs* (E) 16 (55%) 6 (46%) 6 (67%) 4 (57%)

Learning process (P) 16 (53%) 7 (54%) 7 (70%) 2 (29%)

Availability of labor (P) 16 (53%) 7 (54%) 5 (50%) 4 (57%)

Managing soil fertility (P) 14 (47%) 6 (46%) 7 (70%) 1 (14%)

Finding buyers/market for my organic products (M) 14 (47%) 4 (31%) 6 (60%) 2 (29%)

Access to knowledgeable technical expertise (P) 12 (40%) 7 (54%) 3 (30%) 2 (29%)

Obtaining adequate prices during transition* (M) 11 (38%) 3 (25%) 6 (60%) 2 (29%)

Availability of organic inputs (seed, fertilizer, etc.) (P) 11 (37%) 3 (23%) 7 (70%) 1 (14%)

Availability of organic processing facilities (M) 11 (37%) 3 (23%) 5 (50%) 3 (43%)

Planning crop rotations (P) 7 (23%) 3 (23%) 3 (30%) 1 (14%)

Reduced yields (P) 5 (17%) 0 (0%) 5 (50%) 0 (0%)

* I=29 due to non-response 
(E) – Economic obstacle, (P) – Production obstacle, (M) – Marketing obstacle 
Bold values are significantly different at the p<0.05 level between the responses of the Beginning Organic Farmer group versus the 
Experienced Farmer Beginning Organic group (for weed management) and the Beginning Organic Farmer and Experienced Organic Farmer 
groups versus the Experienced Farmer Beginning Organic group (for reduced yields).
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the aggregate was the BOF category perception of 
“learning process” (54%) and “availability of labor” 
(54%) as obstacles. A majority of this category 
ranked “access to knowledgeable technical exper-
tise on organic production” (54%) as an obstacle, 
whereas only 40% of the aggregate identified it as a 
challenge (Table 7).  
 Other challenges, including “weed manage-

ment,” “pest or disease control,” “cost of organic 
inputs,” and “managing soil fertility,” were noted 
by 46% of the BOF as obstacles. Similar to the 
aggregate, marketing challenges were not 
identified as obstacles by a majority of the BOF 
category.  
 Of the six obstacles identified by over 50% of 
the BOF group (Table 8), only one (“learning pro-

Table 8. Obstacles of Concern for Majority of Each Farmer Category

Rank Aggregate 
Beginning  

Organic Farmer
Experienced Farmer 
Beginning Organic

Experienced  
Organic Farmer

1 Cost of labor 
(73%) 

Cost of labor
(77%)

Weed management
(100%)

Cost of organic certification
(86%) 

2 Recordkeeping 
requirements of 

certification 
(73%)  

Recordkeeping 
requirements of 

certification 
(69%)

Recordkeeping 
requirements of 

certification 
(80%)

Cost of labor
(71%) 

3 Cost of organic 
certification 

(70%) 

Cost of organic 
certification 

(62%)

Pest of disease control
(80%) 

Recordkeeping require-
ments of certification 

(71%) 
4 Weed management 

(70%) 
Learning process

(54%)
Cost of labor

(70%)
Weed management

(71%) 
5 Pest or disease control 

(60%)  
Availability of labor

(54%) 
Cost of organic 

certification 
(70%)

Availability of labor
(57%) 

6 Cost of organic inputs 
(55%)  

Access to knowledgeable 
technical expertise 

(54%)

Cost of organic inputs
(67%) 

Pest or disease control
(57%) 

7 Availability of labor 
(53%) 

- Learning process
(50%)

Cost of organic inputs
(57%) 

8 Learning process 
(53%) 

- Managing soil fertility
(70%)

- 

9 - - Availability of organic 
inputs 
(70%)

- 

10 - - Finding buyers/market
(60%)

- 

11 - - Obtaining adequate prices 
during transition 

(60%)

- 

12 - - Availability of labor
(50%)

- 

13 - - Reduced yields
(50%)

- 

14 - - Availability of organic 
processing facilities 

(50%)

- 

Note: Obstacles in bold are common to all farmers.
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cess”) could be considered internal to the farmers. 
The other five obstacles all relate to external 
factors that could be considered beyond the 
farmers’ sphere of influence.  

Obstacles: Experienced Farmers Beginning Organic 
Over 50% of the EFBO group identified 14 out of 
16 issues as obstacles to organic transition (Table 
8). The only challenges not noted by the majority 
were “access to knowledgeable technical expertise 
on organic production” (30%) and “planning crop 
rotations” (30%).  
 “Weed management” was identified as a major 
obstacle to organic transition by 100% of the 
EFBO group. There was a statistically significant 
difference (p<0.05) between the EFBO response 
and the BOF response, with only 46% of the BOF 
group identifying weed management as an obstacle 
(Table 8). 
 “Reduced yields” was another obstacle with 
statistically significant difference between the farm-
er categories (p<0.05). None of the BOF or EOF 
farmers noted reduced yields as a barrier, but 50% 
of the EFBO group did. Additionally, when the 
BOF and EOF groups were grouped together and 
compared to the EFBO group, “availability of 
organic inputs (seed, fertilizer, etc.)” was an obsta-
cle that, although not statistically significant, had 
substantial differences in response. The EFBO 
group had 70% of respondents highlight the avail-
ability of organic inputs as an obstacle compared to 
only 14% of the EOFs and 23% of the BOFs. 
Other obstacles were not statistically significant 
between groups.  
 Marketing obstacles (“finding buyers/market 
for my organic products,” “obtaining adequate 
prices during transition” and “availability of 
organic processing facilities”) were identified by the 
majority of the EFBO group, in contrast to the 
other categories and aggregate. Interestingly, 60% 
of the EFBO group noted “finding buyers/market 
for my organic products” as an obstacle, while 80% 
had listed “specific market opportunity or contract 
from buyer” as a motivation for transitioning to 
organic.  

Obstacles: Experienced Organic Farmers 
All seven of the obstacles highly ranked by over 

50% of the EOF group were also highly ranked by 
the aggregate, although in a different order (Table 
8). The only obstacle that the majority of the aggre-
gate identified that the EOF group did not was 
“learning process.”  
 Only two of the seven obstacles (“weed man-
agement” and “pest or disease control”) could be 
considered internal to farmers and their operations. 
The other five obstacles that were highly ranked by 
the EOF group could be considered to be external 
obstacles. 

Discussion 
This study focused on Oregon farmers’ motiva-
tions and perceptions of the obstacles to organic 
transition. While the literature has identified differ-
ences in motivations and obstacles to organic 
farming between organic and conventional farmers 
(Johnston, 2010; Lau et al., 2010), by gathering and 
cross-tabulating demographic data, this study 
identified distinct farmer categories among organic 
producers. The clear delineation between the 
“beginning organic farmer” (BOF), “experienced 
organic farmer” (EOF), and “experienced farmer 
beginning organic” (EFBO) was a significant 
finding and allowed for a more comprehensive 
interpretation of differing perceptions.  
 When farmers were asked to consider their 
motivations for transitioning to organic, differ-
ences between farmer categories emerged. The 
BOF and EOF groups placed more emphasis on 
the ideological/philosophical motivators, while the 
EFBO identified economic/market values as more 
significant motivators to transition. Surprisingly, a 
higher percentage of the EOF group was more 
motivated by access to expanding markets and the 
potential for increased profit compared to the 
EFBO group. This may be attributed to the 
respondents falling along different levels of the 
farmer spectrum, identified by Darnhofer et al. 
(2005), which spans from pragmatic to idealistic. 
“Fits my and/or my family’s values” and “potential 
enhancement of farm sustainability” were the most 
frequently noted motivations for organic transition 
by the aggregate. This aligns with the findings of a 
national survey of farmers transitioning to organic 
certification that determined “fits my and/or my 
family’s values” was the major motivation for 
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organic transition among their aggregate 
(Stephenson, Gwin, Schreiner, & Brown, 2017).   
 When examining barriers to organic transition 
identified by the aggregate, eight obstacles were 
noted by more than 50% of farmers. Of the eight 
obstacles, five could be considered influenced by 
factors outside the direct control of farmers, such 
as policy, market dynamics, and global affairs. 
These external obstacles included cost of labor, 
recordkeeping requirements of organic certifica-
tion, cost of organic certification, cost of organic 
inputs, and availability of labor. This aligns with the 
work of Stephenson et al. (2012), who found that 
similar external obstacles were of major concern 
for organic farmers in Oregon.  
 The cost of labor was the most noted obstacle 
to organic transition. This aligns with the overall 
agricultural trend that labor costs are a significant 
operational expense. When organic and nonorganic 
production systems were aggregated in the 2017 
Census of Agriculture, labor expenses (wages, 
salaries, and contract labor) represented approxi-
mately 12% of total variable farm expenses and up 
to 43% of expenses in greenhouse, vegetable, 
fruits, and other labor-intensive production sys-
tems (USDA ERS, n.d.). Focusing explicitly on 
organic production, of the US$4 billion that 
organic farmers spent on production costs in 2012, 
US$917 million, or 23%, went to hired labor 
(USDA NASS, 2015). In fact, cost of labor was the 
second highest production expense for organic 
farmers according to the 2012 Census of Agricul-
ture (USDA NASS, 2015). This is a serious con-
sideration for farmers examining the financial 
sustainability of their business and may influence 
their decision-making around scaling up. As one 
EFBO noted, the future availability of farm labor 
may also become an obstacle and has also been 
noted in the literature as a concern (Taylor, 
Charlton, & Yunez-Naude, 2012). 
 The economic obstacles of cost of labor, 
organic certification, and organic inputs were each 
highly ranked by all farmer categories. The cost of 
organic certification is required only for certified 
organic producers and farmers; it was consistent 
across categories that this was an obstacle and was 
also found to be a major obstacle for respondents 
to the national survey of transitioning farmers 

(Stephenson et al., 2017). Seventy percent of the 
aggregate identified this cost as an obstacle to 
transition. The Organic Certification Cost Share 
Program is a federal subsidy available for farmers 
receiving certification, and some participants in 
their open-ended question responses noted its use. 
One farmer stated, “…with the government cost 
share program, it [cost of certification] is not that 
expensive.”  
 Cost of organic inputs has been noted in the 
literature as a potential obstacle for organic farmers 
(Cranfield et al., 2010; Johnston, 2010; Lau et al., 
2010), and over half of the aggregate (57%) noted 
this as an obstacle. Other cost-related obstacles 
noted by respondents included the cost of infra-
structure and the cost of equipment. As an EFBO 
wrote, obtaining a “no-till drill, chipping equip-
ment, compost turner and wagon for compost” 
were significant cost-related obstacles to transition. 
A BOF echoed this cost challenge, noting the cost 
of “farm start-up and equipment” as a substantial 
obstacle.  
 Among production obstacles, weed manage-
ment was highly ranked both in our study and in 
the national survey of transitioning organic farmers 
(Stephenson et al., 2017). This is definitely a chal-
lenge for all producers, but it was interesting to 
note that only 46% of the BOF group ranked this 
as an obstacle, while 100% of the EFBO and 71% 
of the EOF noted it as a challenge. While it is 
understandable that weed management may be 
more of a challenge for the EFBO who can no 
longer use synthetic management approaches, there 
are other factors that may be contributing to this 
outcome. One possible explanation is farm size. 
The BOF group has the smallest acreage of the 
three categories (averaging 11.4 acres or 4.6 hec-
tares), whereas, the EFBO group has the largest 
(averaging 1,232 acres or 499 ha). The more acre-
age to manage, the more difficult weed control may 
be, but this is also dependent on the number of 
different crop types grown on a single farm. An 
EFBO managing 4,000 acres (1,619 ha) empha-
sized the importance of weed management and the 
land that is transitioned stating, “get ground that’s 
not ‘dirty’ with hard-to-control perennial weeds.”  
 Reduced yield has been identified as a concern 
for farmers considering the transition to organic 
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(Cranfield et al., 2010; Johnston, 2010; Lau et al., 
2010). While none of the BOF and EOF respond-
ents identified reduced yields as a challenge, 50% 
of EFBO respondents did, a statistically significant 
difference from the BOF and EOF categories. 
Considering that the EFBO group most recently 
transitioned, are coming from conventional pro-
duction, and may still be learning how to incor-
porate organic techniques, this response can be 
expected. It would be interesting to follow up with 
these farmers after they have had more time to 
practice organic techniques to determine if yields 
stayed suppressed or if they rose with increased 
experience and/or changes in soil health, as has 
been noted in the literature (MacRae, Hill, Mehuys, 
& Henning, 1990; Smukler, Jackson, Murphree, 
Yokota, Koike, & Smith, 2008). 
 Within the EFBO group, 70% identified man-
aging soil fertility as an obstacle, but only 47% of 
the aggregate identified it as such. Although many 
issues were greater obstacles for the aggregate, 
properly managing soil fertility and health is a key 
tenet of organic farming; Its importance was fur-
ther emphasized when farmers were asked to share 
advice or comments about their transition. In the 
open-ended response section of the survey, soil 
health was the most frequently addressed issue 
after recordkeeping. Comments were remarkably 
similar and included “work on soil health first,” 
“invest in your soil first,” and “there are few short-
cuts to soil that is ready to grow!” 
 While weed management and cost of labor are 
challenges that could plague both conventional and 
organic farmers, the recordkeeping requirements of 
organic certification is a challenge unique to organ-
ic production. This task was noted by all categories 
as an obstacle, and when asked what advice they 
would share with transitioning farmers, respond-
ents frequently addressed recordkeeping. As one 
respondent wrote, “The paperwork and inspec-
tions are still sort of on the steep part of the learn-
ing curve for me, but I do feel the records the 
certifier require[s] me to keep are pretty much all 
important in running a farm business.” The senti-
ment about paperwork being an obstacle, albeit an 
important and useful one, was echoed by other 
farmers, who stated, “I would say you should be 
keeping the records regardless of certification (if 

that is an obstacle)” and “Becoming certified has 
been good for my farming practices. It was an 
additional nudge to keep better records and be very 
deliberate about everything I do.” The difference in 
perception of recordkeeping as an obstacle may be 
explained by farmers’ preference for actual farm-
ing. Recordkeeping may be more of a philosophical 
obstacle because, as one beginning organic farmer 
noted, “…my entire profits for 2015 go to pay to 
prove I don’t use chemicals. Why should organic 
farmers bear the burden of proof?”  
 The majority of farmers did not perceive mar-
ket obstacles, but these were important to the 
EFBO group. “Finding buyers/market for my 
organic products,” “obtaining adequate prices dur-
ing transition,” and “availability of organic pro-
cessing facilities” were all noted by 50% or more of 
the EFBO group as barriers to organic transition.  
 Following up with EFBO farmers after they 
have practiced organic techniques for a number of 
years could provide insight into whether farmers’ 
perceptions change once they have more experi-
ence using organic techniques. Further research is 
needed to determine whether concern for environ-
mental and human health would increase after 
practicing organic methods, if economic and mar-
ket values would still dominate decision-making for 
EFBO farmers, and if they would maintain split 
operations or move all production to organic. 
 More research on these categories within larger 
organic producer groups could allow for a better 
understanding of the different motivations and 
obstacles of transitioning organic farmers. To build 
a more robust understanding of these issues, 
expanding the sample size and increasing geo-
graphic inclusivity would be valuable. The vast 
majority of organic farmers in Oregon reside 
within the Willamette Valley, and this is where the 
majority of survey respondents (60%) are located, 
but Oregon contains seven other distinct agricul-
tural zones. Having adequate representation from 
each of these zones would bolster understanding of 
the motivations and obstacles faced by organic 
producers throughout the state of Oregon.  

Conclusion 
This small study is exploratory but significant. It 
created a new rubric for categorizing organic farm-
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ers based on their years of farming experience and 
farming system experience that will provide a solid 
base for future studies. These three distinct cate-
gories—experienced organic farmers, beginning 
organic farmers, and experienced farmers begin-
ning organic—have not been previously identified 
and explored in this way. In addition, this work 
explored differences between the three categories. 
This study will inform more in-depth research and 
allow for more targeted, and therefore effective, 
educational and outreach efforts to specific subsets 
of the organic farmer population and to the spec-
trum of farmers contemplating transition.  
 In addition to increasing the number of new 
beginning organic farmers, more experienced farm-
ers are needed to transition to organic in order to 
increase the availability of domestic organic prod-
ucts to meet market demand. Outreach and educa-
tion programs for these farmers should focus more 
on economic and/or market opportunities as op-
posed to ideological and/or philosophical motiva-
tors (e.g., concerns about human health or the 
environment).  
 There are obstacles to organic transition and 
production that span all farmer categories. Many of 
the obstacles could be considered external to the 
farmer and their operation. These external barriers 
(e.g., recordkeeping requirements of organic certifi-
cation or cost of organic inputs) are influenced by 
factors beyond the farmers’ control, including 
policy, market forces, and global affairs. These can 
be challenging to address, but increasing farmer 
awareness about these factors and how to moder-
ate their impact through skills such as business 
planning, recordkeeping, and accounting could be 
useful for all farmer categories. Additionally, the 
emphasis on these obstacles suggests a need for 
more research on and analysis of how farmers are 
affected by external factors and how they mitigate 
those impacts.  
 In order to reach experienced farmers inter-
ested in transitioning to organic, education and 

outreach programs should address obstacles that 
farmers of all categories regard as challenging, but 
also on obstacles specific to the farmers catego-
rized in the Experienced Farmer Beginning 
Organic group. The production obstacles 
addressed should include weed management, pest 
or disease control, soil fertility management, and 
yield reduction. Providing tools and resources to 
help farmers in this category tackle market 
obstacles is important and should address how to 
find buyers or markets for organic products, obtain 
adequate prices during transition, and access 
organic processing facilities. Economic obstacles 
are of concern for every category and include the 
cost of labor, cost of organic certification, and cost 
of organic inputs. These economic and market 
obstacles could be considered external factors. A 
well-informed farmer will have a better chance of 
making it through the three-year transition period 
if they are aware of and have access to resources 
that address these challenges.    
 The aggregate, beginning organic farmers, and 
experienced farmers beginning organic all ranked 
the learning process as an obstacle. Providing farm-
ers with mentorship and support through their 
transition could also be a tactic for increasing 
organic transition and fostering success. 
 While more in-depth investigation is needed to 
further understand the motivations and obstacles 
faced by the diversity of organic and transitioning 
farmers in the state of Oregon, this study provides 
information that can be compared to national 
trends. This work also provides initial insight into 
these topics and raises more complex questions 
that can then be fleshed out with more qualitative 
research approaches. Collaborating with and learn-
ing from farmers and their experience will provide 
the insights necessary to help more farmers 
successfully transition. As one respondent stated, 
“the more farmers who transition to organic . . . 
the more we can make it successful for more 
people.” 
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