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The ascendancy of social media as a predominant source of information has 
underscored the imperative to grasp its impact on individuals’ perceptions and 
behaviors across diverse industries. In the realm of organic farming, which 
often sparks conflicting perspectives among stakeholders, the inundation 
of user-generated content presents a formidable challenge in discerning 
reliable sources from dubious ones. This phenomenon risks perpetuating 
misinformation, particularly among younger consumers, with uncertain 
implications for Agricultural Education and Communication. To address this void 
in understanding how social media influences perceptions of organic farming, 
a study was undertaken at the University of Georgia, utilizing Q methodology to 
delve into the perspectives of undergraduate and graduate students regarding 
organic food and farming practices. Complementing this approach, an offline 
survey questionnaire assessed their purchasing habits and media consumption 
patterns. Through the sorting of 41 statements encompassing themes such as 
health, socioeconomics, environment, ideological beliefs, and ethics, the study 
identified four distinct consumer typologies: “Dilettante Consumers,” “Decisive 
Consumers,” “Need-based Consumers,” and “Wandering Consumers.” Social 
media platforms such as Instagram and YouTube were identified as the primary 
information sources for young consumers seeking information about the organic 
farming industry. Source attractiveness and perceived trustworthiness were 
identified as major attributes contributing to the credibility of social media as an 
information source among these consumers. However, their reliance on source 
expertise remained debatable. Notably, the research also unveiled that students’ 
experiential learning facilitated a more nuanced understanding of various 
facets of the organic food industry. These findings emphasize the necessity 
for stakeholders to adapt to the digital age and remodel their communication 
strategies to better comprehend consumer perspectives and address prevailing 
knowledge gaps, particularly among the younger demographic.
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1 Introduction

According to a report by Grand View Research, the organic food 
sales in the United States amounted to approximately 63.8 billion 
U.S. dollars in 2023. Additionally, the organic food and beverage 
market is expected to expand at a compound annual growth rate 
(CAGR) of 13.5% from 2024 to 2030 (Grand View Research, 2022). 
However, in the wake of the growing demand for organic produce, 
some skeptics, including researchers, suggest that the contemporary 
practice of organic farming is not coherent with its underlying 
ideological principles that were based on “humus” farming (Kuepper, 
2010). They argue that some socio-environmental aspects of organic 
farming are getting compromised directly or indirectly for yield 
efficiency (Magkos et al., 2006; Williamson, 2007; Best, 2008; Adams 
and Salois, 2010; Leifeld and Fuhrer, 2010; Forman et  al., 2012). 
Conversely, other studies argue that organic farming is the optimal 
alternative to conventional farming practices, citing its health, 
environmental and ethical considerations (Cicia et al., 2009; Cerjak 
et al., 2010; Scialabba and Müller-Lindenlauf, 2010; Tandon et al., 
2020). Some researchers also state that factors such as utilitarian and 
hedonic values, including perceived superiority of taste, quality and 
prestige associated with eating organic, also play a major role in the 
growth of the organic farming industry (Nasir and Karakaya, 2014; 
Lee and Yun, 2015; Curvelo et al., 2019; Ghali, 2020). This observed 
discord within the scientific community often leads to public 
skepticism (Hunt and Wald, 2020). Furthermore, the issues related to 
the enforcement of standard regulations on organic produce by the 
National Organic Program (NOP) in the U.S. and the organic 
certification process conducted by third-party profit-driven 
companies make it increasingly challenging to distinguish genuine 
organic from “pseudo-organic” labels (González and Parga-Dans, 
2020; Kun and Kiss, 2021; Lanero et al., 2021).

Hence, there is a lack of unified stance on the benefits of 
commercial organic farming (Reganold and Wachter, 2016), reflecting 
the nuanced and multifaceted nature of the topic. This situation is 
often exploited by marketing companies in form of (1) selective 
presentation of information that involves highlighting studies that 
support the perceived benefits of organic products while downplaying 
or ignoring studies that show less favorable results, (2) emotional 
appeals and greenwashing that connect with consumers’ values and 
concerns about health and sustainability, (3) premium pricing 
justification that imply higher cost as a worthwhile investment in 
health and environmental sustainability, even if the actual benefits are 
not definitively proven, and (4) creation of pseudo-organic labels that 
mislead consumers into thinking they are purchasing genuinely 
organic products (Yiridoe et al., 2005; Hughner et al., 2007; Thøgersen, 
2010; Aertsens et al., 2011; Smith-Spangler et al., 2012).

While the average consumer may not necessarily base their food 
purchasing decisions on the latest scientific debates pertaining to the 
organic food industry and in ways may lack a comprehensive 
knowledge about organic farming (Magkos et al., 2006), however, they 
certainly rely on such advertisements and marketing strategies (Tariq 
et al., 2019) that create a skewed perception of the industry. In the era 
of digital marketing, social media has become a key channel for the 
dissemination of misinformation and disinformation (Meel and 
Vishwakarma, 2020). Marketing strategies often exploit this to 
influence consumer perceptions, contributing to the dissonance 
between what consumers perceive and their actual purchasing 

behaviors (Magkos et al., 2006; Hidalgo-Baz et al., 2017; Edenbrandt 
et al., 2021; Koswatta et al., 2023).

Today, the consumer market is driven by Millennials and Gen Z 
who are either a part of a student or a workforce community. They not 
only dominate the consumer market (Su et al., 2019), but also the 
social media landscape (Fleming-Milici and Harris, 2020). Young 
consumers gravitate toward social media as a significant source of 
information for making their informed purchase decisions (Stephen, 
2016), including food purchases (Aubrun et al., 2005; Kuttschreuter 
et al., 2014). However, the credibility of information disseminated 
through social media platforms often comes into question due to its 
problematic journalism, especially when it is sourced from citizen 
journalists (Wall, 2015).

Additionally, social media algorithms often prioritize content that 
aligns with a user’s existing beliefs and preferences, creating an echo 
chamber (Cinelli et al., 2021) where people are exposed primarily to 
information that reinforces their perceptions. This can contribute to 
polarization and hinder constructive dialog between groups of 
individuals with varied opinions (Ireton and Posetti, 2018; Martens 
et al., 2018; Meel and Vishwakarma, 2020; Majerczak and Strzelecki, 
2022). Despite these foreseeable challenges, Millennials and Gen Z 
increasingly rely on social media for news consumption. According to 
a 2022 survey, about 50% of Gen Z and 44% of Millennials in the 
United States have reported using one or more social media platforms 
as their preferred source of news on daily basis (Statista, 2024). Thus, 
social media plays a pivotal role in influencing the perceptions and 
buying behavior of these generational cohorts (Pate and Adams, 2013; 
Stephen, 2016; Qutteina et  al., 2019; Sayyed and Gupta, 2020). 
Moreover, depending on the credibility of the information sources 
they choose (Giffin, 1967), the young consumer becomes both a 
victim and agent for the spread of misinformation and disinformation.

Brands today use influencer marketing on social media to gauge 
young consumers’ attention. Using the influencer marketing strategy, 
social media influencers as “micro-endorsers” (as compared to 
“bigger” celebrity endorsers) embody the same role that message 
sources play in the persuasion process (Hall, 2015). Thus, influencing 
perceptions and actual buying behavior of young consumers via blogs, 
posts, tweets, reels, and other forms of interactive social media 
engagement channels (Taprial and Kanwar, 2012; Sayyed and Gupta, 
2020; Serbanescu, 2022). This phenomenon emphasizes the need to 
comprehend not just the perceptions of Millennials and Gen Z 
regarding the organic food industry, but also the specific media 
sources they rely on to gather information for making informed food 
purchasing decisions.

Numerous studies have explored consumers’ perceptions toward 
organic farming and how it may influence their buying behavior 
(Dimitri and Dettmann, 2012; Grzelak and Maciejczak, 2013; 
Rodríguez-Bermúdez et al., 2020; Boobalan et al., 2022). However, few 
studies have explored student perceptions of the organic farming 
industry (Uçar and Özçelik, 2012; Osei et al., 2013). Moreover, the 
sources of information used by these young consumers 
remain underexplored.

Therefore, this study focusses on the student population 
(comprising of Millennials and Gen Z) and aims to contribute to the 
existing literature by (a) developing a typology of student consumers 
based on their perceptions about the organic farming industry, and 
(b) examining whether the choice of media as an information source 
varies across the different typologies. While Q methodology 
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(Stephenson, 1993) was employed to uncover diverse perspectives 
within the target population and create a typology of student 
consumers, an offline semi-structured questionnaire was administered 
to address the latter half of the study. Additionally, we drew upon the 
Theory of Source Credibility (Hovland and Weiss, 1951) (c) to explore 
the factors that lend credibility to the various media platforms used by 
student consumers to make informed buying decisions about 
organic produce.

Studies have identified that the credibility of a source is governed 
by three major components namely attractiveness, trustworthiness, 
and expertise that influence how a message is received and processed 
by the audience (McCroskey, 1966; Giffin, 1967; Whitehead, 1968; 
McGuire, 1985). While source attractiveness includes factors that 
make the source appealing and engaging, such as ease of access, user-
friendly interfaces, and visually appealing content, source 
trustworthiness, on the other hand, relates to the perceived reliability 
and credibility of the source (Wathen and Burkell, 2002). Source 
expertise concerns the source’s competence or qualification on a 
particular subject (Flanagin and Metzger, 2017; Lou and Yuan, 2019). 
Thus, the theory of source credibility leverages insights into how to 
effectively communicate messages and influence perceptions and 
behaviors and, is widely used in fields of marketing, public relations, 
and persuasion (Pornpitakpan, 2004; Geary, 2005). According to a 
study on influencer marketing, perceived trustworthiness and 
attractiveness affect consumers’ trust in an influencer’s sponsored 
content. However, it was found that influencer expertise does not 
influence followers’ trust in branded content as influencers by default 
acquire the status of expertise among their followers (Lou and Yuan, 
2019). Consequently, the risk of spreading of misinformation and 
disinformation is further heightened.

Our study focuses on university students as research participants 
for several reasons. Firstly, food and nutrition literacy among college 
students is a prevalent issue (Glik and Martinez, 2017; Payne-Sturges 
et al., 2018; Raskind et al., 2019). This issue is often exacerbated by a 
lack of health-promoting media literacy (Bergsma and Carney, 2008; 
Colatruglio and Slater, 2016). Secondly, younger generations exhibit 
greater concern for environmental factors (Poortinga et  al., 2019; 
Walker and Matsa, 2021; Belotti et al., 2022), presenting an opportunity 
to evaluate their engagement with conversations around food and 
agriculture (Eugenio-Gozalbo et al., 2021). Lastly, college students, 
comprising Millennials and Gen Z as undergraduates and graduates, 
wield considerable influence in shaping the future of consumerism, 
particularly in the realms of digital engagement, authenticity, and 
sustainability (Sayyed and Gupta, 2020; Serbanescu, 2022).

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Overview of the methodology

Q methodology, introduced by William Stephenson, offers a 
systematic approach to studying subjectivity, popular among 
researchers interested in qualitative aspects of human behavior 
(Stephenson, 1993). It spans across disciplines like sociology (Atkins, 
2019), education (Yang and Montgomery, 2013; Barnes et al., 2015; 
Lundberg et  al., 2020), political science (Duenckmann, 2010), 
psychology (Størksen et al., 2012), veterinary science (de Graaf, 2007), 
environmental research, and agriculture (Bumbudsanpharoke et al., 

2009; Pereira et al., 2016; Iofrida et al., 2018; Lehrer and Sneegas, 2018; 
Derksen and Mithöfer, 2021; Maurer et al., 2021).

Unlike traditional “R” methodology, which seeks correlations 
between variables across a sample, Q methodology identifies 
correlations between subjects across variables, focusing on individual 
uniqueness rather than population commonalities. This method treats 
individuals as variables and statements or items as the sample, aiming 
to explore unique perspectives within a group (Brown et al., 2008). It 
bridges qualitative and quantitative analysis by correlating individual 
participants and grouping them into factors (Davis and Michelle, 
2011). Each participant’s engagement with stimuli generates meaning, 
providing insights into diverse perspectives within the group, 
capturing complexity, and preserving individual self-reference without 
external influence (Stephenson, 1936; Stephenson, 1993). Factors 
obtained capture perspectives common to many participants but not 
necessarily all, ensuring a broad representation of perspectives, and 
thus offering a deeper understanding of human behavior (Watts and 
Stenner, 2012). This method enhances traditional surveys by providing 
insights into less significant variables relevant to individuals within 
a group.

The stepwise process includes concourse development, Q sample 
set selection, Q sort performance by participants, quantitative Q factor 
analysis, and factor interpretation. Participants sort statements into 
rank orders, revealing personal choices and beliefs, and analyzed 
quantitatively to group participants into factors based on correlated 
opinions. Interpretation of composite Q sorts or factor arrays allows 
researchers to assign unique labels to each factor, representing overall 
perceptions, facilitating a robust framework for studying subjectivity, 
and offering insights into diverse perspectives within the factors across 
various disciplines.

2.2 Instrument development and data 
collection

Before commencing the Q-methodological study, it was 
imperative to develop a comprehensive list of statements or items, 
termed the concourse, representing all facets of the subject under 
investigation (Stenner et al., 2008). This concourse was meticulously 
curated using statements derived from various sources, including a 
review of literature on consumer behavior and marketing, qualitative 
responses derived from the analysis of the survey data, including 
verbatim statements from participants (Webler et  al., 2009), and 
excerpts from social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, and 
relevant blog posts. Themes generated through a grounded theory 
approach guided the selection of statements, covering aspects such as 
the environment, socioeconomics, health, ideological beliefs, and 
ethics. An almost equivalent number of statements were chosen for 
each theme to ensure a broad representation of ideas and perspectives. 
The concourse was iteratively refined until saturation was achieved 
(Watts and Stenner, 2012).

Following the development of the concourse, a Q sample set 
was assembled to represent a balanced and holistic picture of 
opinions within the population. Careful consideration was given 
to eliminate redundant statements and retain only those 
representing unique ideas. A total of 41 statements were chosen for 
the Q sample set from the original list of 80 statements in the 
concourse. Each statement in the Q sample set was carefully 
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phrased to minimize repetition, ambiguity, and esoteric 
terminology, ensuring clarity and coherence (Watts and 
Stenner, 2012).

The data for the study was collected over the Fall Semester of 2022. 
In this study, a purposive, non-random sampling approach was 
employed to select 18 participants from Athens, Georgia. According to 
Watts and Stenner (2012), in principle, when determining the number 
of participants for the study, it is advisable to select approximately half 
the number of statements from the Q set. This approach facilitates 
more effective factorization of participant groups. The chosen group 
consisted of both undergraduate and graduate students enrolled at the 
University of Georgia. To ensure diversity, the researchers consulted 
with colleagues, advisors, and potential participants to achieve a 
comprehensive representation across various demographic factors. 
This inclusivity encompassed age, sex, ethnicity, nationality, 
educational level (both undergraduate and graduate), and field of study.

For this study, Millennials were defined as individuals born 
between 1981 and 1996, while Generation Z (Gen Z) included those 
born between 1997 and 2012, based on criteria established by the Pew 
Research Center. This delineation allowed for a clear understanding 
of generational cohorts within the participant sample and facilitated 
targeted analysis of perspectives on organic farming across different 
age groups.

All participants ranged in age group from 19 to 29 years except a 
41-year-old female graduate student. The sample included both 
American and international students. They were affiliated with diverse 
academic disciplines, including Agricultural Leadership, Education 
and Communication (ALEC), Horticulture, Forestry, History, Sports 
Management, Business, Veterinary Medicine, Education, Geography, 
Biochemistry, and Health Sciences. Therefore, for reference purposes, 
the participants were indexed as initials_year of birth_dept.

Initially, participants were requested to fill out an offline survey 
comprising both open-ended and close-ended questions related to 
demographic details and information about their purchasing experiences 
with organic produce. Additionally, they were asked to specify the type 
of information sources they relied on to acquire information about the 
organic farming industry and the rationale behind their choices. The 
survey was later used to address information regarding sources of 
information among different typologies of consumers. Thereafter, they 
were provided with a blank sorting grid and 41 sticky notes, each 
containing one Q statement. Participants were instructed to sort the 
statements into three piles based on their agreement or disagreement, 
and then arrange the statements on the sorting grid (as seen in Figure 1) 
according to their relative agreement level, utilizing an 11-point normal 
distribution grid labeled from “most disagree” to “most agree.” 
Participants were prompted to share their sorting process, and these 
comments were audio-recorded to offer further insight during the 
analysis and interpretation phases (Watts and Stenner, 2012).

2.3 Data analysis

After completing data collection, the individual Q sorts and their 
corresponding ranking scores were entered into a custom Excel sheet 
template which is associated with the desktop web application Ken-Q 
(Banasick, 2019). Subsequently, the Q sorts were intercorrelated, and 
factor analysis was conducted using principal component analysis 
(PCA) with varimax rotation.

The analysis resulted in a four-factor solution that explained the 
largest percentage of study variance with the fewest confounding factors, 
making it the best fit for the analyzed solutions. Each of the four factors 
had an eigenvalue greater than 1, as recommended by Watts and Stenner 
(2012), and together they accounted for 54% of the study variance.

Following standard practice (Watts and Stenner, 2012), factors 
with a minimum of two Q sorts were chosen, with a factor loading 
value of at least 0.38. Q sorts distributed within the selected factors 
shared a common perspective on organic farming, as evidenced by the 
similarity of their sorting pattern.

At a significance level of p < 0.005, chosen to ensure better factor 
distribution, all 18 Q sorts loaded significantly onto one of the four 
extracted factors. However, four Q sorts were confounded, meaning 
they loaded onto more than one factor.

Table 1 presents the factor loadings of the participants, indicating 
the degree to which each Q sort contributed to each factor. This 
analysis provided valuable insights into the shared perspectives among 
participants regarding organic farming.

After creating composite Q sorts by combining individual Q sorts 
representing each factor, these combined Q sorts were represented in an 
array known as a factor array. The factor array is calculated by averaging 
the weighted scores of each item from all individual Q sorts associated 
with a specific factor. Items with higher loadings contribute more to the 
average weighted score and are more representative of that factor.

Factor interpretation, according to Stephenson (1936), is an 
abductive process that considers the holistic understanding of item 
configurations in composite Q sorts or factor arrays. The focus is on 
identifying items with the highest or lowest rankings in a configuration 
and examining the interrelationships between items within a factor 
array while avoiding personal preferences or biases.

The crib sheet method, as described by Watts and Stenner (2012), 
was utilized for factor interpretation. This involved a deliberative 
process of engaging with every item in a factor array. In the first phase 
of interpretation, items were categorized into four primary categories: 
(1) items with the highest rankings in the factor array (+5, may also 
include +4 ranked items), (2) items with the lowest rankings in the 
factor array (−5, may also include −4 ranked items), (3) items ranked 
higher in the given factor array than in other factor arrays, and (4) 
items ranked lower in the given factor array than in other factor arrays.

In the second phase of the crib sheet analysis, additional items that 
did not fall into the four basic categories from the first phase were 
considered. These items, often ranked near zero, were initially 
assumed to represent a neutral opinion. However, under unique 
circumstances, these items proved to be crucial in understanding the 
overall characteristics of that factor.

Together, these two phases of interpretation effectively described 
the factors. Participants’ comments from the survey-style questionnaire 
and interviews were also incorporated to illustrate and clarify 
interpretations. This comprehensive approach provided valuable 
insights into the factors identified through the Q-methodological study.

3 Results and discussion

3.1 Q study

The Q-methodological study identified four student consumer 
typologies (as factors) seen in Table  2. While the “Dilettante 
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Consumers” showed a readiness to switch to organic food, recognizing 
its perceived health and socio-environmental benefits, provided the 
prices were affordable; the “Decisive Consumers” preferred local 
produce over both conventional and large-scale organically farmed 
produce. Despite disagreeing with the socio-environmental and 
hedonic values associated with organic food, the “Need-based 
Consumers” preferred eating organic over conventionally farmed 
food, following a principle of “betterness of one over the other.” The 

“Wandering Consumers” occasionally considered buying organic 
produce over conventionally farmed options, driven primarily by 
environmental concerns while dismissing the perceived health 
benefits of organic eating. These typologies reflect varied perceptions 
toward organic farming, spanning from tentative interest to selective 
preferences and pragmatic considerations. Understanding these 
perspectives is crucial for tailoring strategies to promote organic 
farming and enhance consumer engagement with organic products.

FIGURE 1

Q sort distribution grid.

TABLE 1 Factor loadings of the participants.

Part. no. Q-sort Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

12 NA_1995_G_Hort 0.797 0.049 0.0364 0.046

9 LD_1981_G_For 0.725 −0.037 −0.125 0.221

14 PAR_1993_G_Bus 0.595 −0.026 0.248 0.243

5 MB_1993_G_Biochem 0.571 −0.113 0.241 0.478**

7 IAZ_2000_U_Hist 0.527 0.458** −0.021 0.268

11 NU_1995_G_Geo 0.119 0.759 −0.218 0.043

18 SJD_2002_U_Health −0.058 0.576 0.101 0.526**

1 AG_1992_G_AgCom −0.148 0.561 0.049 −0.056

4 MI_1996_G_Hort −0.018 0.560 0.189 0.094

6 RTM_2002_U_SpMgt 0.370 0.505 0.137 −0.211

13 SU_1992_G_AgCom −0.276 −0.092 0.714 0.378

10 AS_1995_G_Bus 0.328 −0.025 0.621 −0.002

3 PP_1999_G_Hort −0.423 0.275 0.620 −0.228

8 BT_2001_U_Bus 0.343 0.133 0.572 −0.0006

16 EK_2001_U_Vet 0.155 0.091 −0.032 0.762

17 MC_2002_U_Ed 0.116 0.492** −0.085 0.650

2 RPS_1996_G_Hort 0.222 −0.054 0.040 0.573

15 KL_2000_U_For 0.309 −0.354 0.214 0.459

%Explained variance 23 13 10 8

At P < 0.005 **confounding factors.
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TABLE 2 Statement rankings by factor.

Item no. Statements Factor arrays

F1 F2 F3 F4

1 Organic produce is more nutritious than produce grown conventionally. 5 3 −1 1

2 Organic produce is safer than produce sourced from conventional farms. 3 −1 0 5

3 Produce from organic farming has fewer calories. −3 −4 −1 −4

4 Organic produce is fresher and more flavorful in comparison to the produce sold otherwise. 3 −1 0 −1

5 The health benefits of eating organic have been over-hyped. −4 1 1 0

6 Organic eating prolongs life expectancy. 4 −2 −2 0

7 Organic means Natural. 1 −4 1 −1

8 The danger of pesticide intake from produce grown on conventional farms is often overblown. −2 0 2 −5

9 Organic farming equals sustainability. 5 0 0 4

10 Organic does not mean “pesticide free.” −2 4 1 −1

11 Organic farming mitigates global warming 2 −5 1 1

12 Mass-produced organic uses much more fossil fuels for its production in comparison to the same 

amount of produce grown conventionally.

−1 −1 −4 0

13 Many conventional farmers adopt organic strategies to improve soil fertility and biodiversity. 1 2 −3 1

14 Eating organic is a form of environmental activism. 2 −3 4 −3

15 Organic labels build trust and credibility between producers and consumers. 4 1 −2 −2

16 It is important to have transparency in the food industry. 4 5 4 5

17 Commercial organic farming is a gateway to fraud in the food industry. 0 3 1 −3

18 Organic labels can sometimes be misleading. 1 4 3 4

19 The motivation behind organic farming on a small farm is very different from what is practiced on 

commercial scale.

0 3 2 3

20 Commercial organic farming is becoming a modified version of conventional farming. 0 1 3 1

21 Regulations for organic farming are weakly enforced. −1 −3 −4 1

22 Pesticides used in organic farming are less harmful than synthetic pesticides. 1 0 0 −2

23 Mass-manufactured organic produce is equivalent to produce grown conventionally. −3 0 −2 −3

24 Organic eating is an “Ideology.” −5 −3 2 −3

25 Organic eating is a fad. −3 3 4 −4

26 Eating organic enhances our eco-conscientiousness 3 −2 −1 2

27 Organic farming brings communities together. 2 2 −1 −1

28 Organic produce is pesticide free. 1 −3 −3 3

29 Produce obtained from community-based organic farming is “true organic.” 0 2 −3 3

30 Organic farming is not cost-effective. −3 −1 3 −1

31 The costlier the produce, the better it is in quality. −5 −4 −5 −5

32 Conventional agriculture is very efficient and relatively cost-effective than organic farming −2 −1 2 2

33 Organic farming is a marketing gimmick. −2 2 −2 −4

34 The health benefits of organic eating outweigh its cost. 3 0 0 2

35 Commercialization of organic farming has severely affected the existing small-scale models of 

organic agriculture.

−1 5 −4 3

36 There is much more food wastage in the organic food industry than in the conventional market. −4 −2 −5 −2

37 Organic food is expensive because organic farming is expensive. −1 1 5 4

38 The yields obtained from traditional organic farming methods are insufficient to meet the 

demands of the growing population worldwide.

2 1 3 0

39 Organic produce is costly because the demand for organic is rising. −1 4 −3 0

40 Organic farming uses more resources than conventional farming. 0 −5 1 −2

41 Organic farming is suitable for wealthier countries. −4 −2 5 2
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3.1.1 Factor 1: the dilettante consumers
Factor 1 had an eigenvalue of 4.062 and explained 23% of the 

study variance (as seen in Table 2). The participants in this factor 
comprised four female Millennials from different graduate schools, 
such as business, horticulture, forestry, and biochemistry. Only one 
male undergraduate (Gen Z) was part of this factor. They answered 
“yes” when asked if they knew about organic farming and had heard 
about small-scale and large-scale organic farming. Each participant 
bought produce at least once weekly from commercial grocery chains 
such as Walmart and Kroger. Although all participants expressed a 
strong willingness to purchase organic food products but raised 
concerns about affordability due to high prices. While most of them 
used social media platforms, such as YouTube and Instagram, to 
obtain information regarding organic farming, they also consumed 
news articles as their information source. The undergraduate student, 
however, preferred watching YouTube channels, for example, “Self 
Sufficient Me” and “The Weedy Garden,” as their knowledge source 
regarding organic farming and expressed their desire to start a kitchen 
garden inspired by the content from these channels. These consumers 
identified source attractiveness and trustworthiness as key factors 
contributing to their viewership of these social media platforms.

The dilettante consumer strongly believed that organic produce is 
more nutritious, fresher, flavorful, and safer (01: +5, 04: +3, 02: +3) 
than food produced conventionally. They argued that organic produce 
is pesticide-free (28: +1) and that the dangers of pesticide intake from 
conventional farming are not overblown (08: −2); therefore, eating 
organic would prolong life expectancy (06: +4). They strongly 
disagreed that the health benefits of eating organic food have been 
over-hyped (05: −4) and agreed that the benefits outweigh the cost 
(34: +3). As one of the participants quoted, “The health benefits of 
eating organic food are legitimate. There is no joke about it.” Another 
participant reported, “Advertisements help people make informed 
decisions about a product that is new in the market. Organic food is 
relatively new, and therefore, the hype is justified.” Hence, organic 
farming is neither a marketing gimmick (33: −2) nor an ideology (24: 
−5). Organic eating is not a fad (25: −3) “People are driven toward 
eating organic because of its health benefits and not because their 
favorite influencer or friend asked them to do so.”

Interestingly, the consumers reasoned that their knowledge of 
small-scale and large-scale organic farming was limited. Therefore, 
they were neutral in their beliefs about fraud in the organic food 
industry (17:0), the motivation behind small-scale and large-scale 
organic farming (19:0), and the fact that commercial organic farming 
is becoming a modified version of conventional farming (20:0). 
Despite their neutral stance, they strongly opposed the statement that 
mass-manufactured organic produce is equivalent to produce grown 
conventionally (23: −3). When asked why, one of them responded, 
“Organic farming practices are very different from their conventional 
counterparts, irrespective of the scale. The produce from the two types of 
farming methods is certainly different.” Hence, they strongly supported 
organic labels to build trust and credibility between producers and 
consumers (15:4).

The five participants believed that organic farming has the 
potential to mitigate global warming (11: +2) and is sustainable (09: 
+5). While one of the participants answered, “In my opinion, organic 
farming uses efficient machinery,” the other stated, “If each of us decides 
to grow our food, imagine how much resources we will be able to save 
even in terms of fossil fuel consumption.” They strongly disagreed that 

the cost of the product determines its quality (31: −5): “Just because 
something is costly, it may not be better quality. It will be cheaper for me 
to grow my produce and achieve great quality.” Neither did they support 
the statement that organic produce is costly because of the rising 
demand (38: +2) nor due to the expensive farming practices (37: −1). 
One consumer said, “Demand is only partially responsible for the price. 
Organic farming is novel; therefore, some resources are used more than 
required during experimentation. Hence, more costly than conventional 
produce.” Their opinion of organic farming paralleled subsistence 
farming. Therefore, participants strongly believed that eating organic 
food enhances eco-consciousness (26: +3) and is a form of 
environmental activism (14: +2). They also agreed that organic 
farming brings communities together (27: +2): “Every country has the 
potential to adopt organic farming only if every individual is willing to 
invest their time and energy” (41: +4).

3.1.2 Factor 2: the decisive consumers
Factor 2 had an eigenvalue of 2.418 and explained 13% of the 

study variance (as seen in Table 2). The participants in this factor 
comprised both Millennials and Gen Z. Five participants were 
significantly associated with this factor. Two of the participants were 
females, and three were males. Of the two females, one was an 
undergraduate student in health sciences, while the other was a 
graduate student in the Department of Geography. Two of the three 
males were Millennials pursuing their PhDs in the Department of 
Horticulture and ALEC, respectively. The third male participant was 
an undergraduate in Sports Management. All of them answered “yes” 
when asked if they knew about organic farming and had heard about 
small-scale and large-scale organic farming. Most of the participants 
in the group purchased produce from commercial grocery chains such 
as Walmart and Kroger and did not prefer to purchase organic labeled 
produce. Out of the five participants, three had experience with 
cultivating their produce due to their passion for farming. Each 
participant admitted to having seen or followed some form of social 
media, either YouTube or Instagram as their information source about 
organic farming. As one of the graduate students from Ag Com stated 
that they followed authors/farmers like Greg Judy and Joel Salatin on 
YouTube for the latest trends in the organic farming industry. Some of 
these consumers also leaned toward scientific journals and news 
articles occasionally. When asked why they preferred social media 
platforms as their dominant source of information, each stated easy 
accessibility, user-friendliness, and source trustworthiness as the 
key factors.

The decisive consumers strongly supported the notion of 
transparency within the food industry (16: +5). When asked for their 
reasoning, they cited factors such as health, allergies, social 
responsibility, and sustainability. When asked about organic produce, 
they strongly disagreed that the word organic implies natural (7: −4). 
Organic produce available in the markets may not necessarily 
be  grown without synthetic chemicals and pesticides (10: +4): 
“Natural means free of all chemicals and pesticides, which I  guess 
organic is not.” While they agreed with the statement that organic 
labels build trust and credibility between producers and consumers 
(15: +1), consumers also believed that the regulations for organic 
farming are weakly enforced (20: +1). One of the consumers who had 
been growing her produce back in her country clarified, “Something 
can be grown in a natural environment and not have an organic label. 
It depends on how much labels mean to you.” The participants believed 
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that produce obtained from community-based organic material is 
truly organic (29: +2), as it promotes collective interest in society (27: 
+2). They also felt commercial organic farming is a gateway to fraud 
in the food industry (17: +3) and is becoming a modified version of 
conventional farming (15: +1). When asked why they believe that the 
motivation behind small-scale and large-scale organic farming is 
different (19: +3), one of the participants stated, “Large-scale organic 
farming has become a money-making business (33: +2) that is affecting 
small-scale farmers who sought to practice organic farming locally” (35: 
+5). However, one of the participants had a slightly different 
perspective and said, “Sometimes though, there might not be  any 
difference in the motivation behind the small-scale and large-scale 
farmers practicing organic farming. It all depends on whether someone 
can (capital) expand their business to a larger scale.”

Despite their beliefs regarding the large-scale organic farming 
industry and that organic label can sometimes be misleading (18: +4), 
participants maintained a neutral position when asked if they would 
consider mass-manufactured organic produce equivalent to 
conventional produce (23:0). They presumed that there are some 
differences in the way produce is farmed in both industries but were 
unsure when asked to further elaborate on those possible differences. 
However, the participants disagreed with the statements that organic 
farming uses more resources than conventional farming does (40: −5) 
and that mass-manufactured organic farming uses much more fossil 
fuels during production than conventional farming does (12: −1). 
Interestingly, they also strongly disagreed that organic farming 
mitigates global warming (11: −5). They believed that organic farming 
might use the same amount of fossil fuels as conventional farms, if not 
more. They defined sustainability in terms of human resources and the 
fossil fuels expended in the form of fertilizers and energy for 
machinery. Participants maintained a neutral stance when asked if 
they would consider organic farming sustainable (09:0): “It is variable 
across different places as well as countries.”

The decisive consumers were further asked about their opinion on 
the health benefits of eating organic food. Neither of the participants 
believed that there is any relationship between organic farming and 
calorie content in the produce (03: −4) or that organic produce is safer 
than conventionally grown produce (02: −1). They also disagreed that 
organic eating could prolong life expectancy (06: −2). As one of the 
participants explained, “Maintaining a healthy lifestyle is key to 
prolonging life expectancy by a few years. This may include proper diet, 
regular exercise, abstinence from harmful substances, and practices such 
as smoking.” They also believed that when produce is sourced locally, 
it is fresher and more flavorful irrespective of whether it is organic or 
not (04: −1). Although the participants felt that the health benefits of 
eating organic material have been over-hyped (05: +1), they also 
believed that organic produce grown on a local scale is more nutritious 
than produce grown conventionally (01: +3). This could be because 
most participants had personal experience growing and consuming 
organic produce.

All five consumers strongly agreed that organic produce is 
costly because of its rising demand (39: +4) and that organic 
consumption is a fad (25: +3). One of them highlighted, “Most 
people consume organic simply because it is in fashion. My mother 
buys organic because other aunties buy organic.” They also 
considered organic eating neither enhances eco-consciousness (26: 
−2) nor is it a form of environmental activism (14: −3). As 
mentioned by one of the undergraduates, “I know many who 

gravitate toward organic eating without having thought of how and 
what it can contribute to the environment.” They disagree that 
organic eating is an ideology (21: −3). As one of them explained, 
“The market drives the trend of eating organic; people follow the trend 
for the sake of it…not necessarily because it appeals to their 
belief system.”

3.1.3 Factor 3: need-based consumers
Factor 3 had an eigenvalue of 1.88 and explained 10% of the 

study variance (as seen in Table 2). It comprised two female and one 
male graduate student from the Department of Agricultural 
Communication, Horticulture, and Business respectively, and one 
undergraduate student from the College of Business. All the 
consumers purchased their produce from commercial food chains 
and were unwilling to buy organic produce due to its cost. Therefore, 
should the price decrease, they may also consider purchasing 
organic food. The participants admitted to having limited 
knowledge about the distinctions between small- and large-scale 
organic farming, relying primarily on social media platforms such 
as Instagram and YouTube for information. They did not necessarily 
follow a specific channel or page but consumed information via 
Instagram reels and YouTube shorts as it is easy to get into those in 
a short span of time.

These consumers could be  seen as having mixed perceptions 
about organic farming. The need-based consumers strongly disagreed 
that price could determine the quality of the produce (31: −5). 
Moreover, they also believed that organic food cannot prolong life 
expectancy (6: −2). Even though consumers admitted to knowing 
little about small- and large-scale organic farming practices, they 
believed that the commercialization of the organic industry has not 
affected existing small-scale organic models (35: −4). However, they 
agreed that the motivations behind small-scale and large-scale organic 
farming are different (19: +2). They also strongly disapproved that 
small-scale organic farming could be considered truly organic (29: 
−3). They firmly believed that organic food is expensive because 
organic farming practices are expensive (37: +5) and that it is suitable 
for wealthier countries (41: +5) due to its cost (30: +3). They strongly 
disagreed with the statement that food wastage in the organic industry 
is greater than that in the conventional farming industry (36: −5). As 
one of them quoted, “Food wastage is everywhere, and it will not be fair 
to highlight one industry over the other.”

Need-based consumers believed that organic food might not 
be more nutritious than conventional produce (1: −1), and neither 
does it have fewer calories (3: −1). In addition, the organic farming 
industry may not be  pesticide-free (28: −3), and the danger of 
pesticide intake from produce grown conventionally is often 
overblown (8: 2). The regulations in the organic food industry, 
however, are not weakly enforced (21: −4), and the produce from 
large-scale organic farming is not equivalent to produce grown via 
conventional practices (23: −2).

While they held almost neutral positions in terms of their 
perceptions about the implications of organic farming on the 
environment (9:0; 11: +1; 2:0), they agreed that eating organic food is 
a form of environmental activism (14:4). On the other hand, they also 
agreed that organic eating could be considered a fad (25: +4) or an 
ideology (24: +2). As one of them mentioned, “While there are those 
that can purchase organic food for the environment, there are others who 
do it because of its popularity.”
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3.1.4 Factor 4: the wandering consumers
Factor 4 had an eigenvalue of 1.511 and explained 8% of the study 

variance (as seen in Table 2). It comprised four participants, including 
two females and one male undergraduate from veterinary sciences, 
forestry, and education. There was only one male graduate student 
from the Department of Horticulture. While all of them bought their 
produce from Walmart and Kroger, they also considered purchasing 
fresh produce from local farmer’s markets and stores such as Earth 
Fare, Sprouts, and Trader Joe’s. Every participant confirmed familiarity 
with organic farming through their classes, news articles, and social 
media platforms like Instagram and YouTube. Unlike other consumers, 
wandering consumers did not follow any dedicated page, channel for 
their information on organic farming. Rather they found themselves 
consuming organic farming related videos occasionally majorly 
because of ease of accessibility. And hence admitted having a lack of 
understanding regarding small-scale and large-scale organic 
farming practices.

Wandering consumers strongly believed that pesticides used in 
conventional farming are harmful (08: −5) and that organic produce 
is safer because it is pesticide-free (02: +5; 28: +3). Thus, making 
organic produce comparatively more nutritious (01: +1). While they 
maintained that organic eating might enhance eco-consciousness (26: 
+2), it is not a form of environmental activism (14: −3). As one of 
them quoted, “Environmental activism involves a lot of sacrifices that 
may or may not involve eating organic, although it may make an 
individual feel that they are contributing to the environment.” Another 
participant mentioned, “The organic market is consumer-driven; people 
make their own choices irrespective of any advertising” (25: −4, 33: −4, 
24: −3). Furthermore, organic farming is sustainable (09: +4), as it 
uses fewer resources than conventional farming (40: −2).

Although the consumers lacked awareness about small-scale and 
large-scale organic farming practices, they believed that mass-
manufactured organic produce is not equivalent to produce grown 
conventionally (23: −3). One participant said, “It is not possible to put 
organic and conventional farming on the same pedestal.” In their 
opinion, community-based organic food is truly organic (29: +3) but 
were unsure how the farming practice could lead to rapport building 
among people (27: −1). In addition, organic labels may not necessarily 
build trust and credibility between producers and consumers (15: −2), 
and there might be instances where regulations are weakly enforced 
(21: +1). The industry, however, is not fraudulent (17: −3). One of the 
undergraduates said, “Instances of corruption can be  found in any 
industry; it would be rather unfair to say that the organic industry is 
a fraud.”

3.2 Consensus statements

Although the factors had divergent perceptions, they also agreed 
on some common Q statements. For example, for all four factors, 
transparency was important in the food industry (16: +4, +5, +4, +5). 
Furthermore, three factors also suggested that yields obtained from 
traditional organic farming practices are insufficient to meet growing 
demands, while the fourth factor was neutral (38: +2, +1, +3, 0). 
However, they strongly disagreed that one can assess the quality of the 
produce by its cost (31: −5, −4, −5, −5).

In addition to the shared opinions, all factors when questioned 
about their preference for social media platforms over other 

information sources, cited the content’s entertainment value and 
ease of access as some of the possible reasons. While some were 
influenced by influencers and YouTubers, as observed among 
dilettante consumers, others came across posts and vlogs related to 
organic farming either coincidentally or after engaging in 
discussions on organic farming in class or elsewhere. However, it 
remained unclear to what extent expertise influenced young 
consumers in evaluating the credibility of the content on 
social media.

4 Conclusion

In this study, we aimed to develop typologies of student consumers 
based on their perceptions of organic farming and subsequent 
purchasing behaviors. In addition to examining their differing 
perspectives and rationales, we assessed whether the type of media 
sources consumed varied across the different typologies. Consequently, 
we  investigated to some extent the potential media attributes that 
influence student consumers’ choices of primary information sources 
related to the organic farming industry.

We identified four typologies of student consumers (as factors), 
namely, the dilettante consumer, the decisive consumer, the need-
based consumer, and the wandering consumer. It was seen that their 
perspectives ranged across a spectrum from agreement to 
disagreement regarding organic food and organic farming as a 
sustainable form of agriculture. We observed heterogeneity between 
and within the factors. Despite being distributed differently, each 
factor consisted of consumers with varying racial profiles, spanning 
across different generational cohorts and educational backgrounds. 
Therefore, student consumers’ perceptions could not be discerned 
based on their demographic background.

The dilettante consumers exhibited a willingness to adopt organic 
food primarily due to the perceived health benefits. They, however, 
also demonstrated a limited understanding of the practices involved 
in both small-scale and large-scale organic farming. In contrast, the 
decisive consumers expressed firm opinions on the socio-
environmental impacts of organic farming. They hesitated to buy 
organic food, believing that the potential health benefits of organic 
eating were based on an exaggerated perception of the risks of 
pesticide intake from conventional produce. However, they would 
prefer eating locally produced food over food from conventional 
farming as they were equally conscious of the negative socio-
environmental impacts of conventional farming practices. Need-based 
consumers doubted the health benefits of organic eating but 
maintained that the socio-environmental impacts of large-scale 
organic farming practices were significantly different from those of 
conventional farming. And thus, cannot be compared. Hence, they 
would rather eat organic if it were affordable. Lastly, the wandering 
consumers were convinced that organic farming is sustainable, and 
that eating organic food is safer than eating produce from conventional 
farming. However, like other factors, they found organic food costly 
for regular consumption (Tandon et al., 2021) and were therefore 
flexible in their choice, opting for either conventionally or organically 
grown produce. For the type of student consumers who preferred 
eating organic, perceived safety and ethical considerations played a 
vital role in their built perception of the organic farming industry 
(Nasir and Karakaya, 2014; Lee and Yun, 2015; Curvelo et al., 2019; 
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Ghali, 2020). However, the perceived prestige associated with eating 
organic did not influence either their perception or purchase decisions.

Students, as consumers, presented contradictory perspectives 
regarding the advantages of the organic farming sector, suggesting that 
the perceived benefits of organic consumption may not align with a 
robust body of scientific evidence-based knowledge on the matter. 
Consequently, leading to dissonance between students’ perceptions 
and their actual purchasing behavior (Hidalgo-Baz et al., 2017). While 
cost has always been identified as one of the primary inhibitors for 
buying organic produce (Tandon et al., 2021), but it is possible that 
inadequate information or a holistic knowledge on organic farming 
sector could also be  an underlying reason for such discrepancy. 
However, caution is warranted in making such causal claims. 
Nonetheless, this could serve as an impetus for future studies.

We discovered that social media emerged as the major information 
source across all the four typologies of student consumers. They relied 
on these platforms largely due to its engaging content and ease of 
accessibility (Wathen and Burkell, 2002; Sayyed and Gupta, 2020; 
Serbanescu, 2022). While some student consumers were drawn to 
social media influencers (Lou and Yuan, 2019) as trusted information 
sources on platforms like Instagram, others opted for YouTube for 
DIY videos and organic farming tutorials. Hence, media attributes 
such as source attractiveness and perceived trustworthiness (Giffin, 
1967; McGuire, 1985; Hall, 2015) may have contributed to these young 
consumers leaning toward social media as a reliable information 
source, though this is not definitive. However, the extent to which 
these consumers rely on source expertise (McCroskey, 1966) is 
debatable. These observations align with previous literature and Pew 
Research 2022 survey findings indicating that younger generations 
tend to use social media as their primary information source for 
purchase decisions (Aubrun et al., 2005; Kuttschreuter et al., 2014). 
This also highlights the potential perils of digital echo chambers on 
students’ perceptions and buying behavior (Cinelli et  al., 2021), 
particularly in the context of a contentious topic like the organic 
farming industry (Reganold and Wachter, 2016). Interestingly, it was 
observed that individuals who embraced organic food often came 
from backgrounds steeped in a culture of organic eating or were 
engaged in some form of subsistence farming. However, they chose to 
eat local organic vs. organic from large-scale farming. This suggests 
that experiential learning plays a significant role in enhancing young 
consumers’ understanding of the broader socio-environmental 
implications of the food industry (Eugenio-Gozalbo et al., 2021).

4.1 Implications

With recent advancements leading to the USDA enforcing new 
regulations to monitor fraud in organic food supply chains (National 
Organic Coalition, 2024), the diverse and unique perspectives of 
consumers on organic farming and food become increasingly relevant. 
This is crucial for establishing trust and credibility not only for the 
organization but also for the entire food industry. While prior studies 
investigated the “what” and “how” of consumer perceptions toward 
organic food and farming, very few have focused on the “why(s)” 
especially among student consumers. We  incorporated the Q 
methodology and recognized that while student consumers might 
resonate with the same sentiment (and degree) about organic food and 
farming, their underlying arguments varied. This implies that nuanced 

developments in the organic farming industry need to be disseminated 
to the audience in a streamlined fashion that not only presents the 
facts and the figures but also addresses them in coherence with the 
unique perspectives identified through the study.

Amidst the growing prominence of food choice debates 
concerning Genetically Modified Organisms (GMO) and hyper-local 
products in contemporary agricultural research, this study assumes 
significance (Hunt and Wald, 2020). The findings underscore the 
importance of this research, as they reveal that a significant number 
of student consumers, although demonstrate pro-environmental 
concerns (Poortinga et al., 2019; Walker and Matsa, 2021; Belotti et al., 
2022), lack clarity regarding terminologies associated with organic 
farming. Moreover, they frequently interchange these terms based on 
their subjective interpretations through chosen knowledge sources. 
Therefore, recognizing a gap in their comprehension suggests that 
similar misunderstandings may persist in the aforementioned debates 
as well.

While marketing agencies adeptly employ emotional advertising 
targeted at younger audiences through social media platforms (Yiridoe 
et al., 2005; Hughner et al., 2007; Thøgersen, 2010; Aertsens et al., 
2011; Smith-Spangler et al., 2012), there remains a noticeable absence 
of concerted efforts from the scientific community to disseminate 
knowledge in a manner accessible and comprehensible to these 
audiences. This discrepancy between scientific discoveries and 
scientific communication creates a gap that needs bridging 
(Pornpitakpan, 2004; Hunt and Wald, 2020). Therefore, stakeholders, 
including the scientific community, policymakers, agricultural 
experts, and educational leaders, must recognize the importance of 
leveraging platforms such as YouTube and Instagram to capture the 
attention of both Millennials and Gen Z. Effectively utilizing the 
unique features of these platforms is paramount in attracting and 
engaging youth. Furthermore, fostering critical thinking skills and 
promoting food and media literacy among young people (Bergsma 
and Carney, 2008; Glik and Martinez, 2017; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018; 
Raskind et al., 2019) is imperative in reducing the risks associated with 
unreliable sources on social media.

Additionally, we believe that the utilization of Q methodology 
remains largely untapped within the realm of Agricultural Education 
and Communication. There is a significant opportunity to harness its 
potential further to delve deeper into producer-consumer perceptions 
regarding science and innovation in agriculture.

4.2 Limitations

Part of the objective of this study was to elucidate the different 
perspectives of student consumers (in the form of typologies) 
regarding organic food and farming through a meticulously 
constructed Q set that encapsulates the broader worldview of the 
topic. While a portion of the methodology employs quantitative 
analysis to categorize perspectives into factors, the qualitative 
insights derived from individual subjectivities lend credibility to the 
study. However, it is important to note that this study does not 
assert the generalizability and validity of the entire consumer 
population; rather, the results are indicative of the sample under 
study. Secondly, since most of the participants may not be familiar 
with Q methodology, it is crucial to acknowledge that data 
collection can pose challenges and be time intensive when using this 
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methodology in research. Therefore, it necessitates meticulous 
planning and supervision both before and during the process to 
ensure accuracy and reliability. Finally, while this investigation 
examines the media types that student consumers use to shape their 
perceptions of the organic food industry, future research could 
employ alternative methodologies with a larger sample size. It could 
also thoroughly explore additional media attributes beyond source 
attractiveness, such as ease of access, user-friendliness, 
trustworthiness, and expertise, which may influence different 
consumer typologies.
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