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 Based on the expectancy disconfirmation theory, the study presents a conceptual model exploring 
consumer perception (perceived service quality, product quality, price, and corporate social respon-
sibility) effect on satisfaction and word of mouth in smallholder horticulture stores. A quantitative 
analysis using Partial Least Squares-based Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was carried. 
This method was used to identify elements influencing satisfaction and to explore the hypothesised 
relationships between consumer perceptions, satisfaction, and the spreading of positive word of 
mouth. The findings identify the perceived service quality and product quality as factors that en-
hance satisfaction. However, the perceived quality of the product is the only factor that aids word 
of mouth. Correspondingly, perceived product quality shows a favorable relationship with per-
ceived price. On the other hand, perceived price and corporate social responsibility do not 
strengthen customer satisfaction, with corporate social responsibility not aiding word of mouth. 
Furthermore, the study tested the strength of customer satisfaction as a mediating variable between 
consumer perception and word of mouth, and none of the results proved significant. Similarly, 
perceived price does not mediate the path between perceived product quality and customer satis-
faction. The study is of benefit to scholars, smallholders, and agricultural policymakers, particularly 
in emerging economies. 
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1. Introduction 
 
As one of the most significant sectors of the economy, the agricultural industry is considered a priority internationally as 
products produced are a necessity for human existence and survival (Beckman & Countryman, 2021). The agricultural sector 
can assist in improving food security and reducing poverty (The World Bank, 2020). According to The World Bank (2020), 
the sector contributed about (4%) to the global gross domestic product (GDP), and about (25%) contribution to the GDP was 
from some of the emerging economies.  However, economies have been experiencing the impact of climate change throughout 
the world. Some of these changes are more visible than others, such as the decline of soil fertility and scarcity of water which 
has negatively affected agriculture production (Williams et al., 2019). The World Economic Forum (2019) highlighted the 
use of agriculture to fight climate change using carbon. Carbon can be converted to soil organic matter and plant material, 
which can improve the health of the soil and, in turn, increase the aptitude of production on the land (World Economic Forum 
(2019). Agro-ecological methods and organic agriculture are essential for developing agricultural policy agendas, especially 
in sub-Saharan Africa (Adenle et al., 2019). Therefore to preserve ecological balance, food security, and the production of 
raw materials, the focus on horticulture crops becomes vital, as recommended by authors (Malik & Azhar, 2018).   Horticulture 
is a subdivision of agriculture and focuses on gardening plants, fruits, and vegetables (Isaak & Lentz, 2020). Moreover, from 
a health and lifestyle perspective, horticulture plays a role in stimulating the positive well-being of people through nurturing 
spaces that are important to people, such as home gardening, community parks, sports fields, and botanical gardens (Meyer 
et al., 2016). Being a rapidly developing industry in the agricultural sector (Elansary et al., 2017), this study seeks to draw its 
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attention to horticulture within an emerging economy in Sub-Saharan Africa.  More importantly, prioritising the smallholder 
in South Africa. The agricultural industry in South Africa is dominated by commercial farms and smallholders, although the 
smallholder occupies a small percentage of the farming land (Tibesigwa et al., 2017). Smallholder farmers have difficulty 
compared to commercial farmers, especially when it comes to barriers to profitability which highlight the lack of market 
access (Fan & Rue, 2020). However, even with the small occupancy of land, and lack of market access, the smallholding 
creates jobs and provides the economic livelihood for communities. For example, horticulture in the Tanzanian economy is 
the fastest-growing subsector, providing food security and employment opportunities for communities, particularly women 
(Mrema et al., 2017). Thus, this demonstrates that the role of the smallholder has grown over time, yet, there is little academic 
research that can be found on smallholder horticultural products or store customer perception, particularly in emerging econ-
omies.  
 

There has been a lot of studies done in emerging economies (Elansary et al., 2017; Mrema et al., 2017; Pasquali et al., 2021; 
Sun et al., 2019; Tibesigwa et al., 2017; Van Kleunen et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2019) highlighting the importance of 
horticulture. Many of the studies, if not all, focus on the farmer (producing) perspective and little focus from the consumers' 
point of view. In South Africa, the agriculture, forestry, and fisheries department introduced the Smallholder Horticulture 
Empowerment and Promotion (SHEP) project, encouraging small business farmers to grow to sell their produce (Department 
of Agriculture, 2019). However, for a business to thrive, its customers are its backbone. Therefore, serving consumers well, 
both from a product and service point of view, increases satisfaction. In turn, consumers become advocates, encouraging word 
of mouth, which is very important for small businesses that rely on their consumers to spread the word.  A Thailand study 
(Prasertsaeng et al., 2020) investigated elements that impact farmers satisfaction within horticultural companies’ activities. 
However, the study was conducted from the production perspective. There is limited evidence on the influence of customer 
perception on horticultural products or services, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa within small businesses. This study aims 
to identify and inspect elements that affect customer satisfaction and word of mouth of a smallholder horticultural store. The 
research objectives are as follows: 

a) To identify factors that lead to customer satisfaction of a smallholder horticultural store; 

b) To explore the relationship between the perceptions of service quality, product quality, price, corporate social re-
sponsibility, and customer satisfaction of a smallholder horticultural store; 

c) To investigate the influence customer satisfaction has on word of mouth of a smallholder horticultural store; 
d) To test the mediating role of satisfaction between the perceived service quality, product quality, price, corporate 

social reasonability, and word of mouth of a smallholder horticultural store; and       
e) To assess the mediating role of perceived price amongst perceived product quality and satisfaction.  

   
2. Literature review  

 
2.1.  Expectancy disconfirmation theory 
 
The Expectancy Disconfirmation Paradigm (EDP) by Oliver (1980), cited in (Hossain, 2019) describes the role of the cus-
tomer's prior expectations using a cognitive process where satisfaction judgments have been formed through experiences or 
expectations (Morgeson, 2012). The EDP is the most widely used marketing literature model for customer (dis)satisfaction 
(Hossain, 2019). However, limited studies have applied the theory to smallholder horticultural products and stores. As such, 
the study will use the approach to ground the research. EDP recognises shopper behaviour in three phases as stated by (Guo 
et al., 2015): (1) purchase stage, (2) confirmation/disconfirmation stage, and (3) the response/feedback stage. In the purchase 
phase, shoppers develop initial anticipation of the product or service. To determine the role of expectation, the study assesses 
perceived service quality, product quality, price, and corporate social responsibility. For the confirmation/disconfirmation 
stage, this study will measure customer satisfaction and positive word of mouth for the response/feedback stage. EDP is 
relevant to this study because it relates to customers' perceptions of the quality of the service, product, price, and corporate 
social responsibility of the smallholding horticultural store. Consumers have pre-purchase and post-use expectations of the 
services and products they consume; depending on the outcome of these expectations, whether satisfied or not, confirmation 
or disconfirmation occurs (Oliveri et al., 2019).    
 
2.2.  Perceived service quality 
 
Severi and Ling (2013) define the perceived quality of services as consumers' perception of the excellence and quality of 
services. These include a shopper's anticipation of how a store will deliver the service. Depending on the outcome of the 
expectation, the quality of the service can positively affect purchasing decisions (Su et al., 2016). Scholars argue that under-
standing a customer's expectation can allow a business to provide high-quality service fundamentals and be successful 
(Brochado & Pereira, 2017). Therefore, to compete successfully, service quality is one of the key features to be considered 
when companies map out their customer journeys (Martins et al., 2015), which justifies the inclusion of this construct for the 
current study. Since services are intangible and based on individual personal experiences, to evaluate the perceived service 
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quality of the smallholder's horticultural store, this study will focus on whether customers receive particular attention, prompt-
ness of the service, and the effectiveness of customer complaint feedback. Examining the service quality perceptions for 
improving performance, satisfaction, and retention is vital for brands (Orel & Kara, 2014). Consequently, since customers 
determine the quality of service, firms should aim to execute the features and characteristics expected of that service (De Oña 
et al., 2013). Perceived service quality has been proven to have a positive relationship with positive word-of-mouth (Ahmadi, 
2019; Casidy, 2014; Liu & Lee, 2016) and customer satisfaction (Ahmadi, 2019; Boonlertvanich, 2019; Jeaheng et al., 2020; 
Murti et al., 2013; Pooya et al., 2020). Based on the discussed literature, it is proposed that: 
 
H1: Perceived service quality will stimulate positive word of mouth.  
H2: Perceived service quality will enhance customer satisfaction. 
 
2.3. Perceived product quality  
 
Perceived product quality could anticipate a consumer's identification with a store (Nikhashemi et al., 2017). Consumer per-
ceptions of product quality are determined by products' overall superiority and supremacy (Jhandir, 2012; Razak et al., 2016). 
Perceived product quality is considered influential for consumers and highly related to purchasing decisions (Ariffin et al., 
2016). The perceptions customers have about the quality of the product are also influenced by the customer's ethnocentrism 
(Purwanto, 2014).  This study justifies perceived product quality as an essential construct to explore since the smallholding 
horticultural store produces local products. Ultimately, perceived product quality determines whether customer's expectations 
of the product have been achieved (Quattelbaum et al., 2013). Razak et al. (2016) state that consumers perceive products to 
be of good quality if they are associated with their expectations, leading to their satisfaction. Positive perception of a product's 
quality has been shown to affect customer satisfaction (Nikhashemi et al., 2017). Studies (Jeong & Jang, 2011; Konuk, 2019) 
have found that perceived food quality positively affects satisfaction and word of mouth (Mukerjee, 2018). Moreover, in a 
study about halal, scholars (Jeaheng et al., 2020) proposed that halal foods and services influence customer satisfaction and 
perceived price. Therefore, it is suggested that: 
 
H3: Perceived product quality will stimulate positive word of mouth.   
H4: Perceived product quality will enhance customer satisfaction. 
H5: Perceived product quality will have a positive effect on the perceived price. 
 
2.4. Perceived Price  
 
Perceived price is the price customers determine for the value and benefits derived from products and services customers 
consume and plays a vital role in customer purchase decision making (Jeaheng et al., 2020; Kaura et al., 2014; Yoon et al., 
2014). Perceived price is a vital determinant in consumer buying and significantly influences consumers' judgment regarding 
the product and service (Kaura et al., 2015). To measure perceived price, this study will use affordability, suitability, and 
fairness. Perceived price fairness is essential for a smallholder horticultural store as it services local communities that are 
price sensitive. Perceived price fairness is the shopper's evaluation of whether the price is reasonable, acceptable, and justifi-
able (Kaura et al., 2014). Perceived price varies across customers (Beneke & Zimmerman, 2014) and has been found to affect 
customer satisfaction (Kaura et al., 2014; Konuk, 2019). It is therefore proposed that:  
   
H6: Perceived price will enhance customer satisfaction; and that 
H11: Perceived price will mediate the oath amongst perceived product quality and satisfaction. 
  
2.5. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is beyond making profits in a company. It aims to contribute to the social good in the 
community, and it goes beyond the interest of the company (Salib et al., 2015). CSR is when a company voluntarily contributes 
to improve society and encourage a better and cleaner environment (Setó-Pamies & & Papaoikonomou, 2016). According to 
Salib et al. (2015), There are two types of CSR: traditional and contemporary. In traditional CSR, a company gives back 
without any societal considerations, and contemporary CSR is when social responsibility is incorporated into the company's 
functioning. The latter is the adopted definition for this study, which is also important within the agricultural sector, making 
it importan to the smallholder horticultal producer esepcially given issues pertaining to climate change which affect 
communities. CSR assists companies in enhancing their brand image and positive customer perceptions, which is influential 
for product and service differentiation (Lee et al., 2020). Therefore CSR demonstrates the responsibilities businesses should 
take to contribute to bettering society and protect the environment. This study will focus on environmental friendliness, 
product health, and good working conditions to measure CSR.  Prior research has shown that customers favour companies 
involved with CSR, which influences positive customer behaviours (Rita et al., 2019). As such, companies committed to 
corporate social responsibility have been found to enhance customer satisfaction (Park et al., 2017) and favourable word of 
mouth (Hanaysha, 2021; Vo et al., 2019). The study, therefore, proposes the following relationships: 
 
H7: Corporate social responsibility will enhance customer satisfaction. 
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H8: Corporate social responsibility will stimulate positive word of mouth. 
   
2.6. Customer Satisfaction and Word of Mouth  
 
Customer satisfaction is fundamental in marketing practice and can determine whether a company succeeds or fails. Hence 
the ultimate objective for organisations is to satisfy their customers  (Rita et al., 2019). Satisfaction has been linked with the 
performance of businesses (Eklof et al., 2020), market share (Rego et al., 2013), and a positive contributor to word of mouth 
(WOM) (Eisingerich et al., 2014; Rego et al., 2013; Rita et al., 2019). These relationships demonstrate the importance of 
ensuring that customers are satisfied, especially for smallholder horticultural stores operating at smaller scales relying on word 
of mouth to reach out to more consumers. Consumers often share their interpersonal experiences and information, whether 
positive or negative, about products with one another and this aids in spreading awareness about a brand and at no cost to the 
company. For a horticultural smallholder, this is important because consumers of the stores will market the products and 
services on their behalf, which is vital for local stores servicing communities face to face. Word of mouth (WOM) is a critical 
marketing tool that can impact consumer preferences and choices (Hanaysha, 2021). Customer satisfaction has been found to 
affect word of mouth (Pfeffer et al., 2014). Eisingerich et al. (2015) posit that there are two types of WOM: online WOM and 
offline WOM. Online WOM is when the consumer expresses their opinion or experience of a particular item on the Internet 
or social media platforms, whereas offline involves face-to-face communication (Eisingerich et al., 2014). For this study, the 
latter applies. Although there are many positive benefits of word of mouth, there are also some negative aspects (Pfeffer et 
al., 2014). These become evident when consumers are not happy with a product or service, which can be fatal for brands. This 
justifies why a smallholder store should thrive on satisfying customers because it relies on them to communicate positively 
about their stores. For this study, word of mouth being referred to is positive. It is therefore proposed that:  
 
H9: Customer satisfaction will stimulate positive word of mouth. 
H10: Customer satisfaction will mediate the path amongst customer perceptions and word of mouth. 
 
For the outline of the proposed conceptual model, see Fig.1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. The proposed conceptual model  
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3. Research methods 
  
The study adopted quantitative methods, and a questionnaire (self-administered) was used for data collection. The proposed 
conceptual model consisted of perceived service quality measured using four items adapted from (Severi & Ling, 2013), while 
perceived product quality consisted of six measurement items adapted from (Washburn & Plank, 2002). Perceived price used 
four measurement items adapted from (Chiang & Jang, 2007), and corporate social responsibility included four measurement 
items adapted from (Anselmsson & Johansson, 2007). Customer satisfaction had four measurement items adapted from 
(Martin et al., 2015). Meanwhile, word of mouth was measured using seven items adapted from (Brown et al., 2005). The 
items were measured using a five-point Likert scale, from 1 "strongly disagree" to 5 "strongly agree.” All items are indicated 
in Fig. 2 and appendices.  
 

 
Fig. 1. The conceptual model depicted on SmartPLS 

The questionnaire consisted of two sections; section A was the demographic profile of respondents, and section B was for 
measurement items. Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyse data for section A. For section B, 
partial least squares-based structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was used for path analysis conducted in SmartPLS 3. 
PLS-SEM is selected since the study aims to identify, explore and examine factors that affect customers' satisfaction and, in 
turn, positive word of mouth of a smallholder horticultural store. This is also justified by Hair et al. (2011), who states that if 
a study aims to identify or explore constructs as key drivers, then PLS-SEM is recommended. 
 
Smallholder horticulture producers typically service their local communities, but market access is still a challenge, especially 
from a business-to-business environment. Hence some smallholders have also opened their stores to sell directly to customers, 
which is not an extensive customer base. Taking this into consideration and that there was no sampling frame to draw from, 
the study made use of a non-probability convenience sampling technique. This method was selected for ease of access to 
participants and their readiness to participate (Farrokhi & Mahmoudi-Hamidabad, 2012), which was essential to obtain an 
ethical clearance certificate. Moreover, convenience sampling enabled the study to reach particular customers with underlying 
knowledge and experience (Tucker et al., 2015) on consuming horticultural products and services from smallholders' stores. 
Customers who are knowledgeable and experienced on the subject matter will provide meaningful feedback to enable the 
study to answer the research questions (Tucker et al., 2015). 
  
From a sample size perspective, PLS-SEM can work with an extensive range of sample sizes competently. One of the ad-
vantages of using PLS-SEM is that it allows a smaller sample size (Kock & Hadaya, 2018). This also deems the sample size 
used for the study adequate. It is also recommended that should a sample size be small (n<100), PLS-SEM must be selected 
(Hair et al., 2017). However, Hair et al. (2011) the sample size should be "ten times the largest number of structural paths 
directed at a particular latent construct in the structural model" (pp.144). The study meets the condition. Furthermore, authors 
(Lin et al., 2020) also found that small sample sizes, predictive models, and non-normal data were amongst the three common 
reasons studies used PLS-SEM. 
 
With the smallholding stores having a smaller customer database than commercial farmers, obtaining a larger sample size can 
prove challenging as the population size (total number of smallholder horticultural customers) is unclear. Therefore, the study 
targeted a sample size of 100. Ninety-five (95) responses were successfully collected, making it a response rate of 95%. It 
should be pointed out that before data collection, a pilot study was conducted to ascertain the reliability and validity of the 
constructs and respective measurement items. The pilot test was necessary, seeing that limited studies of this nature have been 
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conducted in this context. The pilot test consisted of 20 respondents, which is more than sufficient given that the suggested 
sample size for a pilot study should be 10-20% of the primary sample size (Hazzi & Maldaon, 2015).  
 
4. Results 

 
4.1. Demographic profile of respondents 
 
Section A of the questionnaire included collecting information on the demographic profile and characteristics. These included 
gender, marital status, age, highest academic qualification, and occupation. This is a summary, however for a complete break-
down, please see Table 1. The majority of the respondents were females (60%), and males were (40%). The majority of the 
participants were married (63.15%). The majority age group was 26-35 years of age (29.47%), followed by 36-45 years of 
age (25.26%), after that, 56-75 years of age (21.05%). The majority of the participants had university postgraduate degrees 
(40%), followed by 26.31% of participants with degrees, 15.79% of the participants had diplomas, 14.74% had high school 
education. Approximately 50.53% of the participants were employed, 26.32% were self-employed, and 10.53% were students.   
 

Table 1 
Profile of respondents 

Category  Characteristic  Percentage (%)    
 Gender Female 60 Qualification High school 15 

Male 40  Diploma 16 
Marital Status Married  63  Degree 26 

Single 29  Postgraduate de- 40 
Divorced 6  Other 3 
Prefer not to say 2 Occupation Student 11 

Age 
  

18-25 years 9  Employed 51 
26-35 years 29  Self-employed 26 
36-45 years 25  Unemployed 3 
46-55 years 15  Other 9 
56-75 years or older 21    

 
4.2. Assessment of the reflective measurement model 
 
Examining the measurement model is the first step in assessing PLS-SEM results as recommended by (Hair et al., 2019). This 
includes evaluating the measurement model, which contains estimating indicator loadings (>0.700)(Hair et al., 2017) for 
testing satisfactory reliability of the measurement items. Loadings below 0.700 were deleted, which led to an increase in the 
composite reliability.  
 

Table 2 
Reflective measurement model analysis  

Constructs  Indicator Loadings Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Composite Reliability 
(CR) 

Average 
Variance Ex-
tracted (AVE) 

Variance Infla-
tion Factor (VIF) 

Perceived Service  
Quality (PSQ) 

PSQ1 0.812 0.788 0.876 0.703 1.553 
PSQ2 0.852 1.747 
PSQ4 0.851 1.703 

Perceived Product  
Quality (PPQ) 

PPQ1 0.816 0.908 0.932 0.732 2.121 
PPQ2 0.879 3.483 
PPQ3 0.892 3.797 
PPQ4 0.865 2.753 
PPQ5 0.825 2.304 

Perceived Price (PP) PP2 0.919 0.904 0.940 0.839 3.261 
PP3 0.937 3.427 
PP4 0.892 2.456 

Corporate Social  
Responsibility (CSR) 

CSR1 0.835 0.810 0.875 0.636 2.075 
CSR2 0.814 1.599 
CSR3 0.729 1.457 
CSR4 0.808 1.852 

Customer Satisfaction 
(SAT) 

SAT1 0.760  
 

0.856 
  

0.903 0.699 1.776 
SAT2 0.873 2.816 
SAT3 0.875 2.735 
SAT4 0.832 1.991 

Word of Mouth (WOM) WOM1 0.700 0.917 0.936 0.710 1.684 
WOM3 0.890 3.154 
WOM4 0.884 3.594 
WOM5 0.829 2.481 
WOM6 0.839 2.684 
WOM7 0.898 4.049 
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This consideration is supported by (Hair et al., 2011). The second phase is the composite reliability (CR) for internal con-
sistency assessment, which should be above the values of 0.60. However, less than 0.95 (Hair et al., 2019), the internal con-
sistency test also includes the Cronbach's alpha (>0.70)(Ibrahim & Aljarah, 2018; Taber, 2018). The third phase of the reflec-
tive measurement model evaluation includes assessing the convergent validity of constructs, which is tested using the average 
variance extracted (AVE), which should be (>0.50). The study met all the conditions of these tests, as shown in Table 1, 
depicting that internal consistency and construct validity (variance of items per construct) are evident.  
 
The fourth phase of the reflective measurement model evaluation assesses the discriminant validity. For this assessment, 
Fornell and Larcker (1981), as cited in (Hair et al., 2019), was analysed. To confirm discriminant validity using Fornell and 
Larcker (1981) method, the AVE of each construct should be greater than the shared variance for all constructs in the concep-
tual model, which is achieved as shown in Table 2. However, the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio has been suggested as 
a new method to determine discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 2015). Voorhees et al. (2016) maintained that the drive for 
this new test for discriminant validity is related to the need to create the content and solidness of constructs and is necessary 
for researchers to demonstrate that all constructs are distinct. For discriminant validity to not be violated, the HTMT ratio 
should be below 0.85, preferably below 0.90  (Henseler et al., 2015). As demonstrated in Table 2, the HTMT values are within 
the recommended threshold, signalling that discriminant validity is present.  

 
 
Table 3 
Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio 

Fornell and Larcker (1981) 
  CSR SAT PP PPQ PSQ WOM 
CSR 0.798 

     

SAT 0.290 0.836 
    

PP 0.078 0.249 0.916 
   

PPQ 0.307 0.653 0.226 0.856 
  

PSQ 0.286 0.774 0.377 0.694 0.838 
 

WOM 0.262 0.491 0.159 0.516 0.539 0.843 
Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio 

  CSR SAT PP PPQ PSQ WOM 
CSR       
SAT 0.336      
PP 0.201 0.280     
PPQ 0.357 0.732 0.245    
PSQ 0.316 0.877 0.406 0.773   
WOM 0.277 0.535 0.179 0.538 0.620  

  
Table 4 demonstrates the cross-loadings, which meet the criteria for evident discriminant validity (Khan, 2021). 
 

Table 4  
Cross-loadings 

  CSR PP PPQ PSQ SAT WOM 
CSR1 0.835 0.089 0.264 0.254 0.257 0.134 
CSR2 0.814 -0.122 0.213 0.206 0.265 0.260 
CSR3 0.729 0.192 0.189 0.225 0.203 0.164 
CSR4 0.808 0.149 0.312 0.235 0.191 0.254 
PP2 0.095 0.919 0.221 0.333 0.182 0.114 
PP3 0.092 0.937 0.223 0.363 0.260 0.182 
PP4 0.025 0.892 0.175 0.338 0.235 0.135 
PPQ1 0.195 0.172 0.816 0.555 0.543 0.400 
PPQ2 0.250 0.205 0.879 0.577 0.520 0.406 
PPQ3 0.262 0.280 0.892 0.655 0.545 0.527 
PPQ4 0.274 0.202 0.865 0.641 0.583 0.480 
PPQ5 0.328 0.095 0.825 0.532 0.605 0.381 
PSQ1 0.169 0.255 0.531 0.812 0.647 0.384 
PSQ3 0.275 0.298 0.623 0.852 0.636 0.482 
PSQ4 0.271 0.389 0.590 0.851 0.663 0.485 
SAT1 0.187 0.200 0.439 0.534 0.760 0.346 
SAT2 0.195 0.181 0.529 0.626 0.873 0.389 
SAT3 0.350 0.213 0.651 0.722 0.875 0.497 
SAT4 0.210 0.237 0.538 0.682 0.832 0.390 
WOM1 0.200 0.160 0.214 0.387 0.390 0.700 
WOM3 0.315 0.171 0.545 0.516 0.479 0.890 
WOM4 0.247 0.049 0.458 0.474 0.405 0.884 
WOM5 0.092 0.078 0.426 0.423 0.416 0.829 
WOM6 0.176 0.135 0.424 0.425 0.340 0.839 
WOM7 0.262 0.210 0.477 0.482 0.442 0.898 
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4.3. Assessment of the structural models 
 
The assessment of the measurement model is acceptable, and therefore the next stage is assessing the PLS-SEM results of the 
structural model. However, before proceeding with the analysis, it is crucial to check multicollinearity. To check multicollin-
earity, the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values will be assessed. All the values for VIF were below 5 (ranged between 1.457 
- 4.049) as outlined in Table 2, which are satisfactory and indicating that there are no issues of collinearity  (Ali & Park, 2016; 
Khan, 2021). The R2 assessment showed the following values: customer satisfaction (0.628) demonstrating a moderate effect, 
word of mouth (0.340) indicating a medium, and perceived price (0.021) depicting a low impact (Hair et al., 2019). Q2  eval-
uation showed the following values:  customer satisfaction (0.415) showing a moderate predictive accuracy, word of mouth 
(0.229) demonstrating a medium predictive accuracy, and perceived price (0.036) showing a small predictive accuracy (Hair 
et al., 2019). These values are also larger than 0 (Hair et al., 2011).  The Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) 
was also acceptable at 0.069 (saturated model) and 0.078 (estimated model), which is below the recommended threshold of 
(<0.080) (David et al., 2020).  
 
To assess the significance of the hypothesized relationships, bootstrapping was used with a minimum sample of 5 000 (Hair 
et al., 2011). Table 7 shows that H2 (β = 0.629, t = 6.465, p<0.000), H3 (β = 0.273, t = 1.609, p<0.05), H4 (β = 0.211, t = 
2.072, p<0.05), and H5 (β = 0.226, t = 2.163, p<0.05) were supported and significant. Contrarily, H1 (β = 0.273, t = 1.609, 
ns), H6 (β = -0.040, t = 0.570, ns), H7 (β = 0.048, t = 0.492, ns), H8 (β = 0.082, t = 0.826, ns), and H9 (β = 0.102, t = 0.573, 
ns) were not significant. Therefore, not supported.   
 
Table 5  
Assessment of the structural model 

Hypotheses   Path Path Coefficient (β) t-values P Values Decision  
H1 PSQ → WOM 0.273 1.609 0.108 ns Not supported  
H2 PSQ → SAT 0.629 6.465 0.000*** Supported 
H3 PPQ → WOM 0.273 1.609 0.024* Supported 
H4 PPQ → SAT 0.211 2.072 0.038* Supported 
H5 PPQ → PP 0.226 2.163 0.031* Supported 
H6 PP → SAT  -0.040 0.570 0.569 ns Not supported 
H7 CSR → SAT  0.048 0.492 0.623 ns Not supported 
H8 CSR  → WOM 0.082 0.826 0.409 ns Not supported 
H9 SAT  → WOM 0.102 0.573 0.567 ns Not supported 

Notes: ***p<0.000; **p<0.01; *p<0.05, (ns): not significant  

The mediating role of perceived price and customer satisfaction 
 
The mediation (indirect effects) was also assessed using the bootstrapping method with minimum 5 000 samples. Customer 
satisfaction does not mediate the path amongst perceived service quality, product quality, price, corporate social reasonability, 
and word of mouth. The results are as follows: H10 (β = 0.064, t = 0.573, ns; β = 0.021, t = 0.797, ns; β = -0.004 t = 0.266, 
ns; β = 0.005 t = 0.217, ns). This means that this mediation is not supported. Additionally, H11 (β = -0.009 t = 0.492, ns) was 
also not significant. Therefore, confirming the mediating influence of perceived price on perceived product quality and cus-
tomer satisfaction is not supported. 
 
5. Discussion and conclusions     

 
5.1. Discussion  
 
The study intended to identify and inspect factors that affect customer satisfaction and positive word of mouth of smallholder 
horticultural stores. Using the Expectancy Disconfirmation Paradigm (EDP) as a theoretical lens, the study found that in the 
initial purchase, product quality and service quality are the strongest factors influencing the confirmation stage (satisfaction) 
and, in turn, response/feedback stage (word of mouth). These findings are consistent with prior studies (Ahmadi, 2019; 
Jeaheng et al., 2020; Mukerjee, 2018; Pooya et al., 2020; Razak et al., 2016). These findings contribute to two scholarly fields, 
agriculture and marketing, by attempting to propose a model for the successful development and commercialisation of small-
holder horticultural stores. Although the study also identified two more constructs as part of the initial purchase stage, the 
study found that these variables (perceived price and corporate social responsibility) are not necessary for this context. These 
findings contradict previous studies (Konuk, 2019; Liu & Lee, 2016; Vo et al., 2019). It is not surprising since the context of 
the prior studies is not similar.  
  
From a managerial perspective, the findings reveal that consumers' perception of service quality enhances satisfaction, sug-
gesting that the higher the perceived service quality, the more pleasure will occur from the customer. Smallholder horticultural 
farmers and small business owners must pay attention to improving the quality of service throughout their business as it will 
enhance and increase the satisfaction of their customers. Additionally, the smallholder horticultural farmers should pay more 
attention to product quality. Consumers believe the quality of products to be satisfactory, which is why they would keep 
visiting the stores and spreading positive word of mouth. Moreover, smallholders need to note that factors such as price and 
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corporate social responsibility do not matter to customers as long as customers receive high-quality products combined with 
high-quality service.  Policymakers, as part of the development of agricultural policy agendas, can introduce marketing 
courses through incubators for smallholder farmers that focus on the importance of marketing strategy through customer 
service, product quality, and extent of word of mouth. 
 
5.2. Limitations and future research  
 
The study has some limitations. Firstly, the intention of the study was not to research to generalise to a more significant 
population. The study solely focused on a horticulture smallholder farmer's business as few studies of such nature are con-
ducted in the space. The study seeks to start the conversation and discussion of this nature to encourage future research on 
this phenomenon. Secondly, the sample size does not fully represent the population of customers in this particular sector. 
Furthermore, the study was carried in South Africa, in one of the nine provinces, Gauteng, in Johannesburg. Future studies 
can adopt the model and replicate it in other provinces and emerging economies.  
 
Thirdly, the study used a non-probability convenience sampling technique as there was no customer database to draw the 
sample size. Future studies can incorporate loyalty programs into the model as this will enable the smallholder to keep valuable 
records of customer information that can be used for marketing purposes. Moreover, given that perceived price and corporate 
social responsibility were not identified as essential factors, future studies can also incorporate a mixed method to unlock 
richer insights on these factors and others without limits provided by a structured questionnaire.          
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Appendices  

Measurement instruments  
 
Perceived service quality - I perceive that the store provides prompt services at the promised time. - I perceive that the store handles customer complaints effectively. - I perceive that the store is able to tell customers exactly when the services will be performed. - I perceive that the store gives individual customer attention.  
 
Perceived product quality - I perceive that the store products are of high quality. - I perceive the quality of the store products to be extremely high. - I perceive that the store products’ functionality is very high. - I perceive the reliability of the store products to be very high. - I perceive that the store products must be of good quality. - I perceive that the store products have superior quality.  
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Perceived price - My perception of the prices at the store is that they are not expensive. - My perception of the prices at the store is that they are reasonable. - My perception is that the prices at the store are appropriate. - My perception of the prices at the store is that they are affordable. 
 
Corporate Social Responsibility - I perceive products of this brand to be environmentally friendly. - I perceive products of this brand to be organic. - I perceive the products of this brand to be healthy. - I perceive the products of this brand to be produced under environmentally friendly conditions. 
 
Satisfaction - I am satisfied with the experience before I purchase from the store. - I am satisfied with the purchase experience at the store. - I am satisfied with the experience I have after I purchase from the store.  - I am satisfied with my overall experience at the store.   
 
Word-of-Mouth - I have mentioned to others that I purchase from the store.  - I make sure that others know that I purchase from the store. - I speak positively about the store to others. - I recommend the store to family members. - I speak positively about the store employees to others. - I recommend the store to acquaintances.  - I recommend the store to close personal friends. 
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