
Supporting the wider adoption 
of organic certification for 
Indiana grain farmers

ORGANIC AGRICULTURE

Authors: 
Analena Bruce,

Michael O’Donnell,
James Farmer,

Stephanie Dickinson,
Xiwei Chen

and Tamara Benjamin

HO-312-W

Crop farmers who transition to certified 
organic grains report higher per-acre 
returns and enhanced economic stability 
(McBride et al., 2015; Greene et al., 2017; 
Organic Trade Association, 2018). Organic 
production practices also support farmers’ 
ability to manage excess nutrients, 
promote biological nitrogen fixation, 
support biodiversity, eliminate pesticide 
run-off and increase carbon sequestration 
by building organic matter in the soil 
(Gomiero et al., 2011). Organically grown 
crops also perform better in both drought 
and excessive rain conditions (Scialabba 
& Muller-Lindenlauf, 2010), which is 
important because heavy rain events 
and more unpredictable precipitation are 
projected to increasingly challenge Indiana 
crop farmers (Bowling et al., 2018). Despite 
these benefits, certified organic land 
accounts for less than 2% of U.S. farmland, 
and around 1% in Indiana (U.S. Agricultural 
Census, 2017).
Certified organic grain is highly sought-
after. Consumer demand for organic 
products has grown rapidly since the 

1990s, and demand continues to 
outpace domestic supply by a large 
margin (Organic Trade Association, 
2016; Greene et al., 2009). In 2018, the 
U.S. organic market set a record with 
$52.5 billion in total organic sales, 
including grain sales, at a growth rate 
that continues to outpace the general 
market (Organic Trade Association, 
2018). A USDA analysis of organic 
grain costs and returns between 2011 
and 2014 found that despite higher 
production costs, the organic premium 
makes certified organic corn and 
soybeans more profitable (Greene et 
al., 2009). Crop farmers in Indiana have 
an opportunity to improve profitability, 
take advantage of a high-demand 
market, and reduce the environmental 
impact of agriculture through 
organic certification. 
This report presents findings from 
a research and education study that 
was funded by the North Central 
Sustainable Agriculture Research 
and Education program of the USDA 

Diversified Farming and Food Systems
purdue.edu/dffs/organicag/

https://www.purdue.edu/dffs/organicag/
https://extension.purdue.edu/
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(NCR-SARE). The project was designed to facilitate 
Indiana farmers’ access to the organic grain market by 
identifying major barriers to certification, and inform 
education and outreach activities to support farmers 
considering certification. The study included a survey 
and interviews of Indiana grain farmers to identify 
the most salient barriers and facilitators to organic 
certification. We distributed 1,100 surveys and received 
completed and usable surveys from 383 participants 
(34.8% response rate); 95 farmed conventionally, 
90 were in the process of transitioning some or all 
of their acres to organic, and 198 farmers reported 
all of the acres they farmed as certified organic. 
In this analysis, we have divided farmers into two 
groups: 95 who exclusively farm conventionally and 
288 who were some combination of conventional, 
transitioning and certified organic. In addition, we 
conducted 30 phone interviews with conventional, 
transitioning and organic farmers. In this report we 
present findings from the survey as well as insights 
gathered from the interviews.
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Perceived obstacles
Overall, our survey results confirm previous research 
findings from other regions on a number of barriers to 
organic certification, and provide several new insights 
that clarify priorities for extension and outreach 
programs in addition to future research. 
We found significant differences in farmers’ 
perceptions about the obstacles to pursuing organic 
certification. In the figure below, we present the 
different mean scores for a series of Likert-style survey 
questions (on a 1-4 scale) asking farmers to rate the 
degree to which they think each item is an obstacle to 
organic certification (Figure 1). In general, the results 
suggest that farmers who have transitioned to organic 
production systems do not experience these obstacles 
to the degree that they are perceived by farmers who 
have not transitioned. The most difficult problems for 
organic and transitioning farmers are production loss 
from weed pressure, GMO drift that can contaminate 
their crops and make them ineligible for certification, 
and crop damage and contamination from pesticide 

Figure 1. Mean scores for Likert-style survey questions (1-4 scale) in which conventional / 
non-conventional farmers rated each item as a production-related obstacle (1-none, 4-major)
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drift. For farmers who farm only conventionally, the 
greatest perceived obstacles are production losses 
from weeds, diseases and pests, as well as the higher 
labor requirements.

An organic crop field with poor weed management. 
Photo by Michael O’Donnell

We also asked farmers about their perceptions of 
market-related obstacles to organic certification. In the 
figure below, we present the different mean scores 
for a series of Likert-style questions (on a 1-4 scale) 
asking farmers to rate the degree to which they think 
each item is an obstacle to organic certification. 
Between farmers who are conventional only and 
those who are transitioning or have some or all acres 
certified organic, there are significant differences in 
perceptions of market-related obstacles (Figure 2).

Again, responses were highly correlated with the 
production systems farmers were currently using, 
with one exception: both conventional and organic 
and/or transitioning farmers consider competition 
from organic imports as one of the most important 
barriers. Interestingly, conventional farmers tend to 
think finding a reliable buyer for organic grains is 
much more of a barrier than organic and transitioning 
farmers do. This suggests that organic market 
opportunities may be better than conventional farmers 
perceive them to be. Likewise, conventional farmers 
tend to think organic markets are oversupplied, 
which is inconsistent with the reality that there are 
significant shortfalls in the supply of organic grains 
in the U.S. Furthermore, organic and transitioning 
farmers were much less likely to report that they think 
organic markets are oversupplied. Conventional-only 
farmers also reported uncertainty about obtaining 
organic price premiums and the future of organic 
markets, as well as the distance to available markets. 
This suggests a need for outreach and education on 
the available markets for certified organic grains and 
identifying reliable buyers of organic grains. 
In addition, the findings suggest a need for extension 
and outreach focused on demystifying the process 
of obtaining organic certification, the process for 

Figure 2. Mean scores for Likert-style survey questions (1-4 scale) in which conventional / 
non-conventional farmers rated each item as a market-related obstacle (1-none, 4-major)
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receiving the organic price premium and finding 
organic grain pricing information and meeting certified 
organic grain transport requirements. 

Perceived opportunities
In general, farmers report higher or lower agreement 
(on a 1-5 scale with 1 being strongly disagree and 
5 being strongly agree) to statements about the 
opportunities and benefits of organic production 
depending on whether they are conventional-only or 
a combination of organic and/or transitioning farmers 
(Figure 3). All types of farmers recognize that there are 
higher price premiums for certified organic grains and 
that there is consumer demand for organically grown 
grain products. The survey findings also demonstrate 
that some of the most important motivations for 
transitioning to organic production were perceptions 
that organic systems are better for their health, better 
for the environment, provide a more intellectually 
interesting or challenging approach to farming, 

and offer a way of increasing economic returns on 
fewer acres. In contrast, conventional farmers are 
significantly less likely to regard certification as an 
opportunity to improve their economic viability or the 
quality of their crops. There was greater agreement 
among organic, transitioning and conventional farmers 
about whether organic certification offered lower 
input costs . All groups rated this statement relatively 
low, indicating that organic production systems 
do not inherently result in lower input costs1. This 
finding suggests an opportunity for further research 
and extension support, to aggregate information on 
approved inputs for certified organic production and 
consider options for purchasing arrangements that 
could lower input costs2 for farmers transitioning to 
organic production. In addition, there is a need for 
research and extension focused on the performance 
of inputs in organic production systems, including 
impacts on yield and profitability.
Opportunities for extension and outreach 

Figure 3. Mean scores on a 1-5 scale in which conventional / non-conventional farmers rated 
each item as an opportunity that comes with certified organic production (1-low, 5-high)
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In this section we report on insights gained from the 
survey as well as 30 interviews with Indiana grain 
farmers, including 10 conventional farmers (some are 
not interested in organic certification and some are), 
10 farmers who are in the process of transitioning to 
organic, and 10 farmers who are certified organic. 

Lack of successful farmers who can serve    
as models and mentors 
One important obstacle that was reported in the 
interviews with conventional farmers is the lack of 
successful organic farmers in their area. Many farmers 
described having no farmers they know of who use 
organic practices, or described an unsuccessful 
organic farmer in their area who has poor-looking 
crops and may lack effective weed control or perhaps 
operates on a very small scale that would not support 
a livelihood. These perceptions play an important role 
in deterring conventional farmers from considering 
organic certification. For example, poor appearance 
and lots of weeds is something farmers work hard 
to avoid. 
The limited numbers of non-Amish successful 
organic farmers in Indiana has important implications 
because conventional farmers don’t have a mental 
model of what organic farming can look like, and 
therefore cannot imagine that it could work for them. 

Furthermore, nonprofit program managers of farmer 
mentoring programs that serve Indiana report that 
they have many applicants from Indiana. However, 
they can’t find enough mentors and often must pair 
Indiana mentees with out-of-state mentors (personal 
communication, n.d). Likewise, transitioning farmers 
report looking across state lines to find experienced 
farmers to emulate (personal communication, n.d). 
Farmers interested in transitioning do not have the 
opportunity to talk with and learn from an experienced, 
successful organic farmer. Our survey data indicates 
that all types of farmers (conventional, organic, and 
transitioning) consider the opportunity to visit other 
farms and talk to other farmers about their practices 
as an important means of gaining knowledge 
and making decisions (Figure 4). Furthermore, 
conventional farmers, more so than organic and 
transitioning farmers, said that they consider 
themselves to be role models for other farmers. 
This might be because many of the organic and 
transitioning farmers in our study are still developing 
their organic systems. Our survey shows that the 
majority of organic grain farms in Indiana are operated 
by Amish farmers. Having few successful models and 
mentors is an important barrier for non-Amish farmers 
who are interested in transitioning in Indiana. 

Figure 4. Mean scores on a 1-5 scale in which conventional / 
non-conventional farmers rated each item, by level of 
importance, in how they regard fellow farmers (1-low, 5-high)

1 The survey question was worded as a statement: “Organic 
farming reduces input costs” with a Likert scale asking respondents 
to agree or disagree with the statement.  
2 The survey asked about input costs separately from labor costs.
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Recommendation: 
Previous research has shown that the spatial proximity 
of other successful farmers is an important catalyst 
for the transition to organic certification (Taus, et al., 
2013). Given the low numbers of successful organic 
farmers in Indiana, particularly those who are not 
Amish, conventional farmers interested in transitioning 
need greater support to identify available mentors 
and role models. Investment in extension support 
for the small number of farmers who are organic or 
transitioning could make a big difference in whether 
they are successful and can later serve as models 
and mentors for other farmers who are interested in 
learning from their experiences. Our survey shows that 
there has been a small surge of conventional grain 
farmers who are transitioning some of their acreage 
into organic production in Indiana. These novice 
organic farmers provide an important opportunity 
for investment in extension support and outreach 
to ensure they have access to the assistance and 
resources that they need to be successful. Providing 
incentives and support for conventional farmers who 
are transitioning to share their knowledge and serve 
as mentors to other farmers could have a substantial 
impact over time. 
Our findings also provide insights into the kind of 
outreach and education programs that could have 
the greatest impact. All types of farmers consider it 
very important to learn from other farmers (Figure 4), 
suggesting that a farmer-based networking approach 
will be most successful for outreach and education 
programs. This finding is consistent with the 2016 
study conducted by Oregon State University and 
Oregon Tilth on organic transition (Stephenson et 
al., 2016).

Incompatibility with no-till systems 
Another important insight gained from conversations 
with Indiana farmers is that conventional farmers 
who are conservation-oriented are often invested in 

Farmers and other agricultural professionals gather at an organic grain 
field day in northwest Indiana. Photo by Michael O’Donnell

no-till production systems, which are relatively widely 
adopted in Indiana (Reimer, Thompson & Prokopy, 
2012). Therefore, most farmers who are interested 
in conservation and are open to experimenting with 
new production practices are already invested in 
no-till systems. Some farmers perceive no-till 
management as potentially incompatible with 
organic production systems. 
No-till systems rely on herbicide applications and 
equipment that facilitates planting into fields that 
have not been tilled. Furthermore, no-till systems 
reduce labor requirements, while organic production 
systems generally require an increase in labor. 
Farmers using no-till practices may have adjusted 
their equipment, labor capacity and management 
systems accordingly over time; therefore, increasing 
their labor and management can pose an additional 
challenge for transitioning to organic certification. In 
addition, organic practices may appear to farmers 
using no-till systems as going backward and being 
less sustainable, given the increased tillage and labor 
requirements. However, no-till farmers are successfully 
transitioning acreage into organic production. Some 
are looking to innovate and translate no-till and 
minimal tillage systems into organics, despite the 
challenges, or looking at ways to offset the potential 
damage of increased soil disturbance from tillage and 
cultivation with more diverse crop rotations, increased 
cover cropping, integrated livestock grazing, and use 
of perennial crops such as alflafa and hay in their 
crop rotation.

Recommendation: 
Field research on improving the compatibility of 
no-till systems with organic production systems is 
an important area of opportunity. New technology 

A roller crimper is used to mechanically terminate annual cover crops 
to suppress weeds in organic no-till production systems.
Photo by Michael O’Donnell
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and innovations, such as roller crimpers, are under 
development and require greater research support. 
Increasing investment in research on no-till and 
minimum or reduced tillage organic production 
systems is critical. In addition, extension educators can 
work with farmers experimenting with organic no-till 
and minimum or reduced tillage methods to develop 
a body of working knowledge and community of 
practice to improve on existing innovations. Long-term 
organic cropping system trials should be implemented 
in Indiana to explore the impacts of different organic 
crop rotations on soil health and quality parameters, 
such as soil organic matter, bulk density, pest 
incidence and water infiltration.

Lack of agronomic support and information for 
organic practices and certification 
Our study finds that transitioning and organic 
farmers report greater reliance on organic certifying 
organizations such as Ecocert ICO, and particularly 
on farmer-based nonprofits, including the Ohio 
Ecological Food & Farm Association (OEFFA) and 
the Midwest Organic Sustainable Education Service 
(MOSES) for information that influences their farm 
management decisions. This finding suggests that 
grassroots organizations are providing information and 
services for organic certification that farmers could 
not obtain from conventional service providers. In 

contrast, farmers who use only conventional practices 
are more influenced by their landlords and service 
providers, including crop consultants or advisors, farm 
input dealers, lenders and insurance agents, and, to a 
lesser extent, the Farm Service Agency (FSA), Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), University 
Extension, the State Department of Agriculture, and 
farm organizations, such as the Farm Bureau. This 
finding is consistent with another Indiana-based study 
that showed farmers are most influenced by service 
providers, such as crop consultants and farm input 
suppliers, and consultants (Stalker Prokopy, L. and J. 
Ulrich-Schad, 2014). This implies that if the agencies 
and consultants, which conventional farmers rely on 
for information, do not view organic certification as a 
viable option or do not have the organic production 
experience and knowledge to advise their clients on 
organic production systems, then that view and lack 
of information will influence conventional farmers’ 
perceptions of organic certification (Figure 5).

Recommendation: 
These findings indicate that extension and outreach 
specialists should partner with and support farmers 
who are currently transitioning and those who already 
manage certified organic cropland. All types of farmers 
consider family members and other farmers as the 
most influential source of information for making farm 
management decisions. In addition, it will be important 
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Figure 5. Mean scores for Likert-style survey questions (1-4 scale) in which conventional / non-conventional 
farmers rated each item’s influence on farm-management decisions (1-low, 4-major)
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to partner with organic certifiers and farmer-based 
nonprofits that provide services and support for 
organic farmers. Our findings suggest that farmer-
based nonprofit organizations and organic certifiers 
are currently playing an important role in providing 
agronomic advice, information and support on organic 
certification and transition that would otherwise not 
be available in Indiana. In addition, there is a need for 
increased investment in extension support for farmers 
transitioning to organic, requiring training for county-
level educators and, at the state level, the addition 
of new educators focused on organic methods. In 
the interviews, all conventional farmers who are 
considering organic certification expressed interest in 
attending extension outreach and education programs 
focused on transitioning to organic production.
To serve conventional farmers who may be interested 
in organic transition, it will be important to work 
with non-operating landowners, who control 51% 
of cropland in Indiana (Ulrich-Schad et al., 2016). 
Conventional farmers say landowners play an 
important role in their decision-making about the 
farming practices they consider. In addition, extension 
educators  could consider working collaboratively 
with input dealers and crop consultants who have an 
interest  in organic production systems, given that 
these are the most influential groups for conventional 
farmers. For instance, the Organic Agronomy Training 
Service (OATS) is a national, Midwest-oriented 
initiative that provides educational and professional 
development for farmer advisors, including crop 
consultants, agronomists, and extension educators, 
to increase their knowledge and confidence in organic 
grain production (www.organicagronomy.com).

Weed electrocution technology, such as this weed zapper implement, 
could play a role in weed management on organic grain farms. 
Photo by Michael O’Donnell

Conclusion 
Overall, our study identifies several opportunities for 
further research, as well as investment, in education 
and outreach for Indiana farmers interested in or 
who are in the process of transitioning to certified 
organic grain production. These include: 
•	 Policy initiatives to address concerns about 

competition from organic grains imported from 
other countries, and unverified organic grains,      
to ensure the integrity of the U.S. organic label. 

•	 Research and extension focused on weed     
control in organic farming systems. 

•	 Policy initiatives to address farmers’ concerns   
about crop loss and damage from GMO and 
pesticide drift contamination.

•	 Extension programs that support farmers 
in finding reliable buyers of transitional and 
certified organic grains, and education on 
the market opportunities for certified organic 
grains. In addition, programs to support farmers 
in accessing information on organic market 
trends and price premiums, as well as organic 
certification, production, storage and handling 
requirements.  

•	 Extension support for addressing certified      
organic input costs and availability. 

•	 Extension outreach and support to develop   
effective farmer-to-farmer networks to facilitate 
knowledge sharing and peer mentoring, and 
to better connect novice organic farmers with    
mentors and role models. 

•	 Provide resources to compensate experienced 
organic farmers for serving as mentors and role 
models for other farmers.

•	 Increased extension support for farmers in the 
process of transitioning to organic certification,       
to ensure that they are successful and can serve     
as future role models. 

•	 Research and extension programming on 
organic systems for farmers using no-till and 
minimum/reduced tillage practices. 

•	 Long-term agronomic research on organic crop 
rotations to measure impacts of tillage and 
no-till management on soil health and quality 
parameters. 

•	 Investment in education initiatives to better 
prepare crop advisors and consultants to 
support farmers in transitioning to organic 
production. 

•	 Investment in farmer education and support 
programs operated by organic certifying 
organizations and nonprofit organizations             
that provide critical transition support.

http://www.organicagronomy.com
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