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Is eating organic foods a healthier lifestyle than eating conventional?

Abstract



American’s have become eager to be a part of the latest health kick, especially eating organic foods. The confusion here is that people who choose to buy organic foods are under the impression that they are healthier than the conventional foods. My goal was to gather sources and determine the different health benefits between organic food and conventional food. Conventional food can be defined as foods grown and produced with synthetic fertilizers, additives, and chemicals that are used to produce a bigger and tastier product. While ,eating organically, can be defined as “organic agriculture involving the practice of vegetable production without chemical additives or even growth hormones” (Giuseppina & Vianello, 2010, p.1). There are certain farms specifically known as organic agriculture and conventional, that grow each type of produce. These two types of farming methods will be discussed later to inform readers about the differences and similarities concerning organic farms and conventional.

To reach my conclusions I collected research from both sides of the debate with evidence supporting organic food as healthier, and evidence supporting that there is no major difference between the two types of food. My conclusion states that there is no significant difference in the health benefits between organic versus conventional. These findings are important because in today’s world American’s are spending top dollar to reach their ultimate health goals no matter what the scientific research is to support those methods. By showing the lack of differences between the two types of food as a whole, I hope to enlighten organic food consumers with the truth and prevent them from over spending on groceries. With my sources collected and my conclusion I have reached, I can also help clear up the confusion of this debate and hopefully give American’s the knowledge they need to wisely make the choices that will scientifically help them lead a healthy lifestyle.

Introduction


As the demands for longevity, health, and physical appearance have grown across our country, debates concerning whether to eat organic versus conventional foods have arisen. Such debates consist of consumers wondering which type of foods are safer, taste better, more nutritious, and better for the environment. To the average American organic foods and conventional foods appear to be almost identical, despite the price tags on organic foods that can be almost double those on conventional foods. This reason leads to a few popular questions: Why do people choose organic foods in the first place? Are they paying double the price for the same quality of product? My goal in writing this paper is to clear up the confusion and help consumers know all the facts before choosing their foods. I will lay out the facts behind organic foods and conventional foods, ultimately leading to my conclusion that there are no significant health benefiting differences between the two types of food.

Discussion


Eating organically has become a very popular topic of discussion and behavior in America as individuals strive to be healthier. Sources who have researched the topic of organically grown foods claim that consumers of organic foods have advantages such as: ingestion of a higher content of phenolic compounds and some vitamins, along with a lower consumption of nitrates and pesticides. In 1999, Giuseppina and co-workers compared Golden Delicious apples produced in organic and conventional ways (Giuseppina &Vianella, 2010, p.2). Their studies found that “organic apples showed no differences in vitamin content, but had a higher content of some charactersitics such as: +31.9% phosphorus, +14.1% firmness, +8.5% fibers, +18.6% phenolic compounds, and a value +15.4% in the test of sensorial quality” (Giuseppina & Vianello, 2010, p.2). These differences may seem small and insignificant to the conventional consumers, however, the opinion of organic consumers is strong that the food they purchase with the organic origin presents a better flavor and texture.


Organic producers claim that their foods supply a higher level of nutrient content, as well as a more desirable taste. One study investigated was the impact of Selenium in foods and on the human body. (Navarro-Alacron, 2008).  Selenium has been looked at for being linked to the prevention of cardiovascular diseases, prostate, and colon cancer. With these benefits to consider, consumers should be aware of the important minerals and vitamins that are being lost through the food processing and preparation techniques that organic products do not undergo (Navarro-Alarcon, 2008). The study of the Selenium content loss through conventional food methods is an example of one mineral that has been shown to be greater in organic foods versus conventional methods. Diet is the major source of Selenium and many other vitamins and minerals; and organic food consumers say that they feel safe that they are consuming the important nutrients through their food choices and not having to worry about the healthy vitamins and minerals being left out of their foods..


Another argument that organic food consumers propose is that conventional foods contain a high dose of toxic chemicals and pesticides that people do not want in their bodies. While this is a branch off the argument of nutrient differences between the two types of food, it is still a topic of concern that pulls consumers to organic foods. An example of a toxic chemical that studies have shown appear in some foods is acrylamide (Dybing et al., 2004). Acrylamide is classified as a Group 2A carcinogen by the International Agency for Research on Cancer. This finding created concern worldwide because acrylamide is formed primarily in carbohydrate-rich food prepared or cooked at high temperatures (Dybing et al., 2004). This toxic chemical is known to be formed during industrial food processing, but extensive research on the extent that acrylamide is being consumed still needs to be further investigated. Despite the thorough research and evidence, many organic food eaters believe that the fact that these toxic chemicals may be a result of processing methods is enough to stay far away from conventional foods. Another harmful chemical to be worried about is polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs), which are a class of brominated flame retardants. PBDEs have been seen in an increase in human biological tissues and fluids, especially breast milk. Domingo (2004) states that dietary intake is more than likely the main route of exposure to PBDEs for the general public. This is concerning because scientists hypothesize that PBDEs can cause liver and neurodevelopment toxicity, and affect thyroid hormone levels (Domingo, 2004). Clearly, these chemicals appearing in foods and human tissues is very concerning and may be a valid reason for consumers to chose organic foods versus conventional to avoid some processing techniques. Looking at chemical levels in the two different types of foods is different than looking at vitamin and mineral levels. However, both topics are subjects of concern related to the health of the consumers. It is important to remember that scientists hypothesize about the harmful effects of chemicals in foods, and there is very scarce factual information concerning such chemicals. The small amount of evidence that is available is from a food sample analysis experiment conducted in a Swedish Market based on five PBDE congeners. There were six food groups mainly foods of animal origin that were selected for PBDE analyses. Fish was the highest of the total PBDE levels (47%), dairy products ranked second (31%), and fats/oils displayed an average 51 ng/day that Swedish individuals consumed (Domingo, 2011). However, much more research needs to be done to discover the appropriate evidence about this issue before worrying too many people about their food choices.


Many claims have been made that there is no difference between organic foods and conventional foods. Also, false beliefs about organic farming methods being better than conventional farming methods have arisen in recent years. There seems to be no better place to start when comparing organic foods versus conventional than the farms the foods were grown from. The only specific feature that really separates the two types of farming, organic versus conventional, is that organic farms do not use soluble minerals as fertilizer or synthetic pesticides. What is forgotten is that any conventional farmer can choose to incorporate the supposedly unique organic environmental features into their farm; incorporation of manure instead of spending money on fertilizer, for example (Trewavas, 2004). Addressing the fear of chemicals that many organic consumers claim to have, it has been stated that virtually all chemicals are seen to be dangerous at high doses and this includes the thousands of natural chemicals that are consumed every day in fruit and vegetables. Plants create an estimated 10,000 chemicals whose function is to kill insects, and when these natural pesticides, that are found in all fruit and vegetables, were tested at the maximum tolerated dose they prove to be equally as damaging as synthetic pesticides (Ames & Gold, 1999). Furthermore, the consumption of natural pesticides or chemicals daily outweighs the traces of synthetic pesticides consumed by the public by many thousands to one (Ames & Gold, 1999). Statistics such as this one should make conventional food consumers feel more comfortable about their food choices, especially when the recent fad is to go organic to prevent intake of such “harmful synthetic chemicals.” Pesticides are another big concern when looking at the two types of food. While facts do show that conventional farmers spray pesticides on their produce to protect from molds, insects, and diseases; the residues on most products, both organic and nonorganic, don’t exceed government safety thresholds (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2011). Government regulates the amount of pesticides and chemicals used, which is another aspect that should leave consumers feeling safe about the produce they are eating.


While it is assumed by many that organic equals healthy, studies have shown that being healthy consists of eating a balance of carbohydrates, proteins, fats, vitamins, minerals, fiber, and protective agents; regardless if it is organic or not. Organic foods have been known to make claims that their products contain a higher vitamin, protein, and mineral content than conventional foods. However, scientific studies show evidence that supports otherwise. When investigating protein content of both types of food, organic spinach, beet roots, carrots, tomatoes and potatoes showed a slightly lower crude protein and free amino acid content than conventionally grown vegetables (Ames & Gold, 1999). Concerning the vitamin content, when looking at vitamin A, B1 and B2, there are no clear or significant differences that have been documented between organic and conventional foods (Magkos, Arvaniti, & Zampelas, 2003). Lastly, when looking at the content of minerals and trace elements in organic and conventionally grown fruits, existing evidence again displays no significant differences between the two types of food (Magkos, Arvaniti, & Zampelas, 2003). While the research and results are scarce on the subject of differences between organic and conventional foods content of vitamins, minerals, and proteins, the general conclusion states that there are no differences in nutritional value when comparing organic foods and conventional foods. 


Several studies have reported an increase in vitamin, mineral, and phytochemical content of organic produce. While many people would love to believe them, these findings must be taken with a grain of salt due to the major disagreements in the research field concerning this topic. An experiment conducted by Johansson et al. (1999)  in which trained panels assessed organic and conventional tomatoes for a variety of different attributes. They found no differences in acidity, sweetness, and bitterness. They did find, however, that the organic apples were less firm and less juicy than the conventional apples. The same study was held but with organic carrots versus conventional grown carrots. The taste panel reported that organic carrots had less sweetness, crunchiness, and flavor (Hansen, 2002). The results that these panelist studies provided show that misconceptions about organic foods are more than real in society. Such studies provide the best evidence science can reach at this point, and the evidence more times than not shows the lack of differences between organic foods and conventional foods.


There have been several studies that have attempted to research differences in nutritional values of organically and conventionally grown food (Bourne et al., 2002). These studies have looked at different aspects of why consumers choose to eat organic food versus conventional foods. One of those aspects was the misconception that if a food contained an organic label, that it was hands down more nutritious than the conventional product. This lack of knowledge is what professionals need to clear up by supplying more validated evidence. In an Agricultural Research Service study, aspects of organic eggs versus conventional eggs were investigated. The biggest difference observed was the egg sizes within a carton; the organic eggs weighed more but the conventional eggs had the greater percentages of crude fat and total solids (No Substantial Quality, 2010). Contrary to the claims on organic eggs about having an increased omega-3 levels, this study found the same egg nutrition in both kinds. Overall, the findings of this organic egg and conventional egg study states that there were no substantial differences between the two.


Further research needs to be done to validate which method is in fact better for you, conventional foods or organic foods. However, the research discussed thus far strongly states that there is no significant health difference between eating conventional versus the organic diets. Eating more fresh fruits and vegetables in general is the key to living a healthy lifestyle (Lippert, 2009). According to Dr. Alan Dangour, “A small number of differences in nutrient content were found to exist between organically and conventionally-produced crops and livestock, but these are unlikely to be of any public health relevance” (Hickman, 2009). Organic foods used to be only available in health stores, but these days American’s face the choice between organic and conventional in almost every grocery store. With that being said, the public should be educated that there is no significant nutritious difference between the two types of foods. Gill Fine, FSA director of dietary health, states that “there is no evidence of additional health benefits from eating organic food.” Therefore, the long-running debate about whether organic foods are healthier or not should be over. Professionals state that this does not mean to not purchase organic foods because there are less pesticides used, however, when concerning nutrients there are no differences seen. 


During the past decade, sales of organic produce have soared, rising 22% between 2005 and 2007; nine out of ten households buy organic food (Hickman, 2009). It seems that a main concern among organic buyers is the health risks of ingesting the pesticides that are a part of conventional foods. When research displays that experts are  keeping the levels in conventional food at a non-toxic level for the majority of healthy adults (DeCostole, 2012). If people are misunderstanding the truth and are buying organic foods on the basis it is going to be better for them nutritionally, that is where the education needs to be stronger to state the facts. While it is completely up to the consumer to choose what kind of food they purchase, it is important to educate them with the facts that there is no evidence to prove organic food is healthier than conventional food. 


While the debate is still an ongoing discussion, the evidence strongly leads me to conclude that the only significant difference between organic and conventional food is the use of synthetic fertilizers; therefore, not displaying any significant differences in vitamin and mineral content. Again, consuming organic foods can mean the consumption of lower nitrate and pesticide levels, as well as a lower content of chemicals and additives that are known to be left out of organic foods. Evidence from many research studies that have looked at specific types of produce have shown none or very little differences between nutrients and minerals in both types of foods. While the absence of chemicals is a desirable trait to organic foods, phenolic compounds that are found more popular in conventional foods were revealed important to human health because of their antioxidant activity (Giuseppina et al. 2010). It is appalling the lack of research scientists have to supply a debate such as this one. However, until more evidence arises to fulfill the consumer’s questions, we must use the information we have now to judge our food choices by. Many studies that I have discussed in this paper have displayed the lack of nutrient differences between organic foods and conventional foods. These results I have discussed ultimately leaves the choice of whether to buy the more expensive food choice, or not, up to the consumers.


Further research needs to be conducted to validate my conclusion. While I found sources that support that there is no difference between organic food and conventional food, further studies conducted will help clear up the confusion. An idea for an experiment is to keep track of an all organic diet consumer as well as a conventional diet consumer over an extended period of time. Through this given period of time doctors and other professionals can run tests looking at blood pressure levels, heart conditions, BMI, vitamin and mineral levels, etc. Another experiment that would be helpful to clear up this debate would be to further investigate farming methods between organic farms and conventional farms. With work on validating that the government’s regulated levels are in fact proven safe to consume, the levels of pesticides and additives used in conventional farming will without question be in the healthy range and will help consumers feel safe about their food choices. Keeping these levels of synthetic products used on conventional produce, meats, and other products open to the public can also clear up the questions about which type of food is in fact healthier. Most of the general public trusts what claims are made on packages, labels, and in the media. For this reason, it is more important than ever to clear up this debate and help consumers truly understand what the best food choices are for their situation. This further research will add clarity to the debate between organic lifestyles versus conventional. Once this clarity to the organic versus conventional debate is available to the public, the general population can now understand what organic labels truly mean and that not every claim being made about organic foods being healthier than the conventional foods are in fact true. With further research presenting valid evidence and clear information out for the public, professionals can make this debate a discussion of the past.
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