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Abstract  
This exploratory qualitative study sought to gain 
initial insights into how farmers involved in 
different production practices communicate with 
consumers. A thematic analysis of in-depth 
interviews conducted with eight organic and 12 
conventional farmers in Ohio indicated that 
organic farmers are proactive in communicating 
with the public about their production practices, 
unlike conventional farmers, who focus on 
improving productivity. Furthermore, the organic 
farmers reported using different communication 
channels such as Facebook, flyers, and YouTube 

when communicating with consumers, while con-
ventional farmers reported being busy working on 
their farms and not having time to communicate 
with consumers. Organic farmers’ involvement in 
communication activities with the public about 
their production practices and products was 
reported to stem from their beliefs and values 
toward sustainable farming practices and environ-
mental conservation. Furthermore, unlike conven-
tional farmers, most organic farmers sold their 
produce directly to consumers, and as such, used 
communication as a marketing tool. The active 
involvement of organic farmers in communicating 
with consumers may be attributable in part to 
increased media coverage about the benefits of 
organic farming practices. On the other hand, 
limited involvement of conventional farmers in 
communicating with the public may be partially 
attributable to limited media coverage about the 
benefits of conventional farming. Therefore, to 
ensure that consumers make informed decisions, 
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there is a need to start developing standalone 
communication organizations and interventions 
committed to providing unbiased information 
about the benefits and disadvantages of the 
different farming practices. 
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Communication, Mainstream Media, Conventional 
Farming, Organic Farming, Production Practices, 
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Introduction 
As early as 1940, scientists recognized the need for 
investing in the development of improved technol-
ogies as essential for increasing agricultural produc-
tivity to feed the world (Patel, 2013). These devel-
opments led to the introduction of farming prac-
tices that today we call conventional farming. The 
development of new food production technologies 
has led to changes in agriculture, differentiating 
farmers based on their production practices 
(Cranfield et al., 2010). The differences in produc-
tion practices have led to a growing debate among 
the public as to which farming practices are best, 
with the majority preferring organically produced 
foods (Abrams et al., 2010).  
 Conventional farming involves “the use of 
seeds that have been genetically altered using a 
variety of traditional breeding methods, excluding 
biotechnology, and are not certified as organic” 
(USDA, 2015b, p. 1). Thus conventional farming is 
associated with high productivity and characterized 
by the increased use of synthetic inorganic fertiliz-
ers, herbicides, and pesticides (Kirchmann, 2019; 
Mzoughi, 2011). Despite the high productivity, the 
use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides has been 
associated with negative environmental and health 
impacts due to increased emission of green-house 
gasses (Kirchmann, 2019).  
 In response to these negative impacts, organic 
farming was introduced as one way of conserving 
the environment and ensuring production of high-
quality foods in a sustainable way (Barton, 2018). 
Organic farming, among other techniques, has 
been known to contribute to higher food quality 
and reduction in greenhouse emissions 
(Kirchmann, 2019). However, no clear or standard 

definition of organic farming exists, as it differs 
depending on regulations and consumers’ percep-
tions (Seufert et al., 2017). For example, the USDA 
(2015a) defined certified organic farming for certi-
fication purposes as “farming practices [that] 
exclude the use of irradiation, sewage sludge, syn-
thetic fertilizers, synthetic pesticides, and biotech-
nology” (p. 1). On the other hand, organic farming 
is also defined as a cultural movement aimed at 
reducing the need for use of chemical fertilizers 
and pesticides in crop production (Barton, 2018). 
 The increased chemical and pesticide use asso-
ciated with conventional farming has led to con-
sumers’ concerns about the safety of convention-
ally produced food products. In response, there has 
been increased media coverage about the benefits 
of organic farming (Cahill et al., 2010). However, 
public perceptions of organically produced foods 
as healthy, tasty, and safe have been attributed to 
consumers’ attitudes, and not to actual differences 
in the foods based on production practices (Da 
Cunha et al., 2019; Nadricka et al., 2020; Xie et al., 
2015). The mainstream media has been criticized 
for framing organically produced food as “ethical” 
and “healthy” (Abrams et al., 2010; Cahill et al., 
2010). Several studies conducted in the U.S. indi-
cate that the mainstream media contributes to neg-
ative perceptions about conventional agriculture 
among consumers (Baker et al., 2011; Charanza & 
Naile, 2012; McCluskey et al., 2016; Sellnow & 
Sellnow, 2014; Specht & Beam, 2015). For exam-
ple, media coverage of genetically modified organ-
isms (GMOs) has been associated with negative 
perceptions about GMOs among consumers 
(Marques et al., 2015; McCluskey et al., 2016). 
 In response, agricultural communication has 
been used as a public relations tool (Irani & 
Doerfert, 2013). Agricultural communication 
involves the delivery of information to the public 
and various stakeholders involved in the agricul-
tural industry using different communication chan-
nels. It plays a crucial role in ensuring that the 
public has access to reliable and clear information 
to guide them in making informed decisions 
(Gottschalk & Leistner, 2013). 
 Since its establishment as a field, agricultural 
communication in the United States has gone 
through a lot of changes—from disseminating 
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information to farmers about improved farming 
practices to disseminating scientific information to 
the public, advocacy, and public relations (Irani & 
Doerfert, 2013). Recently, agricultural communica-
tion research and interventions in the U.S. have 
focused on the impact of the media on the creation 
of negative perceptions about agriculture among 
consumers (Baker et al., 2011; Charanza & Naile, 
2012; Kurtzo et al., 2016; Meyers et al., 2011; 
McCluskey et al., 2016; McKendree et al., 2014; 
Sellnow & Sellnow, 2014; Specht & Beam, 2015). 
Unlike in the past, when information was dissemi-
nated from experts to farmers, improved techno-
logical advancements in communication have led 
to the presence of a myriad of information sources, 
including farmers. Now, farmers are not merely 
passive receivers of information but information 
generators and sharers as well (Prokopy et al., 
2017). Therefore, realizing that farmers involved in 
different and contradictory farming practices are 
also considered as knowledge generators and have 
potential to use various communication channels 
to communicate with consumers, there are ques-
tions regarding the impact of their communication 
behaviors on consumers’ perceptions of 
agriculture. 

Theoretical Framework 
Communication research “involves understanding 
how people behave in creating, exchanging, and 
interpreting messages” (Littlejohn & Foss, 2010, p. 
9). Several theories are used in understanding this, 
such as interpersonal communication and relations 
theories that describe processes by which people 
exchange messages and the associated effects on 
relationship development (Dainton, 2010). In an 
attempt to establish relationships, farmers com-
municate with each other as well as the public. The 
messages exchanged during the communication 
process influence relationship development. There-
fore, in this study, some of the concepts of theory 
of planned behavior (TPB) and attribution theory 
were used to explore farmers’ communication 
behaviors and the associated relationships.  
 The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1985) 
describes various factors that influence an individu-
al's decision-making process to act or behave in a 
certain way (Conner & Armitage, 1998). It empha-

sizes the role of perceived control as well as nor-
mative beliefs in influencing behavior (Ajzen, 1985, 
1991). The theory indicates it is easier for a person 
to portray a certain behavior when they feel they 
have control over resources or opportunities neces-
sary for them to behave in a particular manner 
(Ajzen, 1991). In addition, it describes the role of 
beliefs and values in influencing attitudes regarding 
certain behaviors (Conner & Armitage, 1998). The 
theory indicates that believing a given behavior will 
yield an acceptable outcome contributes to the 
development of a positive attitude toward that 
behavior.  
 Values describe an individual’s attachment of 
judgment to an object or behavior as being either 
good or bad and right or wrong (Gasson, 1973). 
They play a critical role in decision-making as they 
serve as guidelines for acceptable or unacceptable 
behavior (Gasson, 1973; ÖhlméYr et al., 1998). 
Differences in production practices among farm-
ers, which stem from differences in experience, 
size of land, potential markets, membership in 
groups or organizations, and beliefs and values 
toward agriculture have the potential to contribute 
to differences in farmers’ communication behav-
iors (Agunga, 1995; Alexopoulos et al., 2010; 
Bravo-Monroy et al., 2016).  
 Farmers, like consumers, have different rea-
sons for engaging in certain systems when produc-
ing agricultural products (Bravo-Monroy et al., 
2016; Darnhofer et al., 2005; Torjusen et al., 2001). 
For example, Mzoughi (2011) reported that among 
other concerns, moral and social concerns were the 
drivers for choosing to engage in organic farming, 
while economic concerns were among factors for 
not engaging in organic farming. Farmers who are 
in favor of organically produced foods have been 
known to also prioritize sustainable farming prac-
tices and value environmental conservation (Bravo-
Monroy at al., 2016; Torjusen et al., 2001). Addi-
tionally, Spooner, Schuppli, and Fraser (2014) sug-
gest a link between farmers who value animal 
welfare and sustainable and organic farming prac-
tices. These values may influence organic farmers’ 
communication behaviors and increase the likeli-
hood of positive relationships with consumers, 
while encouraging negative perceptions toward 
conventional production (Coombs, 2007).  
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 Despite the impact of beliefs and values in 
influencing farmers’ choice of farming practices, no 
studies have been conducted aimed at exploring 
how beliefs and values influence farmers’ commu-
nication behaviors with consumers. Moreover, the 
theory has mainly been applied in quantitative 
research studies (Stone et al., 1999), where the 
closed-ended questions used limit respondents’ 
chance to express their views freely. Therefore, in 
order to capture participants’ opinions, a qualitative 
approach has been employed in this research.  
 Attribution theory has also been used in this 
study. The theory looks at the tendency and pres-
ence of critical analytical skills among people to 
explain causes of events or behavior (Heider, 
1958). The theory provides explanations of factors 
that influence people’s behavior and judgments 
(Fatemi & Asghari, 2012). Such explanations are 
based on the tendency by people and among peo-
ple to attach outcomes of events to one another 
(Weiner, 1986). Several studies have reported main-
stream media as being responsible for perpetuating 
negative perceptions about agriculture in general 
among consumers (Charanza & Naile, 2012; 
Sellnow & Sellnow, 2014; Specht & Beam, 2015). 
Moreover, there has been growing media coverage 
regarding the debate between organic and conven-
tional farming (Cleveland et al,, 2015; Feldmann & 
Hamm, 2015; Harper & Makatouni, 2002; Hughner 
et al., 2007; Krystallis & Chryssohoidis, 2005; 
McCluskey et al., 2016). Furthermore, there has 
been more coverage and positive frames being cre-
ated about organic farming as opposed to conven-
tional farming (Abrams, et al., 2010; Cahill et al., 
2010). The availability of food produced through 
different production practices provides mainstream 
media with an opportunity to select messages that 
resonate with their audience (Funk & McCombs, 
2017). 
 In addition, the presence of organic advocacy 
groups has contributed to increased media cover-
age of organic farming as the best farming practice, 
further exacerbating negative consumer percep-
tions of conventional agriculture (Charanza & 
Naile, 2012; Coombs, 2007; Sellnow & Sellnow, 
2014). Research using attribution theory has 
focused on understanding consumers’ abilities to 
critically analyze the information contained in the 

message (Chakraborty & Bhat, 2018; Legendre & 
Coderre, 2018). However, such analysis has been 
based on understanding consumers’ internal or 
external attributes associated with the message and 
how such attributes influence their receptivity of 
the message (Laczniak et al., 2001).  
 The absence of research aimed at assessing fac-
tors influencing farmers’ involvement in communi-
cation stems largely from an emphasis on the use 
of agricultural communication as a reactive tool for 
mitigating negative perceptions about agriculture 
among the public (Kurtzo et al., 2016). Since the 
inception of agricultural communication, there has 
been emphasis on using it as a tool for educating 
the public and farmers. However, agricultural com-
munication can be used as a science for under-
standing people’s behaviors. Moreover, the role of 
farmers in communication has often been viewed 
as that of receivers of agricultural information. 
Because of this, research on farmers’ communica-
tion behaviors has focused on understanding farm-
ers choice and use of communication channels for 
accessing information (Arbuckle et al, 2015; Mase 
& Prokopy, 2014; Varble et al., 2016). A gap re-
mains in explaining farmers’ feelings, values, and 
intentions that they are likely to contribute to their 
choices of production practice and communication 
behaviors.  
 Similar to consumers who have attributes that 
determine their consumption behaviors and food 
choices, farmers have attributes that influence their 
production decisions (McGuire et al., 2013). In the 
mid-1990s, Agunga (1995) reported about the 
potential for differences in farmers’ attributes to 
contribute to the differences in production prac-
tices used, and, hence, differences in their commu-
nication behaviors. However, at that time, the 
differences in farming practices were not as much a 
cause for debate as they are currently. Therefore, it 
is important to explore how differences in farmers’ 
attributes influence their communication behaviors 
and how that affects the type of information 
available to consumers. 

Purpose and Research Questions 
This study sought to explore how farmers involved 
in various production practices communicate with 
consumers. The following questions served as a 
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guide for the research: How do farmers involved in 
different production practices identify themselves? 
Are there differences in communication behaviors 
among and between farmers following different 
production practices? How might differences in 
communication behaviors between and among 
conventional and organic farmers contribute 
toward negative perceptions about agriculture? 

Methods 
The study employed a qualitative research design, 
as it “focuses on the meanings, traits and defining 
characteristics of events, people, interactions, set-
tings/cultures and experience” (Richard, 2013, p. 
38). Data were collected in January 2018 during the 
Young Farmers conference after getting approval 
from Ohio State Institutional Review Board. The 
conference drew all farmers regardless of their 
farming practices. Thus both organic and conven-
tional farmers were recruited for the study. No 
deliberate efforts were made to recruit a specific 
group of farmers based on their production 
practices.  
 Using a convenience sample, 20 farmers (12 
conventional and eight organic farmers) who were 
attendees at the Young Farmers conference that 
was held in Ohio in January 2018 were recruited 
and involved in key informant interviews. An inter-
view guide was developed based on the results of a 
content analysis of communication artifacts that 
were created between 2010 and 2016 (Masambuka 
et al., 2018). It contained questions that assessed 
farmers’ use of different communication channels 
when accessing or sharing agricultural information. 
A question regarding participants’ connection to 
agriculture was added to the guide during the data 
collection process when the researchers realized 
there were differences in participants’ communica-
tion behaviors based on their farming practices 
(Galleta, 2003). The question focused on establish-
ing how the participants identified themselves in 
relation to their farming practices. The interview 
guide was reviewed by a panel of experts com-
posed of two communication professors, one agri-
cultural extension educator, and one qualitative 
data research expert. 
 The conference ran for two days; during regis-
tration on the first day, the researchers approached 

attendees and asked if they were willing to take part 
in the study. On the second day, only participants 
who attended sessions focused on communicating 
with the public were approached (Paul et al., 2013). 
The researchers attended all of the sessions on 
communication. Each interview lasted for a mini-
mum of 30 minutes and was recorded with an 
audio recorder after obtaining consent. Before ana-
lyzing the data, member checking was conducted 
with selected participants who were provided with 
the transcribed data through email (Harvey, 2015). 
Member checking is one of the quality control pro-
cesses used in qualitative research where partici-
pants are provided with an opportunity to review 
their statements to ensure that the researcher cap-
tured them accurately (Harper & Cole, 2012), 

Data Analysis  
Data were analyzed using NVivo Pro, a data 
analysis software where themes and subthemes 
were generated. Case-oriented analysis was 
employed when analyzing the data (Della Porta, 
2008). This involves analyzing the number of 
themes emerging from the data collected from a 
specific participant as opposed to analyzing data 
from various participants while searching for 
specific variables (Ragin & Schneider, 2011). In 
addition, a similar analysis method to Valli and 
Buese (2007) was used, where data were analyzed 
in phases. However, unlike Valli and Buese, who 
followed four phases, this study used only three. 
The first phase involved identification of farming 
practices, where farmers were categorized as 
organic farmers, conventional farmers, or both. 
Based on this categorization, each farmer’s codes 
were created pertaining to their values regarding 
the farming practice in which they were involved, 
communication behaviors with other farmers and 
consumers, and motivations for engaging in 
communication behaviors. Following the 
preliminary data analysis, another researcher who 
was not involved in the data-collection process 
compared the themes and subthemes with the 
transcribed data and identified common themes 
that informed the findings (Flick, 2002). Saturation 
was established when there were no new themes 
emerging from the data (Urquhart, 2013). Only 
themes that were present for both categories of 
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farmers (conventional and organic) were used to 
inform the results of the study. 

Reflexivity Statement 
The primary researcher was an international doc-
toral student at The Ohio State University at the 
time of data collection. The researcher recognized 
she was perceived as not being knowledgeable 
about the participants’ lived experiences or Ameri-
can agriculture in general because she was an out-
sider, which may have contributed to the openness 
of the participants to share more information than 
they may have otherwise (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 
Moreover, being an outsider allowed the researcher 
to ask more questions and seek elaboration on 
issues that she did not understand because of cul-
tural differences as well as lack of familiarity with 
the American agricultural system (Couture et al., 
2012). However, a second researcher assisted in 
unveiling some of the issues or areas where the pri-
mary researcher may not have understood or cap-
tured the issues properly since English was their 
second language. In cases where the second 
researcher noticed that something did not make 
sense or was not clear, the researchers emailed the 
participants to ensure that the necessary changes 
were made.  

Results  

Farmers’ Identification  
Differences were observed regarding how farmers 
identified themselves based on their production 
practices. All of the organic farmers (five men and 
three women) identified themselves by indicating 
their production practices. One of the middle-aged, 
male, organic farmers stated,  

Oh, well my wife and I live on a 400-acre farm. 
It is owned by her parents and we are looking 
to start our own type of business model with 
agriculture and hopefully looking into what 
most people wouldn’t say the regular route 
which is open field grass fed. Trying to get out 
from the cages and to treat animals as they 
should be treated and produce for the consum-
ers in a way that they want food to be pro-
duced. 

 However, all of the conventional farmers (11 
men and one woman) did not identify themselves 
based on the production practices they followed 
but rather by what they farmed. For example, a 
middle-aged, conventional farmer from northern 
Ohio stated, “I farm corn, soybeans, wheat crops, 
and also raise livestock cattle and several hundred 
chickens, we produce eggs.” This was echoed by 
another conventional, female farmer from south-
ern Ohio who stated, 

So, my husband and I we have a beef cattle 
operation in southern Ohio, in Highland 
County, … we raise beef cattle, commercial, 
and we do a little bit of like club calf, show 
calves, and then we raise hay on our farm. So, 
we have a 94-acre farm there. We do hay just 
for our own production. 

 Even though the conventional farmers did not 
identify themselves based on their production prac-
tices, they described organic farmers as being inex-
perienced, as stated by one of the male 
conventional farmers from central Ohio:  

Some organic people maybe weren’t raised on 
the farm. They’ve started later on in life and 
they think well we can do it better than these 
guys. We’ve read all the books. We gonna do 
it this way. And let alone they don’t wanna 
talk to us because they are in the path. That’s 
OK. Other people, they have very few acres 
and they can get more money per acre out of 
an organic crop. It takes more work but there 
is more money in revenue there per acre 
instead of mass acres so they are trying to do 
more with less and get more for their product, 
which is great so there’s all different aspects 
of it.  

 On the other hand, the organic farmers per-
ceived themselves as being stewards of the envi-
ronment and producers of products that are 
healthy, as exemplified in the following quotation 
from a middle-aged, male farmer from central 
Ohio: “I have to maintain absolutely 100 percent 
integrity for my products. … I will never go 
beyond what my land can sustain.” This sentiment 
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was echoed by another middle-aged, organic, male 
farmer from eastern Ohio:  

I will never go beyond what my land can sus-
tain and go beyond questioning the integrity of 
my product. So, I will never outgrow myself to 
alter what am doing to lessen the integrity of 
my product. That’s number one. 

 The organic farmers also emphasized the need 
to produce healthy products as one of their moti-
vations for engaging in organic farming. A middle-
aged, male, organic farmer from southern Ohio 
stated, 

I have seen what hunger is in the world and 
not only do I wanna feed people but feed them 
correctly and in the right manner. Hunger 
could be in the form of poverty and in a rich 
sense, too, when people are just not eating the 
right way and in a familiar way. 

Farmers’ Communication Behaviors  
The interviews revealed that differences existed in 
communication behaviors between organic and 
conventional farmers. The differences were catego-
rized into the two subthemes: access to agricultural 
information, and communication with consumers.  

Access to Agricultural Information 
The conventional farmers who were interviewed 
indicated that as far as accessing agricultural infor-
mation, they depended on their experience and 
knowledge that was passed to them by their par-
ents and on print publications. For example, a mid-
dle-aged, male, conventional farmer from northern 
Ohio stated,  

A lot has been learned just throughout the 
years. My father, just growing up around it 
and then publications, Ohio Farm Journal, 
different kinds of magazines, not a lot of 
stuff online or the internet, kind of old 
school things, I guess so. When deciding 
planting depths, we read but you know most 
of these things is just a learned thing 
different people teach ya and you pay 
attention. 

 A majority of organic farmers mentioned con-
ducting extensive research individually and consult-
ing with other organic farmers before they made 
decisions on their farms. A middle-aged, male, as-
piring, organic farmer from central Ohio stated, 

 We are in the route of looking at other farms 
and seeing how they grow and if they are simi-
lar to our interests then we’ll go out and learn 
from them. But we also research our own. We 
read books and we look into the science of 
growing and try to take that route. 

 This was echoed by another middle-aged, male, 
organic farmer from southern Ohio who stated, 
“once again it goes back to the research, we are 
willing to read those 200-page books.”  
 Another organic farmer who described himself 
as an upcoming entrepreneur stated, “I get many 
newspapers and magazines and articles and books 
at home that I obtain information.”  

Communication with the Consumers 
Another key theme identified is that the organic 
and conventional farmers reported different com-
munication behaviors with consumers. Conven-
tional farmers discussed being busy and not having 
time to communicate with consumers, while the 
majority of organic farmers indicated being pas-
sionate about communicating with consumers. The 
following excerpts of an interview with one of the 
organic farmers from northern Ohio is an example 
of how organic farmers are reaching out to 
consumers: 

We have a Facebook page obviously; we have 
an email and phone numbers that our custom-
ers have access to and then we’ve produced a 
smaller version of a pamphlet of what we have 
to offer and a short biography of our farm and 
what we have to offer and that’s something 
that we can give to somebody. Even if they 
read it over just once we try to keep it to just 
have enough information for them to see what 
we have to offer in a compact package. We 
post our videos on YouTube and share short 
videos of what we do when people visit our 
farm. 
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 However, when one of the conventional farm-
ers was asked about their involvement in com-
municating with consumers, their response 
indicated they were too busy working on the farm, 
and they did not have time to produce communica-
tion and outreach materials to reach consumers.  

We are not very good at reaching out most of 
the times. We too busy. Got a lot of stuff to do 
and we are not, we don’t measure our time in 
hours, we’ve more stuff to be done so we are 
doing it. Uh, unfortunately, we need to take 
more time to educate people but at this stage 
it’s hard to educate people that are in such a 
busy lifestyle.  

Contributions of Differences in Communication 
Behaviors among Organic and Conventional Farmers 
on Creation of Negative Perceptions about Agriculture 
The interviews revealed that the difference in per-
ceptions about agriculture between farmers follow-
ing different production practices may be con-
tributing to negative perceptions about agriculture 
among the public. One of the conventional farmers 
from eastern Ohio, who also described himself as a 
communicator, stated, 

The consumer is hard enough to please where 
it is. We want them to go direct to us with 
what they want. Are you sure you want grass 
or . . . OK, that’s what I want, and we are both 
working together, you pick what you like. Both 
are very humane, both done very healthy, both 
are this way or this. So, stop taking all the ques-
tions out for the consumer because we have so 
many write ups. And like I have said, not 
everybody that’s writing that up is for the farm-
er. A lot of them are for different reasons and 
it could be to take away from the farmers so 
once consumers read that then it’s start check-
ing it out and well let’s just eat vegetables that’s 
all we are eating so the more we can stick to-
gether. As farmers, no matter if we are differ-
ent on either side it will be, we will get a lot 
further because consumers do not want 
confusion. 

 However, most conventional farmers were 

quick to point out that the agricultural industry 
needs to reach out more to consumers with one 
voice. One of the middle-aged, male, conventional 
farmers stated, 

It’s opening up the farm gate, it’s talking about 
how all food is raised and it’s talking to them 
about the choices. So if you want to buy 
organic or if you wanna buy free range you 
know, you wanna buy something that’s sugar 
free, fat free, or whatever, no matter what you 
are looking [for] we should be able to talk to 
you about what these food choices are and 
make sure that you understand what those 
food choices mean. 

 This was reiterated by another female conven-
tional farmer from western Ohio:  

How do you advocate through like your social 
media and stuff like that? I think that’s an 
important . . . just because I feel like there is a 
lot of uneducated people in agriculture indus-
try, you know. I think the media portrays 
things as sometimes farmers are bad or we 
slaughter and butcher animals and things like 
that. But, I mean, farmers are not bad people, 
we all eat, you know, you don’t just go to the 
grocery store and buy your meat from Kroger, 
the meat came from somewhere, you know, so 
I think that’s where there’s a lot of miscommu-
nication, and, you know, personally I’ve grown 
up with it so I know, you know, the way of the 
farmers and things like that. And I want to 
help educate, and so I wanna educate people 
about our farm and what we do. We sell our 
feeder cows and eventually they are gonna go 
to market, that’s just what we do and it helps 
feed America. I want to get that out there to 
help people learn more. I think that there’s a 
lot of missing education. I think there’s a big 
opportunity there to kinda put that out there 
so if we can do anything on our side a little bit 
to help towards that goal then, you know, I 
wanna do our part, so. 

 While the conventional farmers focused on 
ensuring that they produce enough food to feed 
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America, organic farmers emphasized the need for 
consumers to know how their food is produced 
and the impact that farming practices have on the 
quality of food produced and the environment. 
The organic farmers also indicated they were 
focused on informing consumers about the superi-
ority of their produce, as indicated by one of the 
organic farmers from central Ohio, who stated, 

Ag folks have masterminded their advertising 
and utilizing labels to give consumers feel-
good feelings when I see a commercial. So, as a 
small 50-acre farmer competing against those 
corporate big guys, I have to compete against 
all those commercials, all those things you see 
walking through a grocery store and convince 
folks why I believe my product is more sus-
tainable, healthier and so on. 

 This was also mentioned by another organic, 
middle-aged, male farmer, who described himself 
as being a part-time farmer and full-time teacher: 

I think people are on a grand stand . . . and I 
see this in my classroom as well, that people 
really don’t think about what they are eating 
and it is a convenience factor. Can I have it 
right now? . . . I understand that when prices 
go up people aren’t happy. However, when 
health and quality of life can go up that might 
be a reasonable thing. 

 Furthermore, we observed that most of the 
organic farmers engaged with consumers as one 
way of getting markets for their products, as evi-
denced by the following quotes from organic 
farmers. 

Am a direct sales farmer. I have consumers 
buy directly from me. I need to be able to, be 
able to converse with people who have zero 
exposure to agriculture, I have to make my 
customers come to me, I have to be able to 
communicate with my customers, otherwise 
they gonna go elsewhere for their product. 

 This was echoed by another farmer who indi-
cated that they are active in communicating with 

the public because unlike conventional farmers, 
they work independently to sell their products. 

So I have to compete against all those com-
mercials, all those things you see walking 
through a grocery store and convince folks 
why I believe my product is more sustainable, 
healthier and so on while the big Tyson’s, 
Purdue, uh, Monsantos, BRFS, seed compa-
nies to really have to compete against their 
pamphlets, their commercials, et cetera. 

Discussion 
The authors acknowledge that, given the scale of 
our study, the results of this exploratory study can-
not be generalized to other populations of farmers 
in the U.S. Thus the discussion is limited to the 
results from the sampled participants and literature 
review. This paper is aimed at starting a conversa-
tion about other potential sources of negative per-
ceptions about agriculture to inform research and 
practice. 
 The availability of multiple sources of agricul-
tural information puts consumers at risk of being 
misinformed and developing negative perceptions 
about agriculture (Charanza & Naile, 2012; Sellnow 
& Sellnow, 2014). In an attempt to address these 
challenges, agricultural communication experts 
have been producing various messages to counter-
act the negative perceptions, which has contributed 
to the use of agricultural communication as a pub-
lic relations tool and has been criticized as being 
reactive instead of proactive (Kurtzo et al., 2016). 
Results of this study suggest that there are differ-
ences in farmers’ communication behaviors with 
consumers based on their production practices. 
The differences in communication behaviors may 
be contributing to a presence of misinformation 
about agriculture, which has led to the creation of 
otherness among farmers. For example, in this study, 
all of the organic farmers introduced themselves as 
“organic farmers,” while conventional farmers 
introduced themselves as “farmers” and focused 
on the commodity they produced.  
 The results of our study affirm that differences 
in farmers’ beliefs and values may be responsible 
for differences in production practices (Thompson 
et al., 2015). From the interviews, we observed that 
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most of the organic farmers were focused on 
ensuring that consumers know how their food is 
produced, unlike the conventional farmers, who 
were concerned about improving productivity. This 
is in line with a study conducted by Peterson, Bark-
ley, Chacon-Cascante, and Kastens (2012), who 
reported that organic and younger farmers are 
motivated to engage in organic farming because of 
their interest in promoting quality of life and being 
good stewards of the environment. Since most of 
the organic farmers consider themselves to be 
environmental stewards, they tend to be highly 
involved in civic engagement activities (Gold-
berger, 2011). As reported by Goldberger (2011), 
increased participation in civic engagement to 
educate the public as well as their involvement in 
direct marketing are some of the factors that influ-
ence organic farmers’ communication behaviors 
with the consumers. However, apart from civic 
engagement, the results of this study indicate that 
organic farmers sell their produce directly to con-
sumers, and so they use communication with 
consumers as a marketing tool. 
 The results also indicate that conventional 
farmers’ motivations for engaging in farming seem 
to be influenced by the need to produce more 
food. Thus they do not value communicating with 
the public. This is likely because large farmers sell 
their products to co-ops or distributors, rather than 
directly to consumers. Therefore, they do not feel 
obligated to communicate with the public, which 
has likely contributed towards their limited engage-
ment in communicating with the consumers. Con-
ventional farmers in this study cited a lack of time 
as a reason why they did not communicate with 
consumers. However, the presence of social media 
platforms, such as YouTube and Facebook, pro-
vide opportunities for these farmers to share infor-
mation through short videos of how they carry out 
different operations. Therefore, it is important for 
agricultural communicators to encourage conven-
tional farmers to capture videos of their daily activ-
ities and share with the public, so the public is 
informed. 
 The results of the study also indicated that the 
differences in production practices have created 
some rivalry between organic and conventional 
farmers. For example, during the interviews it was 

clear some of the organic farmers considered 
themselves to be better stewards of the land, and 
that they paid special attention to ensure produc-
tion of quality products, unlike conventional farm-
ers. Even though this may not be true of all 
farmers, it was evident that farmers of differing 
production practices did not always see issues the 
same way. Such rivalries have distracted them from 
focusing on the one thing that unifies them: farm-
ing. In this study, organic farmers believed they 
were doing the right thing and their product was 
the best, while conventional farmers perceived 
organic farmers as inexperienced. Moreover, 
organic farmers seemed to be proactive in identify-
ing different sources of agricultural information 
while communicating with each other and the pub-
lic, unlike conventional farmers, who typically 
learned from generations before them. Organic 
farmers’ proactiveness in communicating with the 
public, as well as the perceived benefits associated 
with the farming practice, may help explain the rea-
sons for increased media coverage about the bene-
fits of organic farming (Cleveland et al., 2015; 
Hughner et al., 2007). Furthermore, some organic 
farmers have been reported to be part of organic 
farming activist groups, which are proactive in 
delivering information about the benefits of 
organic farming to the consumer (Charanza & 
Naile, 2012; Coombs, 2007).  
 The results from this study indicated that 
organic farmers were proactive in taking advantage 
of new and emerging media to communicate about 
their products. The presence of various communi-
cation media, including social media, serves as an 
opportunity for organic farmers to market their 
products and help them deliver messages that 
resonate with consumers. The results of this study 
are in line with what Agunga (1995) found: dif-
ferences in farming practices have the potential to 
contribute toward differences in farmers’ com-
munication behaviors. However, most of the 
research conducted has placed a focus on the 
differences in farmers’ information-seeking 
behaviors (Jacobson et al., 2003) and not their 
communication with each other and consumers. A 
number of studies conducted on agricultural com-
munication have focused on identifying farmers’ 
communication behaviors when accessing agri-
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cultural information (Chiu, et al., 2015; Duram & 
Larson 2001; Egri, 1999; Niewolny & Lillard, 
2010). However, the results of this study indicate 
that organic farmers are not only seeking infor-
mation, but also are communicating with con-
sumers. There is need for more research on farm-
ers’ communication behaviors with consumers to 
identify the content of these messages and how 
they influence the audience’s perceptions of 
agriculture. 

Conclusions 
Due to the small sample size, convenience sam-
pling strategy, and use of qualitative research meth-
ods, the results from this study should not be 
generalized. Nevertheless, the results indicate that 
in our sample there are differences in communica-
tion behaviors between farmers involved in differ-
ent farming practices. Even though the sample may 
be small, these results provide a basis for starting a 
conversation regarding the impact of the differ-
ences in farming practices on how the agricultural 
industry communicates with consumers. Further-
more, the fact that these differences were observed 
among farmers attending the same conference and 
sessions is telling because it speaks of the differ-
ences in the reasons for farmers’ participation in 
conferences or sessions. Conflicting views were 
apparent among farmers who used different farm-
ing practices, and it is likely that these conflicts are 
influencing the information the public is receiving. 
Despite the challenge, farmers continue to focus 
on the media as a source of negative perceptions 
among consumers. However, though this may be 
true, it is important to understand the role played 
by differences in production practices as well as 
communication behaviors among farmers. There is 
need for more research to be conducted with dif-
ferent farmers who follow different production 
practices in order to examine thoroughly the im-
pact of differences in production behaviors on cre-
ation of negative perceptions about agriculture. 
More research should also be conducted on how 
consumers access and process information 
received from farmers. 
 There is also need for more research aimed at 
identifying the factors that motivate farmers to 

engage in various communication behaviors. These 
studies should employ mixed methods that include 
a content analysis of the messages that farmers 
share with consumers in relation to demographic 
factors such as land size, education level, number 
of years involved in farming, and marketing strate-
gies used. In the current study, demographic char-
acteristics such as age, education status, and size of 
farm were not captured. It is recommended that 
future research be conducted using quantitative 
research methods to establish the impact of demo-
graphic and farm characteristics on farming prac-
tices as well as communication behaviors. 
Conducting such research will be useful in identify-
ing factors that influence farmers’ communication 
behaviors with consumers and will help identify the 
sources for the negative perceptions about 
agriculture. 
 Unlike in the past, where communication was 
used as a tool for relaying information to farmers, 
the current challenges and increased technological 
advancements in communication call for a way to 
better explore ways of improving communication 
among farmers as well as their ability to communi-
cate with consumers. This necessitates the imple-
mentation of interventions and projects aimed at 
promoting collaboration and coordination among 
farmers who are involved in different production 
practices, so they speak with one voice and send a 
unified message to the public. Such interventions 
will be useful because in some cases the public is 
not aware of the differences between organic and 
conventional farming (Abrams et al., 2010; 
McFadden & Huffman, 2017). It will be useful to 
establish standalone communication organizations 
and interventions aimed at providing platforms for 
dialogue between organic and conventional farmers 
to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 
each farming practice. The platforms used could 
include podcasts, YouTube, and Facebook groups 
where organic and conventional farmers would be 
provided with an opportunity to interact with the 
public. The provision of fair and balanced infor-
mation to the public that outlines the benefits and 
downsides of each production practice is crucial to 
ensure that the public makes informed decisions 
(Gottschalk & Leistner, 2013).   
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